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Summary of main findings and recommendations 

 

The whole of the Tripa Ecosystem can be classified as High Conservation Value 

Forest (HCFV) according to the current classification system, with most of it 

matching not just 1 of the criteria but 5, and in a number of places all 6.  

 

HCV1. Area which has Important High Biodiversity  

HCV2. Area that is Important Landscape for Natural Ecological Dynamic  

HCV3  Area that is categorized as a Vulnerable or Threatened Ecosystem   

HCV4. Area which  is has function as environmental services. 

HCV5. Area that can support local people basic need for living. 

HCV6. Area that is important for Local Traditional Community.  

 

Nevertheless, Tripaôs destruction proceeds at a rapid rate.  Based on Geographic 

Image System (GIS) interpretation analysis, an aerial survey in June 2009 and field 

surveys in 2009 there is only 9,186 ha or 15% of the original primary peat swamp 

forest remaining. This is 7,244 ha less than in Januray 2008. However, if we also 

include other, non-primary peat swamp, forests, Tripa still holds around 34% of its 

original forest cover. But ecological changes, namely the destruction of the forest and 

expansion of palm oil plantations, are accelerating. The overall rate of forest loss for 

the period 2008-2009 is between 10 ha and 15 ha per day. Also, despite being 

forbidden by Indonesian law, all of the existing concessions have and continued in 

2009 to use large scale fires to clear the land. We calculate that around 10 hectares of 

forest disappeared each day due to peat fires. In fact, there were more fire events in 

the first 10 months of 2009 than in all the previous years.  

 

If this dramatic destruction can be halted, the prospects for ecological recovery (both 

wildlife and vegetation) are good. Restoration should ideally address the whole of the 

Tripa ecosystem, but at very least should be aimed at one complete peat dome (out of 

the 3 present in Tripa). Closing the canals and blocking drainage would be a crucial 

part of the process to facilitate natural regeneration over large areas. Assisted 

regeneration would only be needed in specific places. In addition, it would be 

important to keep the existing forest corridors to maintain Tripaôs links with the larger 

inland parts of the Leuser Ecosystem, to encourage gene flow and mitigate the effects 

of climate change, especially for terrestrial animals. This would necessitate a halt to 

the ongoing destruction being carried out on the PT Cemerlang Abadi estate. 

 

Further detailed field assessments will be required within each of the concessions to 

assess the best methods to close the existing canals and block drainage (to facilitate 

natural regeneration) and how important/necessary the potential role of assisted 

regeneration, using indigenous species would be. 

 

Additional field assessments will also be needed of the main families of animals 

(birds, mammals, reptiles) in the remaining primary forest. Detailed surveys have not 

yet been conducted in the main Tripa ecosystem itself, although we do have good data 

on the species present in nearby and very similar (almost identical) habitats. This 
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work should also evaluate the potential evolution of factors that could impact on their 

populations, especially the likely hunting impact of the local people. This information 

would be crucial to assessing the size of wildlife populations and the parameters 

influencing their densities. The data will also help determine if natural or assisted re-

introduction of animals would be needed or advisable for some species, once the 

vegetation has sufficiently recovered.  
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Introduction  

 

The Tripa peat swamp forest ecosystem lies on the West coast of the Province of 

Nanggroe Aceh Darussalam, overlapping the administrative districts of Nagan Raya 

and Aceh Barat Daya. Until the early nineties, the Tripa ecosystem covered an area of 

60,696 ha comprising mostly primary coastal peat swamp forests. 

 

The low lying coastal peat swamps of Tripa are contiguous with the dryland hill 

forests further inland, that make up the majority of the Leuser Ecosystem. This area is 

home to numerous rare and endangered wildlife species such as the endemic 

Sumatran orangutan and Sumatran tiger among others.   

 

The area also lies entirely within the Leuser Ecosystem, a special conservation 

management area designated by Presidential Decree in May 1998 (Presidential Decree 

No.33 Tahun (year) 1998). Following this Decree, the Aceh Provincial Government 

issued Governorôs Decree No.19/1999 on ñForest Function Guidelines in Aceh 

Provinceò. The Leuser Ecosystem is mentioned National Government Regulation 

issued by 10 November 2008 (PP No 26/2008), the Leuser Ecosystem is also 

designated a National Strategic Area (Appendix X), and furthermore, the Tripa - 

Batee water catchment itself is also designated as a National Strategic Water 

Catchment, under the same legislation (Appendix VI). Finally, the conservation of the 

Leuser Ecosystem is also specifically required under Aceh Governance Law (UU) 

No.11/2006. 

 

1. Tripa ecological and social value 

 

According to HCV Identification Guidelines within Indonesia all of the Tripa 

Ecosystem area easily qualifies as High Conservation Value area. These guidelines 

list the 6 criteria as:- 

 

HCV 1. Area which has Important High Biodiversity  

HCV 2. Area that is Important Landscape for Natural Ecological Dynamics  

HCV 3  Area that is categorized as a Vulnerable or Threatened Ecosystem   

HCV 4. Area which  is has important function as environmental services. 

HCV 5. Area that supports local peoples basic living needs 

HCV 6. Area that is important for the Local Traditional Cultural Community  

According to these guidelines, most of the Tripa Ecosystem fulfills at least 5 (five) 

HCV criteria ie: HCV 1, HCV 2, HCV 3, HCV 4 and HCV 5 and there are also some 

locations that qualify as HCV 6 in the same area.  

Some explanations and figures are presented below to explain why Tripa clearly 

meets the High Conservation Value criteria on several counts. 
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Figure 1: Tripa Ecosystem as HCV 1 (Important high biodiversity Area) 

The Tripa Ecosystem is well known as a critical habitat area for the Sumatran 

orangutan (Pongo abelii; IUCN óCritically Endangeredô) and still also supports 

Sumatran tigers (Panthera tigris sumatrae; IUCN óCritically Endangeredô). In fact the 

Tripa peat swamps are listed as one of only 6 remaining  potentially viable 

populations of Sumatran orangutans and as a priority site for the species by the 

UNEP/UNESCO Great Ape Survival Partnership (GRASP). This in itself qualifies 

Tripa as HCV 1. In addition to these two large mammals, the Tripa peat swamp 

forests also harbor numerous rare, threatened and endangered other mammals, birds, 

reptiles and amphibians, many of which are swamp specialists.  

Tripa is one of only 3 locations (with the Kluet and Singkil swamps) where the 

extensive upland forests of the rest of the Leuser Ecosystem conservation area are still 

connected by means of a continuous vegetated corridor to the coast and the Indian 

Ocean. Due to this function of protecting the natural landscape and buffering the 

coastal landscape against the threat of climate change and rising sea levels, Tripa 

clearly qualifies as HCV 2. 
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Figure 2: Tripa Ecosystem as HCV 2 (Important Landscape for Ecological Dynamic Area) 

Tripa is also one of only 4 significant tracts of coastal peat swamp forests remaining 

on the entire west coast of Sumatra. Three of them are in Aceh and one in North 

Sumatra Province. These west coast swamps certainly represent a unique ecosystem, 

quite distinct from the remaining swamp forests on Sumatraôs East coast, in Riau and 

Jambi provinces, that are being decimated by the pulp and paper industry. Needless to 

say, HCV Guidelines categorise the peat swamp ecosystem as a threatened ecosystem 

in Sumatra. The recognized land system codes in Figure 3 (BBK, BLW and BKN) all 

represent peat swamps and all are categorized as threatened ecosystem types in the 

HCV identification toolkits (see also appendix 1).    
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Figure 3: Tripa Ecosystem as HCV 3 (Extinct or Threatened Ecosystem) 

It should also be remembered that according to Presidential Decree No. 32/1990 and 

Indonesian Government Regulation No 26/2008, all peat land with peat of depth 3m 

or more should automatically be assigned protected status and its water retention and 

regulatory functions maintained. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 Peat depth in Tripa according to measurements taken during November 2007 field assessment. 
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Figure 5: Tripa Ecosystem as HCV 4 (Environmental Services). The map shows the size and 

scope of the watersheds that feed the Tripa Ecosystem. 

The Tripa Ecosystem acts as a water supply regulator on a huge scale. The peat 

swamps soak up and store water during times of abundance, preventing flooding, and 

release water in a guaranteed and regular manner during dry spells. There are three 

main water catchments within the Tripa Ecosystem. By maintaining a high water table 

these catchments also function to prevent saltwater intrusion from the sea and 

salination of the land. This clearly qualifies Tripa as HCV4. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Tripa Ecosystem as HCV 5 (supports local peoples basic living needs) 
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At least 65 human settlements depend directly on the stability of the Tripa Ecosystem 

to supply their basic day to day needs (water, food, and shelter) and other resources. 

Indeed by far the most significant source of protein among local communities is 

freshwater fish, almost all of which is caught in the swamps themselves or the large 

rivers that run across Tripa, dividing the watersheds. The supply of water itself for 

drinking, cooking and washing is regulated by the peatôs storage function, which also 

prevents local wells and other water supplies becoming saline.  Once converted and 

drained these peat lands suffer a much increased fire risk, the river and swamp water 

levels drop, affecting fish stocks, and even the peat itself subsides, putting all of these 

communities (and plantations) ultimately at risk of inundation by the sea.  

 

 

2. Ecological evolution 

 

2.1. Nineties: Tripa ecological destruction 

 

In 1990 the Tripa Ecosystem covered an area of 60,696 ha comprising primary coastal 

peat swamp forests; prime habitat for both the Sumatran tiger and orangutan. In fact, 

the highest orangutan densities in the world are found in Acehôs three remaining 

coastal peat swamps: Tripa, Kluet and Singkil. This peat ecosystem is also important 

for its hydrological function. The peat absorbs and stores water during heavy rains, 

thus preventing flooding of surrounding areas, and providing a continuous supply of 

water during intervening drier periods. The high freshwater table is also critically 

important for preventing saltwater intrusion from the adjacent coastline. 

 

Despite the obvious importance of the Tripa ecosystem, uncontrolled land utilization 

since 1995 caused massive forest degradation in these peat swamps. This was 

triggered by the Indonesia Ministry of Forestry that permitted the transfer of the 

forests to a number of plantation companies, for conversion to palm oil. This 

promptly led to a significant reduction in the area of primary forest. By 2000 only 

30% (slightly over 20,000 ha) of the peat swamps remained under primary forest 

cover. 

 

However, appreciating the environmental importance of peatlands, in 1999 the Aceh 

government issued the aforementioned Governorôs Decree (No 19), on Forest 

Function Guidelines in Aceh Province that designated significant portions of the Tripa 

peat swamps as ñProtected Areas outside the normal Forest Estateò. These new 

protected areas included the peat domes, which are extremely sensitive to any form of 

disturbance. Besides being unsuitable for oil palm cultivation (especially due to 

chronic subsidence problems if drained), the important hydrological functions noted 

above are lost when the forests are disturbed and the peat is exposed to the air. 

Unfortunately this Provincial Government policy has clearly not been effectively 

implemented, since the concession permits have not been revoked.  
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2.2. 1999-2005: Ecological recovery during the military conflict 

During the period of heightened military conflict in Aceh (1999-2005), many palm-oil 

estates and timber concessions were left abandoned for several years. Forest clearing 

activities slowed or stopped altogether. In fact, many previously cleared areas began 

to regenerate naturally, demonstrating that if left alone, free from disturbance, forests 

will regenerate in Tripa without the need for extensive replanting projects (see figure 

7 and figures 8,a-d). Furthermore, initial field visits in early 2005 suggested that many 

of the tree species re-growing in the abandoned estates where of species that would 

have been found in the original forests. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7: Recovery of bare and derelict areas between 2001 (top) and 2006. 
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Figure 8, a,b,c,d: Photos taken in concession areas in February 2005 clearly showing significant 

natural regeneration and mixed species growth during the years of abandonment 

due to military conflict  

2.3. 2006-2008: Aceh�¶�V economic recovery 

With the December 2004 tsunami and subsequent peace agreement, hostilities in Aceh 

Province ended in mid-2005. Since then most estates have now returned to work and 

resumed their forest clearance and conversion activities. Based on a remote sensing 

analysis (images of October 2007 and January 2008), it is estimated that the area of 

primary forest left in January 2008 was 16,430 ha (or 27% of the original primary 

forest area). The remaining total forested area (including degraded and other forest 

types) was 47% of the original total area of the Tripa ecosystem. See additional 

details in table 1 and figure 9. 

 

Explanation of definitions: The term óForested Areaô represents a landscape area or 

natural resource ecosystem within which the vegetation is dominated by trees in 

combination with their associated biophysical environment. óNon Forestedô refers to 

areas where trees are absent in some tracts (i.e. canopy is not continuous) or which are 

covered by non-tree species (e.g. bare land, shrubs and bushes, and cultivated areas, 

such as palm oil plantations). óDegradedô or óVery Degradedô forests are those that 

still have trees in some parts, but the condition of the forest is clearly disturbed, to the 

a b 

c d 


