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With the international climate change summit in Bali only a month away, preparations for the event have shifted a gear. Credit should go to President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono's foreign relations team for putting Indonesia in such a respectable position on the global map of environmental diplomacy.

Indonesia has been actively supporting a new proposal on the Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation (REDD) mechanism, which is expected to provide more equitable incentive for better management of forests to reduce carbon emissions.

As the conference host, Indonesia's preparation, however, does not appear to be complemented by clear and coherent views on fundamental issues surrounding the country's carbon emission problem.

This was evident when Minister of Forestry Malam Sambat Kaban recently made a remark that seemed to suggest a fundamental misconception about the proposed REDD scheme. President Yudhyono, unfortunately, echoed the misconception during an informal ministerial meeting in Bogor by suggesting carbon price calculations reflect the market price and consider loss of opportunity for developing countries.

This misconception could be a major diversion from the key underlying factor of deforestation in Indonesia.

Deforestation in this country occurs largely outside conservation forests that, for the most part, have been suitably managed by the Ministry of Forestry. In fact, even logging activities in forest concession areas have been relatively controllable in recent years and have not resulted in abandonment, which leads to widespread land degradation that release large amounts of carbon.

Both conservation and concession forests are considered "under control" because of the relatively secure tenures these forests have. So, bad statistics on Indonesia's forest carbon emissions does not contest the Ministry's performance, but rather reminds us that there is still an unsolved problem.

Land tenure, defined as the legal or customary relationship prescribed among people as individuals or groups with respect to land (FAO definition), provides certainty to the people using the land and its resources. Concessions for forest utilization and designation of conservation areas is a form of land tenure. The land users of these forests are given clear rights to continue utilizing the land, so long as they adhere to the responsibilities that come with those rights.

Land tenure is considered secure if the users have the opportunity to continue using the land for an extended period of time beyond the resource's natural succession (such as the cycle from timber harvest to replanting to the next harvest cycle).

Problems usually arise when the tenure is too short, prompting land users to extract as many resources as possible without considering the land degradation that could occur once the tenure expires. Forest concessions in the past, which allowed only 20 years, is an example of a short and insecure tenure that has now been extended to 55 years by the forestry ministry.

Indonesia's land tenure is "theoretically" governed by law No. 5/1960 on Agrarian Law, which is now outdated. The law, which apparently was passed to protect the rights of Indonesian farmers and citizens to land previously occupied by the Dutch, has in many aspects been surpassed by the more recent laws on specific resources such as those on forests, mining, and nature conservation.

In practice, the agrarian law only provides secure tenure to residential land ownership and land utilization for agriculture, both of which are under the auspices of the National Land Agency (BPN). Outside these two tenure categories, all other land is considered under state control. Tenures on state forests ( kawasan hutan ), on the other hand, are governed by Forestry and Nature Conservation Laws, both under the authority of the Ministry of Forestry.

This is where a large gap exists. Not all forests are designated as kawasan hutan , the tenures of which are controlled by the Ministry of Forestry. Yet many forests have not been given tenure by the BPN either.

A conservative estimate published by the Ministry of Forestry in 2003 put the figure of these forested lands (without tenure) at 8.03 million hectares. In addition to these large non-tenure forested areas, there were about 11 million hectares of forest under the Ministry of Forestry being reserved for possible conversion to non-forest use.

These conversion forests may be released from the Ministry's jurisdiction, and if not given a new tenure by the BPN may also soon be without secure tenure. This means Indonesia has about 18 million hectares of forests vulnerable to deforestation due to a lack of tenures or weak tenures, potentially adding 1.8 billion tons of carbon to the atmosphere in the coming years.

So, where does the President's opportunity sit and how can REDD be strategically used by Indonesia to improve land tenures?

First of all, the government needs to understand that keeping the forest intact is not a loss of opportunity. On the contrary, forests will continue to provide clean air, a steady water supply, a stock of biological resources and hiding place for our soldiers if we are attacked by a foreign force. More importantly, forest resources, if they are conserved, can be utilized by the future generation.

Widespread forest and land degradation, on the other hand, spells disaster and will cost the government even more than it can generate from exploiting forest lands. The government's perception of opportunities certainly needs to be rectified.

Second, any new credit scheme should be considered as complimentary to our own resources and willingness to conserve a suitable portion of our forests. Therefore, any compensation (be it financial, or market access) should be used to improve the tenure security of vulnerable forests and sustain the production of timber and other forest products, while aggressively blocking market access for illegal timber.

As a rough calculation, at US$100 per hectare per year in carbon compensation, Indonesia could get $1.8 billion extra revenue if its vulnerable forests were protected. So, the government should use carbon economics to turn the weak land tenure situation around.
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