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voice Come the next Year of the Tiger, Indonesians 

may have little to celebrate if controversial road 
projects are allowed to go ahead
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"It is rather sad," says Deborah 
Martyr, one of Southern Suma-
tra's top conservationists. Five 
months after Indonesia signed 

up for the Global Tiger Recovery Plan 
at the St Petersburg Tiger Summit, pri-
vate interest and conservation are again 
on a collision course. Martyr says plans 
for new 'disaster evacuation' roads to be 
cut across Kerinci Seblat National Park, a 
Unesco World Heritage Site and key tiger 
habitat, are a thinly veiled attempt at land-
grabbing. The gravest danger to wildlife is 
forest encroachment, she says: roads offer 
poachers and illegal loggers direct access to 
the heart of otherwise inpenetrable jungle.

When 13 'tiger-bearing nations' met in 
Russia last November, Indonesia commit-
ted to a bold National Tiger Recovery Pro-
gramme (NTRP). The goal of doubling 
its wild tiger population by 2022, the next 
Year of the Tiger, involves protecting sev-
eral prime habitats, dubbed Tiger Conser-
vation Landscapes (TCLs). Chief among 
those, because of its breeding population, 
is Kerinci Seblat. 

Despite a 2009 Unesco request that the 
government 'close all illegal roads and de-
velop appropriate regulations' to 'reduce 
the negative impacts of traffic on 

By Tate Zandstra

Split advantage: roads open up 
forests to developers and poachers



"If these road building 
proposals are consigned 
where they belong... I 

think the future for tigers 
in Sumatra is quite rosy"

Debbie Martyr, conservationist

Crossed paths: massive concessions are destroying Sumatra's forests 
(middle); Deborah Martyr of the Tiger Conservation and Protection 
Unit 

Man vs wild: Indonesia's President  
Yudhoyono (left); a Sumatran tiger
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wildlife and to ensure ecological connec-
tivity', proponents argue new roads are 
necessary to evacuate villages in case of 
floods, earthquakes or volcanic eruptions. 

A paper drafted by Martyr and Zoe Cul-
len, a biologist with conservation NGO 
Fauna and Flora International, argues that 
these roads are less evacuation routes than 
conduits from one clear-cut to another. 
'At either end of all the routes, there are 
significant encroachment problems, as can 
be seen from the gaps in forest cover inside 
the national park boundary', the brief reads. 
'Any hopes of being able to ensure that con-
struction of any of these roads does not lead 
to extensive forest loss along the length of 
the route are unrealistic or impossible.'

Roads cause environmental degrada-
tion detrimental not only to animals, but 
to people as well, from massive erosion to 
loss of watersheds. Many of the planned 
routes run closer to potential danger zones 
and are on steeper, less suitable terrain than 
existing ones. "The slogan is 'Better Roads, 
not New Roads,'" says Martyr, who runs 
the donor-funded Tiger Conservation and 
Protection Unit.

Local governments and forestry officials 
walk a fine line; balancing conservation 
with the infrastructure needs of the park's 
residents. Despite a 2009 Unesco request 
that the Indonesian government "close 
all illegal roads and develop appropriate 
regulations" for new roads and "reduce the 
negative impacts of traffic on wildlife and 
to ensure ecological connectivity", propo-
nents argue that new roads are necessary 

to facilitate evacuation of villages within 
Kerinci in the case of natural disaster. "All 
of us in the park are absolutely supportive 
of an improved infrastructure to support 
economic development and improved ac-
cess to markets for farmers, but not at the 
expense of one of Asia's most important 
carbon sinks, a forest that is the key water-
shed for millions of local people and rare 
wildlife," Martyr says, adding that more 
than 3,000 local residents have signed a 
petition to block the road proposals.

Although the aim is ostensibly to make 
evacuation easier, the real motive may be 
purely economic. In February, President 
Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono named East 
Trans-Sumatra one of six great economic 
corridors which will focus on accelerating 
development through palm oil and rubber 
plantations, and coal, iron and steel min-
ing – the very factors identified as being so 
detrimental to tiger habitats.

"The important thing is that the pressure 
is coming from local and provincial gov-
ernments. The forestry department is un-
der siege from political interests in various 
provinces," Martyr says. "This isn't a gov-
ernment pushing for roads, but local gov-
ernments racing to build infrastructure in 
a booming economy and damn the conse-
quences. Too many people still see the park 
as a brake on development, as opposed to 
supporting sustainable development."

Biodiversity hotspot
"There are, among jungles, no more 

exciting places to be than Sumatra," says 

wildlife photographer Jeremy Holden. 
"You have tiger, elephant, rhino, tapir, 
primates, even unique plants like the raf-
flesia, the largest flower in the world." In 
terms of biodiversity, there are few places 
like Sumatra in the world, he adds. At 
nearly 14,000 square kilometres, Kerinci 
Seblat is the largest national park and 
forms, with three other parks, the Unesco 
World Heritage Site Tropical Heritage of 
Sumatra. 

 Of the three tiger subspecies to arise 
in the Indonesian ar-
chipelago, two, the 
Balinese and Javanese, 
are now extinct. Mean-
while, the Sumatran ti-
ger is critically endan-
gered. Between 1998 
and 2007, the world's 
sixth largest island lost 
some 120,000 square 
kilometres or 50% of 
its primary forest and 
the trend isn't notice-
ably slowing. Twelve 
functional tiger habitats remain, of which 
only two, Kerinci and Bukit Tiga Puluh, 
sustain breeding populations – the only 
hope for the Sumatran tiger's survival in 
the wild. 

The National Tiger Recovery Pro-
gramme also declares that between 1998 
and 2002, an average 51 tigers were killed 
each year, 76% of them for the black mar-
ket. Still, the big cat can come back. Since 
her arrival and the establishment of anti-

poaching patrols, Martyr has noticed an 
increase in tiger numbers. There are now 
between 161 and 189 individuals, almost 
two-thirds female. The proposed road 
network, if completed, will slice through 
their most important remaining habitat, 
rendering Kerinci incapable of supporting 
breeding tigers.

"The Forestry Ministry is actively work-
ing on practical implementation of Indo-
nesia's excellent National Tiger Recovery 
Plan and if these road building proposals 
are consigned where they belong, and 
other threats minimised, not least trans-
national wildlife trade, I think the future 
for tigers in Sumatra is quite rosy," Mar-
tyr says. She believes that if encroach-
ment and poaching of deer and tiger are 
controlled, by 2022, there could be more 
tigers in Sumatra than in India. There is 
hope that as Indonesia progresses, people 
will come to value wildlife and wild plac-
es. "We're already in the G20 and there is 
a growing middle class; I suspect that in 
15 to 20 years time, forest rangers will be 
supervising a rising tide of domestic tour-
ists," not poachers and loggers.

"If Kerinci is allowed to be fragmented," 
Martyr says, "and I am 
quite sure the Min-
ister of Forestry is 
anxious to avoid this, 
then all bets are off." 
The hope she believes 
lies in a younger gen-
eration of politicians 
who have different 
outlooks, understand-
ing that economic 
development at the 
expense of the envi-
ronment is simply un-

sustainable. The roads have not yet been 
approved and Martyr is working quickly, 
circulating petitions, hoping to convince 
the government to deny permission and 
spare the tiger, along with the jungle ele-
phant, rhinoceros, tapir, deer and count-
less other species. "It is the great para-
digm," she says, "how to secure progress 
and build sound economic foundations 
without endangering the environment 
on which we all depend."P
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