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Background 

In the Krangkeng subdistrict (Indramayu district, C. Jawa province) systematic 
hunting of water birds has been known even before the 1950s.   In the beginning, bird hunting 
was for subsistence, but with introduction and proliferation of market economy the birds 
entered the food trade in the district and nearby cities, which currently involved chains of 
hunters, wholesalers (middlemen) and consumers (buyers), with numerous families 
considering bird hunting as major source of income. The shift was accentuated by increased 
income poverty experienced by the local peasant which artisanal livelihood combined fishing 
and farming (Aminah & Rachmina 1993).    

Comprehensive synopsis and analysis of the  bird hunting has been reported 
McCarthy & Noor (1996), whom highlighted the notion that stronger socio-economic 
dimensions underlies the environmental impacts.  Landlessness combined with land 
acquisition and capitalization by entrepreneurial business owners from outside the region 
plays significant role in marginalizing the local peasants (McCarthy & Noor op. cit.), once 
again demonstrating how the poverty mechanisms inevitably leads to degradation of local 
resources by the region’s own local people .   

The numbers of water birds being caught have been staggering.  In 1979, about one 
million bird was estimated to have been caught over the Indramayu area stretching along 
shores 5 – 10 km wide and 60 km long, on the north coast of Jawa, but the estimated catch 
figure appeared to decline to about 300.000 between 1984-5, 200,000 in 1987, and 150,000 in 
1992 (Noor 1987, Milton & Mahardi 1989, Johnstone et al. 1990, McCarthy & Noor 1996)1, 
2.   Apparent decline was also deduced from the work in 1992, by PHPA/AWB consultant 
whom found that hunters working outside the Krangkeng area usually caught up to 128 birds 
per week, whereas those hunting locally managed to catch only 53 birds per week (Aminah & 
Rachmina, 1993). 

Most of the caught birds which numbered at least 63 species were migratory 
shorebirds3, which pertain mainly to those originating from the north and using East Asian – 
Australasian flyway during the Sept. - April  each year. For instance, in late 1980s – early 
1990s about 45,000 Oriental Pratincole Glareola maldivarum was caught every year 
(Johnstone et al. 1990).  Resident and endangered birds was also being targeted, including the 
endangered Milky Stork Mycteria cinerea, though in the last two years any catching of this 
species has not been recorded (S. Purnama, unpubl.), probably due to past conservation 
extension measures (reported by McCarthy & Noor 1996). The local prices for each bird 
remained extremely low (Table 1).    

                                                            
1 Caution should be exercised in interpreting the data, simply because they were collected by different resarchers 
not necessarily applying the same methods  

2 Whereas from the previous figures a boom and bust number could be suspected the present estimate of about 
300.000 birds harvested per year (S. Purnama et al., unpubl.) should be viewed with caution. This figure may 
have been an overestimate, or indicative of changes in migratory patterns, or expansion of numbers of target 
species, or extension of catching areas,  or -unlikely it may be considering to declining habitats world wide- 
temporal  population increase 

3 The numbers of individuals and variety of species targeted may vary from year to year; in 1993 only 30 
species was recorded  (McCarthy & Noor 1996).   Furthermore, aside from the food birds, nowadays hunting 
also target song birds, for instance munias, bulbuls and even cuckoos.    

 



  

At any rate hunting of water birds was a seasonal activity, which is influenced by 
multiple factors, including harvest qualities.  The catch rate, as a matter of course is 
predetermined by how far the migratory season progressed.  The present study estimated that 
during the peak of the migratory season (coinciding with wet season) a hunter may catch 50 – 
200 birds per day, and in the dry season about 10 – 30 birds per day.  Local hunters related 
that in the 1970s a hunter may bag 500 – 700 birds in a peak season.  On another trend, 
apparently the overall number of hunters have declined, probably because of declining 
numbers of birds at least in the previous years.  For instance in Krangkeng, about 20 hunters 
were active during the present study, whereas in 1994 and 1985-6, they were 300, and 135 – 
170, respectively.  

This study aim to document the indigenous knowledge of the local hunters in 
Indramayu, especially Krangkeng where most hunters reside and bird catching tradition is 
surviving.  It is assumed that indigenous knowledge including local beliefs is important 
source to enrich the formally established ‘science’, and of crucial importance in 
understanding needs for the biodiversity conservation of the region.  Data were collected 
from multiple field visits to Krangkeng while doing avian influenza surveillance as part of 
collaboration between US Naval Medical Research Unit-2, IdOU- Indonesian Ornithologists’ 
Union and Yayasan Kutilang Indonesia (Table 2).  First catching methods will be discussed, 
then followed by description local beliefs.  Overall conservation assessment will conclude the 
discussion part.  

Local catching methods 

Varied traps are employed to catch birds alive, and each hunter would have preferences in 
which each trap, or more frequently combination are employed.  The traps in Indramayu can 
be differentiated  

1. Snare net 

Hunters using stationary nets usually operated at night, and mostly during the 
migratory season.  The main targets were Chinese Bittern Ixobrychus siinensis, 
Oriental Pratincole, and Snipes Gallinago sp.   The nets would typically be set up at 
mudflats, tambak (brackish water fishponds, and paddyfields.  Nets would either be 
continuously  watched (manned) for about ten hours per session or regularly checked.   
In continuously watched nets, various pishing tools will be employed to imitate the 
calls of and lure the birds directly into the net.  In nets operated only with periodical 
checking, nets would be opened since 1700, waited until 2000, and then left open 
until 0300 to 0600 vis a vis dismantling time.  This method was considered more cost-
effective, and particularly appealing to those able to net close to their own residences.    
Of course, this method resulted in more deaths than were they were watched at all 
times.  

 



    

Fig 1. here  

 

 
2. Clap net (sahab) 

 

Clap net usually employed to target larger water birds such as Milky Stork and 
various ardeids.  Dimensions of the nets varied but invariably using light and strong 
materials.  For shore birds net sizes were 4 m x 2 m.   For larger water birds and 
terrestrial birds, the net may be as large as 8 m x 2 m.   In principal, this is a simple 
fall trap, which is lowered over a pulley. This type of trap is common place 
throughout Asia even nowadays (Howes et al. 2003).  The trap is placed in ground 
with as little vegetation as possible, and for shorebirds the net dimension is 4 m by 2 
m.  Operation of the net  is usually during the daytime.  

 

 Fig 2. here  
 
 

 
3. Torching (local term,  ‘Ngobor’) 

Here, the main equipment is mainly kerosene lamp (= “petromak”)  and small hand-
net (shaped as half a globe). The hunters would operate through the night, and target 
water birds roosting in the post harvest paddyfields until before day break.  The main 
catches would include the rails which are secretive and more elusive by daylight, as 
well as ducklings.   

 

 

 Fig 3.  here  

 

 
4. Application of gum (“Pulut”) 

Entrapment using gums usually target anatid ducks, and usually at post harvest paddy 
fields.  The hunter would bring tools including tape recording of the sound of the 
birds’ , and a number of bird-shaped (two dimensional) shadow decoys made of used 
sandals/ shoes.   First a pool approximately 4 x 4 meters would be set up as artificial 
habitat for trapping.   Hunters would make pools in post harvest paddyfields adjacent 
to unharvested paddyfields to the effect one or two sides of the pool would border 



with the paddy plantation.  Highly densely arranged gum-covered sticks would be 
erected aroung the pool.  In the middle of the small pool loud speakers would be 
placed, and connected with the tape recorder some distance (5 – 6 meters away) from 
the pool.   The silhouette decoys would be placed as to give impression of 
congregating flock.  The tape recorder would play calls of a flock, and the hunter 
waited near the pool to fetch the trapped quarries.  The gum trapping is considered 
technically the most difficult since specialized skills and experience are needed to 
make effective gum, decoys and sound recordings.    

 
Local customs 
 
Despite the region being one of the well established center for bird hunting in Jawa, the 
Indramayu hunters subscribe to local customs and beliefs which regulate their own hunting 
activities.  Examples of the local beliefs are as follow.  
 

 
1. Taboos toward against catching certain bird species.  Several species (eg. Terns of the 

family Laridae) were considered sacred and any catching of the terns is believed to bring 
bad luck.   Local people related two incidents where a boat was capsized, and a motorbike 
accident happened, respectively, right after the persons involved caught terns.  

 
2. Taboos under certain night of the month (Thursday night. preceding ‘Jumat Kliwon’).  In 

the monthly calendar there is a night in which Friday coincides with ‘kliwon’ chronicle of 
the Jawanese calendar, and therefore called ‘Jumat Kliwon’.  The (Thursday) night prior 
to the ‘Jumat Kliwon’ is generally considered sacred, and dangerous because the mystic 
forces are unleashed.  Applied to the hunting activities as much as other activities, 
hunting is prohibited during this sacred nights once a month lest mishaps will befall 
violators of this belief.  Hunters told of mishaps including total failure of hunting during 
‘Jumat Kliwon’, whereas following violation of ‘Jumat Kliwon’,  the rate of catching 
returned to normal only after they bathe the net with flower 

 
3. Specialisation to a catching method. There is unwritten arrangements that a hunter would 

specialize only on particular catching method(s).  For instance, hunter using net is not 
likely to also use clap, or torch. Thus every dry season, many of net using hunter would 
take a total rest,  whereas those using snare-net, clap net, and gum freely operating 
 

4. Prestige.  A hunter would feel ashamed going home with meager results, as their 
reputation would be at stake.  There was an instance that the request of our team for 
assistance (field guiding) was turned down by local hunter because the targeted Oriental 
Pratincole and Snipe are not in season in the dry season. When the team tried to persuade 
the hunter to use another different method (torch), this request was again turned down by 
the said hunter, citing that torching is not his expertise.  

 
 
Discussion  
 
 Despite certain restriction imposed by the local customs and beliefs the economic 
reasons for hunting remained and bellies effective restriction as it stands.  It is conceivable  



that in the economically driven system, the number of hunter follow number of birds stocks 
not unlike hunter-predator relations in a Lotka-Volterran fashion (Lotka 1932, Volterra 
1926).  The number of hunter has certainly declined.  For instance in Singakerta one of the 
stronghold of hunters in 2006 only three hunters active during the migratory season.  
 As mentioned by McCarthy and Noor (1996), socio-economic dimensions of bird 
hunting must be realized and conservation need to be integrated with sustainable 
development.  Associating intensively with the hunters we believe direct change of local 
mind sets can not be achieved overnight.  Sustainable development measures would need 
collaboration with NGOs, local government, and communities.  Multiple pronged measures 
should include development of micro-finance (credits), participatory land use and planning, 
increased agricultural training combined with community organizing, and above all, 
improvement of overall education qualities.  
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Table 1.  Sample prices and catch statistics  

Species  Local price 
 

(Indonesian 
Rupiahs)1,2  

 

Rank of 
catches3 

Estimated total 
catches 

throughout the 
year 

Dendrocygna sp 8000   
Gallicrex cinerea 6000 Ninth 4,200 
Gallinago spp 6000 Seventh 10,800 
Bubulcus ibis 5000 Sixth 14,400 
Amaurornis phoenicurus 4000 Eight  7,560 
Gallinula chloropus 4000 First 64,800 
Streptopelia chinensis 3000   
Galliralus striatus 3000 Fourth 32,400 
Ixobrychus cinnamomeus4 2000 Fifth 25,200 
Ixobrychus sinensis4 2000 Third 33,600 
Porzana fusca4 2000 Second 43,200 
Tringa hypoleucos4 2000 Tenth  1,800  
 

 

1   1 USD = IDR 8,000 – 9,000 

2   prices are naturally subjected to supply and demands.   The Chinese Bittern 
Ixobrychus sinensis, for instance is especially abundant during the breeding season, 
and relatively easy to catch using nets and call imitations which make for very low 
prices.  The Common Moorhen Gallinula chloropus is caught at all times of year, and 
since it is relatively abundant and widespread the price is in middle ranges.     In 
contrast, the Dendrocygna tree-ducks would require more difficult techniques 
(involving gum application) and in general has become much rarer; it fetched 
relatively high prices.   

3 the numbers of bird catches has been ranked among different species.  The prices of 
only two species (Amaurornis phoenicurus, and Tringa hypoleucos, respectively 
ranked 8th and 10th) were not listed  

4  sold by the bundle, e.g. groups of 4 individuals.  

 

 



 
 
Table 3. Study visits to Indramayu (Feb. 2006 – Sept. 2007) 

 

Year Month Dates of visits Numbers of days spent with 
hunters and middle men 

(women) 
2006 February  7  – 17 10 

April - May 9 April – 2 May 12 
August  11 - 20 8 
November 1 - 11 4 
December 7 - 16 6 

2007 January  6 - 15 3 
February 4 - 13 5 
Maret 5 – 14 5 
April 3 - 12 6 
May 1 - 10 7 
June 2 - 12 7 
July 1 - 10 7 
August 1 - 10 3 
September 3 - 12 3 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Fig 1. Pishing tools and nets used by the hunters in Indramayu (photo Nur Hidayatullah/ 
Yayasan Kutilang Indonesia) 
 
Fig 2. Diagram of a clap net (from Noor 2003) 
 
Fig 3.  An equipped hunter doing torching activity (photo Udin/ Yayasan Kutilang Indonesia)
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