
Key messages
• Participants in the SIPKEBUN (Sistem Informasi dan 

Pemantauan Perkebunan Berkelanjutan) multi-
stakeholder forum (MSF) consider its outcome, the 
SIPKEBUN database, an effective tool for revealing the 
general problems in the sustainable palm oil sector 
faced by smallholders and the Seruyan region in general.   

• The participation of the regional government in 
the MSF’s decision-making processes strategically 
positioned this space to influence policies and 
regulations in the region, thus increasing its outcome’s 
effectiveness.   

• The MSF’s effectiveness in achieving certifications 
from Indonesian Sustainable Palm Oil (ISPO) and 
the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO), 
two prominent palm oil sustainability standards, for 
smallholder palm oil producers was constrained by 
the limited representation of the private sector and the 
absence of the farmers themselves. 
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Summary
In 2018, Indonesia experienced the third greatest forest loss 
in the world (339,888 ha), mainly due to land clearing for 
agricultural activities (estate crops), illegal logging, forest 
fires and forest clearing for building settlements. Indonesia 
holds an important part of the global oil palm industry, 
which, with Malaysia, accounts for 85–90% of the total 
volume of global oil palm production. This is Indonesia’s 
most important industry, contributing to 1.5–2.5% of its 
gross domestic product. However, the oil palm industry 
is receiving criticism from various global actors for its 
negative impacts on forests.

Indonesia’s Central Kalimantan province is known for the 
fast growth and expansion of oil palm plantations. Of its 
15.3 million ha, 1.2 million are planted with this crop, and 
the provincial government aims to plant 3.5 million ha by 
2020. According to interviews with government officials 
in Seruyan district, the palm oil industry in Seruyan has 
accounted for much of the district’s economic growth, with 
over 5,700 smallholders – who have limited knowledge of 
oil palm cultivation – involved in this industry. 

Prior to the Ministry of Environment and Forestry enacting 
a regulation on social forestry issues in 2016, which aimed 
to solve overlapping land-use claims, all forested land 
in Indonesia without a clear ownership certificate was 
automatically categorized as state forests. This also applied 
to smallholders whose presence in certain areas was not 
recognized by the state, despite them having inhabited 
and managed that land for many generations. This affected 
smallholder oil palm plantations in Seruyan district as 
half of these plantations were located within state forest 
areas, causing this activity to be deemed illegal and thus 
ineligible to obtain ISPO/RSPO certifications. Therefore, the 

palm oil they produce can still be sold in the market, but at 
less competitive prices than certified palm oil products. 

In 2015, INOBU, a nongovernmental organization 
(NGO), in collaboration with the district government 
of Seruyan, collaborated in a jurisdictional certification 
program. This program was partly funded by Unilever, a 
transnational consumer goods company that is committed 
to purchasing oil palm and oil palm derivatives from 
traceable, known and sustainable ISPO/RSPO-certified 
sources. The RSPO also channeled funding for the program 
to help smallholder groups obtain RSPO certification 
without having to invest their own funds. To support the 
program, the SIPKEBUN Working Group, an MSF, was 
set up with the objective of establishing the SIPKEBUN 
database as an effort to solve the overlapping land-
tenure issues, promote sustainable agriculture 
practices and help small-scale farmers obtain ISPO/
RSPO certification and thus access to better markets 
for their palm oil products. The government of Seruyan 
aspired to create an easily accessible system that would 
enable monitoring of the activities of independent oil palm 
smallholders located in state forests and in the ‘other land 
use’ category areas, i.e. areas designated for agricultural 
development by the state. The data stored in this system 
was to include the geographical location and size of each 
plantation, the tenure status of each farm, the identity of 
farmers under which each plantation was registered as well 
as their respective legal and environmental assessment 
documents. The district government of Seruyan, also an 
MSF participant, considers the SIPKEBUN database as a 
necessary basis for making policies and regulations.

For this research, in-depth interviews were carried out with 
7 MSF participants and 5 nonparticipants, 1 MSF organizer 
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in forested areas automatically categorized as state 
forests, they thus lacked the legal recognition required 
to carry out palm oil activities —  an important barrier to 
achieving certification. 

Some MSF participants stated that ensuring the 
commitment and support from certain stakeholders, 
such as the private sector, can be difficult. According to 
district government officials, it was very challenging to 
encourage the attendance and active participation of 
private sector actors in the MSF, as their initial, publicly 
declared commitment did not match their cooperation 
with the SIPKEBUN MSF. A representative from a business 
association, who decided not to participate in the MSF, 
argued that some of the company information, such 
as the plantations’ geographical location, which the 
MSF organizers requested to add to the database, was 
confidential. Furthermore, this person feared that the 
information could be used against the association by 
irresponsible actors. On the other hand, however, another 
participant, also from the private sector, considered the 
involvement of small to medium-sized oil palm producers 
to be a business risk mitigation strategy, by ensuring their 
participation in MSF discussions that could potentially 
negatively affect their business.

Was this MSF able to address 
inequity?
In general, the MSF participants – who were 
predominantly from the regional government – perceived 
its outcome to be equitable, considering it to benefit 
both regional government actors and farmers. However, 
local farmers did not participate in the SIPKEBUN MSF, 
despite having been involved as a source for data 
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and 4 key context informants from different sectors with 
knowledge and firsthand experience of land use and land-
use changes in Central Kalimantan.1 The study aims to:
1. identify the processes and outcomes that influence the 

MSF’s effectiveness in achieving sustainable land use
2. examine how the MSF addresses issues of power and 

inequity in decision-making processes. 

How effective was this MSF?
The SIPKEBUN Working Group’s outcome, the SIPKEBUN 
database of smallholder oil palm farmers, was acknowledged 
and supported by the Ministry of Agriculture (MoA). This 
helped to leverage the outcome’s reach beyond the district 
level: an MoA interviewee revealed the Ministry’s intention 
to replicate the database format and process to develop 
databases for smallholders involved in the production of 
other important commodities in Indonesia, such as coffee 
and rice. Eight participants from the government as well 
as a representative from the private sector agreed that the 
SIPKEBUN database could be used as a basis for regulation 
and policy making, as its data would illustrate the condition 
of smallholders and their oil palm plantations in the area. 

The MSF also aimed to increase smallholders’ sustainable 
agricultural practices by forming an agricultural facility, 
which provided the farmers with agricultural goods, such 
as seeds and fertilizer, at fair prices and built their technical 
capacities on sustainable practices for oil palm cultivation. 
The MSF worked toward facilitating farmer cooperatives 
with ISPO/RSPO certification to enable their participation in 
Unilever’s sustainable oil palm market. However, at the time 
of the study, because most smallholders’ lands were situated 

1  This study only interviewed 17 people, compared to the other MSFs 
studied, where generally 45-50 people were interviewed. Due to the 
particularities of the case, other Indonesian sites were prioritized.

Figure 2. Cleared land in Central Kalimantan. Photo by Nanang Sujana/CIFOR



collection, registration and recipients of capacity-building 
events provided by the agricultural facility. Also, the mapping 
process itself faced resistance and mistrust from farmers, 
based on previous interventions that had resulted in their 
lands being taken away. According to an officer from INOBU, 
it took three years for farmers to finally cooperate with the 
program. The lack of engagement between the farmers 
and the MSF could exacerbate tensions, particularly when it 
comes to the establishment of farmer’s cooperatives as well 
as the application and implementation processes for RSPO/
ISPO certification. By not participating in the MSF, farmers 
could not share their local needs and concerns. The MSF 
could have connected them with a group of stakeholders 
which they do not normally interact, but who make decisions 
that affect them. 

The study indicates that the objective of the MSF in building the 
SIPKEBUN database did not contemplate the full participation 
of stakeholders from other sectors, beyond those who were 
considered relevant by the MSF organizers, such as the regional 
government and private sector companies. These were the 
ones, according to the organizers, who could contribute to the 
technical aspects and decision-making processes of the forum. 
The MSF did not specify a minimum quota for women or local 
population involvement.

 

Recommendations 
• Land rights: In order for smallholder palm oil producers to 

obtain legal land status, and thus be eligible for ISPO/RSPO 
certification, the Seruyan government needs to finalize the 
process of changing the status of state forests into an ‘other 
land use’ category.

• Mutual needs and interests and extending stakeholder 
representation: The involvement of a wider group of 
stakeholders in the MSF, such as farmers – and thus their 
needs and interests – could increase the legitimacy of 
the MSF processes and outcomes as well as strengthen 
decision making. 

• Intercultural approach: The involvement of smallholders, not 
only as objects of data collection but also as equal partners 
in the development of the SIPKEBUN database, would be 
essential to achieve RSPO/ISPO certification, as the creation of 
farmer cooperatives requires their active participation. 
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Equity
The MSF was perceived to be 
equitable or very equitable by 
80% of its participants.

Effectiveness
The MSF was perceived to be 
effective or very effective by 
100% of its participants.100%

80%
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on Forests, Trees and Agroforestry (FTA). Our headquarters are in Bogor, Indonesia, with offices in Nairobi, Kenya; 
Yaounde, Cameroon; Lima, Peru and Bonn, Germany.

The CGIAR Research Program on Forests, Trees and Agroforestry (FTA) is the world’s largest 
research for development program to enhance the role of forests, trees and agroforestry in 
sustainable development and food security and to address climate change. CIFOR leads FTA in 
partnership with Bioversity International, CATIE, CIRAD, ICRAF, INBAR and TBI.

FTA’s work is supported by the CGIAR Trust Fund: cgiar.org/funders/

The CGIAR Research Program on Policies, Institutions, and Markets (PIM) leads action-oriented 
research to equip decisionmakers with the evidence required to develop food and agricultural 
policies that better serve the interests of poor producers and consumers, both men and 
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and national partners. The program is led by the International Food Policy Research Institute 
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