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ABSTRACT
This study examines the persistent gap between centrally mandated sustainability policies and
their implementation in smallholder oil palm plantations in Indonesia, with a focus on the role of
regional bureaucracies. It aims to analyze how local bureaucratic actors bridge the disconnect
between policy design and on-the-ground realities, particularly in the context of Indonesian
Sustainable Palm Oil (ISPO) standards and related programs. Grounded in the Street-Level
Bureaucracy framework, this research adopts a qualitative case study approach in West Aceh
Regency. Data were collected through in-depth interviews with smallholder farmers, field officers,
and government officials, supported by participant observation and document analysis, and
analyzed using thematic analysis. The findings reveal that field-level bureaucrats function as
active policy actors who interpret, adapt, and operationalize central regulations through
discretionary practices, improvisation, and context-sensitive strategies. These adaptive
mechanisms—such as simplifying procedures, prioritizing services, and engaging in social
negotiation—are crucial in aligning formal policy requirements with local socio-economic
conditions. However, implementation is significantly constrained by structural limitations,
including inadequate human resources, limited infrastructure, insufficient funding, and socio-
political pressures such as elite intervention and high central performance targets. The study
concludes that the effectiveness of smallholder oil palm governance is highly dependent on the
adaptive capacity of regional bureaucracies. Strengthening institutional flexibility, bureaucratic
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capacity, and multi-level coordination is essential to enhance policy outcomes. This research
contributes to the literature by demonstrating how bureaucratic discretion, structural
constraints, and local political dynamics interact in shaping policy implementation, offering both
theoretical and practical insights for more inclusive and sustainable agricultural governance.

Keyword: Oil Palm Plantation; Smallholder; Regional Bureaucracy; Street-Level Bureaucracy; Policy
Implementation

INTRODUCTION

Palm oil plantations are a strategic sector that plays a vital role in the Indonesian economy,
both as a source of foreign exchange and as a provider of employment for millions of people,
particularly in rural areas (1-3). Most plantations are managed by smallholders or independent
smallholders, who contribute significantly to national production (4,5). However, there is a
significant gap between central government policies designed to promote sustainability and their
implementation at the regional level (6,7). Regional bureaucracies, as the primary implementers
of policies, often face limited resources, suboptimal coordination, and cumbersome procedures,
resulting in slow and ineffective policy implementation on the ground (8-10).

Globally, smallholder palm oil is facing significant pressure from the demands for
sustainable certification, such as the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) and Indonesian
Sustainable Palm Oil (ISPO), to remain competitive in the international market (11,12). This
pressure has intensified with the emergence of new regulations such as the EU Deforestation
Regulation (EUDR), which requires deforestation-free palm oil products and transparent supply
chains. Nationally, smallholder oil palm plantations play a significant role in Indonesia, covering
6.8 million hectares, or 40.3% of the total national palm oil plantations. They account for
approximately 35-38% of CPO production and contribute significantly to the country's foreign
exchange. Meanwhile, in Aceh, smallholder oil palm plantations cover 487,500 hectares, making
them a leading regional commodity, employing hundreds of thousands of workers and supporting
the local economy (13-15).

Despite their crucial role, smallholder oil palm farmers still face various structural barriers.
High production costs, land legality issues (16-19), limited access to capital, and minimal
adoption of sustainable technology and practices mean their productivity is relatively low, at only
2.5-3 tons of CPO per hectare, far below the 5-6 tons per hectare achieved by large companies
(20). The government has launched the Smallholder Oil Palm Replanting (PSR) program to
increase productivity and encourage compliance with sustainability standards (21). However, its
implementation remains hampered by complex bureaucracy (22), global price and market
dynamics (23), and the limited institutional capacity of farmers (24). This demonstrates that
although smallholder oil palm is a mainstay of the global, national, and regional economies, its
sustainability still faces serious challenges.
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Figure 1: Visualization of the Vosviewer Application, Sources: Vosviewer Application (2026)

This figure also shows that gaps in policy implementation do not occur in isolation, but are
influenced by various factors. These include the role of bureaucrats (such as bureaucrats and
street-level bureaucrats), implementing agencies, and local conditions and characteristics of a
region or country. Regional factors such as local government capacity, bureaucratic structure, and
the social and political context also significantly determine the success or failure of policy
implementation. Research on the Smallholder Oil Palm Replanting (PSR) program has the
potential to increase farmer productivity and welfare, although its implementation still faces
various obstacles, particularly related to land administration and legality (25). Furthermore, the
implementation of Indonesian Sustainable Palm Oil (ISPO) certification on smallholder
plantations is also relatively low. The main obstacles stem from farmers' lack of knowledge about
sustainability standards, minimal technical assistance, and limited access to relevant training
(26). Meanwhile, smallholders face challenges in meeting sustainability certification standards.
(27), found that although RSPO certification can open access to global markets, most smallholders
struggle to participate due to institutional barriers and high certification costs. This aligns with
the findings of (12), which indicate that smallholders in Southeast Asia are at risk of exclusion
from global markets due to limitations in meeting deforestation and supply chain traceability
standards.

Research by (28), also confirms that incentives from certification are not strong enough to
drive changes in farmers' cultivation practices without technical and institutional support.
Furthermore, a study by (29), in Malaysia and Indonesia revealed that oil palm replanting
programs face similar obstacles, including complicated bureaucracy, tenure conflicts, and weak
inter-agency coordination. Thus, these research findings confirm that the effectiveness of policies,
including PSR programs and sustainability certification, is not only determined by policy design
at the central level but also significantly influenced by implementation on the ground. This aligns
with (30) Street-Level Bureaucracy theory, which posits that frontline bureaucrats are not merely
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implementers but also play a role as decision-makers who influence the success and quality of
policies in local practice.

Despite the growing body of literature on smallholder oil palm governance, most existing
studies tend to emphasize technical, economic, and sustainability aspects, such as productivity
constraints, certification challenges, and market pressures (32-34). While these studies provide
valuable insights, they often overlook the institutional and governance dimensions of policy
implementation, particularly at the regional level. Furthermore, previous research has largely
focused on policy design and national-level frameworks (35), with limited attention to how
policies are interpreted, negotiated, and enacted in everyday practices by local actors.

In addition, studies examining the implementation of programs such as the Smallholder Oil
Palm Replanting (PSR) and sustainability certification schemes have primarily highlighted
structural barriers faced by farmers, including land legality issues, limited access to resources,
and institutional constraints (36,37). However, these studies have not sufficiently explored the
role of regional bureaucracies as key intermediaries in bridging policy and practice. The dynamic
interactions between bureaucratic discretion, resource constraints, and socio-political pressures
in shaping policy outcomes remain underexplored, particularly within decentralized governance
systems (38,39). The novelty of this study lies in its integrative approach that connects policy
implementation gaps in the smallholder oil palm sector with the Street-Level Bureaucracy
perspective. Unlike previous studies that predominantly focus on technical, economic, and
certification aspects, this research emphasizes the active role of regional bureaucrats as policy
actors who interpret, negotiate, and adapt policies in practice. By providing empirical evidence
from the local context of West Aceh, this study offers a more grounded understanding of how
bureaucratic discretion, structural constraints, and socio-political pressures interact in shaping
policy outcomes.

Therefore, this study addresses the identified gaps by focusing on the role of regional
bureaucracy in mediating the disconnect between central policies and local implementation,
particularly in the context of West Aceh as a key smallholder oil palm producing region. By
applying the Street-Level Bureaucracy framework (24,40), this research aims to analyze how
frontline bureaucrats interpret, negotiate, and adapt policies within complex institutional
environments. Specifically, the study seeks to examine the gap between policy design and
implementation at the regional level and to assess how bureaucratic capacity, discretion, and local
constraints shape policy outcomes. The findings are expected to contribute both theoretically and
practically by offering a more nuanced understanding of policy implementation dynamics, as well
as providing strategic recommendations to enhance policy effectiveness through improved
coordination, transparency, and empowerment of smallholder oil palm farmers toward more
inclusive and sustainable governance.

METHOD

This research uses a qualitative approach with a case study method, aiming to deeply
understand the dynamics of smallholder oil palm plantation policy implementation at the regional
level. The case study method was chosen because it allows for contextual exploration of
phenomena, taking into account the experiences of actors directly involved (41). The research
location was purposively determined in West Aceh Regency, Aceh Province, which plays a
strategic role as a smallholder oil palm producing region and represents relevant local
bureaucratic conditions. Research informants were selected through purposive sampling, with
the criteria being direct involvement in policy implementation. These included regional
bureaucrats, field officers (extension workers), and smallholder oil palm farmers (42).

Data collection techniques included in-depth interviews, participant observation, and
documentation studies. Interviews were used to explore the perceptions and experiences of policy
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actors, participant observation was conducted to examine the dynamics of practices in the field,
while documentation studies focused on policy documents, implementation reports, and official
data. The primary instrument of this research was the researcher herself, who played a role in
designing the interview guide, interacting with informants, and recording observations (43). A
semi-structured interview guide was used to maintain focus while remaining flexible to adapt to
field conditions. Data analysis was conducted using thematic analysis (44), starting with
transcription, open coding, and category grouping, leading to the discovery of key themes. The
results were then interpreted using the Street-Level Bureaucracy conceptual framework to
understand policy implementation patterns and the gap between formal regulations and field
practices (30,45). To ensure data validity, source and method triangulation techniques were used,
comparing interview results, observations, and documentation. Member checks were conducted
with informants to ensure the accuracy of the data and interpretations (43).

RESULT AND DISCUSSION
Bureaucratic Discretion in Implementing Policy

The research results show that the implementation of smallholder oil palm policies in the
field occurs with complex adaptation dynamics. Field bureaucrats, including extension workers,
supervisors, and service officers, serve not only as policy implementers but also as active
interpreters of central government policies. Discretion is used as a crucial strategy to bridge
normative policies with heterogeneous local conditions. In the Smallholder Oil Palm Replanting
program, for example, the land legality requirements set by the central government cannot be
fully met by many smallholder oil palm farmers due to their long and complex tenure histories. If
these requirements were enforced, most farmers would be excluded. Therefore, field officers use
discretion by recognizing alternative documents, such as village certificates or proof of land
ownership. This adjustment allows farmers to continue accessing assistance and ensures the
program's social inclusion goals.

The Productivity Gap: Challenges in Indonesia’s Smallholder Palm Oil Governance
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Figure 2: The Productivity Gap (2026)
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A similar situation occurs with the harvest reporting system. Central regulations require
digital reporting, but limited internet access and low digital literacy among farmers make this
system ineffective. Field bureaucrats have taken the initiative to use manual reports based on
physical documents. Although not in accordance with the centrally regulated format, this
adjustment still ensures administrative accountability and operational efficiency. However, the
discretion of field bureaucrats is not unlimited. Research has found two realms of constraints:
formal and informal. Formal constraints come from ministerial regulations, standard operating
procedures (SOPs), and strict hierarchical oversight mechanisms. Informal constraints stem from
social expectations, organizational practices, and local political intervention. Bureaucrats often
find themselves in a dilemma between adhering to written rules and responding to pressures from
the socio-political environment. To address this dilemma, bureaucrats develop mitigation
strategies. They consult with superiors to ensure discretion remains within the framework of
formal legitimacy, document decisions in detail as a form of accountability, and build
communication with local actors to mitigate political pressure.

These findings align with (30), theory of street-level bureaucracy, which emphasizes that
discretion is an inherent element in public policy implementation. Field bureaucrats consistently
exercise limited freedom to adapt policies to complex realities. Other research supports these
findings. (46), found that Southeast Asian agrarian bureaucrats adapt central regulations to suit
farmers' conditions. (47), emphasize the flexibility of field bureaucrats as a determining factor in
the effectiveness of forestry policies in Indonesia. (48), also emphasize that discretion always
operates within a framework of strict regulations and socio-political interventions. Thus, field
bureaucrat discretion in smallholder oil palm policies is an adaptive mechanism that allows
central normative policies to remain functional at the local level, despite being constrained by
formal regulations and informal pressures.

Structural Limitations in Policy Implementation

In addition to discretionary factors, research also found that structural limitations are a
significant obstacle to the implementation of smallholder oil palm policies. These limitations
include the quantity and quality of human resources (HR), work facilities, infrastructure, and
budget support. The number of extension workers and field supervisors is severely limited
compared to the number of farmers to be served. With approximately 2.6 million smallholder oil
palm farming households in Indonesia, an average of one or two extension workers must manage
a large work area with a large number of farmers. This situation results in uneven technical and
administrative assistance. Beyond quantity, the quality of human resources also remains a
problem. Many field officers lack ongoing training, thus limiting their ability to address technical
and administrative issues. For example, when managing land legality documents or sustainable
plantation certification, officers often lack adequate technical competency. Limited facilities
further exacerbate this situation. Many officers lack operational vehicles, even though their work
areas are difficult to access. Poor production road infrastructure complicates harvest distribution,
while weak internet connectivity hampers digital reporting. These conditions force bureaucrats
to use manual systems that are slower and prone to errors.

Budgetary constraints are becoming increasingly apparent. Spending cuts for the
smallholder oil palm program by one-third of the initial budget have resulted in a reduction in
supporting facilities in the field. In 2025, for example, the funding allocation for the Smallholder
0Oil Palm Rehabilitation Program was cut by 33.4 percent, rendering many work facilities
unavailable. These structural limitations are not only technical but also impact the quality of
implementation. Services are uneven, data reports are often late, and information accuracy is
reduced. As a result, decision-making at the central level does not always reflect actual conditions
on the ground. Addressing these constraints demands integrated reforms that link field realities
to national planning. Decentralized resource allocation, informed by local audits, would better
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match personnel and tools to regional demands, while public private partnerships could
accelerate connectivity upgrades. Embedding performance metrics focused on outcomes like
certification rates or yield improvements rather than inputs would incentivize efficiency. Over
time, these shifts not only streamline PSR execution but also elevate smallholder productivity,
contributing to Indonesia's sustainable palm oil goals and rural economic stability.

These findings are consistent with the literature. (49), identified the disproportionate
number of extension workers to farmers as a significant obstacle to the PSR. (50), emphasized the
importance of continuous training to improve bureaucratic capacity. (51), demonstrated that
budget cuts resulted in weakened infrastructure support, while (52), highlighted the poor internet
connection in palm oil production centers. Theoretically, these limitations reinforce (30), view
that field bureaucrats often work under resource-constrained conditions. These limitations force
them to develop improvisation and selectivity in service delivery, such as selecting priority
farmers or continuing to use manual reporting when digital systems are not operational.

Socio-Political Pressure and Public Expectations

In addition to structural limitations, field bureaucrats also face socio-political pressures and
high public expectations. This study found that bureaucrats are in a difficult position, having to
navigate demands from superiors, local political intervention, and high expectations from
farmers. Internally, the central government's targets for replanting (PSR) are often unrealistic.
For example, the annual replanting target of 180,000 hectares is challenging to achieve due to land
legality issues, limited human resources, and poor infrastructure. However, this target remains a
measure of success, placing significant pressure on field bureaucrats. In addition to pressure from
superiors, bureaucrats also face local political interference. Regional elites often influence the
selection of aid recipients or the direction of programs to favor particular groups.

This situation threatens bureaucratic neutrality and opens up opportunities for policy
politicization. On the other hand, smallholder oil palm farmers have high expectations of field
bureaucrats. They hope for technical assistance, access to affordable fertilizer, accelerated
administrative processes, and stable palm oil prices. However, limited capacity makes it difficult
for bureaucrats to meet all these expectations. As a result, a gap arises between public
expectations and the reality of service delivery on the ground. This situation aligns with (30),
theory on the multidimensional pressures faced by field bureaucrats. They must simultaneously
face demands from multiple directions superiors, local elites, and the public with limited
resources. This gives rise to the phenomenon of coping behaviors, namely, selective strategies
bureaucrats employ to survive, even though this often results in dissatisfaction among some
community groups.

To address these multidimensional pressures, field bureaucrats often resort to coping
strategies such as prioritizing politically connected farmers, rationing limited resources
selectively, or simplifying administrative procedures at the expense of thoroughness. While these
tactics enable short-term survival and partial program implementation, they exacerbate
inequalities in aid distribution and erode public trust in the bureaucracy over time. This aligns
with principal-agent theory, where agents (bureaucrats) deviate from principals' (central
government's) objectives due to local constraints and incentives . Policymakers could mitigate
these issues by setting realistic PSR targets based on field realities, enhancing human resource
capacity through targeted training, and establishing oversight mechanisms to curb political
interference. Ultimately, reforming these structural and socio-political dynamics is essential to
bridge the expectation-reality gap and foster more equitable oil palm replanting outcomes for
smallholder farmers. Previous research supports these findings. (53), showed that the workload
of extension workers is very high due to the unequal farmer to extension worker ratio. (54), found
that oil palm planting target areas in Malaysia are also challenging to achieve, placing significant
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pressure on bureaucrats. (55), highlighted the gap between farmer expectations and bureaucratic
capacity, which often leads to public disappointment.

Impact and Adaptive Strategies of Bureaucrats

Facing structural limitations and socio-political pressures, field bureaucrats develop
adaptive strategies. This research identified three main strategies: procedural simplification,
service prioritization, and negotiation and improvisation. Procedural simplification involves
creating more practical, informal rules. For example, making more orderly manual queues,
opening dedicated channels for complaints, or adapting reporting procedures to suit local
conditions better. These strategies expedite services even though they do not fully align with
formal regulations.

Service prioritization is implemented due to capacity constraints. Farmers with the most
pressing needs are prioritized, although social proximity or political pressure sometimes
influences decisions. This reflects the dilemma between efficiency and fairness in service
distribution. Negotiation and improvisation are also essential strategies. Bureaucrats often
negotiate with farmers who lack formal documentation to ensure they can still access assistance.
They also act as mediators in land conflicts between farmers and companies. Administrative
improvisation involves changing reporting schedules or using simplified documents to keep
programs running. These adaptive strategies demonstrate that field bureaucrats are de facto
policymakers who shape policy in practice. They not only enforce regulations but also give
operational meaning to policies. This aligns with (30), view that field bureaucrats create policy
meaning through everyday practices.

Empowering field bureaucrats through structured autonomy could amplify these adaptive
strategies' benefits. Granting them authority to adjust targets contextually, coupled with digital
tools for real-time data sharing, would enhance decision-making agility while minimizing
politicization risks. Community involvement via participatory forums would further align services
with farmer realities, fostering ownership and reducing conflicts. Long-term, investing in
interdisciplinary skills blending agronomy, conflict resolution, and digital literacy equips officials
to innovate sustainably. Such measures transform coping into strategic governance, ultimately
boosting PSR achievements and smallholder resilience amid volatile markets.

Other research supports these findings. (56), found that informal rules are often used by
agrarian bureaucrats as a coping mechanism. (31), showed that alternative service channels are
a common strategy to overcome infrastructure limitations. (57), highlighted the importance of
negotiation in resolving land conflicts. The implications of these findings are both theoretical and
practical. Theoretically, this research reinforces Lipsky's theory that discretion is a fundamental
aspect of field bureaucracy. Practically, the study confirms that the success of smallholder oil palm
policies depends heavily on the adaptability of field bureaucrats. Therefore, central policies need
to be more flexible, human resource capacity needs to be strengthened through continuous
training, infrastructure must be improved, and accountability mechanisms need to be oriented
towards the quality of public services, not simply procedural compliance.

CONCLUSION

This study concludes that the implementation of smallholder oil palm policies in West Aceh
is heavily influenced by complex local dynamics. Field bureaucrats act not only as technical
implementers but also as policy actors, actively interpreting and adapting central regulations to
the realities of the community. Bureaucratic discretion emerges as a crucial instrument for
bridging the gap between formal rules and the realities of smallholder oil palm farmers,
particularly regarding land legality and reporting systems. However, policy effectiveness faces
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significant challenges in the form of limited human resources, facilities, infrastructure, and
budgetary support.

On the other hand, bureaucrats must also bear the pressure of high central targets,
intervention by local elites, and unmet community expectations. In this situation, adaptive
strategies such as simplifying procedures, prioritizing services, and social negotiation become
primary options to ensure program continuity. Conceptually, these findings confirm the relevance
Street-Level Bureaucracy Lipsky theory, which views policy implementation not as a mechanical
process but as a dynamic practice rife with discretion, improvisation, and adaptation. Thus, the
success of the smallholder palm oil policy is highly dependent on the adaptive capacity of field
bureaucrats in managing social, political, and administrative complexities simultaneously.

Based on the findings of this study, several important recommendations can be used as input
for policymakers and as a guide for future research. Practically, the central government needs to
provide greater flexibility to field bureaucrats in interpreting policies, while strengthening
accountability mechanisms to ensure discretion remains controlled. Strengthening bureaucratic
capacity should also be a priority through ongoing training, increasing the number of extension
workers, and providing adequate operational facilities, such as official vehicles and information
technology infrastructure. Furthermore, reformulating the budgeting system is essential to
prevent drastic cuts in smallholder oil palm replanting programs, while improving basic
infrastructure, such as production roads and internet connections, is an urgent need to support
effective implementation.

From a policy perspective, ongoing dialogue between the central government, regional
governments, and oil palm farmers needs to be strengthened to reduce policy gaps and prevent
policy voids. This two-way communication pattern is crucial to ensure that formulated policies
are genuinely responsive to local dynamics and do not solely emphasize procedural compliance.
Meanwhile, academically, further research should expand the scope of the region with a
comparative approach across regions to more comprehensively understand variations in
implementation dynamics. A more in-depth study of the interactions between the bureaucracy
and non-state actors, such as palm oil companies, farmer organizations, and NGOs, is also highly
relevant to enriching our understanding of policy governance. Furthermore, exploring more
collaborative and adaptive policy implementation models in the smallholder agriculture sector is
expected to provide both conceptual and practical alternatives to improve the success and
sustainability of future programs.
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