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Abstract  

Recent years have seen ambitious plans for sand iron mining projects in many coastal areas in 

Indonesia. In Yogyakarta, some coastal areas included in these plans have for decades been 

occupied and made cultivable by peasants, in a process of  ‘commoning’ in De Angelis’ term 

(2003). The peasants consolidated coastal land, distributed it equally amongst them, created their 

own irrigation technology and farming techniques with low external input sustainable agriculture, 

and created a local auction system  as a ‘fair trade market mechanism’. But, as indicated by many 

scholars, the processes of producing and managing the commons are always challenged by the 

imperative and dynamic of capital to accumulate and find new frontiers.This paper then outlines 

how the sand mining project was planned and legitimized, with particular attention to the Sultan 

of Yogyakarta’s interlocking roles as provincial governor, feudal king and patron, and 

businessman. Finally, this research will also reveal the peasants’ counter-movement against that 

land dispossession.     

 

 

I. Introduction  

 

This study describes the process and mechanisms of  a land dispossession project in 

Kulonprogo, Yogyakarta. Since 1985, peasants have occupied non arable and marginal sandy 

land in several coastal areas in Kulonprogo. Through several experiments, these peasant pioneers 

invented a way to transform  the sandy and marginal land into productive land for various  

commodity crops such as chilli, watermelon, and even paddy. However, since 2007, the 

government of Yogyakarta province started to plan a huge investment in open-cast sand iron 

mining based on arguments that sand iron potentials in Kulonprogo are considered as better than 

Latin America, and that Indonesia is too dependent on imported  iron ore with escalating price in 

international market (Kompas, 8 Oktober 2007). The concession area of the sand iron mining 

                                                           
1
 Researcher of Sajogyo Institute. I’m very grateful to Prof. Benjamin White, Prof. Christian Lund, Noer Fauzi 

Rachman for very helpful comments and criticisms to this draft. Also some colleagues in Sajogyo Institute (Eko 

Cahyono, Surya Saluang, Swanvri, Didi N, Marsen Sinaga, etc), Kus Sri Antoro and PPLP leaders for reading, 

discussing, and criticizing this draft.     
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project is around 3000 ha and will include eight villages and coastal farms cultivated by 

thousands of coastal peasants for many years. 

The term “land dispossession project” here is used to reflect the current conditions in 

which the project has been authorized and investment secured, but the massive land grab has not 

yet actually happened. . 

Guided by  by Karl Polanyi’s (2001) framework on double movements this paper is divided 

into three sections. The first section provides some historical background on the feudal 

Sultanate’s control over the land and the expansion of the Dutch colonial sugar industry in the 

region, and then describes the  processes of peasants’ reclaiming of the commons in Yogyakarta 

coastal areas. This first section also described the processes of a micro scale institutional 

innovation the process of peasants’ claiming of the commons or the act of communing, and their 

successful development of techniques for productive agriculture on the newly claimed land. The 

second section describes the emergence of the coalition between local and regional government, 

and domestic and foreign capital, involving both of Yogyakarta’s two influential sultanates, to 

plan, enable, legitimize and smoothen this land disposession project. The third, and last section 

of the study describes the counter-movement of the affected peasants who try to defend their 

selves from the the enclosure of their means of existence.             



3 

 

 

 

I. Peasant ‘Commoning’ of Yogyakarta’s Sandy Lands 

      

Over the decades, the poverty in Kulonprogo basically reflected the general conditions of 

persistent poverty of rural areas in Yogyakarta. As described by Tauchid (2007: 77), rural 

poverty in Yogyakarta was originated and caused by peasants’ landlessness or limited and 

burdensome conditions of access to the land due to the control of feudal Sultanate’s order over 

land. And from the colonial period, this condition was worsened by the emergence of sugar 

plantation, which occupied most of the fertile and well-irrigated  lands. Family farmers in the 

region controlled, on average, just 1/4-1/3 ha. This condition persisted and continued even when 

the sugar plantations reverted to ownership by the Sultanate families in the post colonial era. 

Those who lived along coastal areas, were among the poorest in the region. The sandy land in 

coastal areas yet to be planted, the Dutch colonial administration also prohibited them to collect 

salt from the sea. Most of inhabitants in these coastal villages, then, became landless rural 

labourers, herdsmen or migrant workers. Those who lived in coastal areas are often seen as poor, 

less-educated and less-developed, ascribed satirically as Wong Cubung (Cubung Peoples – 
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‘cubung’ means literally a poisonous weed). The villages they lived in were also accused of 

harbouring of thieves, thugs and plunderers.          

In the 1980s however, some peasants developed a simple technology for planting crops 

on these coastal sandy lands by using simple well-based irrigation and fertilizing the with straws 

and clays combined with natural fertilizers. Furthermore, they began their own land 

consolidation by managing land control and use and distributed in equal ways the pieces of land 

mainly to those who are landless, herdsmen, and rural poor. The sizes of distributed lands were 

about 2000-3000 M2/family farmer. These innovations enabled them to cultivate the land mostly 

with chili peppers, watermelon, and paddy.       

By using a simple participatory mapping of their own, the peasants began to map and to 

define the sand land into two categories: first, tanah pemajekan (literally, land subject to 

taxation): the legal and certified land, which included people settlements and some agricultural 

land. Second: tanah pasir garapan (lit. sandy cultivated land): was the sandy land along the 

coast which had formerly been desert and marginal land. Another innovation was the 

development of an auction system which aimed to ensure  the fair trade among peasant and 

trader. The system was triggered by the unfair trade system that always made some peasants 

suffer a financial loss and conflicts both between trader and peasant as well as amongst 

themselves. This system was conducted by collecting the harvested crops in the peasant unions, 

and then some traders were invited to make a bid. The traders were commanded to give their 

highest bid in a paper and put it into a closed box. The highest price offered by a trader was then 

the selected one. This system has since been replicated to all the  peasant unions around 

Kulonprogo coastal areas.  

The peasants also began to rejuvenate a cross-village knowledge-sharing forum, called 

“endong-endongan”. The peasants claimed that the invention ways to utilize sand land for 

agriculture was “social collective knowledge” that must be shared and disseminated to other 

coastal societies to produce wealth amongst them. Peasant organizations also made use of this 

forum to decide regularly when the cultivating season will begin; how to overcome the 

dependence on high inputs, mainly fertilizers, pesticides, disinfectants, and seeds; at what extent 

the specific crop will be planted; what kind of crop will be planted after harvesting and so on.  
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Summarizing these processes, we can conclude that they brought some fundamental 

changes and transformations of rural livelihood in Kulonprogo coastal villages. The 

transformations were: first, the (re) integration of rural and coastal inhabitants to the sand land. 

This (re)integration is also meant the re-agrarianization, in which some of the young people who 

had migrated to the cities for work went back to their village to become peasant
2
. Now, farming 

is popularly seen as a viable and attractive life choice for the young generation. Second, the 

improvement of peasants’ livelihood. Based on the participatory poverty assessment, for 

example, it was founded that peasants’ wealth and welfare were considerably were improved, as  

measured from various welfare indicators such as properties, crops, livestocks, amounts of 

capital used in their agriculture, and savings in gold jewellery. In 2012, at a Great Harvest event 

titled “Celebrating Our Agri(Culture): To Farm or To Die”, peasant organizations claimed that 

the harvest in every village  amounted to 8-9 tons/day with a value of Rp 15.000/kg,  and stated 

that they have 130 million rupiahs in every single harvest. Thirdly we can mention the new pride 

and dignity felt among these peasant communities, not only due to their  land-based wealth, but 

also because they are widely known as the pioneers of sand land agriculture---the first modest 

sand land farming technology which were invented and innovated in Indonesia. This invention 

has resulted in invitations to some peasant pioneers to become an informant and discussant in 

many seminars, scientific discussions in various universities, non govermental organizations, 

mass medias and government institutions about several themes on technology of sand land 

farming, local auction and, even, spirits of resistance.      

                                                           
2 One of the most powerful PPLP’s (Sand Coastal Peasants Union) campaign against sand mining project 
is “We are Young and Peasant” (Yang Muda Yang Bertani). This campaign is intentionally used for 
showing that they are groups of the young men who are proudly to be peasants, from which they have a 
dignity, wealth and welfare.                
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Table 1: The Conditions of Peasants’ Livelihood Before and After Sand Land Farming Initiatives 

 

These social practices of reclaiming and managing the agrarian resources in coastal areas are 

examples of processes of  “commoning”. As de Angelis noted (2006),  commoning means that 

the common pool resources, that is, the means of peasant livelihood, a non-commodified means 

of livelihood were reclaimed and managed incessantly by particular communities and reproduced 

constantly. But, the process of producing and reclaiming the commons is always challenged by 

the imperative and dynamic of capital to accumulate and to find  new frontiers.  

 

II. The Drives of Capital: The Conjunctural Powers That Smoothen Land Disposession 

This following section will explore how the drives and mechanisms for land dispossession 

work and how local power smoothens and deepens a capital social relation through colonizing 

frontiers, deploying the politics of invisibilty, and claiming the legal right of the land. It is not yet 

possible to assess the outcomes of the dispossession project in terms of the triad of agrarian 

Aspects  Pre-Initiatives  Post-Initiatives  

Cultural Identities and  

Dignity   

 

Lowest class and 

culturally 

marginalized 

 

Peasant pioneer for 

sand land farming 

inovation   

Dominant livelihood 

system 

 

Rural labour; migrant 

workers  

Petty commodity 

producers with 

horticultural crops.   

Social Position  Assumed as 

backward; “less-

educated and less-

developed” peoples 

 

The innovators; being 

discussants in many 

scientific forums in 

various universities 

and government 

institutions    

 

Main crops  None, just grasses and 

bushes  

Paddy, red pepper, 

and watermelon  
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changes---namely, land use changes, land control changes and labour regime changes---resulting 

from this case, as the project is still in preparation and ongoing. The critical question is how to 

capture and to understand better this kind of a moving and an ongoing project? This section, 

then, intends to examine the drives by which land disposession in Yogyakarta may occur and 

take place. Drawing on de Angelis’ term the drives of capital this paper aims to unveil “concrete 

mechanisms of social cooperation of particular configurations of property rights and access to 

resources to the exclusion of the vast majority of people” (2007: 39-40) . The drives of capital 

here did not refer to the drives of individual actors, but the drive that emerges out of their 

interaction in so far as they act for capital. 

The following, then, aims at unpacking the various social forces in multiple sites that make 

land dispossession works and deepen capital social relation. I argue that it is done through 

colonizing the frontier, deploying the politics of invisibility, and claiming the legal right of the 

land.  

     

Colonizing Frontier and Developing Southern Java    

The centrality of enclosure is to establish and to deepen capital social relation in new 

spheres of life. As a social force, capital must transcend a limit, as De Angelis (2004, 72) puts it, 

“with enclosure, a new social space for accumulation is created, and this creation begins with the 

identification of a concrete limit and the deployment of strategies for its transcendence.”
3
  

Furthermore, De Angelis (2004: 82) stated that, “if capital encloses, it cannot do it without a 

corresponding discourse…. The discourse of enclosures, in other words, must present itself not 

as a negative force, one that separates, brutalizes, and disempowers; but, on the contrary, it also 

has to wear the mantle of rationality, and project a vision of the future that makes sense to a 

multiplicity of concrete subjects”. Based on that, the colonization of frontier areas has played a 

crucial role for the capitalist development. It is often seen as a crucial element which has 

opportunities and enormous potentials for the state and capital to colonise and to deploy some 

                                                           
3
 Emphasis in original 
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technical and developmental strategies and interventions, based on their claimed potential  to 

improve  livelihoods, reduce the impacts of uneven development, and accelerate the economic 

growth.  

All of these arguments were also touted by development planning experts and district 

government officials in Kulonprogo, who  often by compared Northern areas of Java which was 

considered as the most developed areas while stating that Southern Java is underdeveloped. This 

is, as de Angelis (2004) noted, “the identification of this frontier implies the creation of a space 

of enclosures, a horizon within which policies and practices promoting further separation 

between people and means of production in new spheres of life… The strategic character of this 

identification is clearly due to the fact that the identification of a space of enclosure implies the 

attempt to overcome necessary resistance by what capital regards as ‘enclosable’ subjects”. 

For many experts, there were various arguments and discourses as to why the development of 

the underdeveloped Southern Java was inevitably a must. First, development disparities. This 

was mainly reflected in the differences in development indicators (HDI, GDI, GDP, etc), and 

also the budget that government spent for Southern Java. These disproportionalities, for them, 

were the main reasons why Northern Java areas are now burdened with an  overload of carrying 

capacities. The only solution suggested was to accelerate the development of Southern to 

overcome the overburdened Northern Java. This mainly would be done through “opening up the 

isolated Southern Java” (Sastramihardja 1998: 4). Second, while arguing that the disparities are 

often caused by “lack of capital invested”, some experts also argued that resource potentials were 

overabundant in Southern Java, mainly in fishery, tourism, and mining materials. That’s why 

Southern Java was also considered as “golden way” to further and advance Indonesian 

development.   

To open up the so-called isolated frontiers, the first step, then, is to interconnect these frontier 

areas because, as noted by Barnett (2003), “disconnectedness defines danger”. This was done 

through the massive and ambitious development of built-environment for capital (Harvey 1985), 

namely, the building of The Southern Java Road Network (Jaringan Jalan Lintas Selatan) that 

connected all of the areas in Southern Java, which was started since 2002. The project was first  

implemented in East Java Province as  a part of its Regional Development Planning, but in 2004, 
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five regional governments in Java (Banten, West Java, Central Java, Yogyakarta, East Java) 

agreed to make The Southern Java Road Network a model of regional development planning in 

each province. According to Ministerial Decree of Public Works No. 631/KPTS/M/2009, The 

Southern Java Road Network became a Strategic National Road, and officially, Indonesian 

Government included  The Southern Java Road Network Planning in the  National Middle Term 

Development Plan for  2010-2014. 

The total length of the road is 1474 kilometers while the width is 12 meters, started from 

Banten (Pandeglang, Lebak districts) and West Java (Sukabumi, Cianjur, Bandung, Garut, 

Tasikmalaya, Ciamis districts) 421,7 kilometers, Central Java (Cilacap, Banyumas, Kebumen, 

Purworejo districts) 212,6 kilometers, Yogyakarta (Kulon Progo, Bantul, Gunung Kidul districts) 

122,7 kilometers, East Java (Pacitan, Trenggalek, Tulung agung, Blitar, Malang, Lumajang, 

Jember, Banyuwangi districts) 618,8 kilometers. 

The Southern Java Road Network project was aided and funded by the Asian Development 

Bank to “upgrade low-quality roads along key national routes to unlock growth, investment and 

livelihood opportunities in some of the country’s less developed, impoverished areas”. James 

Lynch, the ADB Director, said  "The upgrades along these vital routes will open up access to 

markets, investments, job opportunities and social services for many poor communities, which is 

essential for equitable development across the country," (Antara News, 25 November 2011). 

Based on the meeting held by five governors in Java on 26 May  2004, the objectives of this 

project were to overcome the disparities between the developed North Java and underdeveloped 

Southern Java, and to make it accessible, to generate economic and to connect production 

(plantation and forestry), extraction (mining), and conservation (ecotourism) activities, and to 

improve people prosperity.  

The term “connectivity” which underlies the urgency of the development of Southern Java 

development Southern Java Road Network is very essential element of how the neoliberal 

geopolitics projects may occur and take place. It is related with the urgency to create a smooth 

and decentered space of flows (Hart 2006: 980). And in this case, it seemed that the development 

of Southern Java through development of Southern Java Road Network aimed to unlock the 

flows of capital investment and connect plantation, forestry, mining, and ecotourism activities at 

diverse localities in Java. Within a few years years after development of the Southern Java Road 



10 

 

Network, various new investments in sand iron mining, Special Economic Zones planning and, 

and building  new airports and seaports began to be realized. Then, the combination of this 

‘connectivity’ with a particular political situation, as will be described below, can be seen as the 

first step toward greater accumulation by dispossesion project.        

 

The Politics of Ignorance and Invisibilty   

By 2007, the Yogyakarta provincial government planned secure  investment in sand coastal 

mining based on the argument that sand coastal potentials in Kulonprogo were regarded better 

than sand iron potentials in South America mining. The plans for investment in iron sand mining 

covered several other areas besides Kulonprogo; these include the sand iron mining projects 

planned by Lhoong Setia Mining Ltd (Aceh), Citra Trahindo Pratama Ltd (North Sumatera), 

Minang Pangeran Ltd (West Sumatera), Selomoro Banyu Artha Ltd and Famiartadio Nagara Ltd 

(Bengkulu), Asgarindo Prima Utama Ltd (Garut, West Java) General Mineral Resources Ltd, 

Indo Sinorang Ltd, Cakra Buana Ltd, and Galuh Bahari Lestari  Ltd, (Ciamis, West Java),  

SMDA Ltd (Tasikmalaya, West Java), Aneka Tambang Ltd (Cilacap/Central Java), Jogja 

Magasa Iron Ltd (Yogyakarta), Aneka Tambang Ltd (Lumajang/East Java) and Anugrah Mitra 

Graha Ltd (West Nusa Tenggara). (see Map 2) 

Map 2. Sand Iron Mining Projects in Indonesia. 
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It was originally planned that the Kulonprogo project would be managed by Jogja Magasa Iron 

Ltd, owned by the family of Hamengku Buwono X, who is ex officio governor of  Yogyakarta 

Special Province and also the Sultan of  of Yogyakarta’s senior Sultanate, which obtained the  

Mining Exploration License (Izin Kuasa Pertambangan) from the Regent of Kulonprogo District  

and collaborated with Krakatau Steel, Ltd, one of the state-owned biggest mining company in 

Indonesia. Based on Depperindagkoptamb Decree No. KP008/KPTS/KP/EKPL/X/2005 and the 

renewed Decree No 11/KPTS/KP/EKPL/X2006, the concession for sand iron mining project 

would be 3,000 ha for 25 years. The license then was increased to Work Contract Mining 

(Kontrak Karya Pertambangan) as Jogja Magasa Iron collaborated with the Australian 

corporation Indomine, Ltd . Indomine, Ltd  would hold 70% of share capital, while Jogja Magasa 

Iron owned the rest of 30%. The investment on sand iron mining was projected at  500-600 

million US dollars, to build iron sand mining industry-complexes, including four processing 

factories.   

The areas of mining exploration would be about 3,000 ha, or 22 kilometer between the the  

Bogowonto to Progo rivers and covering three sub-districts, including also the peasants’ sand 

land farming and houses, along a strip 1.8 kilometers wide from the beach. Specifically, the 

project at least would dispossess sand land farmers in six villages: Karangwuni, Garongan, 

Pleret, Bugel, Karangsewu, and Banaran. The iron sand deposit is estimated at 33.6 million tons, 

while the production was planned to be 500,000 tons/year. The mining would apply the dry 

mining method; and the process of extraction would use ‘autokompu’ technology as applied in 

New Zealand (Yunianto, 2009: 2).  

   There were several arguments made to support and legitimize this project. First, the iron 

sands along the Southern Java coastals, especially in Kulonprogo, were considered as one of the 

best iron sands in the world with high quality vanadium. That’s why the project was touted by its 

proponents as the key to the development of Kulonprogo and as a rapid way to the wealth of the 

peoples. Some proponents of the project also touted the pig iron potentials in Kulonprogo as the 

“black gold”. (Kompas, 8 Oktober 2007). Second, the demand for the pig iron for international 

market was increased with the rapid industrialization in China and India, while Krakatau Steel, a 
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state-owned enterprise, couldn’t meet the national demand for many years (Majalah Tambang 

Online, 2010).  

To justify  the land dispossession project, Sultan Hamengku Buwono X argued that in the 

long term sand iron mining project would drive an economic growth for Yogyakarta. 

Accordingly: 

… for 2009, we don’t receive National Budget anymore, amount to 3,4 quintillion 

rupiahs for two years. The only way, Yogyakarta urgently needs foreign investment 

to sustain the economic growth …  That’s why, sand iron mining, and the 

international airport, must be carried out…then sum of money spent in Yogyakarta 

will increase … the feasibility study shows us that the iron mining project will benefit 

us for more than 1 quintillion rupiahs
4
. (Koran Tempo, 30 Maret 2009)  

 

As noted by many (de Angelis 2004; Harvey, 2003) any dispossession project should need a 

direct extra economic processes, in terms of the deployment of state policy and regulation, to 

separate people from their means of subsistence. But, how it is exactly done? Basically, in this 

case, while using regulation as main strategy, this is also done through the politics of invisibility 

which means that from the elite perception the sand land farming and its peoples “do not not 

count”. When Provincial Government issued a Yogyakarta Local Regulation No 2/2010, on 

Spatial and Zone Planning (Rencana Tata Ruang Wilayah) that sought to change the land use 

coastal areas from agricultural uses to mining areas, it was also clear that in their land use map, 

coastal areas where the mining project and peoples’ sand land farming located are defined as 

“non arable land” in defiance of the reality (as showed in Map 2). Sultan Hamengku Buwono X, 

                                                           
4  “… untuk tahun 2009 ini kan kita tidak menerima dana APBN lagi yang sebelumnya jumlahnya Rp 3,4 
trilyun dalam dua tahun, maka satu-satunya cara, Yogyakarta memerlukan investasi dari luar untuk 
menyelamatkan pertumbuhan ekonomi…  karena itu, pasir besi, [proyek] Bandara ini harus 
terealisasi…maka uang yang akan dibelanjakan di Yogyakarta akan lebih tinggi…Kalau penambangan 
pasir besi saja, sekarang studi kelayakannya mengeluarkan dana US $ 100 juta, kalau dikalikan Rp 10.000 
kan 1 trilyun”. (Koran Tempo, 30 Maret 2009)  
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who powerfully supported this project stated that the existence of both pros and cons are natural 

and after completing the environmental impact analysis the project must go on. 

 

Map 2. Land Use and Sand Iron Mining Project in Coastal Areas Kulonprogo, Yogyakarta   

To strengthen the project, by 2008, a meeting held by all of the chiefs of BAPPEDA (Board 

of Local Development Planning) from many regencies in southern Java decided to integrate the 

development planning in these areas. The result of the meeting was a formulation of “Integrated 

Concept of The Acceleration of Southern Coastal Java”, where Kulonprogo was placed as a 

central corridor. This was followed by appointing Kulonprogo as one of Special Economic Zones 

that include tourism activities, sand iron industry complexes, international airport and seaport.  
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Regarding the status of the contested land, the provincial government claimed that more than 

80% of the land that are occupied by the peasants were owned by Pakualaman (Yogyakarta’s 

junior and second Sultanate) namely Sultan Ground or Pakualaman Ground, referring to the 

feudal land act, Rikjsblaad Kesultanan 1918. Knowing that they were fully supported by 

Sultanate power, Australian Indomine Ltd mentioned that the prospects of sand iron mining 

investment project will run definitely well and praised the Sultan-cum-Governor as “strong and 

well-connected local power”. (Kompas, 10 April 2008). 

Claiming Legal Right to Land through Reorganizing Power: The Specific Role of Local 

Power 

As noted by Anderson (1988) and Case (2003) the role of local power, who has access and 

control over land, is important in determining directions of agrarian change and how the land-

based accumulation of wealth can be transformed into other fields such as political power and 

cultural power. The power of the two Sultanates in Yogyakarta was a result of a political 

contract, Perjanjian Giyanti 1755, that divided the defeated Mataram Kingdom into two separate 

areas: Surakarta, which is ruled by the Susuhunan, and Yogyakarta, which is ruled by two royal 

dynasties, the Mangkubumi and Hamengkubuwono (Soemardjan, 1981: 20). In the colonial 

period, politically, Dutch colonial administration did not eliminate sultanate power or change 

into modern administration. Rather, they strengthened it on the basis of feudal institution. This 

was done to economize administration, and also to facilitate economic domination by deploying 

the concept of domeinverklaring: Rikjsblaad Kasultanan 1918. (Ranawidjaya, 1955: 5).   

Riksjblaad Kesultanan 1918 stated that all the lands in Yogyakarta which have no 

certificate of ownership are Sultanate lands. The sultanate lands, then, are divided into two 

categories: Pakualaman Ground and Sultan Ground, belonging to the two feudal powers in 

Yogyakarta. In 1960 the new Basic Agrarian Law (Undang-Undang Pokok Agraria=UUPA) 

1960 which mentioned that rights over sultanate land or ex-sultanate land were abolished and  

given to the State. In response to this regulation, however, the sultanate and Yogyakarta 

provincial government issued some agrarian regulation of its own: namely (i) that the land that 

complied to Rijksblad 1918, became the ownership of Sultanate and Pakualam. This is what 

today called as Sultan Ground (SG) and Pakualaman Ground (PG); (ii) the lands that complied to 
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Provincial Regulation (Perda) are andarbe and anggaduh, namely, the land may be utilized on a  

use-rights basis, and , (iii) the lands that complied to UUPA were the land belonged to European 

and ‘Foreign Oriental’ peoples (Rozaki dan Hariyanto, 2003: 57-69).  

Although Sultan Hamengku Buwono IX attempted to integrate the land control with 

Basic Agrarian Law 1960, in reality the Sultanate kept trying to maintain control over land by 

sustaining the term of Sultan Ground and Pakualaman Ground. This was based on the argument 

that Sultan Grounds and Pakualaman Grounds are the customary lands recognized by Basic 

Agrarian Law. Actually, the sultanate still controls vast areas of land in Yogyakarta. Data gained 

from Yogyakarta provincial government suggess that until 2005, there are more than 6000ha 

classified as Sultan Ground and Pakualaman Ground. Some other data from  Himmah showed a 

little less than that. But, the total number of Sultanate and Pakualaman Ground has never actually 

defined and changed overtime.    

Table 2. The total number of Sultan Ground and Paku Alaman Ground in Yogyakarta. 

Yogyakarta District Size per M
2
 Sleman Size per M

2
 

Danurejan  43259 Cangkringan  650392 

Gedongtengen 1265 Gamping 142693 

Gondokusuman 108955 Ngaglik 126144 

Gondomanan 44613 Prambanan 1861919 

Jetis 3500 Godean 52532 

Mantrijeron 16671 Tempel 156641 

Mergangsan 1726247 Turi  863831 

Ngampilan  8721 Pakem  36919 

Pakualaman  8900 Mlati 17358 



16 

 

Umbulharjo 10490 Minggir 58037 

Wirobrajan 71798 Ngemplak  83608 

Number   2.055.809. Moyudan  63822 

  Sleman 41350 

Kulonprogo Size per M
2
 Kalasan  7083 

Wates  2173683 Berbah  34285 

Temon 2326994 Number 2.520.414 

Nanggulan  200701   

Galur  37785 Bantul M
2
 

Panjatan  354368 Jetis  32545 

Galur 92079 Piyungan  3162940 

Number 8.374.928 Pundong  2613624 

  Sedayu  51234 

Gunung Kidul M
2
 Imogiri  7252941 

Tepus  1299566 Kretek 314910 

Wonosari  635352 Pandak  88831 

Panggang 185838 Sanden  1795988 

Semanu  463075 Pajangan  1241903 

Paliyan  146037 Srandakan  1672307 

Rongkop 331250 Kasihan  200946 
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Patuk 2200568 Sewon 5296 

Nglipar 1018802 Number   18.433.375 

Semin 15394 Total number of Sultan and Pakualaman 

Ground: 37.782.661 M
2 

Source: Himmah, Edition II, 2002.      

Ponjong 77750 

Karangmojo 24503 

Number   6.398.135 

  

 

But, under what mechanisms and conditions is the Sultanate power keen to make land 

dispossession work? During the post New Order era, basically, the feudal powers of the 

sultanates  which still existed in Indonesia were challenged with many crises. As examined by 

Dwipayana (2004: 126-130), the crises of feudal and sultanate power in Indonesia manifested in 

two kinds: the legitimacy and economic crises. The former was caused by the Bill No. 3/1950, 

the act that stated that the sultan’s heirs will always become provincial governor without 

election, is not valid anymore due to the amendment of The 1945 Constitution of Indonesia; the 

latter was caused by the decline of the surplus and wealth of the sultanate’s businesses (Gatra, 

28 November 2002).  

To solve these crises, then, the sultanate tried to reorganize the power through political and 

economic reorganization. The reorganization of economic power was done through the re-

concentration of the Sultan and Pakualaman land; reviving the old business and the 

commoditization of the sultanate assets and properties. In 2004, for instance, Sultan HB X built a 

big shopping centre by removing an elementary school and cultural sites (Kompas Yogyakarta, 

1/3/2004), and by ermbarking on many other forms of business project, including the mining 

project. While the reorganization of political power was done by issuing The Act of Yogyakarta 

Privileges (UU Keistimewaan Yogyakarta) which included the political privilege to appoint 
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Sultanate descendants as the only governor in Yogyakarta without local election and legal claim 

towards the Sultanate lands as well.  

The interlocking aspects of Sultanate power, which enabled the sultan to act both as 

governor, King of Yogyakarta and also as businessman, made the project of land disposession 

free from any major formal obstructions. The approval of the Act of Yogyakarta Privileges (UU 

Keistimewaan Yogyakarta) by the national House of Representatives this year gives the sultanate 

the  legal rights to claim and dispossess the coastal land, that has been managed by peasants for 

many years without any sign of sultanate interest or objection prior to the emergence of the sand 

mining project.     

  

III. The Counter-Movement Against Dispossession 

The dynamics of capital in deepening and expanding the imperatives for an endless 

accumulation---the double movement in Karl Polanyi’s terms will always drive the 

countermovement of the people who try to defend themselves from the expansion of market and 

the enclosure of their means of existence (in de Angelis, 2004). In the case of the sand iron 

mining project in Yogyakarta, the historical movement of the market awakened the resistance 

from the peasant movements.  

It is important to note that peasant protest and resistance have emerged since the colonial era 

with various forms of strategies and articulations: both messianic and revolutionary overtly and 

covertly as well. During post Independence era, where some revolutionary peasant movements 

emerged and made use of the implementation of land reform program (Kartodihardjo 1984 and 

Fauzi 1997). However, the emergence of New Order power had eliminated PKI (Indonesian 

Communist Party) in what so-called the mass-killing tragedy of 1965-1966 and swept out the 

revolutionary peasant movements, radical peasant unions and progressive intellectuals (Farid 

2006). In the 1980-1990s, several localized peasant protests emerged as the result of land 

expropriation due to accelerating development projects. After the fall of New Order there were 

apparently signals of strongly emerging peasant and rural social movements which have various 

forms and strategies from land occupation to struggles over national legislation on agrarian 

reform and natural resource management (Lucas and Waren 2003; Affiff, et, al, 2005). However 
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there were also signs in several cases that overt movements against land expropriation did not 

emerge, became  fragmentated, or  even failed to emerge in many land expropriation cases. 

(Noteboom and de Joong, 2010; Peluso, et al, in Borras, Kay and Edelman [eds] 2010: 220) 

However, there was no lack of resistance by the peasant movement in Kulonprogo.  In order 

to resist the mining project, in 2006, some peasants formed an organization, named The Union of 

Coastal Peasants (PPLP), to consolidate the struggle against the sand land dispossession. They 

are  an anti-enclosure movement with strong articulation to fight against mining project and for 

land sovereignty. Their most popular campaigns were known as “To Farm or To Die” (Bertani 

atau Mati), and “To Farm is To Resist” (Menanam adalah Melawan). Defending coastal farming 

became an elan vital of their struggle, as they believe that coastal farming is their source of life 

and dignity. They were also known as strong opponent toward Sultanate power, campaigning 

against the issuing of The Act of Yogyakarta Privileges (UU Keistimewaan Yogyakarta) and also 

Southern Java Road Network project. 

At least, there are four arguments and articulations made by peasant movement to resist 

the mining project. First, instead of considereing sandy coastal merely as natural resources or 

non-arable land, as the government and sultanate have claimed, they argued that the sandy 

coastal areas are their life-space. The dispossession of sandy coastal land is not only about land 

acqusition. Rather, it is the destruction of their source of life (land, water, air, livelihood and 

pasture), culture, and dignity. Second, the mining project will also lead to ecological catastrophe. 

The potentials of ecological catastrophe made by mining projects are pollution, coastal 

degradation, and the erosion of coastal defense toward tsunami.  Third, compared to the planned 

open-pit mining, coastal farming was more ecologically sustainable as they preserve the coastal 

topsoil and sand dune ecosystem---a special ecosystem of Southern Java coastal region.   

PPLP tried to form an autonomist struggle with high political awareness. This was 

implemented, mainly, in the structure of the organization that consisted of some delegations from 

every village and appointment of one coordinator as spokesperson. This spokesperson also acted 

as the link between peasant organizations and some urban-based activists that seek to build an 

alliances with them. The organization also carefully examined the pro’s and con’s of   allying  

with the various political parties or NGOs wishing to ‘claim’ support for the resistance 

movement The changing of the PPLP’s leadership and village delegations was often fluid and 
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very flexible. Every village has their own PPLP units that considered as autonomous, with their 

own structure. All decisions of the PPLP were decided in a routine meeting called “endong-

endongan”. They also decided not to form a headquarters because they believe that every house 

in coastal areas is PPLP’s headquarter.         

The peasant’s struggle actually changed over time, both in the forms of collective action and 

their articulation. After the period of negotiations and dialogue, that seemed to have failed, the 

organization took the overt strategies through the various forms of collective action: rallies, 

demonstrations, public discussions, theatre performances in many universities and direct 

sabotage actions to some mining pilot projects. In this stage, the articulation of the struggle 

refusing the mining project was often combined with the refusing of The Act of Yogyakarta 

Privileges and condemning the Sultanate power. However, the anti-mining discourse failed to 

gaining greater resonance and support in Yogyakarta. This is caused by the Sultanate’s skillful 

use of patron-client relations, reflecting the argument of  Onghokham (1975: 18), that other than 

control of land, the Yogyakarta Sultanate were also characterised by control of peoples. In this 

case, the patron-client relation encouraged some social groups such as ISMOYO (groups of head 

of villages in Yogyakarta), Yogyakarta Society Forum, and other paramilitary groups to organize 

and support sultanate power or to fight against those who resisted the sand iron mining project.  

This period has also seen several other agrarian conflicts along the southern Java coastal 

region, from Lumajang, Banyuwangi, Kebumen, Cilacap, Tasikmalaya and Ciamis. Some of 

these agrarian conflicts are caused by sand iron mining project. Struggling to consolidate the 

resistance of the movements in a broadly peasant-based network, the PPLP leader and their 

proponent held a meeting resulting in the  Deklarasi Petani Jawa (Javanese Peasant Declaration) 

which tried to organize multiple sites of struggle from many peasant organizations in Kebumen, 

Blitar, Lumajang, Cilacap, Tasikmalaya, Banten and Ciamis.  

Actually, this peasant movement characteristics are resonated on what Borras and Franco 

(2011: 4) described as land sovereignty struggle in the form of ‘counter-enclosure campaign’ 

against the re-concentration of land. However, our understanding  of why certain struggle of land 

sovereignty is organizable and powerfull and others not is still limited Based on this case, I argue 

that the organizability of movement is not solely depended on the quality of leadership, as Huizer 

noted (1999), it is mainly rooted in the peasants’ sophisticated initiatives and incessantly social 
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practices which overcome several threats from time to time. Hence, this peasant movement is 

“powerfully innovative and organizable”, as demonstrated below in Table2.    

Table 2. the roots of the organizability of PPLP movement. 

 

 

Moment Threat Response and Initiative 

Non arable coastal land 

(…-1985) 

Persistent poverty; 

considered as less 

developed and backward 

societies 

 

Coastal farming 

inovation 

Unfair trade between 

peasant and trader 

 

Suffering  financial loss Local auction; fair trade 

mechanisms 

The dependence on 

sustainable high inputs, 

mainly fertilizers, 

pesticides, and 

disinfectans, and seeds 

(2008) 

Suffering financial loss 

and sustainability of soil 

fertility 

Using composts; 

creating traditional ways 

to expel pests; 

proliferating native 

seeds.    

Sand iron mining project 

(2006-now) 

Losing their farming, life 

and dignity  

Resistance and forming 

PPLP (The Union of 

Coastal Peasants) 

Fall of crops price  Suffering financial loss Investigating the causes; 

barter in-kind with other 

areas   

Low resonance of anti-

mining campaign in 

Yogyakarta 

Weakening influences, 

lack of supports and 

resistance;  

Declarating Javanese 

Peasant Union; building 

an alliances with other 

victims of sand iron 

mining projects along 

the Southern Java  
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IV. Concluding remarks 

This paper began by paper by demonstrating the peasants’ initiatives in producing and 

reproducing the commons, in terms of how they invented sand coastal farming, redistributed the 

land equally among them, created local auction and shared the knowledges and experiences to 

many peoples in coastal areas. But, the production and reproducion of the commons is always 

challenged by the various drives to deepen the capital social relation in frontiers area. In 

Southern Java, the processes to deepen social capital relation were done through the development 

of Southern Java and Southern Java Network Road, the deploying politics of invisibility and 

ignorance and the reorganization of power by the dominant class power in Yogyakarta, namely 

sultanate power. The interlocking  aspects of sultanate power, which sometime acted as 

governor, King of Yogyakarta and also as businessman, made the project of land dispossession 

free from any formal obstructions. As the Governor, Sultan argued that the development 

Southern Java and mining project on behalf of economic growth and welfare. As King of 

Yogyakarta, Sultan claimed that all of the lands which occupied by the peasants are sultanate’s 

lands and stated that the development of mining project is a legacy of his descendant. As 

businessman, Sultan naturalized the dispossession by the arguments that he will implement the 

business project in the usual way  and if all of business requirements such as environmental 

impact analysis and license for construction have been fulfilled,  then the project will go on.                   

On the other side, the peasant’s struggle over the land is still ongoing. While there was an 

effort to expand and resonate the struggle, but this effort is challenged with the rapid planning of 

the mining project. The future of this struggle, perhaps, will depend on how their struggle for 

land sovereignty and agrarian justice can be a nodal points (Laclau dan Mouffe, 1999) for other 

struggles.      
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