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Executive

Summary

Indragiri Hilir, parit, locally referring
to a traditional canal system, is
more than just agricultural
infrastructure. It represents
community knowledge, intercultural
cooperation, and adaptive
responses to tidal-peatland
environments. It supports both
agriculture and everyday life,
demonstrating strong historical and
socio-ecological ties.

The parit system is now under
threat from environmental
degradation (soil subsidence,
flooding, acidification), economic
insecurity (rising maintenance costs,
crop loss), and social deterioration.
These overlapping pressures
endanger livelihoods and the
sustainability of community-based
water management.

Improving musyawarah (collective
deliberation) participation,
restoring ecological buffer zones,
and diversifying local economies are
all practical solutions. These
strategies place an emphasis on
collaboration between communities
and institutions, with the goal of
revitalizing parit as an integrated
socio-ecological system capable of
sustaining life in the face of
environmental change.

Introduction

Parit is one of the prominent landscape
features in Indragiri Hilir, Riau, Indonesia.
In Indragiri Hilir, the term ‘parit’ refers to
a man-made waterway that resembles a
river tributary and was originally
intended for agricultural purposes.
Interestingly, parit is no longer just for
agriculture; it is now the primary access
infrastructure that connects people,
villages, and livelihoods.

From above, parit forms a branching
pattern across the landscape, guiding
water in and out with the tides and
connecting the various areas in this
region. Due to the abundance of parit in
the region, Indragiri Hilir is referred to as
"The Land of a Thousand Parit".

Drawing on our ongoing ethnographic
research into parit, we discovered that it
plays an important role in the agricultural
context of Indragiri Hilir. In order to
understand the significance of parit, it will
be divided into several sections. In what
follows, this brief will trace the
emergence of parit in Indragiri Hilir,
examine its function as a community-
based water management system, and
reflect on its current challenges in
sustaining agricultural life.

Emergence of Parit in
Indragiri Hilir

Located on the eastern coast of Riau,
Indragiri Hilir has a land type classified as
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suboptimal land. In agricultural contexts,
“suboptimal land” refers to land that is less
fertile and difficult to cultivate due to
factors such as water availability, soil
condition (pH level), nutrient content, and
soil layer (Rahmasary et al., 2020).

In this case, much of Indragiri Hilir is made
up of tidal swampland and peatland—
landscapes that are widely classified as
suboptimal for agricultural purposes
(Rahmasary et al., 2020). Tidal swamps and
peatlands are both land types with excess
water that are difficult for cultivation. As a
result, managing and regulating water
becomes critical when cultivating on this
type of land.

According to our finding, parit has existed
in Indragiri Hilir for many generations. For
example, In Enok and Sapat District, parit in
these areas has existed for approximately
four to five generations. When narrating its
history, our interlocutors often referred to
the surrounding terrain during the parit
construction period as hutan tak bertuan
(lawless forest), a term that denoted
regions deemed unclaimed territory and
outside the purview of authority or
government. It was within this perception
of unclaimed territory that local
communities undertook the work of
transforming forest and swamp into
subsistence fields.

It is important to note that the
transformation through parit was intended
for subsistence agriculture. Our
interlocutors explained that during the

transformation process, communities acted

in accordance with their surroundings. For
example, they considered the tidal rhythms
and the natural direction of water flows
when digging a parit. They also explain that
they avoided transforming land along the
riverbank, as it is covered in mangrove and
nipah trees, which act as natural barriers
against tidal currents.

Our interlocutor explains that digging a
parit is the first step in cultivation. The parit
was built to drain excess water from the soil
and make it arable. This method aims to
prevent asphyxiation and enhance crop
growth (Fawzi et al., 2024). According to
local accounts, a parit is built by following
existing tidal water flows, which were
previously built entirely by hand using
simple tools such as crowbars and hoes.
The digging process was carried out both
individually and in small groups, often
among households connected by kinship.
Thus, parit in Indragiri Hilir emerged as a
form of collective knowledge—an adaptive
response that allowed communities to work
with the challenging conditions of their
environment.

Parit: A Community-based
Water Management

Parit has emerged as a community-based
water resource management system for
agricultural purposes. It is interesting to
understand how water is maintained and
governed, as Strang (2023) suggests that it
may reflect the social, political, and
environmental relationships among

communities.
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As a community-based water management
system, parit in Indragiri Hilir has its own
distinct characteristics. First, each parit in
Indragiri Hilir is led by a local leader known
as Wakil Parit (canal representative) or
Kepala Parit (canal head), which lends
credence to this argument. Wakil Parit is
the person in charge of maintaining the
parit's condition and resolving land issues
among farmers who farm along it. Initially,
the Wakil Parit is the one who opens the
parit, but later the position is then passed
down through generations, primarily
through kinship and familial ties.

According to our findings, the Wakil Parit is
currently also determined by an election

known as  “musyawarah” (collective

deliberation) which is attended by everyone
who owns a farm along the parit.

Interestingly, the governing system of parit,
through Wakil Parit, is a consensus that
emerged from intercultural exchange and
dynamics in Indragiri Hilir. There is no
exclusive claim or ownership of the parit
knowledge in Indragiri Hilir, which is viewed
rather as the result of interaction between
Banjar, Bugis, Javanese, and Malay settlers.
Each group has their own parit, but the
governance principle remains the same.
Thus, the combination of parit as
environmental adaptation and collective
governance has resulted in an agricultural
formation that shapes the identity of
Indragiri Hilir.

Figure 1. (Left) Parit Atap Seng in Enok Dalam District, and (Right) Parit Cacing in

Farmer’s land. (Doc: Rivaldo Herman, July 2025)
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Another distinguishing feature of Indragiri
Hilir parits is that each one has its own
name and origins. The name of the parit
could be derived from the person who
opens it or a surrounding characteristic. For
example, in Pantai Sebrang Makmur, a sub-
district in Enok District, there is a parit
named Parit Atap Seng. According to oral
history, atap seng was originally named
after a zinc-roofed hut in the estuary.

Another example is the Parit Hidayat from
Sapat sub-district, in Kuala Indragiri District.
Parit Hidayat, unlike Parit Atap Seng, is
related to the Tuan Guru of Sapat, also
known as Syekh Abdurrahman Siddiq.

He was a Banjarese scholar from Martapura
in South Kalimantan who travelled to Sapat
to teach Islamic values before being
appointed Mufti Kerajaan of the Indragiri
Kingdom, which is responsible for issuing
religious and legal guidance.

As part of his appointment, he received
access to a stretch of tidal waterway. He
transformed this into what is now known as
Parit Hidayat, which uses the land not only
for agriculture but also to teach religion
through farming practices. Thus, the
naming of parit is not random, but rather

historical, with meaning for each
community in Indragiri Hilir.

1: Rwer
2 : Parit utam®
3: Fﬂl’“’ lﬂF‘i-
4Pt Anak/
Pavil Catirg

Figure 2. The Parit lllustration, Based on Fieldwork July 2025. (Credit: Rivaldo Herman)
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Then, in terms of structure and function,
parit in Indragiri Hilir has been classified
into three categories. This classification also
distinguishes parit as a community-based
water management system. The first
category is parit kongsi (shared canal) or
parit utama (main canal). This parit is the
parit that connects to the main rivers. The
term "kongsi" refers to the fact that this
parit serves as a body of water that is used
by everyone. This is the parit which is led by
the Wakil Parit.

The second category is parit cacing (small
feeder canal) or parit anak (subsidiary
canal) which is similar to an irrigation
system that carries water from main canal
to their farm. Farmers maintain parit
cacing, which has its own semi-automatic
gate system for retaining or releasing water
within the farm.

Then there's a third type of parit called the
parit lapis (connecting canal). Parit lapis is
the canal that connects each parit utama.
Parit lapis was built with the goal of
providing better access. However, not every
area has parit lapis. This type of parit was
found in the Pusaran sub-district of Enok
District.

Parit Today: Current Condition
and Challenges

While parit continues to be an important
part of the community in Indragiri Hilir, this
water system is degrading. Parit in Indragiri
Hilir is facing a number of challenges,
including environmental, economic, and

social dimensions. These challenges are
inextricably linked, putting farmers at risk
and making them vulnerable.

In the environmental dimension, the
problems are visible and indicate a
deteriorating condition. According to our
observations in Enok District (Pantai
Sebrang Makmur, Enok Dalam, and Pusaran
Subdistrict) and Kuala Indragiri District
(Sapat Subdistrict), soil abrasion is the most
pressing environmental degradation issue.

The soil is subsiding, which is inextricably
linked to the rising water levels. This
condition makes the farm susceptible to
flooding, causing the commodity to die.
This flood-prone condition causes the
plant's growth to become stalled, and is
locally known as "mucung"”, resulting in low
fruit production.

Water contamination is yet another
deteriorating environmental condition. In
Parit Atap Seng, for example, we noticed
pyrite floating on the water's surface,
indicating low pH and acidifying soil. This
occurs because parit maintenance has
declined; without regular cleaning, tidal
flows stagnate, leaving water trapped and
static. As a result, soil fertility declines, and
crop viability is jeopardised.

With the community relying on commodity
results as a source of income, the parit
condition has an impact on their economy.
Despite all efforts to repair the parit
condition, the dike or "tanggul” remains the
primary solution to address this condition.
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Figure 3. (Left) Destroyed coconut farm in Kuala Selat due to flooding and sea-intrusion,
and (Right) Kelapa “Mucung” in Enok Dalam due to flooding.
(Doc: Rivaldo Herman, July 2025)

Figure 4. (Left) Water contamination in Parit Atap Seng, and (Right) (“Tanggul” or
embankment for Flood-prevention in Sapat. (Doc: Rivaldo Herman, July 2025)
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However, as the parit deteriorates, the cost
of repairing the dike and cleaning it
increases. According to our interlocutors,
not all farmers have the ability or financial
resources to pay for this maintenance.
Furthermore, there is an element of
ecological uncertainty, as the tanggul does
not guarantee that the farm will be free of
flooding or other risks. As a result, many
farmers attempted to sell their farms,
switching from coconut to palm oil, or
abandoning them entirely.

This condition thus reflects the social
condition of parit. In the current context,
the Wakil Parit power is viewed as
weakened. This weakening of social ties and
governance is complex, as the embodiment
of parit is shifting. Parit was viewed as a
part of the home during its early years, and
they relied on it for a living and access.

However, as modernization accelerates,
many of its residents leave parit and
relocate to more densely populated areas
(now villages). Although Wakil Parit is still
regarded as a local leader in its
management, the abundance of challenges
has overwhelmed this system. The lack of
attention from the official government also
has made it difficult to maintain parit,
leaving farmers and Wakil Parit to rely on
the "swadaya" work system, which they
must find and pay for with their own
gathered funds.

Thus, as the parit deteriorates and the farm
is abandoned, another issue arises: pest
invasion. This challenge is present in both

districts and has yet to be resolved. The
abandoned farms eventually turn into
bushes, creating habitats for pests such as
monkeys and squirrels. The problem is that
the animals are also targeting other farms
in order to find food. This condition has an
impact on the farm and its production
because the animals destroy the fruit,
which cannot be harvested for sale.

In addition, rhinoceros beetles are
becoming an increasingly common pest.
This beetle invasion is the result of
commodity switching activity. Decaying
coconut trees then become a habitat for
beetle larvae. These beetles then live on
healthy coconut trees, causing damage to
the fibres inside. The current state of parit
in Indragiri Hilir exemplifies a stressed
system in which environmental
degradation, economic vulnerability, and
weakened social governance intersect. Soil
subsidence, flooding, water contamination,
and pest infestations all disrupt commodity
production, while rising maintenance costs
and uncertain outcomes force many
farmers to change crops, sell, or abandon
their land.

At the same time, Wakil Parit authority has
eroded in the face of mounting challenges
and limited government support, forcing
communities to rely on increasingly
insufficient collective swadaya efforts.
These dynamics highlight the vulnerability
of parit today, raising urgent questions
about the future of community-based water
governance in the region.
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Without parit there’s no
farm. Parit is the heart of
farming in here.

- Azmi, Sapat
(Interview, July 2025)

99

A Way Forward

This excerpt thus captures the nuances of
the significance of parit existence for the
community in Indragiri Hilir. Parit is more
than just agricultural infrastructure; it is the
foundation of agricultural life in Indragiri
Hilir. Parit, which evolved as an adaptive
response to a difficult environmental
condition, is thus managed and governed in
Indragiri Hilir via collective intercultural
interaction. Parit has become an essential
part of the community, as it is also their
source of livelihood.

However, parit is currently facing a number
of challenges across multiple dimensions,
indicating a degrading situation. The issues
we uncover are inextricably linked;
addressing them necessitates collaboration
as well as close attention to the realities
faced by farmers. Addressing this issue
requires a multifaceted approach and
contextual understanding. The current
intervention is insufficient because it does
not see parit as an integral part of the
community, but rather as infrastructure.
Furthermore, changing our approach and

paradigm may result in the implementation
of  transdisciplinary  research ideas,
particularly in the context of water

governance and agricultural sustainability.

One promising entry point is to strengthen
the parit governance through the
musyawarah, which is currently responsible
for electing the Wakil Parit and mediating
between farmers. Expanding it to serve as a
bridge between farmers, community
leaders, and external stakeholders could aid
in the formalization of participatory
governance as a recognized institution. This
would allow for co-designed innovations—
such as improved tidal gate systems, soil
rehabilitation, or pest management—that
draw on local knowledge while leveraging
outside expertise.

The restoration of ecological buffer zones is
just as important. Earlier generations
avoided clearing land along riverbanks,
preferring mangroves and nipah as natural
barriers against erosion and tidal currents.
Reintroducing these practices through
community-led restoration programs,
backed by local government incentives, has
the potential to protect farmland from
flooding, improve water quality, and revive
ecological principles that were once central

to parit-making.

Finally, resilience is dependent on reducing
economic vulnerability. The heavy reliance
on coconuts has exposed communities to
both environmental risks and volatile
market conditions. Diversifying livelihoods,
via alternative crops adapted to tidal-
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peatland ecologies, aquaculture within parit
waterways, or cooperative  coconut
processing—would reduce reliance on raw
commodity  prices. Anchoring these
initiatives within parit governance ensures
that the benefits remain community-based,
while also strengthening parit's identity as
an ecological and economic foundation of
life.

Taken together, these strategies reaffirm
parit's status as a cultural waterscape: a
system in which governance, ecology, and
economy are inextricably linked. A path
forward thus requires nurturing this
interconnection, so that parit can continue
to sustain life in Indragiri Hilir despite
mounting uncertainty.
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Figure 5. Parit in Indragiri Hilir as the main access
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About Tay Juhana Foundation

Tay Juhana Foundation (TJF) is a nonprofit
organization dedicated to promote the
advocacy of the conversion and cultivation
of suboptimal lands into productive lands,
through the most environmentally,
economically, and socially sustainable
manner.
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Brief and any publications, or to submit an
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Phone :(021) 6603926
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