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“Abang, please promise me you’ll be careful when 
going tubing down the Alas River. Despite its  
short distance, you shouldn’t take it lightly. It is  
such a thrilling experience, definitely something  
that you should experience once in a life time” said 
Sahidin, a youth from Agusen Village, as he explai- 
ned the rules of river tubbing during a visit by  
USAID LESTARI.

River Tubing – a recreational activity where an in-
dividual rides on top of an inner tube down the 
river – is a well-known recreational attraction in 
Agusen Village, Blangkejeren District, Gayo Lues 
Regency. Agusen is one of four villages that has  
received assistance from the Java Learning Cen-
ter Foundation (Javlec) through a grant from US-
AID LESTARI. With this assistance, the village has  
commenced the process of transforming its eco-| 
nomy to incorporate ecotourism. Sahidin, also  
known as Idin, is one of the 38 youths from Agu- 
sen Village that participated in the Ecotourism  
Training held by Javlec in October-November  
2017. While working as a guide, Idin also conti- 
nues to grow coffee – a source of livelihood for  
the majority of the local population. Idin’s journey  
to becoming a tour guide has been a long and win- 
ding road, as the change in his future is closely in- 
tertwined with the development of his village.
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“When we protect the forest 
properly, we will also protect 
the river. Consequently, our 
future, the future of the vil-
lage youth will also be pro-
tected. We do not want to 
destroy the forest anymore, 
and nor do we want to be-
come marijuana farmers,” 
said Idin.



From Marijuana to Ecotourism

Agusen Village is a well-known tourist destination 
in Gayo Lues. This village is famous not only for  
its breath taking natural landscapes but also for  
its marijuana plantations. The planting of marijuana  
in this region became widespread during the  
separatist conflict that began in the 1970s. There  
are two main reasons why villagers in Agusen chose 
to grow marijuana. First, the plant can be grown  
effortlessly and second, it fetches a high price. In 
those days, marijuana grew abundantly in Agusen 
and was known for its high quality, with a selling  
price up to 25 times that of tomatoes and chili.  
Idin and his family are one of many families in  
Agusen Village that benefited from this.

“I use to assist my father in planting marijuana as  
well as packing it. Economic factors were the prima-
ry reason that prompted our decision to plant mari- 
juana. At that time, access to the city was very dif- 
ficult and so the cost of selling tomatoes in Blangke-
jeren was quite high,” said Idin while observing his 
village and noting the increase in crowds and noises.  

Driven by high demand and weak law enforce- 
ment at that time, the local community benefi- 
ted from this condition and continued to grow ma- 
rijuana. This resulted in deforestation in Agusen Vil- 
lage. This situation is certainly worrisome conside- 
ring Agusen Village is located adjacent to Gunung  
Leuser National Park. Any damage that occurs in  
Agusen will consequently threaten the ecosystems  
in the national park. According to Pak Ramadan, a  
local village leader, at that time illegal logging was 
also rampant. Trees were cut down and the wood  

sold as well as used as firewood in the produc- 
tion of citronella oil.

The impact of deforestation is felt by local resi- 
dents, especially related to the availability of fresh 
water resources. Idin described how seasonal  
change resulted in extreme changes in the river’s  
water levels. During the dry season, there is no  
water moving down the creek. In the rainy season,  
however, there is such an abundance of water  
that it could potentially cause flooding. If left un-
checked, forest destruction will not only lead to an  
ecological disaster, but also has the potential to af- 
fect the local economy.

For the District Government of Gayo Lues, which 
is currently in the process of promoting ecotour-
ism, Agusen Village is an important asset. Through 
the Tourism Development Master Plan (RIPP), the 
government is committed to maintain as well as 
protect village and forest areas considered to have 
the potential to be developed into an ecotourism 
area. This resulted in the designation of Agusen  
as an Ecotourism Village in April 2016. This com- 
mitment made by the local government is in line 
with USAID LESTARI’s mission to protect forests 
and conserve biodiversity.

Since 2016, USAID LESTARI, through Javlec, has 
worked together with local governments in pu- 
shing forward collaborative forest management  
arrangements in Gayo Lues. Javlec works in the  
five target villages of Agusen, Bustanussalam, Pa- 
lok, Pemgalangan, and Sentang. Javlec supports the 
development of ecotourism by encouraging the  
institutionalization of a local tourism awareness  

Photo: 
The river is one of the main 
location of tourist attraction  
in Gayo Lues District

USAID LESTARI: STORY FROM THE FIELD2



organization, tour guide training, and tourism pro- 
motion. An Ecotourism Training was held on Oc- 
tober 31 – November 1 2017 involving represen-
tatives from the five assisted villages, KPH V staff, 
and the Gayo Lues Tourism Office. This activity  
was designed to equip local communities with suf- 
ficient knowledge and skills on tourism and hospi-
tality.

 
Opportunities for Local Community

Changes in Agusen Village have brought about 
new opportunities for the community to become 
involved in forest management while at the same 
time they are given the opportunity to make ex-
tra income. Idin is one of the villagers who hel- 
ped to bring about this change. Idin used to grow  
marijuana, but he now grows coffee and lemon- 
grass and is receiving training to become a tour gui- 
de. Due to the legal implications attached to mari- 
juana, it is no longer a suitable option as a source  
of income. In fact, his father was so entangled in  
legal issues related to marijuana that he had to  
leave his studies. “I was a college student, majoring  
in Public Health in Medan. Unfortunately, I only got  
to the fourth semester before I had to go home  
due to an incident that happened to my father. I  
had to go back, as there was no one else to help my  
mother,” he said.

Idin is not the only person in his village who is  
aware of the ecotourism potential of Agusen.  
Other villagers are slowly becoming more aware  
of the importance of safeguarding the river and  
forests, as they realize that the natural assets have 
the potential to attract both domestic and inter-
national tourists. The villagers have made a ver- 
bal agreement to no longer cut down trees in  
the forest. With support from Javlec, the river tu- 
bing attraction was made possible through colla- 

boration with the local community. 

There is still a lot of work to be done with regards  
to promoting ecotourism in Agusen. Neverther- 
less the first step has been taken by empowering 
villagers like Idin and his friends to become active- 
ly involved in the development of ecotourism 
in their village. “So far we’ve only had a few visitors,  
but I am certain that there will be more tourists/ 
visitors in the future. Therefore, I feel that my parti- 
cipation in the tourism management training was not  
in vain.” said an exicted Idin.

As dusk descends on Agusen Village, the river  
continues to flow while Idin and Johan as well as  
other guides get ready to end their day, tidying  
up equipment such as life jackets, helmets, and  
tires. Idin glances over at the vast forest area  
across the river. While wondering what is going 
through his mind, one thing is certain. The Agusen 
Village that he told us about in the beginning of  
our encounter has changed. The water is now  
flowing, the forest is dense, the temperature is  
cool, and lush coffee plantations are on the hill- 
side. “When we protect the forest properly, we will  
also protect the river. Consequently, our future as  
well as the future of the village youth will also be pro- 
tected. We do not want to destroy the forest any- 
more, and nor do we want to become marijuana  
farmers,” said Idin.

Photo: 
Idin, a tour guide in Agusen 
Village.
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