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Getting together

A profile of Kopus, a new organization for shrimp
peelers of Sei Bilah village, Langkat Regency,
North Sumatra Province

By Noor Aida, Co-ordinator of the Women’s
Division of JALA, North Sumatra

It takestwo to three hours by road to reach Sei Bilah
village located in Pangkal an Brandan municipality,
Regency of Langkat, North SumatraProvince. Most
people in this village are Malays, who live in poor
conditions. Thefishersinthevillage cannot increase
their catchesdueto competitionfromlocal trawlersas
well as trawlers from Thailand. Besides this,
destructivefishing practicesand poaching affect their
livelihoodstoo, driving many fishersinto unemployment.
So dependent are they on the sea that they cannot
work other jobs.

Most of the women of the village are engaged in
domestic household work. Whentheir husbandsreturn
from the seawith shells, shrimp and crab, they help
processthe products. Shrimp pedlingisthemain activity
of thewomenin Sei Bilah. Shelling crabisthe second
activity of choice. Two kinds of shrimp are caught
here—white shrimp and kurik shrimp. These fetch
different pricesinthemarket. Thekurik shrimp, which
islarger, ismoreexpensive. Two kilosof raw shrimp
yield onekg of peeled shrimp. Thewomen sourcethe
shrimp individually from fishermen or from ataukay
(shrimp collector), towhomthey also sell the shelled
shrimp. Women also shell the shrimp for the taukay
for wages. Theirincomesvary with the shrimp catches,
which, inturn, areaffected by the operationsof trawlers
ininshoreareas.

In order to tackle some of their problems, thewomen
shrimp pedlersof Sal Bilah got together toformagroup
called‘Kopus', with Zainab astheir leader. Though
thegroup isvery new, thewomen hopeit will inspire
other women fishworkersinthevillageto join up or
form similar groups. Now there are 30 membersinthe
group, whichistrying to raise money through loansto
buy shrimp and build aplacefor storageand processing.

Asanew organization, Kopusis seeking the support
of other organizations. JALA, the advocacy network
for North Sumatrafisherfolk, has pledged to support
the group by sharing information, introducingittoa

larger network of organizationsandinvolvingitinany
discussionsand meetings. Among the most important
imperatives now isto rai se the awareness of women
on the need to organi ze themsel vesinto associations
and groups. Only through organi zation, sharing and
solidarity can the bargaining position of women fishers
be strengthened, especially in arural setting, where
women have been traditional ly subordinateto themen.
With experience, Kopus can expect to matureinto a
strong and purposeful organization.

Noor Aida can be contacted at jalanet@indosat.net.id




