A day in the life: Antonius Pati
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Many hours spent farming in the sun have tanned Antonius Pati’s skin a deep brown.  He has worked extremely hard for most of his 56 years to ensure that his wife and four children are well-cared for and that his village is successful.

Better known as Bapak Anton in his village of Rendubotowe (located in Indonesia’s Ngada District), he has been honored by his provincial governor as an environmental pioneer for bringing about positive changes in his village.  He and his fellow villagers have planted family forests and grown successful harvests.  But the village was not always so prosperous.  

In the early 1990s, Bapak Anton’s village was a barren land of fields and grassland.  Very few trees meant the local villagers had a difficult time finding firewood.  The people’s two main livelihoods, dry land agriculture and cattle breeding, only sapped the land of the little resources it had to offer.  Due to a short rainy season, food shortages were common in Rendubotowe.  In addition, many of the families that own cattle allowed them to roam free in the fields, which further damaged the farmland.

Recognizing similar struggles in other villages in the Ngada District, Yayasan Mitra Tani Mandiri, a nongovernmental organization (NGO) supported by World Neighbors, began working with various villages in 1989.  The group’s main focus areas have been agro-forestry, economic development and conservation management.  YMTM has since helped 2,300 families in 18 villages learn to terrace their farmland and plant family forests.  

Bapak Anton first learned about YMTM when the group began working in Redubutowe in 1993.  To stimulate interest in Bapak Anton’s village, YMTM held a participatory village needs assessment and coordinated 12 local farmers, including Bapak Anton, to visit the neighboring island of Sumba to learn about agro-forestry.  Though at first Bapak Anton was skeptical about how harvests and forests could be developed in infertile land, he and his fellow farmers were inspired by the productive farms they saw.  They returned to Ngada determined to develop agro-forestry farms in their own community.

“When I got home from Sumba, I asked the field worker from YMTM to help me in planning out my farm with a new piece of land,” said Bapak Anton.  “I built a wooden fence around the land to stop livestock from entering and causing damage.  Then I developed terracing with rows of leguminous crops to prevent soil erosion and enhance soil fertility.”

Bapak Anton was assisted in his efforts by fellow villagers, his wife, Helena, and their four children.  Before Bapak Anton used terracing, he had to abandon a piece of land after about three years because it became infertile.  But his terraced garden has allowed his seasonal crops of rice, corn, sweet potatoes and beans to flourish.  Each year, Bapak Anton opens a new piece of farmland in addition to the land he’s already farming, allowing him to annually increase his harvests.  

When he first began to plan his farm with the field worker from YMTM, he spent a long while considering the best possible uses of the land to meet his family’s short and long-term needs.  Part of the plan included developing a nursery for mahogany and gamelina so the seedlings would be ready for planting the following year.  YMTM provided the seeds, and Bapak Anton and his family began the long and difficult process of developing the seeds into productive trees.

“The nursery was 3 km (almost 2 miles) away from the water source, so we had to carry water every morning to water the seedlings,” said Bapak Anton.  “We did this every day for five months until the rains came.”

From November to January, his family planted around 700 tree seedlings.  In April, they again began the process of hauling water to the trees every day.  For the first several years, YMTM helped Bapak Anton with materials and he obtained seeds from other villages.  Each year, Bapak Anton has planted seeds on additional land, and he now has seven hectares of trees with about 7,500 trees of varying ages.

“My family forest will guarantee that my children and grandchildren will be able to go to school and enjoy better lives,” said Bapak Anton.

This guarantee comes from the money Bapak Anton is now able to earn.  In addition to selling peanuts, cashews and beans from his crops, Bapak Anton makes money from his trees by selling mangos, seeds and firewood.  He and his wife use the money they earn to pay for food, clothing, furniture and their children’s educations.

After villagers saw that Bapak Anton was successful developing agro-forestry and a family forest, he was sought out as a local expert.  

“Lots of people came to look and learn,” he said. “Then they asked me to come to their farms to demonstrate how to make nurseries and plant the seedlings.  When I saw how enthusiastic they were, I made these visits voluntarily to help them get started.”

When Bapak Anton gets requests for mahogany and gamelina seeds, he gives them to villagers for free as long as they plan to plant them and not sell them.  He’s even had visitors from villages outside the Ngada District come to see his success with agro-forestry and family forests.  He also gets visit from international organizations, such as World Neighbors, that help him celebrate his progress and share his inspirational story with other people across the world.

“It is probably the people of World Neighbors who visit the most since they know the history of what we have done here and they have given their support through YMTM – I feel like they have become my friends,” said Bapak Anton.

He credits these groups with giving him the tools and the knowledge to make a positive impact on his family and his village, and big changes are already taking place.  Bapak Anton enjoys the large patches of forests that now dot the grasslands.  The weather has turned cooler, and a small stream has appeared just beyond his farm. 

“If more and more people develop family forests like the one we have, this area will become green and it will become a lot easier to find water and timber.”

He is proud of the environmental improvements he’s helped cultivate in his village and credits his accomplishments to teamwork and a strong sense of determination.

“We can only enjoy big successes if we are willing to follow ideas that may seem crazy – ideas that have not even been thought up by others, never mind being done by others,” he said.  “But we have to follow up those crazy ideas with hard work and discipline to make them work.”

