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Abstract
In 2015, the Indonesian government announced that it would prohibit the operation of the so-called cantrang (Danish Seine). The
stated purpose of the cantrang ban was to make marine fisheries more environmentally sustainable. In response, cantrang fishers
along the north coast of Java stagedmass protests, and after 3 years of negotiations and uncertainty, the government exempted the
cantrang fleets on the Java north coast from the policy. This paper analyses fishers’ responses to the ban from a historical and
ethnographic perspective. Specifically, it compares the cantrang ban to two earlier government interventions in the fisheries on
the Java north coast, one in 1905, the second 1980/81. With each intervention, a new governance principle was introduced to
small-scale fisheries, established elites transferred their capital elsewhere, and new elites emerged who supported the new
principle locally. Since 2015, however, only very few members of the established elites have exited the cantrang fishery, and
no members of a new local elite have emerged yet who would support sustainability as a governance principle for fisheries. The
paper aims to clarify why this was the case. More generally, it suggests that understanding the history of fisheries governance on
the Java north coast requires attention to the role of local elites, and therefore to social differentiations among fishers.
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Introduction

Paul Durrenberger (1988: 211) famously observed that “fish-
ermen fish for a living. They do not make a living by going to
meetings”. In early 2015, Indonesian fishermen on the Java
north coast not only attended, but also organized meetings and
demonstrations against a new government policy that they
perceived to threaten their livelihood as fishers. On January
9, 2015, the Indonesian government had announced the pro-
hibition of trawl and seine nets in Indonesian waters, on the

grounds that those gear types were not environmentally
friendly. The main target of the prohibition was the rapidly
growing fleet of cantrang boats (Danish seiners)1 that were
operating out of six ports on the Java north coast. Cantrang
boats were relatively inexpensive, productive and profitable
for their owners, and thus their numbers and size had grown
significantly since the early 2000s. However, this growth was
largely undocumented. Moreover, cantrang boats often violat-
ed zoning regulations, and there were indications that they
were progressively overfishing the demersal stocks of the

1 Cantrang is a seine shaped into a sack, with a pair of wings on its sides. Each
wing is connected with a pulling rope of 300 up to 600 m. The size of cantrang
seine itself is small. Its wings are 8 m long, the seine is 30 m long, and the sack
six meters long (Bayyinah et al. 2014: 222). The cantrang is cast onto the
seafloor and laid out in a semi-circle. Afterwards, the ropes are slowly pulled
back to the boat with mechanized pulleys, while the boat is travelling slowly
(Hakim and Nurhasanah 2016: 219). On average it takes between 60 and
75 min for a seine casting—setting, pulling, hauling and catch unloading—
and on a fishing day usually a cantrang boat makes 10 casting. Cantrang is an
active seine with high intensity of casting that in effect makes it very effective
in capturing catch.
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Java Sea. Since zoning and other regulatory attempts had
failed, the Ministry of Marine Affairs and Fisheries opted to
prohibit the use of the cantrang and several related gear types
altogether. The fishermen protested, and after 3 years of ne-
gotiation and uncertainty, the ports of northern Java were
granted an exemption from the ban for an indefinite period
of time.

In this paper, we review fishers’ responses to the cantrang
ban, and we try to explain their firm rejection of it and the
government’s eventual retreat in light of two previous govern-
ment interventions in the fisheries on the Java north coast. We
approach each of these interventions as a change in gover-
nance principles in fisheries (see. esp. Kooiman 2003, 2005;
see also Kooiman et al. 2005). These principles derived from
diverse sources (Bavinck and Chuenpagdee 2005), not all of
themwithin the fisheries sector (Semedi 1991),2 and they took
shape in the context of broader changes in economic policies
in Indonesia (e.g. Hainsworth 1985). As Song et al. (2013)
have pointed out, changing governance principles in fisheries
is not a simple task.3 On the Java north coast, powerful, cen-
tralized governments in colonial and post-colonial times nev-
ertheless successfully implemented such changes twice, and a
less powerful and centralized government attempted a third
change in 2015.4 The first change was the introduction of
fishers’ organisations in 1905, the second, the trawler ban of
1980/81.

In each of these moments, the government re-organized the
fisheries on the Java north coast around a new central gover-
nance principle. In 1905, this principle was state protection for
fishers as small-scale producers. In 1980, it was the extension
of market-based economic development to small-scale fisher-
ies, which the trawl ban helped speed up. Most recently, in
2015, the government attempted to make environmental sus-
tainability central to fisheries governance. Every time it intro-
duced a new government principle, the government replaced
established local elites associated with the previous gover-
nance principle with new ones, who would become the local
supporters of the new principles. In the main part of the paper,
we review each of the abovementioned three government in-
terventions with a focus on the role and responses of
established elites and rising elites. We proceed in chronolog-
ical order. From this comparison of different moments of in-
tervention, it becomes possible to explain why in 2015, but
not in 1905 or 1980, fishers openly resisted the intervention.

Our argument is based on the analysis of both historical and
ethnographic sources. In our discussion of the earlier two in-
terventions, we have relied primarily on government reports,
archives of one national and one regional (Java north coast)
newspaper and secondary sources. This data was primarily
collected online, through newspaper archives and delpher.nl,
the online service of the Dutch National Library.We have also
drawn on oral histories and commentaries on these earlier
events provided by fishing people at our field sites at
Pekalongan and Batang, two neighbouring districts on the
north coast of Central Java. The closer our analysis moves to
the present, the more we have been able to draw directly on
our ethnographic research, which began in 1983 at
Pekalongan and in 2013 at Batang. One of the authors has
conducted long-term ethnographic fieldwork in Wonokerto,
Pekalongan since 1983. He visited the village almost every
year until 1990. In 1997–98, he conducted another full year of
fieldwork and has since visited Wonokerto at least once every
year. The other author has spent about a year in total staying in
different households in two villages near the port of Batang,
one of the fivemain home bases of the Javanese cantrang fleet,
beginning with 6 months in 2013–14 and continuing with
yearly shorter visits since then. In 2018 and 2019, we visited
our field sites jointly, which has allowed for a better connec-
tion between data from the two research sites. Since 2013,
several groups of MA and BA students in anthropology have
participated in this research, as well. Five of them have written
their theses on specific questions pertaining to the fisheries at
Batang and Pekalongan. Moreover, in 2016, we carried out
comparative research in two other cantrang ports on the Java
north coast and several small-scale fishing ports, for gaining a
better understanding of sources of capital in Java north coast
fisheries.5 The research is ongoing.

The ethnographic data that has been most immediately use-
ful for the argument about the cantrang ban presented in the
final part of this paper are family and business histories col-
lected in repeated interviews with 20 owners of cantrang boats
at Batang. Between them, they owned 67 boats in 2014, or
about a third of the boats active at the time. We also draw on
informal conversations and less comprehensive information
about the families and businesses of other boat owners.
Additional information derives from repeated interviews with
two local fisheries officials and less formal conversations with
five others. We have also utilized genealogical data and infor-
mation on village elites gleaned from informal conversations
with trusted sources.

While the effects of the cantrang ban are only gradually
becoming apparent, it is possible, on the basis of our data, to
offer at least a preliminary analysis of fishers’ resistance

2 In the case of agriculture, this was deliberate, as specified by the Presidential
Decree No. 40, 1997.
3 Their paper builds on earlier work in fisheries research that draws on inter-
active governance theory (Kooiman 2003; Kooiman and Jentoft 2005) and
specifies one aspect of fisheries governance that is important to our argument,
the role of the so-called “meta-level” governance order, which comprises
values, images and principles. See also Chuenpagdee and Jentoft (2018) for
an application of their model of fisheries governance to different case studies.
4 We draw on Tania Li’s (2007) analysis of the continuities in developmental
governance, which can be extended to the fisheries sector.

5 The comparative project covered fifteen ports or landing sites in 4 weeks,
with a team of ten student researchers. We thank the Thyssen Foundation for
funding this research.
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against the cantrang ban, and of the difference between their
response to this intervention and the two earlier ones, in 1905
and 1980. One obvious but partial explanation is that fishers
utilized new possibilities for open dissent that have emerged
since 1998, when Indonesia’s New Order government fell
(e.g. van Klinken and Berenschot 2014). However, with our
analysis of fisheries governance principles and the role of
established and rising local elites at different moments in time,
we seek to move beyond this reference to changing political
conditions, and to suggest how they interacted with fisheries-
specific dynamics. This allows for a more nuanced under-
standing of the particularities of the cantrang ban, compared
to the previous two interventions.

There are three main insights we derive from this analysis.
First, an important factor in successfully re-orienting the Java
north coast fisheries on a new governance principle in 1905
and 1980/81 appears to have been the exit of established elites
associated with the previous governance principles. How and
how easily they were dislodged, depended on their social,
cultural and political standing, but also on the alternatives that
they perceived for their businesses beyond the fishery. The
cantrang ban differed from previous interventions insofar as
it targeted established elites that, at the time, were members of
the majority population and formed an important part of the
electorate in certain districts of the political heartland of Java.
At the same time, these elites, the owners of cantrang boats,
were heavily indebted and could perceive of no easy way of
withdrawing from the fishery, short of declaring bankruptcy.

This observation takes us to the second point, the impacts
of what one may call the financialization of the cantrang fish-
ery for the mobility of existing elites. By 2015, bank loans had
become an important source of capital for boat building and
repairs, but also for operating costs and personal expenditures.
Beginning in the early 2000s, cantrang owners had become
increasingly indebted. Their debt tied them down and ren-
dered them less able to seek out alternative opportunities than
had been the case with earlier fishing elites. Correspondingly,
they were thus less willing and less able to exit the fishery.
Left without exit options, and at the same time enjoying new
political liberties that made it possible for them to organize
and to voice their dissent, they protested. These protests, how-
ever, should be read as an expression of exasperation about
the lack of alternatives they perceived for themselves, not as a
denial of the need for change in the fishery.

A third point of contrast between the cantrang ban and the
previous interventions follows. It concerns the rising elites,
who had emerged after previous interventions to become the
bearers of the new governance principles. No such new elites
have emerged yet since the cantrang ban. Between 2015 and
2019, the government failed to enlist the support of those
cantrang fishers who might have supported the new principle
and become members of a new elite. Our ethnographic obser-
vations suggest that many boat owners knew that they could

only run their boats profitably as long as the government
turned a blind eye. Some also knew that the cantrang boats
had reached certain technological limits for further expansion,
independently of the government’s intervention. But instead
of tailoring the intervention to those fishers’ perceptions,
needs and desires, the government put forward a rather narrow
argument about the lack of environmental friendliness of their
gear that alienated fishers, even though it received support
from the scientific community (Priyono 2003; Prisantoso
2011; Lelono and Bintoro 2019).

New governance principles take time to gain a foothold,
and since the most recent change was announced only a few
years ago, our analysis can only be preliminary. In the follow-
ing sections, we therefore present more than the minimal
amount of historical and ethnographic detail needed to support
our own, necessarily provisional conclusions. We hope that
others will be able to re-deploy this material in the future,
much like we have drawn heavily on perceptive early com-
mentaries on the trawler ban (see esp. Bailey 1988, 1997).

The early twentieth century: state protection
for primary producers

The nineteenth century was a time of expansion for fisheries in
Southeast Asia. The expansion was stimulated by processes of
state making, improved transport and population growth
(Butcher 2004: 61–6). However, fishers on the Java north
coast did not benefit.6 From the 1870s onwards, their econo-
my went into decline. A governmental report in 1904 men-
tions boats left in disrepair and fishers seeking employment in
other sectors. The poor state of the fishery was attributed to
outside competition, specifically, to the fishers’ failure to
compete with imported salted fish from Siam (ten Hage
1910: 102). The solution proposed in the report was govern-
mental protection. Among other things, it suggested training
fishers to dry and salt the fish; freeing fishers from debt rela-
tions with specifically a cartel of Chinese traders who domi-
nated the fish market; providing wood for boat building, credit
and salt at a fixed price through a system of government-run
depots, and setting up fish market places in designated fishing
villages, where fish trading should proceed according to the
model of Dutch fish auctions, open for everyone and super-
vised by local government. The costs for all these measures
would be considerable, especially because abuse would not be

6 According to one estimate, there were about 35.000 people out of 4.5 million
making a living from the sea on the island of Java in 1820, most of them on the
north coast, especially the eastern parts, and around the eastern tip of the island
(Boomgaard 1989:117). For the area of Kendal, Semarang and Demak, just
east of Batang and Pekalongan, fishing was estimated to provide the main
source of income to about 5000 families in 1824 (Masyhuri 1996:78. White
1973: 220).
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entirely preventable, but Java would become self-sufficient
with regard to fish (Directeur van Onderwijs 1904).

In the 1910s, the government established a total of 14 fish-
ers’ organisations in different locations along the Java north
coast that would provide capital to fishers, allowing them to
bypass Chinese moneylenders. They provided credit to fish-
ers, backed up by soft loans from the government bank. Each
association was also meant to set up and manage an open
auction for the sale of the catch (Besseling 1913). Auction
fees to be paid by fishers and traders were to provide further
capital for the organisation. This intervention was a part of a
nationwide campaign to improve economic life and people
welfare in rural Indonesia, as exemplified by the establishment
of village banks and village barns in agricultural villages all
over the country (Blink 1926: 97). The campaign was guided
by the core value of “civilizing” the inhabitants of the colonies
and the principles of paternalism and protectionism that were
associated with the Dutch colonial government’s “ethical pol-
icy” in Indonesia. According to those principles, the govern-
ment should tightly regulate and supervise primary industries,
from the provision of inputs all the way to the fish marketing
and processing, in order to protect fishers from free market
competition (Furnivall 2010: 302). They were to be protected
against the impact of Western capitalism, while the industrial
sector was to be developed in a capitalist manner (Boeke
1936: 55; see also Wertheim and Giap 1962:223).

The established elites

The established elites against whom some of these mea-
sures were explicitly directed were Chinese moneylenders
who financed boats and provided loans to fishers, some-
times at very high interest rates. They had established
themselves in this role since the early nineteenth century.
At that time, fishers on the Java north coast fished in
small outrigger boats with sails (perahu jukung) close to
the shore, using a variety of traps and nets.7 They also
used larger and more expensive vessels (perahu mayang)
that sailed further out to sea to bring in scads that were
dried, salted and traded (Butcher 2004:50). The capital for
those larger boats was provided by entrepreneurs who
were active in the area, and whose main source of income
were monopolies on collecting taxes that local rulers
rented out (Masyhuri 1996: 79, see also Sutherland
1979). By the second half of the nineteenth century, the
majority of tax farmers on the Java north coast were
Chinese, who had the necessary capital for successfully
competing in the auctions in which the monopolies were
traded (Masyhuri 1996:93). Especially those who held

monopolies for selling salt to fishers were in a suitable
position to establish themselves as moneylenders and lo-
cal patrons.

Over time, tax farming arrangements became more
centralized and formalized as the colonial state gained in
managerial capacity (Butcher and Dick 1993; Butcher
2004: 93). Masyhuri (1996:89–93) describes how in the
same period, between the early and the mid nineteenth
century, mutually beneficial relations between tax farmers
and their agents on the one hand and fishers on the other
became increasingly commercialized. Tax farmers vied to
accumulate monopolies, and one way of generating the
necessary capital was to exploit fishers.8 In 1863, tax
farming was abolished and replaced with a more efficient
system of raising taxes. Nevertheless, Chinese entrepre-
neurs remained active in the area, under conditions that
were less profitable for them overall. They appear to have
utilized yet more exploitative practices as their own con-
ditions progressively worsened. Fernando (2010): 431,
see also Kahin 1946) has documented a correlation be-
tween the removal of monopolies and farmers’ indebted-
ness to fishers in the late nineteenth century, with another
peak in both after 1904, when the last remaining monop-
olies were removed. A similar trend occurred in the Java
north coast fisheries, though the exact mechanisms remain
debated. In the early 1870s, catches along the Java north
coast went into decline. Masyhuri (1996:141–57) has
interpreted this as a result of a lack of capital under the
tax system introduced in 1963, while Semedi (2005:5) has
argued that it was the other way around, and that declin-
ing fish stocks caused capital flight in the first place (see
also de Waart 1924: 61). In either case, by the early twen-
tieth century, productivity in the Java north coast fisheries
was low and relations between small-scale fishers and
Chinese moneylenders had become a matter of concern
to the government.

The 1904 report mentioned above proposed a new system
under which the state itself would make capital and other
means of support available to small-scale fishers, and in which
there would be no role any more for Chinese moneylenders.
Indeed, Chinese entrepreneurs withdrew from this role around
the time the new organisations were set up. Poortman wrote in
De Visscherij (1930: 232) that the fishers’ organisations had
“redeemed the fishermen from the clutches of the Chinese
Kongsies (trading companies)”.9

7 Butcher (2004:41) cites a report from 1882 that describes about 40 types of
fishing gear used in the waters around Java and Madura.

8 They invested in boats and demanded half the catch in return. Not all boats
were “tied” to tax farmers in this way (Masyhuri 1996:105–109), but overall,
the system of “tying” boats appears to have predominated.
9 Chinese entrepreneurs retained an important role in fish trading. A detailed
history of the history and the continuing involvement of Chinese trading com-
panies in the trade of salted fish from the coast to the hinterland that continues
into the present remains to be written.
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The rising elites: leaders of fishers’
organisations

As the governance principles of protection and paternalism were
implemented in the form of fisheries organisations in different
locations along the Java north coast, a new elite emerged thatmade
those principles its own and promoted them at the local level. Its
members were the local managers of the fishers’ organisations.10

Typically, those were prominent figures in the village who had an
economic base that permitted them to spend time and energy on
the running of the organisation. These local elites oriented their
behaviour on that of the colonial bureaucratic class, the priyayi
(Sutherland 1979). InBatang, for instance, the fishers’organisation
with the name Ngupaya Mina, which specialized in fish process-
ing, was set up at the village of Karang Asem, where relatively
well-to-do families of landowners, boat builders and possibly fish
traders lived. The people who ranNgupayaMina at KarangAsem
appear to have had family connections to the heads of other orga-
nisations, specifically, toHaji Ibrahim, a rich landowner and prom-
inent figure in another fishing center in the district, Wonokerto.

Thus, the fishers’ organisations were in the hands of rela-
tively well to do, land-owning coastal elites, not small-scale
fishers. In Batang, the former lived in the village of Karang
Asem, the latter, in the adjacent village of Klidang Lor. The
latter were newcomers to the coast, former farmers who had
fled poverty and unrest in the interior of Java and had taken up
fishing as an occupation of last resort. Those who owned boats
could apply for membership in Ngupaya Mina; the simple
deck hands among them were entirely excluded. Thus, al-
though organisations such Ngupaya Mina were called fishers’
organisations, their membership was exclusively reserved for
boat owners and fish traders (Besseling 1913:9).

Ngupaya Mina and other fishing organisations took over the
economic role of Chinese traders in providing access to capital
for small-scale boat owners. They did so by delivering loans
from the government’s “People’s Bank” to fishers for boat build-
ing, fish processing and fish trading.11 Another part of their in-
come came from running a local fish auction.12 Data from

Wonokerto, for instance, indicates that the fishing association
earned around 25–30% of revenue from the fish auction turnover
(De Locomotief 24/05/1933). However, the supposedly open
and fair fish auction was compromised by the presence of big
fish traders who often were kin or close acquaintances of the
organisations’ managers. These big fish traders, locally known
as jedhot, kept competition out and fish prices low by preventing
traders from other places to enter the auction. The fishers tried to
make the best out of this situation, by selling part of their catch
“illegally” to traders outside the fish auction, relying on the kinds
of arrangements that they had had before with the Chinese
traders. This allowed fishers to utilize two sources of credit in
parallel, the state-sponsored ones through the fishing organisa-
tion and informal ones through local traders. This suggests that
fishers and elites alike drew freely on both new opportunities and
older arrangements, on state paternalism and previously domi-
nant forms of patronage. Drawing on both, they moulded the
fishers’ organisations according to their own interests.

Local elites benefitted financially and in other ways from
becoming leaders of the new organisations. A closer observa-
tion of the organisations at Tegal and Pemalang revealed that
revenues from the auction revenues were spent mostly for
salaries and loans of the association managers and staff (Het
Nieuws van den dag voor Nederlandsch-Indië 28/10/1925).
Moreover, oral histories from the fishing villages suggest that
their role in the organisation allowed the new elites to become
providers of social and cultural patronage. Like true priyayi,
the organisations’ local leaders and their kin gained local pres-
tige, opportunities to expand their social contacts and capital
by facing both ways, to the state and to their local clients (e.g.
Sutherland 1973). A small number of men faced the state, as
official agents of the fishers’ organisation that belonged to the
state. They used their official positions for establishing con-
tacts and mutually beneficial relations with each other and
with state officials at other administrative levels. At the same
time, they faced the other way, too, as local versions of colo-
nial bureaucrats who distributed state funding through person-
alized relations of patronage. They collectively limited access
to the auction according to their joint best interests, they orga-
nized shadow plays and financed rituals and social events, and
fishers could turn to them for emergency funds in times of
need. They created informal, highly responsive personalized
relations of dependence inside the new governance mecha-
nism of fisheries organisations that weremeant to bring fishers
under the direct protection of the state.

This pattern of mediated state paternalism, implemented in
the fishing villages by local elites, continued after indepen-
dence, with minor modifications. In the 1950s, the Indonesian
government turned the fishers’ organisations into coopera-
tives, according to a pattern familiar from other sectors.
Cooperatives were widely regarded as the correct way of
implementing Article 33 of the 1945 Constitution, which stat-
ed that “economic affairs are to be organised as a joint effort

10 The associations’ administrators were government officials, but the day-to-
day management of the organisation was placed in the hands of people from
fishing villages. For Tegal, we know of one European and one Javanese ad-
ministrator and five local people who shared the job (Besseling 1913: 9). For
Wonokerto, the administrators were two native government officials, and the
day-to-day management was in the hands of nine local aides (De Locomotief
24/05/1933).
11 In Wonokerto, a fishing village roughly the same size as Karang Asem
some 20 km away, the fishing organization earned a loan commission around
f 7.000 per annum in the early 1930 (De Locomotief 24/05/1933). By com-
parison, the average catch per fisher was somewhere between f 43 and f 49 per
annum (Semedi 2003:71) .
12 In the late 1930s the annual report of Pekalongan Residency mentioned that
in the first quarter of 1936, Ngupaya Mina sold 121 tons of fish; the number
increased to 799 ton for the first half of 1938 and further to 1.396 tons in the
first half of 1939. Due to an economic recession, the income of the auction did
not rise as sharply (De Locomotief 19/06/1936; Algemeen Handelsblad voor
Nederlandsch-Indië 23/08/1939).
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based on family principles”.13 In principle, the fishing coop-
eratives on the Java north coast would serve the interests of the
entire membership, boat owning and non-boat owning fishers
and small fish traders alike. However, in Batang, not much
appears to have changed when the fishers’ organisation
Ngupaya Mina became the cooperative Ngupaya Mina. In
1960, Jajuri, a member of one of the elite families of Karang
Asem, assumed the leadership of the cooperative. Drawing on
contacts and connections afforded by his official role, he
cooperated with researchers and fisheries officers in
Semarang and Jakarta. He is widely credited with having in-
troduced purse seining to the Java north coast in 1968 (e.g.
Butcher 2004: 213; Potier and Sadhotomo 1995: 47). He him-
self owned as many as 52 purse seiners.

The decline of the cooperatives
and the creation of a large-scale fishing sector

As the Sukarno-Hatta government was replaced by
Suharto’s New Order government, the latter increasingly
used the cooperatives as a local arm of the state. At
Batang, the cooperative’s right to run the fish auction was
withdrawn and was transferred to a new body, Pusat
Koperasi Desa (Puskud, Center of Village Cooperative),
lodged at the provincial level of the government. The head
of the cooperative became a retired member of the armed
forces, and the local elites withdrew. Haji Jajuri’s children
moved out of the village and took up occupations outside
the fishery. Haji Jajuri himself and other members of
Karang Asem’s elite remained involved in the fishery but
pursued other avenues that were opened up by changes in
the sector, and that we briefly summarize below.

By the late 1960s, the dominant argument in Indonesian
economics was that the country’s natural resources were
under-utilized. According to government estimates at the
time, the potential yield of Indonesian fisheries was 5.5
million tons, while in 1969, only 785.000 tons of fish were
harvested. This was attributed to the lack of capital and
technological limitations of the fishing fleet (Kompas 26/
06/1969). The solution proposed was to open the sector up
to foreign capital investment (e.g. Krisnandhi 1969). The
mechanisation of Indonesian fisheries had already begun
in the 1950s, with the support of the US international devel-
opment agency and the Japanese war repatriation fund, but
the program provided just a few hundred motorized fishing
boats and thus had a limited effect (Semedi 2005: 9). By the
1960s, Indonesian fisheries officials took inspiration from
the economic success of trawling in the rapidly modernizing
Japanese fishing fleet. Following explicit encouragement

from the government in 1967 (GoI, Law No. 1/1967), eight
foreign companies, mainly Japanese, began trawling in
Indonesian waters. In collaboration with business entities
owned by the Indonesian military, they operated a fleet of
112 boats in total. A year later, tax and other incentives were
provided for domestic investment, and domestic companies
joined with 74 trawler boats (GoI, LawNo. 6/1968; Kompas
03/01/1983).

Thence emerged the “dual structure” of the Indonesian
fishery, with an industrial sector complementing the old
small-scale fisheries (Bailey 1988). The trawler fleet was sup-
posed to “exploit the fisheries resources beyond the reach of
the small-scale fishers and at the same time to act as a stimulus
for the development of the small-scale fisheries, particularly in
the marketing of their catch” (Bailey and Dwiponggo
1987:67).14 Trawling was thus meant to complement the
weakness of the country’s primarily small-scale (below
5GT), low-technology, labour intensive fisheries. In fisheries
as in other sectors in the late 1960s, “choices favoring effi-
ciency over equity, exports over domestic market and resource
exploitation over resource management” led to the creation of
a “dualistic industry structure” of modern, large-scale, com-
mercial fishery and traditional, small-scale, subsistence orient-
ed fishery (Bailey 1988:3).

Labour for the emergent trawler fishery came from the
small-scale fishing sector. Compared to the incomes of
small-scale fishers, those of trawler crew members were ex-
tremely high and stable across the seasons, and the work was
physically less taxing than on the non-motorised small-scale
boats.15 The trawler fishery also provided opportunities for
small-scale business and informal employment in fish trading,
processing and auxiliary industries around the fishing ports.
The shrimp catch itself did not provide any opportunities for
petty trading, because it was bought directly by export com-
panies based in Semarang. But the bycatch, demersal fish,
became the main source of raw material for the local produc-
tion of dried fish that was traded along the pre-existing trade
chains to the hinterland.16 In Batang, for instance, Grandma
Rasinah, the wife of a small-scale fisherman at Seturi hamlet,
took advantage of the abundant supply of demersal fish in the
1970s to open a small fish processing business that became a
lucrative source of revenue for her household and allowed her
to buy a small fishing boat.

13 Hatta, the first vice president, was the most important figure in the promo-
tion of cooperatives (Hatta 1957; Higgins 1958).

14 The potential of demersal fisheries in the Java Sea was assessed by an
international team of researchers and on the basis of a field survey conducted
between 1974 and 1976 (Pauly et al. 1996).
15 The monthly income of crew members on the trawlers was about twenty
times as high as that of small-scale payang and cantrang fishers (Bailey and
Marahudin 1987: 108; 121; see also Kompas 24/09/1980).
16 The volume of salted fish trading increased as the trawler fishery developed
(Kompas 05/01/1980; 10/10/1980).
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Intermediate trawling: a new arena
for the established small-scale fishing elite

Elites in fishing communities and non-fisheries-related local
entrepreneurs responded rapidly to the opportunities they per-
ceived in trawling and effectively complicated this dualistic
structure by developingwhat one might call a “medium-scale”
trawl. The trend started in Bagan Siapi-api on the east coast of
Sumatra, where Chinese entrepreneurs learned the productiv-
ity of Malaysian trawl on the other side of the Malacca Strait.
From there, trawling spread to Java. Here, Indonesian Chinese
and a few Javanese entrepreneurs in coastal districts, Batang
and Pekalongan included, invested in trawl boats with a gross
tonnage of up to 30GT. These boats were cheaper and less
productive than the large-scale trawlers, but they were much
more expensive and productive than the small boats of small-
scale fishers. This medium-sized trawling fleet grew rapidly.
In 1975, the number of trawlers in Indonesia reached 2.202
according to official statistics. The shrimp catches from
Indonesian waters rose to 33.801 tons with a total export value
of US$ 199.2 million in 1979 (Bailey and Dwiponggo
1987:85).

In Batang, the emergence of trawling was accompanied by
a shift in the role of local elites from leaders of government-
supported cooperatives to investor-owners relatively unat-
tached to local government. This shift came about gradually
in the 1970s when the New Order government transformed
fishing cooperatives into a political machine to mobilize sup-
port for the ruling party, Golkar, by installing government or
military personnel as leaders of the cooperatives. Moreover, in
1978, the local cooperatives lost control over the income from
the auction,17 and thus their main source of income. As a
consequence, local elites lost their interest in serving on the
management of the cooperatives. In the commercial trawling
sector, they found sources of credit and trade chains that were
largely independent from direct government intervention.
Moreover, they promised to be more lucrative. An example
of a member of the local elite responding in this way is Haji
Ragum fromWonokerto. He was a rich boat owner, as well as
a manager of the fishing cooperative up until the early 1970s.
As the fishing port of Pekalongan developed in the early
1970s, he moved his fleet and his house to Pekalongan, where
his fleet developed to dozens of purse seiners and several
trawlers. Another example is Haji Jajuri from Batang, already
mentioned above.

However, the rapid spread of trawling along the coasts of
Java and Sumatra generated serious conflicts. The trawlers

competed directly with small-scale fishers for catch and fish-
ing grounds in the shallow coastal waters. These waters were
the most fertile fishing grounds for the shrimps that the
trawlers targeted, but they were also the only grounds within
reach of small-scale fishers, whose catches were reduced dras-
tically as a result of trawling. Small-scale fishers resisted by
attacking and burning stores and houses of trawler owners on
land and trawl boats at sea. Some incidents led to human
casualties.18 The government tried to resolve the problemwith
a zoning system that prohibited trawlers near the shore
(Kompas 18/10/1979), but this proved difficult to enforce
and the conflict continued. Alarmed by the conflict and diffi-
culties suffered by small-scale fishers, Himpunan Nelayan
Seluruh Indonesia (HNSI), the fishers’ functional group in
the New Order system, advised a ban on trawling at its nation-
al meeting in April 1979, on the grounds that trawlers “cause
great harm to small fishers and national development”
(Kompas 05/04/1980). President Suharto adopted their pro-
posal (Kompas16/05/1980). On July 1, 1980, he issued a
Presidential Decree that prohibited trawling in the waters off
Java, Bali and Sumatra and reduced the number of trawlers in
other areas to 1000.

The 1980/81 trawler ban and Its effects
on large-scale fisheries: hidden continuities

The trawler ban of 1980/81 is perhaps the most momentous,
most widely known government intervention in fisheries in
Indonesia to date. Our analysis below builds on Bailey’s
(1988; 1997) earlier ones and extends them forward in time.
Bailey was interested in the interrelation of fishers, the state
and foreign donors, and he pointed out the continuities, de-
spite appearances to the contrary, of the government’s interest
in developing the large-scale fishing sector with an eye to
maximising export revenues and involving foreign capital.
With the benefit of forty year’s distance to the events, we
can confirm and extend many of his early observations.

Bailey (1988: 38) appreciated the government’s decision to
ban trawling as a dramatic action, “sufficiently rare to be re-
markable”. It was backed by a growing concern among re-
searchers and managers over the plight of small-scale fishers
that were adopted by savvy politicians. The latter revived
ethnic stereotypes and portrayed the trawler owners as
Chinese (as many of them were) who invaded Javanese
small-scale fishers’ fishing grounds. Bailey argued that the
ban resulted, in the final instance, not from scientists’ or po-
litical interests, but from small-scale fishers’ demonstration of17 In 1978, the control of the auction was lodged with the district (kabupaten)

government as one of their sources of revenue. In 1984, it was shifted to the
PUSKUD, the central organ for the village cooperatives that was tasked with
the management of tax income from the auctions (Daryanto 2011). This indi-
cates that previously, the transfer of revenue from the fish market to the district
government by the local fishing cooperative had not run well.

18 Bailey 1986: 9; Kompas 15/10/1977. One way for trawler owners to man-
age this threat was to hire security personnel for their boats. It was an open
secret at the time that boat owners cooperated with the security personnel in
order to protect their business (Purdey 2006: 191).
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their willingness to use violence to promote their cause (ibid.:
36). Peace and order were important values of the New Order
regime, and the violent clashes in Java’s ports pushed the
President to take firm action. He put his own weight and that
of the military behind a ban, even though it affected the busi-
ness interests of capital providers for large-scale trawling,
many of whom had strong political connections. At the same
time, Bailey noted that the priorities of fishing governance
under the New Order (growth, productivity and a higher ex-
ploitation of a resource that was considered abundant) had not
changed.19 He suggested that the government merely found a
new frontier to exploit. It shifted its investments to shrimp
farming, uniquely suited to match the demand of the global
market for shrimps and less susceptible to the violence of
small-scale fishers who were defending their fishing grounds.
Actors in the large-scale fishing sector who had previously
owned trawls shifted to purse seining.

Bailey’s perception of a continuity rather than a rupture in
government priorities for foreign investment and export earn-
ings and his perception of shrimp farming as a new frontier
has since proved accurate. Soon after the trawler ban, the total
value of shrimp exports increased again, now with the harvest
from aquaculture.20 Strong market demand had pushed
Indonesia to engage in both extension and intensification of
shrimp culture. A tremendous increase was achieved, but by
1995 the shrimp industry started to decline due to virus attacks
and other environmental problems (Semedi et al. 2003). In
addition, as we know now, large-scale trawling remained live-
ly in the Arafura Sea, where highly productive shrimp fishing
grounds could be found and fewer small-scale fishers were
active than in the Java Sea.21 As a precaution against the waste

of natural resources, the trawlers’ bycatch was sold cheaply to
the state-owned company PT Perikani and was channelled
into the market through the Cooperative Mina Siwa Lima,
run jointly by the central cooperatives of the army and the
navy. Thus, the mutually beneficial cooperation between for-
eign capital and the Indonesian military continued undis-
turbed, until stocks of shrimp in the Arafura Sea were deplet-
ed.22 By 1995, many of the modern trawl boats were rusting
along the berth for lack of catch. Of 15 joint-venture busi-
nesses that held licences for fishing in the Arafura Sea, only
six remained in operation (McLeod 1997: 39). The domestic
companies that ran wooden trawl boats in the Arafura Sea,
whose operating costs were lower, remained in operation for
a few more years before eventually they too closed their
business.23

On the basis of our ethnographic observations and oral
histories collected in fishing villages on the Java north coast,
we add the following to Bailey’s analysis: Bailey was correct
in pointing out that the trawler ban, contrary to all appear-
ances, did not interrupt the government’s commitment to com-
mercial fisheries. Quite to the contrary, it extended the com-
mitment to economic growth based on free market principles
and applied it to small-scale fisheries, as well, which had so far
been deemed in need of protection from the market. Evidence
for this process on the Java north coast is provided by Collier
et al. (1977), who explicitly note the parallels of development
in small-scale fisheries with Green Revolution in the agricul-
tural sector. That small-scale fisheries should be included in
market-based development is consistent, moreover, with anal-
yses that have documented the power and far-reaching impli-
cations of Indonesia’s “accelerated modernisation” (Simpson
2009). Simpson has placed the history of economic

19 In the late 1960s, economic policy in Indonesia was dominated by the pro-
market “Berkeley Mafia”, staff at the Faculty of Economics at the University
of Indonesia who had obtained their PhD fromBerkeley with support from the
Ford Foundation (Irwan 2005; see also Simpson 2009). From the 1970s on-
ward, the government sought to promote equity besides political stability and
growth (Hainsworth 1985). Hainsworth noted that multiple interests and goals
interacted in the late 1970s, some sector-specific and others cross-sectoral, and
that learning processes were highly dynamic and intentions were often tempo-
rarily displaced by contingencies. Nevertheless, he argued that “a national
ideology of ethos of development can usually be detected” (ibid.: 152).
Bailey’s observation about a fundamental continuity in the orientation toward
economic growth as a key principle of fisheries governance thus fits within a
broader, cross-sectoral pattern.
20 Brackish water ponds in Indonesia grew almost double from 45.809 ha in
1978 to 89.379 in 1988 (BPS 1980, 1990). The increase in the size of fish
ponds during that period was accompanied by a shift to a new type of aqua-
culture. Prior to 1980 almost all Indonesian brackish water ponds were used to
cultivate milkfish and tilapia, with natural shrimp as a byproduct. After the
1980 trawler ban, a growing portion of the fish pond was used for shrimp
cultivation.
21 Beyond the Arafura Sea, too, some trawlers remained in operation, under
different names and apparently escaping government attention. For instance, in
1984 and 1985 fishers in South Kalimantan reported the activities of a number
of trawlers under the protection of the district military apparatus (Kompas 13/
12/1984). When HNSI-officials and members of the province parliament were
asked to comment, they scrambled to point out that acting against trawling fell
into the domain of the security apparatus (Kompas 18/05/1985).

22 There were 14 foreign companies and 26 domestic trawling companies in
Arafura Sea (Comitini and Hardjolukito 1983: 8). The decision to keep the
Arafura Sea open for trawlers wasmade to honour the 30 years fishing licenses
of the foreign fishing companies, but national companies whose shareholders
were high-ranking officials in Jakarta and from the President’s family benefit-
ted, too (Tempo 16/04/2000).
23 PT Bintuni Mina Raya operated a trawl fleet in Arafura Sea. In 1998 the
company was struck by financial problems, with a total debt of US $49 mil-
lion. Their fishing fleet remained tied along the pier in front of the company’s
cold storage facility in Wimbrau, Papua, and in 2007 the company was de-
clared bankrupt by the Commercial Court, Jakarta (Bisnis Indonesia 14/04/
2011). In the late 1990s, the trawler ban came to be questioned openly. In
1996, the Minister for Agriculture issued the decree No. 509/1996 concerning
import licences for trawl boats into Indonesia, which were to be granted a
fishing license in the Banda Sea. In 2002, the Minister of Marine Affairs and
Fisheries Rokhmin Dahuri spoke against the ban, because it put Indonesian
fishers at a disadvantage compared to foreign ones. He planned to revoke the
ban on trawling in Indonesia, although within certain zones, outside the
spawning areas of shrimps, and by small-scale fishers. The provincial govern-
ment of East Kalimantan similarly called for legalizing trawling again, on the
grounds that fishers in neighbouring Malaysia used trawls, too. People re-
ceived this proposal coldly and it was apparently taken off the table. In
2010, Minister of Marine Affairs and Fisheries Decree No. 6/2010 reiterated
that the use of the trawl was not legal in Indonesia, and in 2015, Minister of
Marine Affairs and Fisheries Susi Pujiastuti issued the decree No. 2/2015 that
confirmed this again.
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governance in Indonesia in the context of cold war politics and
has documented the role that the interests of American and
multinational organisations played in the re-conceptualization
of what “development”meant in the late 1960s and 1970s. He
has also traced the implications for agriculture and population
control. Fisheries were no exception. If the trawler ban did,
indeed, form a significant rupture in Indonesian fisheries pol-
icy, then this rupture affected primarily small-scale fisheries,
not the commercial ones that were ostensibly targeted.
Moreover, the trawler ban did not limit the reach of commer-
cial principles, but accelerated its extension to small-scale
fisheries. The removal of trawlers from small-scale fishers’
fishing grounds was a necessary precondition for easing
small-scale fishers’ path into the market, not a continuation
of the older principle of state protection of small-scale pro-
ducers from capitalist development. We substantiate this point
below, and we show how small-scale fishers have adjusted to
the new situation, again by describing the fate of the outgoing
and the rising elites. Among the former were Haji Jajuri, Haji
Ragum and other trawler owners; among the latter were en-
terprising people among the small-scale fishers who were
willing to become what the government wanted them to be-
come: maritime entrepreneurs in a market-oriented fishery.

Responses to the trawler ban on the Java
north coast

In response to the trawler ban, some ex-trawler owners on the
north coast of Java and Sumatra turned to purse seining
(Bailey 1988: 36; Potier and Sadhotomo 1995: 58). It was
not a smooth exit path. The new purse seiners belonging to
ex-trawler owners increased competition for labour in the al-
ready existing purse seine fishery. For instance, after the trawl-
er ban, Haji Jajuri’ s flourishing fleet of purse seiners had to
compete over crewmembers with the purse seining fleet based
in neighbouring Pekalongan. In the early 1970s, the govern-
ment had developed Pekalongan into a national level fishing
port, with a large fish auction hall and better road access to
consumer markets in Jakarta and other cities in Java.
Moreover, boat owners at Pekalongan were more willing to
invest in the development of boats and equipment than Jajuri
was or could afford to be. Thus, the fleet at Pekalongan
grew,24 while purse seining in Batang went into decline.
Haji Jajuri’s children are no longer boat owners. Making use
of the education they had enjoyed, they exited the fishery and
are now doctors, engineers and university lecturers. However,
not only Haji Jajuri’s children exited the fishing sector; Haji
Ragum’s at Pekalongan, too, took up other professions, even

though his purse seining business developed very well. While
the houses of former trawler and purse seiner owners and their
families - that is, of those who originally gained their econom-
ic capital and cemented their social standing as leaders of
fishing associations - are still present in the villages, they are
inhabited and maintained by less successful relatives, often
old people and perhaps children from the extended family.
The economically active and prominent members of those
families have their centers of activity elsewhere, usually in
towns.

Small-scale fishers did not have the option of exiting the
fishery, whether they lost their lucrative employment as trawl
crewmembers or whether they were relieved by the expulsion
of trawlers from their fishing grounds. It is worth recalling that
members of both groups were found in the same villages and
hamlets, often in the same families and households. Those
who had suffered losses in catches due to the operation of
trawlers had supported the ban; those who lost their employ-
ment and incomes had opposed it. During the violent incidents
that triggered the trawler ban, their lives were on the line, and
after the trawler ban took effect, they had to return to more
physically demanding work and lower incomes in local fish-
eries or elsewhere. Pontius Batubara, a fishery observer at the
time, estimated that the trawler ban would threaten the liveli-
hoods of 18.000 crew members (Kompas 27/05/1980;
Kompas 31/12/1982; Studyanto 1986). Nevertheless, the gov-
ernment did not differentiate between the winners and the
losers of the ban among the small-scale fishers, but treated
them all the same: as potential entrepreneurs who, with a little
bit of start-up funding, would turn from subsistence fishers
into independent, self-responsible market participants.

In the early 1980s, small-scale fishers in Indonesia were
given the opportunity to acquire a 5 GT boat with non-
trawling gear through a low interest, small investment credit
scheme (KIK).25 This scheme formed part of the promotion of
micro-credit programmes, and of the financialization of vil-
lage life and economies. KIK-credits were promoted in the
fishing villages through the–half dead–local fishing coopera-
tives. Thus, the measure reached only its members, those who
were registered as boat owners (including those who had
abandoned their boats to work on trawlers). Among the boat
owners, the ones with the closest relations with the managers
of the cooperatives stood the best chances of receiving a loan.
This accounts for the fact that both in Pekalongan and in
Batang, the KIK-recipients were clustered in certain fishing
villages and hamlets, while other hamlets were left out
(Damayanti 2016).

24 From 1986 to 1996, boat numbers in Pekalongan increased from 337 to
553. Average boat sizes grew from 33 GT to 76 GT, and catches, from 67.302
ton to 80.289 ton (Semedi 2003: 140).

25 In 1982 some 200 ex-trawler crew members were trained to start small
businesses as shrimp farmers. In a meeting with north coast of Java fishers
the Secretary of the President stated that the government would provide boat
credit for small-scale fishers and ex-trawler crew members to mitigate the
negative impact of trawler ban (Kompas 09/08/1980; 09/09/1980a; 09/09/
1980b; 07/11/1980; 27/03/1982).

51Maritime Studies (2021) 20:43–62



However, not all KIK-recipients were able to benefit from
the “gift of the trawler ban”, as they called it, and to become
successful entrepreneurs. First, fishers in areas with well-
developed infrastructure, such as a port, auction halls and
feeder roads, and with ready access to urban fish markets were
in a better position to benefit. Where these conditions were not
given, for instance in the northern part of Jepara regency,
small-scale fishing predominates up until today. Second, for
being able to benefit from the funding made available through
the KIK-scheme, fishers needed capital of their own. KIK-
boats tended to come in a poor state of repair. Moreover, they
came equippedwith gill nets that proved unproductive, at least
for fishers in Batang and Pekalongan. After a few months of
trial and error, they replaced their gill nets with a trammel nets
that provided them with a good income during the shrimp
season, from December to February. However, around 1986,
shrimp catches became increasingly poor. Those fishers who
had saved or could access capital by borrowing from kin
started experimenting with various gear types, including long-
lines and cantrang. Those without capital at their disposal
shifted to a small-scale trawl called arad that could be run on
a small boat with just one person. They knew that arad fell
under the trawler ban, but switching to a legal but more costly
fishing gear was beyond their means. The government was
aware of this and occasionally conducted operations to con-
fiscate prohibited gear, but because the fishers lacked a viable
alternative, this did not resolve the problem.26

In the late 1990s, an unprecedented opportunity presented
itself to those KIK-recipients who happened to be using bottom
long-liners by then. Their incomes rose when the rupiah prices of
expensive species for export rose at the time of the Asian finan-
cial crisis. This gave the owners of bottom long-liners additional
capital to enlarge their businesses. At Batang, they equipped their
boats with cantrang nets.27 In the 1990s, cantrang nets were
predominantly used as a secondary gear to obtain bait fish for
the bottom longlines, although some smaller boats used it as their
primary gear.28 But by the late 1990s, owners of larger boats
were shifting to the cantrang as a primary gear, encouraged by

enterprising fish traders. The cantrang was ideally suited for
meeting the demand for both large and small, expensive and
cheap demersal fish in expanding urban markets. In conjunction
with the growth of these markets, a new fishery emerged, the
cantrang fishery (Fauda et al. 2018:78).

The fishing elites of the early twenty-first
century: the cantrang owners

The detailed business histories of 20 boat owners that we col-
lected at Batang indicate a significant growth of the local
cantrang fleet since the late 1990s, and especially since the early
2000s. At the turn of the century, those twenty owners owned
15 boats between them; in 2014, the total number of their boats
had risen to 67. Several of these boat owners estimated that the
number of boats active in the port in 2013–2014 was around
180–200, while a decade earlier, about 100 boats would have
operated out of this port. Furthermore, the cantrang boats grew
in size, as becomes apparent from the business history of one of
them, whom others regard as a role model. In 1998, after
shifting from bottom long-liners, he owned his first cantrang
of 25GT, in 2002 he built one of 53GT, in 2005 one 83GT, in
2010 and 2013 one of 100GT each.

Based on boat owners’ business histories, it appears that three
factors contributed significantly to the growth of the fleet in the
2000s and early 2010s. The first, already mentioned above, was
strong demand for their catch and the expansion of markets,
especially for the small, cheap demersal species that form about
half of their catch in volume (not in value).29 In the 1990s, they
were used as bait fish for bottom long-liners. The owners of the
first cantrang in the 1990s treated them as bycatch. Local fish
traders, however, perceived in them an opportunity for entering
the market for “filletan”, scraped fish flesh that formed the raw
material for fish-balls that were a popular street food in Sumatra,
and later for a variety of frozen seafood products sold in super-
markets under such creative names as “crab sausage”. In 1997,
an enterprising trader set up the first local processing plant for
scraping the small fish and sending the flesh to buyers in
Sumatra. By 2013, about twelve processing plants were
employing between 70 and 250 women from fishing households
each, as well as ten to twentymen eachwhowere responsible for
packaging the fish and loading the trucks.30 By December 2014,

26 In 1994, for instance, 58 arad nets were confiscated in Cirebon (Kompas
20/06/1994; 02/01/1996).
27 Cantrang is a seine shaped into a sack, with a pair of wings on its sides. Each
wing is connected with a pulling rope of 300 up to 600 m. The size of cantrang
seine itself is small. Its wings are 8 m long, the seine is 30 m long, and the sack
six meters long (Bayyinah et al. 2014: 222). The cantrang is cast onto the
seafloor and laid out in a semi-circle. Afterwards, the ropes are slowly pulled
back to the boat with mechanized pulleys, while the boat is travelling slowly
(Hakim and Nurhasanah 2016: 219). On average it takes between 60 and
75 min for a seine casting—setting, pulling, hauling and catch unloading—
and on a fishing day usually a cantrang boat makes 10 casting. Cantrang is an
active seine with high intensity of casting that in effect makes it very effective
in capturing catch.
28 Van Kampen (1923:28) mentions the use of the cantrang on the Java north
coast in the beginning of the twentieth century. In the 1960s, the cantrang was
operated manually from a sail-powered boat with three crew members
(Ernawati et al. 2011: 193). In the 2000s, fishers used a bigger and mechanized
version of the old one, which required 15–20 crew members to operate.

29 In another port, the portion was higher. Captains had some control over the
ratio through their selection of fishing grounds. Which ones they chose—
sandy or grassy ones for the small demersals, spots near corals for larger
ones—depended on their assessment of the demand and prices in the port,
which in turn depended on the strength of the local fillet processing sector,
relative to the buying power of local traders who dealt in large demersals. The
accessibility of particular fishing grounds, dependent on their distance from a
particular port and the frequency of patrols that prevented fishing near corals,
also mattered. Finally, fishing near corals required experience and skills.
30 We estimate a volume of about 15 tons of processed fish fillet leaving
Batang per day.
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we counted fourteen processing plants, andmany of our acquain-
tances were hoping to set up their own in the near future.

The second factor that facilitated the growth of the cantrang
fleet was the high vertical mobility that it offered fishers, and
that retained them in the sector even as educational opportuni-
ties increased. Even simple crew members could rise to being a
boat owner. Some made this transition within the local fishery,
first to the specialist role of engineer and then to that of captain.
Successful captains’ shares were high enough to allow captains
to save up for a boat. More common, however, was another
route to ownership, maritime labour migration. Somemigration
channels date back to the 1980s, but many emerged more re-
cently, some for women, but most for men. Fishers from
cantrang ports were commonly hired on tuna boats based in
Bali or Jakarta, but also on Taiwanese or Japanese fleets and
on boats travelling under different flags and operating as far
away as Panama, West Africa, New Zealand or the Central
Pacific. In the 2010s, a vocational school was set up in
Batang that actively channelled youth from fishing hamlets into
maritime migrant labour. At those schools, their fishing back-
ground was an advantage rather than a stigma. From an out-
sider’s perspective, school fees were onerous, administrative
fees for their first contract abroad highly exploitative, their
pay was poor (300 US$ a month for a first-time contract), visa
problems were common and the work was very hard. But from
fishers’ perspectives, migration offered not just an occasion to
broaden their horizon, but more importantly, they could realis-
tically hope to save enough for building a house, a boat or both
after one or two three-year contract periods, usually between
the age of 18 and 25.

The third factor contributing to the rapid growth of the
cantrang fleet, and arguably the one most important if one
wants to understand fishers’ responses to the cantrang ban,
was the accessibility of bank loans for boat owners. Out of
15 owners at Batang who were active before 2000, only two
mentioned that they relied on bank loans for financing their
boats during those years.31 The others acquired their capital
from incomes as crew and captains on the local fleet or on
Jakarta-based or foreign fleets, or they borrowed from family
and friends. After the 2000s, by contrast, only three out of
twenty boat owners claimed that they “did not trust banks”.
The others had developed their “cooperation” with the bank
along with their boats, starting with small loans of about
Rp.50 million and gradually working up Rp.600 million per
loan in the case of one owner.32 Some owners had debts with
multiple banks adding up to more than a billion rupiah. Rigid
repayment schedules sat uneasily with fluctuating incomes in
the fishery, as all of them confirmed. The more boats an owner
had in operation, the easier it was to even out losses from one

with profits for the other, and the larger the sums that owners
considered safe to borrow.

Beyond fishers’ businesses, their entire livelihoods became
increasingly dependent on capital acquired from banks. On
the one hand, boat owners did not use bank loans exclusively
for business investments, but also for buying land and build-
ing houses (which, in turn, served as collateral for future
loans), for emergencies and sometimes for household con-
sumption. On the other hand, alternative types of financial
relations in the fishery that predated fishers’ reliance on bank
loans became quantitatively less important; were themselves
increasingly intertwined with relations with banks, and appear
to have become increasingly modelled on bank loans in the
way they were conducted. These sources of capital included
rotating credit schemes (arisan) within hamlets and profes-
sional groups; credit extended by fish traders or equipment
stores toward operating costs; individual loans from money-
lenders, and the pawning of mobile assets to pawnshops in
urban centers.33 Reciprocal “contributions” to weddings and
other celebrations that yield a profit for the host have become
part of fishers’ calculations of income, expenditures and cap-
ital too.34 The spectrum of these arrangements is broad, but in
general, interest was negotiable, repayment schedules were
adjustable to fluctuating catches, and appeal to creditors on
the basis of compassion and social trust were acceptable.
Moreover, most arrangements, donors and creditors were both
aware of their mutual interdependence.When fishers first took
out bank loans, they considered them less important and less
binding than such arrangements. They stated calmly that they
would repay their bank loans sak legane (when I get the
chance), after fulfilling their various social obligations
(Semedi 1991: 207). By now, this order has been reversed.
People procure larger portions of their capital through bank
loans than through these various other arrangements; they feel
bound to repay their bank loans first, before attending to other
obligations, and finally, the principles of the banking system -
above all, self-responsible, punctual repayment - are increas-
ingly applied to diverse types of borrowing and lending ar-
rangements. Those who fail to repay their debts on time suffer
shame and social stigma. This would have been different in
the 1980s or 1990s, when the values of the banking system
were not yet internalized and generalized to other types of
financial relations.

Thus, the enclosure of fisheries that has been achieved in
North America by the mechanism of individual transferable

31 Hamid (1988) has documented fishers’ early encounters with banks.
32 Currency exchange rates have been fluctuating, from between 8.000 and
15.000 rupiah to the US dollar.

33 Ethnographic studies have shown that fishing people in Southeast Asia have
been using multiple and intricate systems of credit and debt, saving and with-
drawing for a long time. See e.g. Firth 1946; Szanton 1972; Niehoff 1985;
Masyhuri 1996; Semedi 2003; Adhuri 2013.
34 Jay 1969; Alexander 1987; Koning 2004; Beatty 2009. Contributions to life
cycle rituals among fishers in Wonokerto in the 1990s were: Rp 5.000 for a
neighbour; Rp 50.0000 for a relative; Rp 100.000 for siblings. These days the
sums have grown to Rp 50.000 for neighbours to one million rupiah.
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quotas (e.g. Pinkerton 2013, Pinkerton and Davis 2015;
Knott and Neis 2016; Edwards and Pinkerton 2019) has
been achieved on the Java north coast by means of small-
scale and micro-credit schemes (Adam and Lestari 2017).
While Pomeroy et al. (2020) have recently argued in favour
of such schemes, arguing that “financial inclusion” reduces
the vulnerabilities of fishing households, our observations
from the cantrang fishery lead us to take the opposite stance.
Cantrang fishers’ financial inclusion has been a debt trap,
and the increasing indebtedness of households and the sub-
ordination of relations of mutual financial support to bank-
ing principles has rendered not just fishing businesses but
also social reproduction in the fishing villages extremely
vulnerable.35 As we will show below, the cantrang ban did
not interrupt, but provided a further occasion for the exten-
sion of bank loans and indebtedness (see e.g. Bank
Indonesia 2016), this time ostensibly to help fishers transi-
tion to new gear.

Fishers were active participants, and some of them were
eager proponents of relations of “cooperation”, as they called
it, with the banks. They perceived as an opportunity what we,
as ethnographers, perceived of as the forceful inclusion of
fishery in the market through the mechanism of debt (see
McCarthy 2010). They wanted to become rich fast. The
cantrang was perfectly suited to this end, because it could be
used year round and targeted a broad range of demersal spe-
cies, large and small, for which demand was high. In addition
to this motive, however, we suggest that a second one is
equally or more important. Fishers, who had long been social-
ly, culturally and politically marginal in predominantly agrar-
ian Java, wanted to engage as full citizens in the modern
nation state. They wanted to be able to come and go in urban
office buildings, and to get to know people and opportunities
beyond the world of the fishing hamlets. Their cooperation
with the banks offered them this opportunity, just as the fish-
ing organisations had to their grandfathers in the early twen-
tieth century. But while their grandfathers had accessed these
opportunities by becoming clients of a paternalistic state, the
condition for fishers to enjoy them now was that they become
proper market subjects. They had to behave as calculating
individuals, self-responsible for repaying their debts on time.
Their efforts were frustrated when in 2015, the government
intervened in the rapid growth of the fleet and announced that
the use of the cantrang and related gear types would be
prohibited.

The cantrang ban and the transition period

The reasons cited for this intervention - the third we discuss in
this paper - were environmental (Ambari 2017; Lelono and
Bintoro 2019). Stock assessments suggested that demersal
stocks of the Java Sea were being over-fished.36 Since 2013,
local fisheries officials had been conducting consultations
(sosialisasi) with boat owners to inform them that the govern-
ment was preparing to intervene in the rapid and poorly doc-
umented growth of the cantrang fishery (Tempo 23/02/2015).
They explained to fishers that the cantrang were not environ-
mentally friendly (tidak ramah lingkungan). Specifically, they
highlighted three problems with their gear, from the perspec-
tive of the government: First, because of their fine mesh size,
fish (and not only fish) of all sorts and sizes got caught in their
nets; second, the use of the net had destructive effects on the
seafloor, and third, the fish stocks in the Java Sea were already
declining because of overproduction. Fishers at Batang, how-
ever, did not expect that the government would act on those
concerns by “putting fish over people”, as they commented
bitterly in 2015. They were expecting attempts to enforce
fishing zones or similar kinds of action, but they were not
expecting a total ban on the use of their gear, among others.
They were especially disappointed in the Minister of Marine
Affairs of Fisheries, Susi Pudjiastuti, who had started her ca-
reer as a fish trader. She had taken radical action against for-
eign trawlers (Kompas 13/11/2016), which the cantrang fish-
ers had applauded. They had not imagined that she would turn
against them with equally radical measures.

The announcement of the ban on January 9, 2015 came
during the west monsoon, when most boats were in port be-
cause of bad weather. It granted all fishers a transition period
of three months, during which to exchange their newly
prohibited gear with a more environmentally friendly gear
type. The cantrang boats—the main target of the measure—
were to be re-registered and re-measured. Cantrang fishers at
Batang were incredulous. They accused the Minister of
Marine Affairs and Fisheries of trying to sharpen her political
profile at the cost of fishers, whose livelihoods were on the
line. Fishers’ organisations, old ones and newly constituted
ones, organized demonstrations. On 25th January and 3rd
March, they blocked the Java north coast. On 26th February,
they protested in front of the Presidential Palace in Jakarta (see
Detik 26/02/2015; 03/03/2015; 04/03/2015; Kompas 23/02/
2015; 04/03/2015; BeritaSatu 03/03/2015).

35 See Isnaini (2013) on the financialization in farmer’s households in the
north coast of Java. In-depth ethnographic studies of the financialization of
households and neighbourhoods are available for diverse settings, including
Han’s (2012) from Chile, Li’s (2014) from Sulawesi and James’ (2015) from
South Africa.

36 Prisantoso (2011:70) presents the following demersal catch statistics for the
Java Sea: 1985: 225.051 ton in 1985, 409.000 ton in 1995, 486.400 ton in
2005, and 538.229 ton in 2008. The maximum sustainable yield was estimated
to be 431,200 ton, and the total allowable catch 345.000 ton (ibid.:73). His
field observations suggest a declining quality of the catch, with the average
size of individual fish decreasing. Fish traders at Batang reported the same
observation to us. The Minister of Fisheries mentioned the decline in the size
of fish as a reason for the cantrang ban in one of her public statements (Suara
Merdeka 15/11/2017).
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In other ports along the Java north coast, more affluent boat
owners sought legal aid, and from those ports, especially from
Rembang, news about an emergent national campaign trav-
elled to the cantrang fishers at our field site at Batang. The
campaign took a three-pronged approach. First and most ur-
gently, the fishers’ representatives worked toward an exten-
sion of the transition period, citing procedural faults and suc-
cessfully involving the national ombudsman in their case.
After several provisional renewals of the transition period,
the period was eventually extended by decree in October
2016 to last until December 2017 (GoI, Minister of Marine
Affair Circular Letter No. 72/MEN-KP/II/2016). Fishers’ sec-
ond demand concerned financial support for changing gear,
which the government was generally willing to provide.
Credit schemes for the owners of small boats (below 10GT)
began in 2016; in early 2017, the Central Javanese governor
broke the news to fishers at Batang that local governments
would set up a further credit scheme to assist fishers in chang-
ing their gear.37 Further negotiations at the presidential palace
in July 2017 led to further concessions, among others, credit
opportunities for owners of boats above 30GT. Third, fishers
and their representatives set about dismantling the govern-
ment’s main argument, repeated over and again in the press,
for banning the use of the cantrang and related gear. They
challenged the claim that the cantrang damaged the environ-
ment (see also Detik 18/05/2017; Suara Merdeka 02/10/2017,
13/10/2017, 23/12/2017). Specifically, they rejected the gov-
ernment’s lumping together of cantrang and trawl in a single
category of “environmentally unfriendly” fishing gear. During
negotiations at the Presidential Palace in June 2017, they
made an environmental impact assessment of the cantrang
one of their conditions for accepting the ban (Detik 11/07/
2017a, 11/07/2017b; Suara Merdeka 02/11/2017, 13/11/
2017). After the impact assessment turned out inconclusive,
and after further demonstrations in January 2018, the prohibi-
tion of the cantrang and related gear was postponed indefi-
nitely for fishers in northern Java, specifically, for the districts
of Tegal, Batang, Pati, Rembang, Lamongan (Detik 18/01/
2018; see also: Radar Pekalongan 23/12/ 2017; Suara
Merdeka 31/03/ 2018). The condition of re-measuring all
boats remained, however, and the government announced that
no new permits for cantrang would be issued.

The long period of negotiations and uncertainty had
caused Batang’s cantrang fishers financial and emotional
hardship. Besides crew members, captains and boat owners,
large numbers of people working in fish trading, processing
and auxiliary industries were affected. Many households of
ordinary crew members in the fishing hamlets lost two or

more incomes, as the men worked on the boats and the
women in the processing industry. Some fishers shifted to
work on mini-purse-seines and small-scale boats that were
also operating out of the port, but many others were ground-
ed and struggled to pay children’s school fees and living
expenses for their households. Inner-household relations
became strained as a result, as well. Boat owners, though
ostensibly with much more money to spare, were stuck in
debts and with boats whose price dropped precipitously af-
ter the announcement of the ban.38

Nevertheless, fishers in Batang were less visible in
fisher activism at the national level than cantrang fishers
at other ports. In 2015, many of them joined the early
demonstrations at their port, on the Java north coast road
and in Jakarta. However, they quickly distanced them-
selves from the physical violence at some demonstrations.
Some complained that outsiders were manipulating fish-
ers’ anger and frustrations. Over time, many were also
increasingly upset with what they perceived as an oppor-
tunistic attitude of newspapers and political parties toward
their plight (see also Suara Merdeka 09/01/2018; 28/04/
2018). More interestingly, from our perspective, Batang
fishers’ perceptions of the ban, their assessment of their
situation and their priorities, both short-term and more
long-term, did not sit easily with a campaign that was
aiming to restore the cantrang fishery. Restoring the
cantrang fishery was, to be sure, the stated wish and de-
mand of the vast majority of fishers at Batang, too.
However, the actual responses of boat owners to the ban
suggest that most were busy, one by one rather than col-
lectively, to find a way out of a fishery that many knew
was only viable under conditions of maximal neglect by
the government. To run cantrang boats profitably, as these
fishers knew very well, was not possible within existing
regulations pertaining to fishing zones and specifications
for obtaining permits for boats. Thus, as soon as the gov-
ernment decided to pay attention, they reckoned that the
“era of the cantrang” was over. Like other “exiting elites”
before them, they were seeking alternative opportunities;
those who could not find any, mostly because their bur-
den of debt was too heavy, suffered anxiety and depres-
sion as a result and did not find solace in joining demon-
strations. In the following section, we present some eth-
nographic details to support this conclusion, which is ours
and not that of fishers themselves.

37 GoI, Minister of Marine Affair Circular Letter B.1/SJ/PL.610/I/2017; this
decision stood in the context of an expansion of micro-credit schemes, includ-
ing one survey specifically recommending them for fishing people (Bank
Indonesia 2016).

38 The prices of boats fluctuated over the 3-year “transition period”, as at low
points (for the fishers) in the negotiations, buyers from all over Indonesia
descended on the large cantrang ports looking for desperate owners willing
to sell their boats for next to nothing.
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Responses of the cantrang elite

Based on our conversations with boat owners at Batang and
our observations of their business activities since 2013, we
distinguish between three categories of owners, differentiated
by the size and number of their boats and their non-maritime
assets. These factors made different lines of action available
and attractive to them after the announcement of the ban. Not
all owners within a particular category pursued those options.
If, how fast and how vigorously they took them up, depended
on personal networks, experiences and inclinations.

The first category of boat owners is small but influential. It
consists of six extremely well-to-do owners out of a total of
perhaps 120. Three of them are sons, and another is a son-in-
law of a single successful beneficiary of the 1980s KIK-
scheme. The other two later arrivals who had benefited from
the profitability of the cantrang. Their households were eco-
nomically secure. They owned rice-land or fruit orchards and
urban real estate in addition to their boats. Besides owning
several large cantrang boats, two of them also owned one large
purse seiner, and one of them owned two purse seiners. Those
purse seiners were operating in Eastern Indonesian waters and
sold their catches either at sea or at the port of Pekalongan.
They were more profitable for their owners than the cantrang
boats, and their gear was deemed environmentally friendly.
The only reason why so few people owned large purse seiners
at Batang was that the original investment required was very
high, because they required freezers.39

Those among the top six owners who had transitioned to
purse seining before 2015 were relatively mildly affected by
the cantrang ban. They suffered losses, but their businesses
were viable even without their cantrang boats. For the ones
who did not own purse seiners yet, the priority after the ban
was to speed up the transition, which was usually a matter of
negotiating with the banks. One of them also invested in a gill
net. The gill net was the second type of “environmentally
friendly” gear that the fisheries officials advocated for large
boats, and like purse seiners, only the most affluent owners
could afford it because it required a freezer. Unlike purse
seiners, gill netters could operate in the Java Sea, legally and
profitably, but there were no captains and crew at Batang who
knew how to operate them. Thus, Batang owners hired cap-
tains and crew members from Indramayu (West Java), where
gill netting was common. Their negotiating position, both vis-
a-vis their initial contacts and agents at Indramayu and against
captains and crewwas veryweak. The first gill net owner from
Batang stood by helplessly as his crew from Indramayu aban-
doned the boat after what was supposed to be half of its time at
sea, carrying the supplies (fuel, food etc.) with them to sell at

home. They argued that the catch was too poor for them to
complete the trip. Although this particular owner’s business
survived, other owners, who had been observing his trials with
a keen interest, opted against a gill net, citing his difficulties.

For this group of owners, the gains of the national cam-
paign with respect to financial support for fishers with boats
above 30GT in size were helpful but, according to our knowl-
edge, not essential. The campaign’s focus on rehabilitating the
cantrang boats was not a priority. This group of owners, most
of whom had been among the first to adopt the cantrang, had
already moved on. The one exception among the six was an
owner known for his ambition to become a prominent, influ-
ential community leader among the fishers. He took the lead in
forming a new fishers’ organisation, called Front Nelayan
Batang Bersatu (United Front of Batang Fishers), through
which he supported the aims and strategies of the national
campaign. Lacking support from other owners, who did not
trust him because, unlike them, he had the necessary assets
that would allow him to opt out if necessary, the organisation
remained a one-man show until early 2019.

Unlike the top six owners, boat owners in the second cat-
egory could not move on so easily, because they were heavily
invested in the cantrang fishery. They were living well, many
of them in new, comparatively large houses and with one or
more cars. However, they relied for their income exclusively
or almost exclusively on their large or medium-size cantrang
boats, often complemented by boat building or cantrang-
dependent processing businesses. Many of these owners had
experienced precarious ups and downs in their businesses be-
fore the cantrang ban, and most were heavily indebted. When
the Minister of Marine Affairs and Fisheries banned the use of
their boats, their businesses stalled. It is not surprising that
many vocal opponents of the ban, including some of the few
who actively supported the national campaign came from this
category of owners. The campaign met their goals: extending
the transition period, making funding available, but finally,
not transitioning to another gear type but keeping their
cantrang boats running.

Some of these owners set up their own fishers’ organisa-
tion, the Association of Traditional Fishers in Batang
(Paguyuban Nelayan Tradisional Batang). They presented
themselves as small-scale fishers who had done exactly what
was expected of them: to develop the entrepreneurial visions
and skills to set up and run productive businesses. On those
grounds, they demanded that they should not be cut off, but
supported by the government (see also Suara Merdeka 17/09/
2017). These cantrang owners argued that the government,
when it blamed the cantrang boats for damaging the seafloor,
were mistaking cantrang boats for trawlers, in environmental
terms but also socially. With respect to the environmental
dimension, they echoed and further specified demands of the
national campaign for the government to prove that the
cantrang was indeed environmentally harmful. They

39 A purse seiner with a freezer cost about six billion rupiah in 2015, while a
cantrang cost between 800.000 and 1.2 billion. Therefore only owners with
several highly productive cantrang could make the leap.
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suggested that the government had failed to take into consid-
eration the technical differences between cantrang (laid out in
a semi-circle on the sea floor and then lifted) and trawl
(dragged along the sea floor). They added that, should the
cantrang indeed prove environmentally harmful, then they
would be willing to give it up, but only if the government
could suggest a viable alternative. Less publicly, they
complained that the government was mistaking their options
as cantrang owners with those of the trawler owners of the
past. Here, the ethnic stereotypes were revived again that the
government itself had promoted in the 1980s. Cantrang
owners suggested that the trawler owners of the past could
easily shift their capital because they were Chinese and there-
fore did not face the same capital constraints as Javanese
small-scale fishers; they themselves, by contrast, did not have
these options. They had taken great risks in building their fleet
with the help of bank loans; why would the government now
punish them by rendering their boats not only unproductive
but also worthless?

The day-to-day activities of these ownerswere consistent with
their political pronouncements in favour of rehabilitating the
cantrang, of their ambivalence toward a coalition led by the
biggest owners and of their own financial hardships. They were
busy re-negotiating bank loans, selling one or several cars, and
selling unproductive boats if they could find buyers. Their im-
mediate concern, from 2016 onward, was to have their boats pass
the compulsory re-measurement to make sure that all boats were
below 30GT. Most boats were, in fact, larger, and their owners
had to find creative solutions. One owner nailed the two storage
rooms in the back of his boat shut; because of the peculiar shape
of his boat, the officials did not notice and his 50GT boat, until
then running on a 23GT permit, passed for 32GT and was per-
mitted to continue running. Another way around the problem of
re-measurement, risky but common, was to acquire legal permits
for boats that would not pass the re-measurement process, and
keep them in operation on those permits. A lively trade in permits
for sale or lease set in. Some boat owners whose boats had not
been running well but who were well-connected and trusted by
their peers became full-time agents of permits (see also Kompas
19/06/2015). Many owners, however, also suffered stress and
boredom as their boats were grounded. One man whom we
had known as an active and enthusiastic owner of two boats
and builder of many others spent his days on the beach, angling.
Another started breeding fighting fish (ikan cupang, Betta sp.)
for national competitions. Yet others among the male owners
involved themselves in the businesses of their wives, some of
whom ran small stores from their homes or online.40

Our conversations with boat owners from this group sug-
gest that many of them were becoming increasingly aware
during the transition period that with or without the ban, the
cantrang fishery was facing serious problems. There were
technical limitations that could not easily be overcome. Boat
owners were aware that they could only significantly expand
their range or operation, access rich fishing grounds and in-
crease their income by equipping their boats with cold storage
units, which required a major investment. There was no obvi-
ous solution to these technical problems, and owners whose
capital was bound up in their now unproductive boats and
with bank loans to repay did not see themselves in a position
to experiment. With plenty of time for reflection in the transi-
tion period but no capital to seek out alternatives, many
owners thus became gloomy, while others turned their anger
against the government and demanded “a solution” from those
in power. This phrase appeared over and over in our conver-
sations with boat owners between 2015 and 2018 (see also
Suara Merdeka 17/9/2017, 08/01/2019). Many of them
switched back and forth during those years between gloomi-
ness and demands for a solution, expressed sometimes calmly,
sometimes furiously.

Yet more acutely aware of those underlying problems of
the cantrang fishery, and of the impossibility not just of ex-
pansion but also of running cantrang boats within the limits of
what was currently legal were owners of a third category.
They were known locally as “small” owners, the owners of
boats that indeed were below 30GT in size. For several years,
they had experienced not only highly uncertain catches, but
also declining returns from their boats. Because their boats
could not travel far, they knew that near-shore fish stocks were
already depleted. Unlike the owners of larger boats that trav-
elled further, they had evidence of this, along with evidence of
the declining returns from their boats, black on white. They
knew already before the ban that their businesses had reached
a dead end. A few owners from this category were already
actively seeking a way out of the fishery in 2013, when we
began fieldwork in the cantrang villages.

One of these actively diversifying owners was the daughter
of a small-scale fisherman and a fish trader, now 39 years in
age, who had fought hard to complete vocational school and
learn accounting. After completing her education, she took
over her parents’ boat and used her accounting knowledge,
maximised her own labour power as well as family contacts to
keep it in business and added a second one. At the same time,
she took out a bank loan for diversifying her business. As a
first attempt, she bought a truck that she rented out to transport
goods within Jakarta’s commercial port area. A friend in
Jakarta supervised the truck, and they shared the profits. The
income was low, and so she kept searching for other options.
Online, she read stories of small investors like her who had
profited from recycling plastic, and in 2013, she set up her
own recycling business. Together with her husband, she hired

40 In the “ordinary” times before the ban, the women themselves and their
husbands used to downplay these activities. They preferred to give the impres-
sion that the women in the household did not have to work (Schneider 2018).
After the cantrang ban, the contribution that these “time-fillers” or “little side-
businesses” made to household incomes became more visible.
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people to collect bottles in the fishing villages, rented a
workspace to sort the plastic, taught herself the relevant cate-
gories, qualities and market prices and negotiated with a
recycling plant that was willing to buy her bottles. She gave
up on this business in 2015 because the sellers and buyers of
bottles took advantage of her inexperience. Laughing, she
commented that she knew all about fish, from the time when
she was small, but plastic was a whole newworld in which she
had to start out with baby steps.

This owner, along with a few others like her, perceived the
cantrang ban at least as much as an opportunity as a threat.
When the government announced funding for cantrang
owners willing to convert their boats into gill nets, she stepped
forward. She took out a loan of 600 million (about 40.000
US$) rupiah for a gill net and tried to run her boat with it.
However, she encountered the same problem as the large-
scale gill net owner: agents, captain and crew from
Indramayu whom she depended on for running this boat
turned out unreliable. She tried to run the boat with half its
crew from Indramayu and the other half from Batang, but the
two parts of the crew started arguing at sea, broke off the trip,
returned to shore and carried the supplies home. After two
fishing trips, it turned out that a both of 30 gross ton with a
relatively small gill net could not compete with the larger gill
nets for income, and thus also for labour that was scarce in this
fishery, too. This owner was left with her 40,000 US$ debt,
added to an outstanding one of about 14.000 US$ from the
time before the ban. She lacked a source of income and suf-
fered serious symptoms of stress. When, in 2018, the govern-
ment finally decided to exempt the ports on the Java north
coast from the ban on the cantrang, she felt let down.
Furiously, she complained about the government’s “plin
plan”, its change of mind. In her case, the government had
effectively repelled one potential member of a new, “environ-
mentally friendly” elite that might have helped them imple-
ment environmental sustainability as a governance principle
in the Java north coast fisheries.

Conclusion

To summarize our key findings, one point of contrast between
the cantrang ban and previous interventions concerns the so-
cial, political and economic position of the established elites
and their ability to transfer their capital out of the fishery;
another is the readiness of new elites to assume their role as
local bearers of a new governance principle. In 1905, the
established elite targeted by the intervention were predomi-
nantly Chinese entrepreneurs. Historical sources consistently
emphasize their ethnic difference, and so do the fishers in our
field sites. As ethnic “others”, they were easy targets for the
accusation of exploiting (ethnically Javanese) small-scale
fishers who deserved the colonial state’s protection;

conversely, it was relatively easy and attractive for them to
pull their capital out of the fishery when the government in-
tervened. The intervention was successful insofar as the
Chinese entrepreneurs did indeed withdraw from their formal
role as local patrons and creditors to fishers. But neither these
elites nor the reliance on personalized patronage disappeared
from the fishery entirely. Chinese entrepreneurs remained ac-
tive as traders; for better understanding their recent history,
ethnographic research along their trade routes, beyond the
fishing villages in which we have worked so far is required.
Fishers, in the meantime, developed relations of personalized
patronage with members of the new elites, whom the govern-
ment had identified and installed in formal leadership posi-
tions in the fisheries organisations and whom it continued to
support. In their official positions as organisation managers,
the latter represented the new governance principle of state-
sponsored protection of the state. However, personalized re-
lations were required for fishers to access these sources of
state funding and protection. Thus, the implementation of
the new governance principle was neither complete nor even
across locations and specific social circles in the villages.

In 1980, the New Order government successfully framed
what was effectively the removal of state protection for small-
scale producers as an act of support for ethnically Javanese
small-scale fishers against Chinese investors in the commercial
trawler fishery. As our analysis shows, this is a highly selective
portrayal of the situation, although it may have lent legitimacy
to the intervention. Based on our ethnographic data, Javanese
trawler owners who lived in the fishing villages in Batang and
Pekalongan switched to purse seining, although this turned out
to be a temporary solution.While they certainly suffered losses,
their “mixed” (trawling and purse seining) businesses were not
immediately threatened. Moreover, both the general political
climate and their physical and social proximity to small-scale
fishers who welcomed the ban would have made it difficult for
them to openly oppose the ban. By the time purse seining be-
came unprofitable in the mid-1980s (Batang) to mid-1990s
(Pekalongan), these owners were able to exit the fisherywithout
a decline in status, thanks to the opportunities that their children
had acquired through education. In fact, the social standing of
their families increased as a result, since the white-collar and
civil servant jobs that their children acquired had a cultural
value that surpassed even that of a successful fishing business.
Looking beyond those local owners, our sources suggest that in
the long-term, the adverse effects on Chinese and on large-scale
businesses were less significant than the fact that the trawler ban
accelerated small-scale fishers’ inclusion in the market. Put dif-
ferently, rather than a renewed commitment to the protection of
small-scale fishers, the trawler ban accelerated the extension of
market principles to small-scale producers, and for making eco-
nomic development based on market principles the key gover-
nance principle for small-scale fisheries. Following the trawler
ban, the installation of new elites, who impersonated the new
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principle of (un-)regulating small-scale fisheries by linking
them directly with financial, fish and maritime labour markets,
took time. From our perspective, the new fisher-entrepreneurs
only became firmly established thanks to the capital influx dur-
ing the monetary crisis of the late 1990s. They thrived in the
early 2000s, but by the 2010s, their economic success was
perceived as a problem by fisheries officials.

The 2015 cantrang ban lacked the ethnic dimension of
earlier government interventions. In this case, the elites that
were being pushed out of the fishery were unmistakably
Javanese fishers who described themselves as small-scale,
despite the size and productivity of their boats. They were
ordinary people who had achieved their elite position pre-
cisely by re-fashioning themselves as entrepreneurs in a
market-oriented governance system, as the previous gov-
ernment demanded of them after the trawler ban. When
the (new) government turned against them, reasoning that
their gear was not environmentally friendly, these
established elites occupied the moral high ground, and the
government had to fear an electoral backlash if it carried
through with the ban in its political heartland. Moreover,
and in contrast to previous interventions, only very few
cantrang owners had the assets and capital necessary to exit
the fishery. The majority of the cantrang elite was literally
tied to their boats and tied to the fishery by their high levels
of indebtedness. Their children were still in school, they had
heavy bank loans to repay and lacked contacts, knowledge
or skills that would have facilitated their transfer to another
sector. Being asked to exit the fisheries without having a
viable exit road (except for registering bankruptcy), they
resisted, and the political conditions at the time allowed
them to do so openly.

A second set of contrasts between the cantrang ban and
earlier interventions concerns the role of rising elites, or local
allies who would become the bearers of the new governance
principle. In 1905, new, rising elites were actively identified,
supported and “installed” by the colonial government. At the
time of the trawler ban, the government’s support for local
elites who would support the new governance principle was
weaker. This was, of course, consistent with the new principle
of market-based growth. True to this principle, the govern-
ment provided support in the form of infrastructure to local
trawler and purse seiner owners in order to build their purse
seining businesses. At the same time, it offered loans to small-
scale fishers who were to become the new, entrepreneurial
elites. After this initial support, these new elites were expected
to assert themselves in the market, as indeed they did, though
they only became firmly established after the Asian financial
crisis. This raises the question, then, what would have been
appropriate measures to support to members of a new elite
who would implement the governance principle of sustain-
ability. Furthermore, one might ask if such measures were in
evidence yet by 2019.

After the announcement of the cantrang ban, the govern-
ment used the “old” form of support, credit schemes, to enlist
cantrang owners to change their gear and become “environ-
mentally friendly” fishers. Most owners were reticent. Besides
general mistrust of the government because of its zigzag
course between 2015 and 2019, our observations suggest that
there were translation problems concerning the new gover-
nance principle, sustainability. The government kept insisting
that the cantrang were harming the sea floor, a point that few
cantrang fishers were willing to cede. At the same time, there
were many fishers, especially “small” boat owners, who were
aware that their boats had reached their technical limits of
profitability, and that the cantrang fishery would not be pro-
ductive in the future. Unfortunately, it appears that the consul-
tation processes that were carried out before the cantrang ban
was announced were insufficient to make these fishers visible,
and to convey their concerns and awareness of existing limi-
tations of their fishery to the government. To the contrary,
with the complete ban of the cantrang and its reasoning about
sustainability, the government alienated those owners. When
finally, the credits offered after the ban for changing gear were
made available only slowly and were apparently inadequate,
as our example above has shown, the government lost what-
ever (mostly tacit) support it had for the cantrang ban in the
fishing villages. By 2019, no prospective elites who would
become the bearers of the new governance principle of sus-
tainability had stepped forward in our field sites yet. If and by
what means this will be achieved, and if it will even be
attempted under a new fisheries minister, remains an open
question at this point in time.
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