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Water is the vein of life, especially to those who live 
along the Yomoth River, Agats City, Asmat District,  
Papua. The people of this village take part in the  
collaborative management of forest and water resour- 
ces, which are vital to the survival and culture of the 
Asmat.

Yepem Village is 30–60 minutes away from Agats  
City, depending on which forms of transport  
we take, the fiber boat or speedboat. On the jour- 
ney, one will see mangrove forests along the coast- 
line of the Arafuru Sea, accessorized by exotic  
birds, such as egrets, herons, seagulls, and eagles. 
Right in the tidal mouth of Yamoth River, one will  
be welcomed by a square plank saying “Warning: 
Stop Cutting Trees, Let’s Protect the Mangrove For-
est and this Estuary.”

Yemen Village consists of 712 people and is com- 
prised mostly of the Asmat. The people of Ye- 
pem is well-known for their dedication in protec- 
ting the environment. It is forbidden for anyone,  
both villagers and visitors, to cut down trees, hunt 
birds, and overexploit the environment.

The Asmat believe that the forest is where the spi- 
rits of their ancestors reside. This belief is pas- 
sed down from generation to generation and thri- 
ves until now. “If we cut the big trees carelessly,  
the spirits of our ancestors will go away. So, we  

“We always stress the importance  
of protecting this area to our  
children so that it will remain  
undisturbed because our ancestors 
are always present for us,” said  
Kaspar.
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take care of those sacred places seriously,” explained  
Kaspar Manma, a figure in Yepem.

The forest and its water resources, both of ground-
water and brackish water, will remain under pro- 
tection against pollution of any kind, including  
garbage and human waste. Water reservoirs are  
usually marked by the presence of special offe- 
rings for spirits, such as mangers or sesajen (food 
offerings). 

Water sources 

Not far away from Yepem Village (approximately  
21 km), there is a reservoir of brackish swamp  
water. It was naturally formed by rainfalls and  
the overflow of surrounding creeks. The people  
of Yepem use the water for daily needs, including  
cooking, drinking, and bathing.

The water reservoir is located in tanah ulayat  
(communal land), owned by the people of Ye- 
pem Village. Kaspar said that their ancestors first  
discovered the reservoir when they were looking  
for sago, which is why the people of Yampen  
Village consider the place sacred now. “We al-
ways stress the importance of protecting this area  
to our children so that it will remain undisturbed be- 
cause our ancestors are always present for us,” said 
Kaspar.

Anyone who wish to enter the sacred area must 
first obtain permission from the elders. They will  
be asked of what brings them there by the el- 
ders inside a traditional house of jew whose wall  
is made of plaited sago leafs and roof is made  
of leafs of the nipa palm. If permitted, visitors  
may continue their journey to the sacred place  

by traversing the thick swamp forest using a fiber  
boat for about an hour.

The Yomoth Swamp encompasses 767,380 hec- 
tares and is three-meters deep. Based on a re- 
search conducted by the Agriculture and Far- 
ming Agency of Asmat District in cooperation  
with the Faculty of Geography of Gadjah Mada  
Univer-sity, Yomoth Swamp has a carrying capa 
city of 2,303,140 cubic meters and is in good quality  
to be utilized as a clean water source.

Water crisis and clean water supply

Long dry seasons are not recent in Asmat. Du- 
ring a long dry season, severe water crisis will ine- 
vitably happen, forcing people away to other ci- 
ties, such as Merauke or Mimika. The people of  
Agats used to rely on rainfalls which was collec- 
ted using a basin and then stored in a barrel. Each  
house hold consumes 52–60 liters of water every - 
day in average. The government tried to end  
the water crisis by utilizing clean swamp water.  
Dinas PU kabupaten (District Public Works Agen- 
cy) finally announced a plan to supply clean wa- 
ter from The Yamoth swamp. The people of Ye- 
men Village – the owner of the land – agreed to  
the plan under certain conditions; the govern- 
ment must provide compensation and always res- 
pect the local wisdoms.

Dinas PU began to develop the first clean water  
infrastructure in 2006. Unfortunately, the centri- 
fugal pump they used was not strong enough  
to pump water to every household in Agats City.  
As a result, only a handful of people received  
the aid. Not to mention, the machine did not  
work properly, leaking its gas and polluting the  

Photo:  
The forest and its water  
resources, both of ground- 
water and brackish water,  
will remain under protection 
against pollution of any kind.
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water as a result.

Yepem Village complained about the problem  
and demanded compensation. Feeling ignored at 
first, they closed access to the pumping station  
and cut off water supply to Agats City entirely.  
“Principally, we (the community) did not have pro- 
blem with the government taking water from Ye- 
pem for Agats City. But the machine was disturbing  
and polluting the water there. The water was still  
pure,” explained Kaspar.

Collaborative management

According to Asmat’s RTRWK (District Spatial Plan), 
Yomoth water reservoir is located in a protec- 
ted forest. During a zoning process in Yepem Vil- 
lage facilitated by USAID LESTARI, the commu- 
nity suggested that the water reservoir be inscri- 
bed as Zona Perlindungan Setempat (Local Pro- 
tected Zone) to ensure its sustainability.

Yepem Village’s local wisdoms teach us to always 
exploit natural resources responsibly and sustai- 
nably, which in this case means avoiding pollution  
and overall environmental degradation. In other 
words, Yomoth water resource should be utilized  
in a way that respects the local wisdoms. That  
way, the water resource can be useful for everyone.

The sustainable use and management of the wa- 
ter resource now involves the people of Ye- 
pem Village and various governmental agencies  
in Asmat, such as, the Forestry Service, the Ma- 
rine Affairs and Fisheries Service, the Village Em- 
powerment Service, the Natural Resources Con- 
servation Center, and the Justice and Peace Offi- 
ce of Agats Catholic Diocese. The collaborative  
management of Yomoth water resource is expec- 
ted to help fulfill clean water needs by taking in- 
to account the well-being of every stakeholder,  
including the environmental defenders, the peo- 
ple of Yepem Village themselves.

Photo:  
A 2x2 meter board is instal- 
led at the tidal mouth of the 
Yomoth River estuary, a  
reminder to the local com-
munity of the importance of 
protecting the environment.


