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The recent acquittal of a Sumatran timber boss on charges of illegal logging suggests it will take much more than the money Indonesia wants developed countries to pay to protect its rapidly dwindling forests.

Early this month, Adelin Lis, a powerful businessman whose interests include several timber-processing and plantation companies, golf courses, hotels and property businesses, was freed after being accused of causing several hundred billion Hong Kong dollars' worth of damage to the state through illegal logging and failure to pay reforestation funds.

The Jakarta Post said Mr Adelin, who is in his 50s, was arrested at the Indonesian embassy in Beijing in September last year, when applying for a new passport while pretending to be a student. A fugitive on charges of illegal logging, he was sent to Jakarta the next day, accused of being behind timber theft in North Sumatra between 1998 and 2003 that cost the state 228.6 trillion rupiah (HK$189.5 billion).

But even before the court could issue its verdict this month, Mr Adelin was released from jail, preventing police from detaining him over a money laundering charge. Judges admitted that they had signed the prison release four days before they issued their verdict, leading to criticism from environment and government watchdog groups.

"The release of Adelin was part of judicial corruption," says Danang Widoyoko, deputy director of Indonesian Corruption Watch. "The trial was very controversial, and it seems there was also intervention from the Forestry Ministry."

Mr Danang said that the judges' decision to accept the forestry minister's arguments - that the illegal logging was only an administrative and not a criminal violation - reeked of corruption.

The attorney general's office agreed that the case was suspect. Last week, it began questioning officials from the North Sumatran prosecutors' office, as well as police, to determine whether there was any bribery.

But the Adelin case is just the tip of the iceberg, say experts. "It is not the first one; there are several cases in Papua, West Kalimantan, Jambi and Riau [Sumatra], where eventually they are acquitted," says Togu Manurung, a lecturer in forestry economics at the Bogor Agricultural Institute.

Corruption, combined with a lack of knowledge from prosecutors and police, was hampering Indonesia's efforts to combat illegal logging, said Professor Togu.

An alliance of 15 environment groups alleged this year that a court mafia in Padang, West Sumatra, was failing to prosecute illegal loggers, and lodged a case with the Supreme Court.

And in Papua, police were so frustrated that they held a news conference to complain about judicial decisions in which more than half the companies or individuals accused of deforestation were acquitted and the remainder given minimal sentences.

Mr Danang says the problem goes right to the top. "The main problem is that the Supreme Court is reluctant to combat corruption; it is always giving protection to these judges."

Before a case gets to a court, the state's representatives have usually already collected a "fee" from a suspect to help frame a case in their favour. "Corruptors complain to us that they have become like an ATM machine for prosecutors," said Mr Danang.

Asked how long it might take to reform Indonesia's corrupt police and judicial system, Mr Danang would not predict. But as the country with the world's fastest deforestation rate, according to Greenpeace, time is one commodity Indonesia does not have.

Greenpeace said Indonesia has already lost more than 72 per cent of its ancient forests, and most of the rest are threatened by commercial logging and land clearing, mostly for palm oil plantations.

Ahead of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, to be held on Bali next week, Indonesia is leading the charge for developed nations to pay developing nations to preserve their forests.

Indonesia, along with several other tropical countries, is proposing that this is a form of carbon trading, which would give carbon credits a fixed international price, and should become part of the agreement to be discussed at the conference.

Under the scheme, known as the "Reducing Emissions from Deforestation in Developing Countries", or Redd, Indonesia could earn up to US$15 billion a year to conserve the last of its untouched forests, say experts.

Greenomics, a local environment group, however, has criticised Redd, saying it undervalues Indonesia's forests, and it would be difficult for Indonesia to keep its part of the agreement.

"I'm very, very pessimistic about the Redd concept because law enforcement is very, very weak in Indonesia," said Elfian Effendi, a member of Greenomics.

"Corruption here is very, very uncontrollable," he said, adding it would take years before Indonesia's security forces, which were heavily involved in illegal logging, and its legal system were reformed.

"And Indonesia has no experience in deforestation management."

But other environmental activists, such as Ruwindrijarto, from Telapak Indonesia, are more optimistic, pointing out that over the past 18 months the government has cracked down on illegal loggers, bringing dozens of cases to court, and often prosecuting connected timber companies.

"The government has been prosecuting a lot of difficult cases," he said, praising Indonesia's plans to plant 79 million trees.

