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Caption: A Huaulu man wears the traditional red headcloth (kain berang) with the puheliam
feather accessory during the sacred Cidaku ritual in Seram Island, Indonesia.

Faced with the decline of the endangered Salmon-crested Cockatoo, the Huaulu
community is redefining conservation by adapting this centuries-old tradition to use
moulted feathers. This powerful act of symbolic substitution preserves both their
biocultural heritage and the species they revere.
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Sacred Rituals and Endangered Birds:
A Biocultural Approach to Cockatoo
Conservation on Seram Island, Indonesia

Dwi Agustina"2 , Dudi Nandika'? , Rury EprilurahmanI , Dwi Sendi PriyonoI R

and George Olah®

Abstract

The Huaulu tribe of Seram Island, Maluku, maintains the sacred Cidaku ritual, in which young men traditionally prove their pas-
sage to adulthood by hunting the Endangered Salmon-crested Cockatoo (Cacatua moluccensis) for its prized crest feathers. This
dramatic intersection of cultural identity and conservation law has sparked conflict between Indigenous customs and national
wildlife protection mandates. Drawing on ethnographic fieldwork, including participant observation, in-depth interviews, and
questionnaires, this study facilitated a solution that respects both cultural heritage and species survival. Our results led to
the formal adoption of a conservation agreement based on symbolic substitution that now allows the use of molted cockatoo
feathers from rescue centers and zoos in Cidaku ceremonies, thereby reducing hunting pressure without erasing tradition. This
approach is reinforced by reviving traditional management systems like resource-use taboos (seli kaitahu) and formalizing custom-
ary laws (pamali) against commercial wildlife trade. This work validates a biocultural approach, demonstrating that honoring
Indigenous values is not a barrier, but rather the most effective pathway to creating resonant and sustainable biodiversity con-

servation in local communities. Video abstract: https://youtu.be/NIRis|g6NaY.
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Introduction

For one of the oldest Indigenous tribes in Seram—the Huaulu
people of the island’s interior—the forest is not a passive
resource but a realm of animate, powerful beings with whom
they share complex reciprocal relationships (Valeri 2000;
Salhuteru 2011). Central to this worldview is the practice of
hunting, which transcends subsistence to become a founda-
tional pillar of social identity, spirituality, and cosmic balance.
As the seminal ethnographic work of Valerio Valeri demon-
strates (Valeri 1990, 1994, 2000), for the Huaulu, hunting is
a form of sacred exchange, where the taking of a wild animal’s
life is a dangerous act that must be ritually justified and recip-
rocated to appease powerful forest spirits (called kaitahuupuem
by the Huaulu tribe). This act of “hunting as sacrifice” acknowl-
edges that wild animals are imbued with a sacredness that
makes their consumption permissible only through careful
negotiation with the non-human powers that protect them
(Valeri 1994; Kaartinen 2015).

This intricate relationship is epitomized in the Cidaku ritual,
a sacred rite of passage marking a boy’s transition to adulthood.
Historically, the Cidaku and its associated kahua feast were
connected to head-taking (Valeri 1990), the ultimate form of

sacrificial offering in which a hunted human victim was pre-
sented to the “lords of the house” (lumaupuem). Following
the colonial and missionary suppression of head-taking in the
early 20th century (Ellen 2002), this practice evolved. This tra-
jectory mirrors cultural shifts across the archipelago, such as
among the Dayak of Kalimantan (Puri 2001) or communities
in Sumba (De Raedt and Hoskins 1996), where the prohibition
of ritual violence often led to substitution by animal sacrifices.
Consequently, the ritual hunt for symbolically potent wild ani-
mals became the central requirement. Among the Huaulu,
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one of the main targets was the Salmon-crested Cockatoo
(Cacatua moluccensis), whose feathers are also required for
the ceremonial head-dress (puheliam). This substitution, a pat-
tern observed among neighboring peoples like the Nuaulu
(Ellen 2002), demonstrates a long history of cultural adaptation
while preserving the core spiritual logic of the ritual: proving
manhood through a dangerous and spiritually charged hunt.

Today, the transfer of human sacrifice to endemic and pro-
tected animals poses new challenges. There is a direct conflict
with national and international conservation mandates. The
Salmon-crested Cockatoo is classified as Endangered (EN) on
the IUCN Red List (BirdLife International, 2024), and its pop-
ulations have declined sharply, mainly due to high demand
from the illegal wildlife trade (Nandika et al. 2021).
However, to combat this decline, Indonesian law (KLHK
Ministerial Regulation No. 106 of 2018) enforces a national
protection status on the species. This legal framework strictly
prohibits any form of capture, possession, or killing of the
bird, regardless of whether the intent is commercial or ceremo-
nial. This creates significant friction between the state and the
Huaulu: the community is caught in a legal framework designed
to stop wildlife trafficking, yet strictly enforcing this law risks
erasing a ritual practice essential to their spiritual meaning
and cultural identity (Nandika and Agustina 2023).

Birds are important components of forest ecosystems: they
control balance by their presence at different heights, habitat
types, and the consumption of various food types
(Mackinnon, Phillips, and Balen 1998). Bird diversity is a
strong indicator of overall ecosystem health, as birds are also
sensitive to environmental changes (Mekonen 2017). A diverse
bird community suggests a healthy habitat, while the decline of
certain species signals broader ecological threats. The
Salmon-crested Cockatoo exemplifies this issue. This once-
widespread species now faces local extinction on several
islands and saw a sharp population decline of approximately
20-40% in the 1990s (BirdLife International, 2024). The
decline of the cockatoo populations is an apparent result of
high demand from the wildlife market, primarily, in addition
to the negative impacts of logging and agriculture, a trend
that may lead to its extinction (Nandika et al. 2021). Today,
its main populations only survive in the Manusela National
Park, Seram Island.

Birds also provide benefits to local communities as symbols,
crafts, pets, and food items (Supriyadi, Soetarto, and
Dharmawan 2008; Syafina et al. 2020). In some cases, there
is a harmonious relationship between birds and the local com-
munities in occupying the same habitat, but there are also sig-
nificant friction, conflict, and controversy (Wyndham et al.
2014; Pires et al. 2021). Market surveys indicate that birds
are the most frequently traded taxonomic group in
Indonesia’s commercial wildlife markets, outnumbering mam-
mals and reptiles (Burung Indonesia 2007). Beyond the pet
trade, several species are also traded specifically for use as
medicinal and ritual ingredients (Shepherd 2006). Research
on the illegal wildlife trade in Maluku by the Natural

Resources Conservation Agency (BKSDA) reveals a stark
prevalence of avian trafficking. They found that 84% of all
wildlife individuals confiscated or rescued in 2018 were birds
(Setiyani and Ahmadi 2020). Of this avian total, 96% were par-
rots, the vast majority of which (90%) were seized directly from
illegal traders rather than voluntarily handed over. The uncon-
trolled exploitation of birds by humans has already impacted
many bird species and natural habitats (Adelina, Harianto,
and Nurcahyani 2016; Nandika et al. 2021).

This study enters into this complex intersection of cultural
continuity, ecological crisis, and legal conflict, engaging with
the growing field of biocultural conservation (Maffi and
Woodley 2010; Sterling et al. 2017). We move beyond a simple
conservation intervention to address a specific ethnobiological
question: Through what mechanisms of symbolic substitution
and biocultural negotiation can the integrity of a sacred ritual
be preserved when its central material element—the hunting
of an endangered species—is legally and ecologically con-
strained? By engaging with the ethnographic context of
Huaulu human—environment relations, we explored how the
core values of the Cidaku ritual evolve through culturally nego-
tiated adaptation. Our aim is to contribute to the ethnobiological
literature by illustrating how a holistic and collaborative
approach—one that respects history, local knowledge, and the
symbolic weight of tradition—can align the preservation of bio-
diversity with the resilience of Indigenous identity.

Materials and Methods

Study Site and Species

The research was conducted by local researchers in two distinct
phases (March—November 2019 and July 2024-May 2025).
The extended interruption between these phases was due to
the COVID-19 pandemic, which caused a halt in project fund-
ing and imposed global travel restrictions. The research was
conducted within the Huaulu tribe in the northern part of
Seram Island, Central Maluku (2°59'28.33”S and 129°
21’8.47"E). The local community in Huaulu cultivates cloves,
nutmeg, durian, cacao, and coffee. The Huaulu tribe is located
at the foot of Mount Binaya in the buffer zone of the Manusela
National Park (Figure 1), which was established by the Decree
of the Minister of Forestry No. 281/Kpts-VI/1997, on May 23,
1997, with an area of 189,000 ha. It covers approximately 11%
of Seram Island and is in its center, containing a high diversity
and endemic species (Nandika and Agustina 2020). The Huaulu
tribe is one of the oldest tribes on Seram; they still maintain
their ancestral rituals, and their buildings are made of natural
materials like bamboo, forest wood, sago, and roots (Valeri
2000).

The Salmon-crested Cockatoo (Cacatua moluccensis) is an
endemic species to Maluku, currently classified as
Endangered (EN) on the IUCN Red List (IUCN, 2025), and
listed as CITES Appendix I species (CITES, 2025), thereby
prohibiting commercial international trade in wild specimens.
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Figure |. Map of the study area showing the location of the Huaulu traditional land (circled area in the middle) in North Seram, Indonesia. The
area is adjacent to the buffer zone of Manusela National Park (grey-filled larger area).

Its distribution previously covered four satellite islands of
Seram, but it has since been declared extinct on Haruku,
Saparua, and Nusa Laut islands. The remaining population den-
sity of this species at Manusela National Park, Seram, in 2020
was only 10.79 individuals/km? (Nandika and Agustina 2020,
2023).

Data Collection

Since the first sampling period in 2019, a collaboration was
established between the Perkumpulan Konservasi Kakatua
Indonesia, a non-governmental organization focused on cocka-
too conservation, and the Huaulu tribe of Seram Island. Data for
this research were collected through multiple methods, which
included direct observations, in-depth interviews, question-
naires, a review of relevant documents, and engagement with
social media platforms. To facilitate comprehensive

documentation, we utilized photography equipment (Nikon
Prosumer P900 and P1000 cameras). Additional tools included
a tripod for stability during filming, a wireless microphone to
ensure clear audio capture during interviews, a portable projec-
tor for presentations, a bluetooth speaker for sound amplifica-
tion, a Garmin GPS for accurate location tracking, and data
sheets to systematically record our observations.

Primary data were collected using descriptive qualitative
approaches during in-depth interviews and face-to-face com-
munications with 10 informants. The data collected focused
on local wisdom and traditional tribal customs related to wild
animals. We gathered narratives of struggles, changes, and
hopes from key informants through in-depth interviews
(Miller et al. 2019; Nugi and Whitmore 2019). These conversa-
tions provided detailed insights into the background and
dynamics of the complex phenomena under study. By capturing
each informant’s unique story, we were able to document a rich
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diversity of perspectives, values, and social contexts, particu-
larly in relation to cockatoos.

The key informants for in-depth interviews (n=10) were
purposively selected to encompass a diverse array of commu-
nity voices with expert knowledge of Huaulu history and cus-
toms. The selection criteria focused on individuals holding
official traditional roles, including the tribe’s head (fetua
adat), the head of local lands (raja tanah), and customary
security guards (kewang), as well as other influential figures
such as recognized local champions, community leaders, and
the local state military official (Babinsa). To triangulate this
local data and gain an external perspective on the socio-legal
context, we also formally interviewed a sociologist and an
anthropologist from Pattimura University, Kota Ambon,
Indonesia.

In addition to the interviews, questionnaires (n =43) were
distributed to assess and record the social conditions of the
Huaulu community. The sample size of the respondents was
based on the total number of households in the Huaulu tribe
at the time of the survey, providing a comprehensive commu-
nity snapshot. This quantitative data helped us filter and clas-
sify broader social and economic information relevant to our
study.

Secondary data were also integral to our research methodol-
ogy. We gathered articles, social media posts, scholarly reports,
and other documentation focused on the Huaulu tribe and the
trade of cockatoos in Seram. An online search, particularly on
eBay, was also conducted to gather data on the trade of cocka-
too feathers not specifically related to the Huaulu tribe. This
secondary data complemented our primary findings, providing
a broader context for the conservation challenges and local
practices under investigation. By triangulating multiple data
sources, we reinforced the robustness of our analysis, ensuring
a comprehensive understanding of the intersection between
local customs and conservation needs within the framework
of cockatoo conservation efforts (Miller et al. 2019; Atoussi
et al. 2020; Assou et al. 2021).

Data Analysis

We employed narrative analysis, an approach that interprets
and categorizes stories to uncover underlying patterns and
meanings (Smith and Sparkes 2009). The primary goal was to
understand each informant’s experiences and perspectives
regarding the phenomenon under study. Through this analysis,
we were able to explore the rich backgrounds and complex
dynamics present in the data. By examining each narrative in
detail, we captured the distinctive perspectives, values, and
social contexts of the informants, particularly as these relate
to the cockatoos’ existence within the Huaulu tribe.

We started our analysis by focusing on the stories them-
selves, approaching our role both as story analysts and as story-
tellers. This dual perspective allowed us to shift between
examining narratives critically and retelling them creatively,
depending on the purpose at hand. As story analysts, we treated

narratives as objects of study, scrutinizing their structure and
meaning to construct an abstract understanding of the collected
tales (Assou et al. 2021). Conversely, when adopting the story-
teller’s stance, our analysis became inseparable from the narra-
tive itself, presenting informants’ experiences in a form that
reads more like a story. In this mode, we aimed to preserve
the authenticity of the stories, avoiding translation into purely
theoretical language (Nugi and Whitmore 2019). Instead, we
presented the narratives as both theory and analysis, recasting
our data so that the story itself embodies the theoretical insights
we wish to convey, particularly regarding the experiences of
key informants in the Huaulu tribe (Valeri 1994). Local nomen-
clature in Huaulu is indicated with italics.

Focus Group Discussions and Consensus Building

To move beyond observation toward intervention, this study
employed a participatory action research approach.
Following the initial surveys, we facilitated a series of focus
group discussions to co-design a conservation solution.
Participants included traditional elders, chiefs, active hunters,
and representatives from BKSDA Maluku and the Manusela
National Park.

The specific purpose of these focus group discussions was
twofold: (1) to validate the cultural acceptability of using
molted feathers (symbolic substitution) as proposed in prelim-
inary interviews; and (2) to negotiate the terms of a formal
agreement between the tribe and the government. These ses-
sions provided a space for transdisciplinary dialogue, bridging
indigenous customary law (adat) with state conservation man-
dates. The consensus reached during these discussions formed
the basis of the formal conservation agreement, with human-
centered design to create strategies that meet both conservation
needs and provide benefits for the community.

Results

The Social Culture of the Huaulu Tribe

Socio-economic profile of respondent data collected from 43
questionnaires provided a demographic profile of the Huaulu
community. Of the respondents, 80% (n=34) were male and
20% (n =9) were female. The sample was representative across
a wide range of age groups: 20% of 21-30 years old, 20% of
31-40 years old, 44% of 41-50 years old, 12% of 51-60 years
old, and 4% older than 60 years. The majority of respondents
were married (84.2%). Regarding education levels, the ques-
tionnaire data indicated that the dominant level was
Elementary School (47.4%) and only 5.3% had attained a
Bachelor’s degree. The main livelihood reported was farming
(83.3%), followed by civil service (8.35%), and other roles
(e.g., teacher, shopkeeper, guide, or unemployed). Regarding
income, the data indicates that economic resources are limited,
with over 86% of respondents earning 1,000,000 IDR per
month (approx. 65 USD) or less.
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3. Cidaku ritual

S
* Q (straighten teeth / kikir gigi) | | 4. Marriage || 5. Death
« 3 (hunting & puheliam)

| 1. Pregnancy | | 2. Birth

Figure 2. The five key life-cycle rituals observed by the Huaulu tribe
spanning from pregnancy (—) to death (Fahham 2016). The Cidaku
ritual, which marks the male transition to adulthood through a
traditional hunting expedition, is the primary focus of this study. The
corresponding female rite of passage involves teeth straightening.

Customs and Beliefs of the Huaulu Tribe

Local knowledge and in-depth interviews with key informants
confirmed that the Salmon-crested Cockatoo is known locally
in the Huaulu language as lakam. Its prized pink crest feather,
central to the Cidaku ritual, is called horam. According to tribal
elders, the lakam is not just another forest bird (manu); it holds
a unique symbolic status. Informants explained that the bird’s
life cycle is seen as a model for human maturation, as young
cockatoos, upon reaching maturity, leave their parents to estab-
lish their own territory.

Interviews further revealed an internal distinction between
two groups: “Old Huaulu” (Huaulu lama) and “New Huaulu”
(Huaulu baru). Observation confirmed that the Old Huaulu
community has not adopted a religion officially recognized
by the Indonesian government and continues to adhere to
ancestral beliefs. They do not permit modern physical devel-
opment, such as roads or permanent houses, within their
traditional village. Consequently, informants noted that indi-
viduals who adopted a recognized religion and desired perma-
nent housing moved outside the traditional area, forming
what is now known as “New Huaulu,” a village that is open
to technology. Discussions with traditional leaders confirmed
that the Huaulu people believe they are the first descendants of
Mount Binaiya (Pina iya) and Mount Murkele, both located
within Manusela National Park. The tribe observes five key
rituals related to pregnancy, birth, the transition from adoles-
cence to adulthood (Cidaku/Puheli), marriage, and death
(Figure 2).

According to the fetua adat (elders), the Cidaku ritual is the
most significant for young men (15-20 years old), as it signifies
their readiness for adulthood. Participatory observation showed
that in the traditional Cidaku ritual, boys wear a red cloth tied
around their head (kain berang) with accessories (puheliam)
made from the crest feathers of Salmon-crested Cockatoos
(Figure 3). Customary rules state that families performing these
rituals are required to hunt wild animals to provide food for
guests, as the Huaulu tribe does not consume livestock. It
was observed that for a week before the ritual, the boys cannot
bath nor leave their house and must wear underwear made of
bark.

The Symbolic and Historical Context of the Cidaku
Ritual

Interviews established that the Salmon-crested Cockatoo
(lakam) is a sacred and important species in the life of adult
Huaulu males and the community. Its pink crest feather
(horam) is an adapted part of their ceremony but, according
to tradition, cannot be replaced by anything other than a human
head. Key informants categorized using the cockatoo in the cer-
emony has the following symbolism:

1. The white feathers of the cockatoo symbolize the exis-
tence of a sacred life, one that values peace, together-
ness, and a distinctive way of living.

2. The cockatoo’s erect pink crest, the horam, represents
great strength and courage, inspired by the bird’s bold
and defiant posture when its crest stands upright.

The Cidaku Ritual With and Without the Cockatoo
Feathers

Based on interviews regarding customary law, in Huaulu tradi-
tion, a boy’s eligibility for the Cidaku ritual is determined not
by his age alone, but also by his body language, which must
indicate his worthiness to be entrusted with adult responsibili-
ties. The typical age for this transition is between 12 and 17
years. Observation of the process confirmed that the ceremony
is held in two steps: the collective Cidaku and the family
Cidaku, with several requirements:

1. The Cidaku ceremony is carried out consciously through
a highly disciplined and systematic process based on the
birth order of the boys in a family. If a family has six
sons, the Cidaku ritual begins with the oldest and pro-
ceeds sequentially.

2. Two siblings can perform the ritual together, but the pin-
ning of the feather symbols (puheliam) starts with the
oldest sibling.

3. The Cidaku ritual cannot be performed more than once a
year within the same family.

4. Interviews clarified that collective Cidaku and family
Cidaku have different roles. The feather accessory
(puheliam) is required only for the collective Cidaku rit-
ual, and it must be made from the crest feathers (horam)
of two cockatoos for each young person. According to
community elders, this number is symbolic, represent-
ing a pair, loyalty, and the formation of a new family.
This explanation is based on their observation that the
cockatoo is a monogamous species that pairs for life;
however, pairs are not systematically hunted. For the
family Cidaku, the use of horam is not mandatory.

Likewise, informants noted that deer are needed for their
meat and skins, which are used to make tifa (a traditional
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Figure 3. The central role of the Salmon-crested Cockatoo (Cacatua moluccensis) in Huaulu culture and conservation conflict. (A) Huaulu man
wearing the traditional red headcloth (kain berang) and feather accessory (puheliam), a symbol of adulthood bestowed during the Cidaku ritual.
(B) Salmon-crested Cockatoo held in a cage. (Photo credit: Perkumpulan Konservasi Kakatua Indonesia).

musical instrument), which must be new. Hunting for the by a traditional and magic ritual to summon ancestral spirits.
Cidaku ritual is expected to be successful. Direct observation This means all requirements must be fulfilled correctly, includ-
confirmed that the collective Cidaku is always accompanied ing the puheliam, the cakalele singing and dancing, and the
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Figure 4. Requirements for the Cidaku/Puheli rituals of the Huaulu community.

proper provision of all food. Key informants listed the impor-
tant aspects of the collective Cidaku include (Figure 4):

1. The Baileo, a large traditional house used for rituals, is
believed to have the capacity to accommodate everyone,
regardless of their number. The community intentionally
refrains from mentioning the specific magic spell associ-
ated with this ability, which they believe ensures all can
be included.

Figure 5. Molted crest feathers from the Salmon-crested Cockatoo
(Cacatua moluccensis). These feathers were collected from an avian
rehabilitation center and provided by BKSDA Maluku as a sustainable,
non-lethal alternative to hunting for use in the Cidaku traditional
ceremony, in accordance with the 2019 conservation agreement.
(Photo credit: Perkumpulan Konservasi Kakatua Indonesia).

2. Food supplies are always sufficient, and it is customary
for invited outsiders to return home with sacks of provi-
sions. This generosity was evident during the collective
Cidaku tradition carried out in August—September 2019
for six boys. Again, community members refused to
reveal the magic spell used for this purpose.

3. Throughout the month-long ritual, the community expe-
riences great happiness and feels a profound connection
with their ancestors. The cakalele dance is performed,
accompanied by prayers that the boys will grow into a
generation committed to maintaining the existence of
the Huaulu tribe, regardless of future changes.

Community Adaptation and the Sanctification of Molted
Feathers

Elders confirmed that as long as the feathers were “real” (from
the Salmon-crested Cockatoo), they satisfied the cosmological
requirements of the Cidaku. This consensus was operationa-
lized into a formal customary agreement, facilitated by the
research team. On October 19, 2019, the agreement was signed
by the Head of Huaulu village (Rifai Puraratuhu) and witnessed
by the Head of the Manusela National Park and the Head of
BKSDA Maluku and members of the Huaulu community. It
was further acknowledged and approved by the Director of
KSDAE — Ministry of Forestry. This document formally codi-
fied the substitution: allowing the tribe access to molted feath-
ers from rehabilitation centers in exchange for a cessation of
hunting wild cockatoos.

Records from BKSDA Maluku show that on September 9,
2024, approximately 50 molted feathers of the
Salmon-crested Cockatoo were collected by BKSDA Maluku
for the Cidaku ceremony (Figure 5). Another 400 molted feath-
ers were donated to the village from zoos and rescue centers on
April 30, 2026. A letter authorizing the collection of molted



Agustina et al.

249

Figure 6. Traditional feather accessories (puheliam) collected from the Huaulu community for preservation and future use. These items are
stored in the Baileo (traditional house) and represent a community-led effort to reuse ceremonial regalia, thereby reducing future demand for
new cockatoo feathers. The feathers are stored in a dry box to avoid pests and fungus. (Photo credit: Perkumpulan Konservasi Kakatua

Indonesia).

feathers from rehabilitation/rescue centers, breeding centers,
and zoos was issued by the Ministry of Forestry (Nota Dinas
Number: ND. 215/M/KKHSG/PSG1/KSA.2/10/2024).

Between May 12 and 15, 2025, field researchers observed
that feather accessories (puheliam) were collected from the
Huaulu community for preservation (Figure 6). A total of six
puheliam were gathered and are now stored in a dry box inside
the Baileo for future use.

Interviews with community members revealed a shift in per-
spective regarding the source of the horam. While the “Old
Huaulu” faction initially expressed concern that using molted
feathers might diminish the male bravery and “fighting spirit”
required for livelihood survival associated with the hunt, a con-
sensus emerged during the focus group discussions (Figure
7A). Elders emphasized that the philosophical potency of the
ritual resides in the process of becoming an adult who possesses
both resilience and honesty while rejecting falsehoods. They
clarified that the puheliam symbolizes this integrity, provided
the feathers themselves are ‘“authentic” and not synthetic.
Younger men expressed relief at this adaptation, and many
noted that the scarcity of wild cockatoos had made the tradi-
tional requirement nearly impossible to fulfill, often delaying
their initiation rites.

Online Trade

Online market surveys revealed that Salmon-crested Cockatoo
feathers were also found to be valuable in international trade.
Based on data collected from July to December 2024 on the
eBay marketplace, sellers listed individual feathers for a high
price, approximately 1.30 USD per feather (Figure 7B). The
items were offered with international shipping from the USA.

Following a report made to eBay as part of this research, these
listings were removed.

Efforts to implement the 2019 agreement have continued,
with a focus on promoting the use of molted feathers and sup-
porting cockatoo population stability by eliminating hunting. A
conservation strategy was developed during a workshop held
from November 3-6, 2024. Attendance logs indicated strong
enthusiasm of the Huaulu community was evident: although
only 15 people were invited, 43 attended. During these ses-
sions, participants actively engaged in the dialogue, sharing
their aspirations and collaborations to define the practical steps
for the agreement’s success.

When discussed during community interviews, the commer-
cialization of the cockatoos was met with strong disapproval.
Huaulu informants drew a sharp distinction between their ritual
use of the bird, which is governed by strict taboos and spiritual
exchange, and the “theft” committed by commercial poachers.
Several respondents identified the external wildlife trade as the
primary cause of the “silence in the forest” (population decline),
which has forced them to rely on the feather bank. This creates a
sense of injustice among the tribe, as they feel their cultural sur-
vival is being compromised by the economic greed of outsiders.
Crucially, they expressed frustration at being scapegoated as a
cause of the cockatoo’s decline, arguing that they are unfairly
blamed for a crisis driven primarily by the external pet trade.

Discussion

This study addressed the critical conflict between the conserva-
tion of the Endangered Salmon-crested Cockatoo and the
deeply embedded cultural traditions of the Huaulu people.
The principal finding of our research is that this conflict, while
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Figure 7. Contrasting drivers of cockatoo conservation: international trade pressure versus local community engagement. (A) Members of the
Huaulu community participating in a focus group discussion during a conservation strategy workshop in November 2024, demonstrating strong
local commitment to protecting the species. (Photo credit: Perkumpulan Konservasi Kakatua Indonesia). (B) Screenshot from an eBay listing in
December 2024, showing Salmon-crested Cockatoo (Cacatua moluccensis) feathers offered for sale internationally from the USA.

significant, is not intractable. We propose that through a partic-
ipatory, culturally sensitive approach, it is possible to establish
a successful conservation intervention—the substitution of
hunted feathers with sustainably sourced molted feathers.
While the long-term acceptability of this substitution requires
ongoing monitoring, the community’s formal adoption of the
agreement suggests it has the potential to preserve the integrity
of the sacred Cidaku ritual while eliminating the need to hunt an
endangered species. The broader significance of this work is its
exploration of a community-based conservation model, sug-
gesting that respecting and integrating local wisdom is not an
obstacle to conservation, but rather the most effective pathway
to achieving it. In the following sections, we analyze the cul-
tural logic underpinning the ritual, the socio-legal conflict it
causes, and the broader ethnobiological implications of our pro-
posed biocultural solution.

The Cultural Logic of the Cidaku Ritual

To understand the impact of conservation restrictions, we must
first situate the ritual within the specific Huaulu worldview. The
Huaulu Indigenous people believe they are the direct descen-
dants of Mount Binaiya (Pina iya) and Mount Murkele.
Consequently, the hunting tradition is not merely a means of
fulfilling food requirements; it is deeply intertwined with the
community’s identity. Hunting is a sign of their heritage and
a way to receive power from their ancestors (Valeri 2000).
This practice is also closely linked to self-esteem and honor
(Valeri 1994). The loss of this tradition would diminish their
cultural heritage and be regarded as a source of shame within
the community.

Our study reveals that this process of adaptation is not a
closed chapter of history, but an ongoing negotiation. While

previous literature documented the initial shift from head-
taking to hunting wildlife (Valeri 1994; Ellen 2002), our find-
ings document a second critical evolution: the decoupling of
the sacred object from the act of predation itself. By accepting
molted feathers, the community is demonstrating a capacity for
biocultural resilience: maintaining the symbolic core of the rit-
ual while navigating modern ecological constraints. This sug-
gests that for the contemporary Huaulu, the efficacy of the
Cidaku relies less on the violence of the hunt and more on main-
taining a tangible connection to their ancestral landscape, par-
ticularly Mount Binaiya. By utilizing “authentic” feathers,
they preserve their spiritual interaction with nature and the
inherent potency of the species, even without the kill.

The philosophy of the ritual is symbolized by the crest
feather (horam) and draws on the life of the Salmon-crested
Cockatoo, which, upon reaching maturity, leaves its parents
and establishes its own territory (Forshaw 2006), symbolizing
independence and readiness for adult responsibilities. This act
of independence is the core philosophy embodied by the horam
feather in the Cidaku ritual. Wearing the cockatoo’s crest
feather signifies a boy’s readiness to uphold the values and exis-
tence of the Huaulu people. Specifically, the white feathers
symbolize their style of speaking, patterns of thought, and daily
practices, reflecting a harmonious and unified community.
Meanwhile, the horam represents strength: this physical display
is a response to discomfort or threat and serves as a symbol of
an adult male’s defense of his purity, self-respect, and vigi-
lance, powerfully affirming his presence and resilience.

The Conflict: Biocultural Traditions Versus National Law

This deep cultural logic creates a conflict with modern legal
frameworks. For the Huaulu, all wild animals are imbued
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with sacredness and are protected by nonhuman, occult forces
(Valeri 1994). Therefore, the act of hunting is a ‘sacrilegious
act’ that makes the hunter vulnerable to retaliation and must
be legitimized through ritual offerings, most notably the head
of the hunted animal, to the “lords of the forest” (kaitahuu-
puem). This contrasts sharply with other Indonesian traditions.
Birds hold unique value and sacredness for various ethnic
groups in Indonesia. In Javanese culture, keeping birds as
pets can be a status symbol of stability and success (Metz and
Nursahid 2004). In contrast to this tradition of captivity for sta-
tus, the Huaulu community maintains a strict taboo against rais-
ing animals for food.

Pamali or taboos are unwritten customary rules that regulate
the lives of the people of Seram (Syarubany et al., 2021). As a
form of local wisdom, they have derived from traditional
knowledge and become part of Indonesia’s cultural identity
(Widiastuti 2015). Taboos are created by a society based on
its collective experiences and are codified as prohibitions.
They have existed since ancient times, are widely applied by
communities in Indonesia, and act as rules that regulate patterns
of community life outside of formal religion (Dewantara and
Nurgiansah 2021a, 2021b). Based on the Huaulu’s pamali,
meat must always be wild, one way or another, acquired
through predation (Valeri 1994). Valeri (1994) also explained
that one cannot even laugh in the presence of fresh meat (ayoku
holuholuam), as the animal’s spirit is still present in it. Animals
that have been kept as pets can only be sold.

This worldview clashes with the conservation status of some
species. Given the low socio-economic status of the region, it is
understandable that many people in Seram view birds as a
source of quick and easy income rather than solely as spiritual
entities (Setiyani and Ahmadi 2020; Nandika et al. 2021). The
socio-economic status of a country can determine the severity
of anthropogenic threats affecting the species living there
(Olah et al. 2016). While economic opportunism exists, for
the Huaulu, this is layered upon a much deeper cultural logic
in which hunting is a sacred act of exchange with powerful for-
est spirits (Valeri 1994).

Several native species in Indonesia have been protected by
Law No. 5 of 1990 concerning the conservation of biological
natural resources and their ecosystems (Sahusilawane and
Latupapua 2023). Its implementation is regulated by the
KLHK Ministerial Regulation No. 106 of 2018. The wild ani-
mals reportedly used by Indigenous people during Cidaku cer-
emonies include the cockatoo, cuscus, cassowary, pig, and deer
(Fahham 2016). This creates a dilemma: prioritizing Indigenous
traditions can conflict with wildlife conservation, yet eradicat-
ing such customs risks erasing tribal identity.

Symbolic Substitution and Adaptive Management

This legal dilemma is further mediated by the community’s
own local ecological knowledge. Informants explained that
they are acutely aware of the cockatoo’s scarcity, noting it is
“very difficult to find and hear the voice of the cockatoo” in

recent years. In response, a form of local wisdom has been
enacted: the community now often postpones the large-scale
collective Cidaku (which requires horam) and favors smaller,
family-based Cidaku rituals, which do not have this require-
ment. This adaptive capacity is rooted in the broader regional
practice of seli kaitahu (or forest sasi), a form of customary
law in Seram that imposes periodic bans on harvesting specific
resources to allow populations to recover (Sasaoka 2003). This
aligns with previous observations that a core premise of all
Huaulu predatory activities is a covenant with animal spirits
not to “take too much of any living thing,” lest the species cease
to be available (Valeri 1990, 2000).

A similar coming-of-age ceremony involving mass hunting
exists among the Nuaulu, another ancient tribe located in south-
ern Seram (Fahham 2016). The Nuaulu also hunt various kinds
of animals when sacrificial items are necessary, for example,
when building a ritual house (Baileo) in the village (Ellen
2002). The Huaulu community was forced to find an alternative
that satisfied the same core ritual logic. The Salmon-crested
Cockatoo was not a random choice. It was selected because:
it was already considered a sacred and symbolically potent spe-
cies; its life cycle (leaving the nest to live independently) pro-
vided a direct philosophical analogy for the maturation of a
young man; and as a “wild” and challenging animal to hunt,
it preserved the essential ritual element of a dangerous, spiritual
quest.

To alleviate hunting pressure on the protected cockatoo spe-
cies, we employed a biocultural approach (Gavin et al. 2015;
Sterling et al. 2017) that leverages the community’s capacity
for adaptation. The underlying mechanism that made this
change culturally acceptable was a symbolic substitution. The
substitution of molted feathers for a hunted cockatoo is not a
simple one-to-one replacement. The physical ordeal of the
hunt, the direct engagement with forest spirits, the acquisition
of forest knowledge, and the demonstration of courage in a dan-
gerous, spiritually charged encounter are all central to the ritu-
al’s meaning. Valeri (1994) notes that for the Huaulu, a premise
of the hunt is the reciprocity between predator and prey, where
the struggle “may always be resolved in the animal’s favor.” By
removing this element of struggle and risk, the intervention
undoubtedly transforms the symbolic experience. Our findings
suggest the community is navigating this transformation by
shifting the focus from the ordeal of the hunt to the sacredness
and preservation of the ceremonial objects (puheliam) them-
selves, creating new forms of cultural value.

Broader Implications and Risks

This study supports the argument for integrating biocultural
diversity into conservation strategies (Maffi and Woodley
2010). To address these challenges, solutions like
Human-Centered Design can help create strategies that meet
both conservation and community needs. For example, research
on the use of Pesquet’s Parrot (Psittrichas fulgidus) feathers in
Papua New Guinea found that instead of continually harvesting
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new feathers for traditional headdresses, focusing on prolong-
ing the lifespan of existing headdresses offers a more sustain-
able approach that respects cultural traditions while reducing
pressure on wild populations (Nugi and Whitmore 2019).
Similarly, in Bolivia, the Alternative Feather Programme for
the Blue-throated Macaw (4ra glaucogularis) introduced artifi-
cial feathers for Indigenous headdresses, successfully protect-
ing the species while supporting local customs (Hughes 2023).

In the present study, the Huaulu tribe has adopted practices
to preserve both their customs and the cockatoo population. The
community’s adoption of naturally shed (molted) feathers rep-
resents a modern articulation of the traditional principle of
renunciation that underpins Huaulu sacrifice. Just as a hunter
historically renounced the meat of his own kill or offered the
animal’s head back to the forest spirits to legitimize consump-
tion (Valeri 1994), the community now renounces the act of
killing the cockatoo to legitimize the continuation of the
Cidaku ritual itself. Furthermore, by storing and reusing the
feather accessories (puheliam), they render these objects more
sacred, aligning conservation goals with their own cultural
logic.

However, it is crucial to acknowledge that threatened wild-
life can have a higher commercial value on the illegal market
(Pires and Clarke 2011). Parrots (Psittaciformes) are heavily
sought after in the legal and illegal domestic wildlife trade in
Indonesia (Pires et al. 2021). As we have shown in this study,
feathers are highly valued in the international online market-
places already. By publicly highlighting the sacred and essen-
tial nature of the cockatoo feathers, even in a conservation
context, there is a risk of inadvertently increasing their per-
ceived economic value to outsiders. This could incentivize ille-
gal trapping and hunting to supply a new black market for these
birds and their feathers, especially given the socio-economic
pressures in the region (Pires et al. 2021). Therefore, any
such program must be paired with robust monitoring and the
formalization of local taboos against all forms of commercial
trade.

Conclusion

This research demonstrates that a century-old Indigenous ritual
reliant on an endangered species can be reconciled with modern
conservation mandates, provided the intervention is grounded
in cultural logic rather than external coercion. We conclude
that sustainable coexistence is achievable through three key eth-
nobiological mechanisms.

First, this study validates symbolic substitution as a potent
tool for conservation. The Huaulu community’s acceptance of
a “feather bank™ proves that ritual efficacy does not necessarily
depend on the act of predation but can be maintained through
the spiritual authenticity of the object itself. This finding sug-
gests that cultural traditions are not static barriers to biodiver-
sity protection, but fluid systems capable of decoupling
material extraction from spiritual meaning.

Second, our findings underscore that conservation gover-
nance must align with Indigenous epistemologies. We found
that bureaucratic agreements alone are insufficient.
Sustainable behavioral change requires that new norms be
co-constructed and transmitted through oral customary law
(adat). This highlights a broader lesson for biocultural strate-
gies: interventions are most effective when they utilize existing
modes of knowledge transmission rather than imposing foreign
legal structures.

Finally, the revitalization of the forest taboo (seli kaitahu)
confirms that cultural resilience is a prerequisite for ecological
recovery. By codifying existing taboos against commercial
trade, the community demonstrated that indigenous values are
the most effective enforcement mechanism against wildlife traf-
ficking. Ultimately, saving the Salmon-crested Cockatoo
requires saving the culture that respects it, not by freezing it
in the past, but by supporting its evolution.
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