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THE_FLCNOMIC FINTTIONS OF T TOWVAYS

The towkays perform three main functions. They nre:
(a) As cnpital suppliers nnd creditom to Malay fishermen;
(») As fresh fish buyers; and
(c) As salt/dried‘ fish merchants.

But in this chapter the writer intends to discuss only
-t.hc first two functions because t'hc third function will be dis-
cussed in dcta}il whc; we ccine to deal with the salt/driad fish

industry in the next chapter.

The towkais as capital s@pliers and creditors.

As indicated in Chapter I, out of the five tmvkr;ys in

. Reserah, four have their own fishing equivment and the raminin;
one 13' without his om cquiﬁut. These four-towknyvs usually allow
the fishing g‘ro‘up leaders or jemgan]; w’hgm thgy can trust, to

use them. But this generosity of the towkays is camensrted by the

¢ .
fact that these fishermen not only are bound to sell fishk to them

alone but also usually sell at a price 2(5 percent cheaper than
the price arbitrarily fixed by the towkays. ‘For exnrple, let
us assume that the prioc i:ixed ‘for one basketful of fi:;h is
8100.06. The towkay will have to pay only $80.00, §20,00 is
| dcducted for the use of the equipment. What is objectionable

here is the price; arbitmrily fixed by the towkay, which is usually

below the merket price. The fishermen in most cases have to

‘ t pri
sccept that price because of their ignoranoe of the market price

1. K Jemgm?is‘fiahinggr'oup leader: The term, however, can be
) used in aingﬂlnr as well as in plural sense.




~

and beocarune of their obli;ntion to 1) fish to the towkay

Bealdes, the towkays nleo purchase outboerd motora

which cost about §850 each for the jeragan. Again this gepero=ity

’
seems to be motivated by the towkays' intention of fFetting the

Jerercan always in debt to them and thereby of tyinz down their
services. The cost of each motor is repaid by instalment=, and
usually 20 percent is subtﬁptod from the proceeds of the
fishermen after every"éatch. These instalments usuelly énke
fhrea years to clear .up the debt. .But Sy the end of thet perind
that engine, if not properly wled Aduring that period, will |
not hmotfon well. In this case a new engine has to be replaced.
Hence, e jeragen will continuously be iﬁ debt tc his towkay

" as well as to other creditors.

The fact that the engine, after its cost has been
set,t"ed will belong to the jeragan alone gives rise to much
dissatisfaction among the crew. The fishermen informed the writer
that it was most unfair fogr them as a group to share the codt of
A the motor whioh would ultimately belong to the jersgan. But
usually not a single ;nk-enk dares to defy the jeragan openly

s

- for fear that he may"pet the sack."

Suprplyim credit to fishermen is another important role
played by the towkays. Fi.shim is an occupation from which no
ste;dy or fixed income ocan bo drawn. - If their luck is good,
the fishermen lm! have a good catch o a certain day. But, if

fortuste works apainst them, they may come back with empty hends,




sometimes for one W?'?k at A stretch, aa hrpoened in Yenereh,

Fortunatelyv, the towknvs provide losns to reljeve their temporarv

sufferings, though usually ot more than $29.00 at one time

These loans, however, are extended only to thoge fiahermen #xho

make use of the to‘kéys' equipment as well as to those independeant

jemgan who own their equipment and who usunally sell fish to them.

While it is true that no inbemst rate is charged directly on
these loans, the writer feels interest payment is mf‘lect»d in the

low price of fiah sold by the fishermn.

The towkays as fresh fish buvers:
Thé Tour towkayvne mainxly purchase fish from two main

sources:

{1* those fishermen who make use of towkays' equipment and .

(11) those independent jeragan who have their own equipment.-

| (1) Much has alreatlyi been said how the toika_vs buy fish .7
from £he‘fishcxmcﬁ of this group. But one important fact which
has not been mcntionéd is that the fish purchased on the beach
are never weighed. As s@ as the boats land on the shore the
fiah; nnteda by the towkays, are put into a big basket and are
‘ then carried straight to the curing sheds of the towkays. The
weig,ht'c" the fiqf\ is re?ouled to the fishermen later., It is
the ’writér's imprewsion that correct weights are not usuhlly

given. The writer was surprised that no protest over this was

ever made to the towkays. I



The fiah unwan‘ed by the towkava, ununlly of eml]

quantities, will then be disponed to any retriler or neriah
on the beach, who offers the highest price. But i the price
exceeds five dollars, an extm 29 percent of that nrice mist

be paid by the periah to the towkay concerned. Por example,

if the price is §17, the periah has to pay &12, 310 will

fago)
to the fishermen and another $2 to the towkay. This is bnd
f’r:om the fis};énnen's point of view because a verizh will then
tend to bid a price about 29 percent lower than he is willing,l
to pay. p"t’he f"ishen'ien thus usually get less than they misht
otherwise ,obt:;i_n.

(ii) The towkavs also purchase fish from those jeragan
who own their equipment. PBut the pi'icc paid will be usually 20
pcr’écn‘t higher than that paid to the fishenner} under (1). -~
Usual‘l& the jeragan and his crew prefer to sell to the same
towkay every time. The reason is this: while it is true that

3

the jeragan can get a better price for his fish if he were to

sell to any towkay who bids the highest price, he and his crew

will be in trouble during the period of abundant fish. During

-

this period these fishermen will find that these towkavs refuse

to buy f‘r&n them because they have more than suff‘icient fish

purchased from their om f‘isherm:n. Since the towkays are the

mnin fish buyers the¥e and since these jeragan have neither freeses

to preserve their fish nor transport to carry to another place,
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inmmemble mumber of fiah wepe thrown hack int the aep breatn

theae fishermen could not ael: their finh., Thia monosopnistie
position of the towkayw indirectly caumes each independent
jeragan to 11r;k with a certain tmkay for security'n aake.

To a very small extent, the towkays ﬁlso buy fish from the
dMalay Fishermen's Co-operative Society at Seberang Che let. This
is done on & monthly tender svstem. The one who,bid.s the highest
prices for various types of fish as listed will be supplied
with these tyves of fish for one month. After that period a
new tender will be called. The fish not purchased by the towkavs
will be =014 at the local fresh fish market by the Society,

A few words must be anid of the téﬂmy who is without
equipment of his own., ULike other towkaym he is also a salt/dried '
fish dealer. He buys fish from the Malay Fishermen's Co-cperstive
Society at 'P!mtai Beserah. In June he bought over five and.one -
half pikuls of fish, amounting to about, §167 from the Socie-ty.1
The Society has decided in 1958 not to deal in dried fish because
of an acoumilated loss of over $3,000 from 1954 to 1957.2

~ On the whole, the towkays provide a ready market for the
fishermen who sell fish to them ss well as for the two Co-operative

Societies. There is thus a demand for the fish which normlly

are difficult to dispose of in the local fresh fish mrket.

1. See Appendix III for details.
2. Source: The Society concerned.




