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Introduction 
During the early part of December 2009, Mark Swingle Director of Conservation and Research, along 
with Chip Harshaw, Curator of Mammals and Herpetology from the Virginia Aquarium & Marine Science 
Center began discussions with Bruce Shwedick, U.S. representative to the international Tomistoma 
Task Force, and Rob Stuebing, Technical Advisor to the Conservation Department of PT. REA Kaltim 
Plantation, a large palm oil plantation company in Kalimantan (Indonesian, Borneo). The topic of 
discussion focused on the possibility of the Virginia Aquarium & Marine Science Centers future 
involvement with the Yayasan Ulin (Ironwood Foundation, a standalone conservation foundation set up 
by PT. REA Kaltim) in their conservation management initiatives in an extensive wetland area of E. 
Kalimantan called, Lake Mesangat.  This location remains as a stronghold for Endangered Tomistoma 
crocodiles (Tomistoma schegelii) and Critically Endangered Siamese (Crocodylus siamensis) crocodiles.  
 
History of the Conservation Department of  PT. REA Kaltim Plantations. 
The Conservation Department of PT. REA Kaltim Plantations was set up by Rob Stuebing in 2007, and 
became operational in January 2008. Its primary objectives are to make recommendations to the 
plantations managers and owners with regard to possible locations that may or may not be appropriate 
for the expansion of plantations and oil palm production due to the impact on the ecosystem being 
considered. Prior to any recommendations, Rob and his team of conservationists must determine 
through surveys and solid documentation what types of biodiversity exist in areas being considered for 
use, and to establish areas of long-term conservation accordingly.   
 
Lake Mesangat 
Some of the areas of special interest to Rob are vast wetlands in the northeastern part of East 
Kalimantan Province that are currently difficult to access due to their remote locations and 
transportation challenges. Considering the logistics of creating a brand new department with new staff 
and few outside resources, Rob has still been able to identify several locations that merit special concern 
and attention including, Lake Mesangat, a region still being considered for the expansion of a Oil Palm 
plantations other than Cipta Davia Mandiri, a company for which REA Kaltim does contract work (and 
who has withdrawn from the Lake Mesangat area, and set it aside for conservation).   
 
Theoretically, preparation of this location for use as a plantation would require it to be drained, an 
effort required not very much different than that required to drain the Florida Everglades. Draining this 
ecosystem would of course destroy the natural habitat for hundreds if not thousands of species of 
plants and animals including those that are endangered. Robs goal in this case is to support, via the 



Yayasan Ulin, a series of term research projects to support a management plan for the Mesangat to 
provide a sound alternative to any plan for use of such habitats for Oil Palm Plantation expansion.  
 
Virginia Aquariums Decision to Visit Mesangat 
After numerous discussions, meetings and presentations amongst senior staff and the aquariums 
Conservation Committee,  the Virginia Aquarium & Marine Science Center agreed to send the aquariums 
Curator of Herpetology, Chip Harshaw to Rob’s location to see firsthand the Lake Mesangat wetland 
location. The aquariums hope would be to confirm the presence of Tomistoma and to document their 
presence with photos and video.  

On April 8th, 2010 Chip departed for East Kalimantan, Borneo on the other side of the world to 
participate in a survey of the Lake Mesangat region for 3 nights. 
 
Confirmation of the Presence of Crocodylus siamensis 
Three days later on April 11, Chip arrived at Muara Ancalong, a base camp house located approximately 
one hour by boat from the raft houses on the Mesangat River where the survey work would begin. 
While in Maura Ancalong, Chip had the opportunity to visit two homes along this small riverside village, 
both of which keep as a pet, an individual Siamese crocodile (Crocodylus siamensis).  
 
The first home visited maintains a 2 meter animal in an undersized wooden container that is located 
beneath the owner’s home. From what the author could see with limited viewing accessibility, poor 
nutrition and lack of direct sunlight most certainly plays a direct role in this animal’s condition, which 
includes a severely upturned snout and poor foot condition. It was explained through translation that 
this particular animal had been kept in this box for approximately 10 years.  
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The second home holds a larger 2.5 meter specimen in a wooden crate that is placed out in the middle 
of a shaded yard next to a chicken coop. Although this animal lives in a larger crate with better 
ventilation, it also has no direct exposure to sunlight and has been apparently living for over 20 years in 
this container. Again, this animal also appears to have nutritional deficiencies as indicated by missing 
most of its teeth and having a malformed snout.  
 

      
Wooden crate holding Siamensis      View of Siamensis from          Missing most of its teeth 
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In both cases, the owners of these animals feel that they are family members, with one even having a 
name.  
 
The Surveys 
The following morning, on April 12th, 2010 Chip and the other survey team members boarded several 
Longboats to begin their hour long journey up river to a floating raft house in the wetland habitat where 
the surveys would be conducted. Along the way two very large log rafts of recently cut down hardwood 
trees were seen floating in the river cabled together.  It was explained that these were some of the 
illegal hardwoods taken out of the forest daily. (These particular logs appear to have tags on the ends, 
which could mean that they are legal.) As the team approached the raft house, it became immediately 
evident that its location is in the middle of a densely forested wetland with a variety of aquatic 
vegetation including the invasive water hyacinth (Eichornia) and water lettuce (Salvinia).  

     
Members of support team      Recently cut down, log raft             Raft-house on Mesangat river  
 
Over the course of several days, surveys were conducted in the surrounding wetland regions both 
during the day and after dark. Distances to reach some of these locations varied anywhere from 1 to 4 
hours of travel time by skiff.  Daylight surveys allowed team members to keep an eye out for crocodile 
nests, animals and vegetation that might not otherwise be seen at night. Surveys conducted after dark 
would provide the opportunity to locate crocodiles by seeing their eye-shines. A crocodilian’s eyes 
reflect light from great distances with the use of handheld spotlights. 
 



During daylight surveys no crocodilians were seen although many species of birds were encountered as 
well as invasive Golden Apple snails (Pomacea canaliculata), Long-tailed macaques (Macaca 
fascicularis) various small fishes, and two soft shelled turtles. In addition team members were able to 
visit the location of two old crocodile nests that had long since been abandoned and submerged under 
approximately 1 meter of water. These nests were most likely constructed approximately 9 months prior 
to the survey.  
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Evening surveys revealed a different world for the team as a large number of crocodiles were seen. 
During the three nights of intensive work, approximately 40 young Tomistoma crocodiles were counted 
with one being temporarily captured for photo documentation and video. Most of the animals seen 
were the same size as the individual captured for documentation indicating they were approximately 6 
months old. One slightly larger specimen was observed and appeared to be approximately 1 meter in 
length.  
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Final thoughts 
The area of Lake Mesangat surveyed seems to be one small example of  the natural history and local use 
that exists throughout East Kalimantan. As explained by Rob, for many of these enormous wetland areas 
like Mesangat there persists the mistaken notion that they can be drained for oil palm planting (they are 
much too low and some contain layers of peat more than 7 meters deep). From my perspective after 
seeing not only the size of some of these areas , but also the high level water marks on the trees, this 
would seem to make this impossible. It is however my understanding that even with water levels in 
Mesangat rising as high as 4 meters above routine levels of 1 to 3 meters, these extreme high water 
levels are frequently dismissed by local politicians and planters, even with the confirmed presence of 
numerous threatened, endangered, and critically endangered animals. 
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There is a tremendous amount of research and conservation potential for this location of East 
Kalimantan, and a desperate need for conservation management – an integration of the economic and 
conservation values of the landscape to optimize its use for the future.  Little is known about the 
secretive life of Siamensis crocodiles in Kalimantan (or indeed, if these are really Crocodylus siamensis) 



and even less is known about the life history of the shy and furtive Tomistoma.  Where did these 
younger animals seen by the author come from and where will they move on too? What are they 
eating? Where are the larger animals and how and when do they move in or out of this area? The 
questions go on and on, yet time may be running out.   
 
As for Rob, he faces the ultimate battle of David and Goliath on behalf of wildlife.  His conservation 
department, along with its newborn Yayasan Ulin must stand up to the single largest and most 
productive industry within Indonesia in terms of its ability to contribute to the national economy. While 
this might seem like an impossible task, Rob has managed to work with this industry and not against it, 
to encourage positive partnerships in contrast to the bitter enmity that has arisen elsewhere between 
conservationists and oil palm businesses.  He recognizes perhaps more so than anyone else that the 
Palm Oil industry is here to stay. His collaboration with PT. Kaltim Plantations may be the first step to 
preserving some of the most bio-diverse ecosystems in the world. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  


