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A B S T R A C T   

Voluntary systems of sustainable commodity governance have come under intensified criticism for failing to 
catalyse transformative change beyond directly regulated supply chains. In response, there has been a surge of 
efforts to ‘scale-up’ sustainability impacts through governance interventions at landscape and jurisdictional 
scales. While these ambitious, scaled-up approaches are attracting significant interest, such approaches demand 
substantial changes to established repertoires of policy interventions and associated understandings of the 
pathways through which these contribute to sustainability outcomes. Drawing theoretical insights from schol-
arship on multi-stakeholder sustainability governance together with findings from a qualitative study of juris-
dictional governance experiments in the Indonesian palm oil sector, this paper explores how emerging 
jurisdictional initiatives are promoting change pathways towards more sustainable commodity production, and 
how the political, environmental governance and economic contexts in which these interventions are imple-
mented influence these pathways. Analysis shows that by integrating a distinctive mix of market and policy- 
driven interventions, jurisdictional approaches are contributing to three core pathways of change, centred 
respectively on network and coalition-building, collaborative governance, and resource mobilisation. However, 
which of these pathways are most influential, how interventions are sequenced and operationalised, and how the 
pathways interact in shaping change is highly sensitive to varied subnational implementation contexts, with 
important implications for the impact and resilience of jurisdictional programs. These findings highlight the need 
for jurisdictional policy interventions to respond flexibly to contextually-variable configurations of actor in-
terests, coalitions and power relations within contested multi-scalar processes of sustainable commodity 
governance.   

1. Introduction 

Amidst rising concern about the adverse impacts of global produc-
tion and trade in major agro-commodity sectors, consumers, businesses 
and governments worldwide increasingly seek assurance that the agri-
cultural products they purchase are not contributing to social and 
environmental harms in source countries. In response, an array of 
voluntary sustainability governance systems have been created to help 

businesses strengthen systems for managing social and environmental 
risk. Yet such voluntary systems have increasingly been criticised for 
failing to deliver substantial improvements in sustainability beyond the 
‘niche’ boundaries of certified supply chains (van der Ven et al., 2018). 
Such intensifying criticism has fuelled a shift in emphasis away from a 
focus on supply chain social responsibility and certification, towards a 
broader range of multi-stakeholder programs and partnerships that sup-
port transformative changes in sustainable commodity production in 
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targeted jurisdictions (Oorthuizen et al., 2018; Poynton, 2015). 
Jurisdictional approaches (JAs) to sustainability governance can be 

broadly understood as a type of integrated landscape management1 that 
focuses on promoting sustainable commodity production within defined 
jurisdictional (legal or administrative) boundaries—in contrast to farm 
or supply chain boundaries—through multi-stakeholder processes that 
usually involve significant engagement from subnational governments 
(von Essen & Lambin, 2021). The approach is distinctive in placing 
central emphasis on recruiting support from government authorities in 
targeted administrative jurisdictions, thereby bringing place-based, 
state-led approaches to sustainability together with market-led sus-
tainability governance (Seymour et al., 2020). While the language of 
jurisdictional sustainability has often been used broadly to denote a 
central role for subnational governments in promoting forest conserva-
tion and sustainable land management, our focus is more narrowly on 
JAs that concentrate on sustainable commodity production, often with 
strong involvement from international supply chain actors. 

Such shifts towards sustainable commodity governance at jurisdic-
tional scale demand significant changes to established policy reper-
toires. The central focus on engagement with governments and other 
stakeholders in or near production areas also heightens the importance 
of governance design in responding to the varied political, economic and 
environmental governance contexts in which JA interventions are 
implemented. Yet despite considerable practical experimentation with 
interventions across a range of subnational contexts, there has been little 
theoretical or empirical research that addresses two critical and inter-
related questions: (Research Question 1) How are the policy in-
terventions supported through jurisdictional programs operating to 
promote intended pathways of change in support of sustainable com-
modity production; and (Research Question 2) how do the politico- 
economic and environmental contexts in which these interventions are 
implemented influence both the operationalisation and the effects of 
these interventions?2 

To explore these questions, we first theorise three core ‘intervention’ 
pathways through which jurisdictional programs (or sets of in-
terventions) are hypothesised to support more sustainable commodity 
production.3 We then test and refine analysis of change pathways by 
examining empirically how a common institutional design plays out in 
two different subnational contexts in Indonesia, a country where 
experimentation with JAs has exploded (Seymour et al., 2020). 

Our analysis shows that by bringing together a distinctive mix of 
market and policy-based interventions, there are early indications that 
JAs are contributing to changes in support of sustainability through each 
of the three theorised pathways of change. However, the ways these 
pathways are sequenced, operationalised, and interact in shaping 

change are highly sensitive to subnational implementation contexts. Our 
analysis demonstrates that while some contextual conditions create 
opportunities or obstacles for the establishment and progress of juris-
dictional programs, there is also significant capacity for subnational 
constraints to be navigated through adapting JA designs to varied local 
conditions. 

2. Methods 

For the purposes of theorising and empirically analysing ‘interven-
tion’ pathways through which jurisdictional programs try to support 
sustainable commodity production, we adopted a process of middle- 
range theory building. Through iterative alignment between 
inductively-derived interpretations and theory-derived deductive 
analytical categories (Miles & Huberman, 1994), we constructed a 
contextually-grounded set of propositions regarding how JA governance 
interventions interact in particular contexts to produce outcomes 
(Bennett, 2013). 

To this end, we first examined the ‘theories of change’ that are ar-
ticulated or implied in JA project design, implementation and evalua-
tion documents (Vogel, 2012), drawing on inductive analysis of a 
selection of eight JA programs in the Indonesian palm oil sector (see 
supplementary analysis online in Appendix 1).4 We then further devel-
oped our theoretical propositions on intervention pathways through an 
iterative alignment between our initial propositions and the explicit and 
implied propositions regarding JA theories of change derived from a 
wider mapping and synthesis analysis of both academic and grey liter-
ature on JAs (including those beyond Indonesia),5 and relevant insights 
from wider scholarship on transnational sustainability governance. 

We selected Indonesia as the focus of the inductive component of our 
analysis as it is home to the world’s third largest tropical forest area, 
which plays a critical role in global efforts to combat climate change and 
protect biodiversity (Hovani et al., 2018). At the same time, the Indo-
nesian economy relies heavily on land and forest-based commodity 
production. The resulting tensions between production and environ-
mental conservation have seen sustainability and agro-commodity 
governance initiatives proliferate, concurrently reflecting the legacy of 
prior international interventions in environmental management under 
its decentralised governance system.6 Indonesia has been characterised 
as “a globally significant laboratory” (Seymour et al., 2020, p.1) for 
trialling and exploring initial evidence on new sustainability governance 
approaches such as JAs. Evidence from Indonesian JAs can thus provide 
helpful insights for emerging initiatives elsewhere. 

From the broader set of Indonesian cases used in our inductive 
analysis, we selected the Indonesian Verified Sourcing Areas (VSA) 

1 Integrated landscape management refers to ‘long-term collaboration among 
different groups of land managers and stakeholders to achieve the multiple 
objectives required from the landscape. These typically include agricultural 
production, provision of ecosystem services (such as water flow regulation and 
quality, pollination, climate change mitigation and adaptation, cultural values); 
protection of biodiversity, landscape beauty, identity and recreation value; and 
local livelihoods, human health and well-being’ (Scherr et al., 2013, 2-3).  

2 By framing our questions in this way, we deliberately place our focus on the 
causal processes and pathways through which JA programs are currently 
operating, rather than seeking to evaluate the ultimate outcomes or effective-
ness of these sets of interventions. This focus reflects recognition of the very 
early stage of implementation of the JA programs we examine, and the obser-
vation that instead of rushing to evaluate effectiveness, there is first a need for 
more “careful documentation and clarification of how these programs work” 
(Hovani et al., 2018; Chervier et al., 2020).  

3 The concept of ‘intervention pathways’ emphasises both the intervention 
design, and the intended and actual chains of effects that flow from these 
interventions. 

4 These eight cases were selected for analysis on the basis that all were JA 
programs operating in the Indonesian palm oil sector for at least part of the 
period 2020–2023 (the time over which our data collection occurred), and all 
incorporated a strong focus on connecting sustainable landscape management 
with sustainable sourcing commitments from international companies.  

5 The most relevant sources identified through this search are presented in 
our supplementary analysis provided online in Appendix 1. 

6 While significant authority for land/forest/production concessions and li-
cences was devolved to districts with democratisation in Indonesia, some 
powers have been wound back over time to the provincial or national level, 
especially for new large-scale licences and concessions (Diprose, 2022), 
requiring JA programs to engage at multiple scales. Nonetheless, significant 
regulatory authority for land-use, planning, economic development, existing 
licences and new smaller-scale licences remain within the purview of district 
governments, warranting a continued focus on the district scale for on-the- 
ground JA programs. 
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program for more detailed analysis against our theoretical propositions, 
both to test and illustrate the theoretical account of intervention path-
ways, and to explore how these change pathways varied in response to 
contrasting subnational contexts. To date, the VSA program has been 
implemented in three Indonesian provinces7 and was developed by the 
Dutch international sustainable development organisation IDH and its 
partners to support stronger alliances between major supply chain 
commodity buyers and government, business, and civil society actors in 
commodity production areas. While the VSA uses a program-wide 
framework laying out aims and intervention logics for all implementa-
tion sites (that is, a common theory of change), subnational govern-
ments and participating partners have significant autonomy in shaping 
the specific objectives, mixes of intervention tools, and participants 
appropriate to each implementation context.8 The fact that this program 
has been implemented across multiple subnational sites enabled us to 
compare a common overarching JA design across varied contexts so as 
to elucidate the different ways context might influence how intervention 
pathways vary in their operationalisation or effects. 

We focus on the two sites (or cases) in which most VSA interventions 
to date have been concentrated: Musi Banyuasin (MuBa) District in 
South Sumatra Province and Aceh Tamiang District in Aceh Province. 
We use a qualitative comparative case study methodology to compare 
operationalisation of the VSA program in these two sites—an approach 
that is well suited to analysing JA programs due to their complexity and 
reliance on networks of individuals and institutions. This methodology 
enables us to trace the micro-social processes underpinning sets of in-
terventions in specific contexts, the behavioural responses of partici-
pants, and associated causal processes of change (Checkel, 2006; 
Gerring, 2004; Peterson, 1999). Through comparative case work we 
then identify similarities and differences within the broader macro-
structural (political-institutional and socio-economic) settings, or con-
texts, that influence these processes, thereby constraining or enabling 
implementation (cf. George & Bennett, 2004; Peterson, 1999). 

By focusing on each of these VSAs as a single program of in-
terventions we are able to explore if and how this JA has followed ex-
pected pathways to sustainable commodity production (Question 1). By 
examining two contrasting cases of VSA operationalisation,9 we analyse 
how different dimensions of subnational contexts influence the balance 
and interaction between intervention pathways, and with what effects 
(Question 2). 

Our case analysis draws on (often repeated) interviews with 41 ex-
perts and key stakeholders conducted between May 2020 and June 
2022, observation and participation in eight multi-stakeholder forums 
and webinars involving participants in VSA and other Indonesian 
jurisdictional programs, and extensive informal discussions with local 

and international participants in the VSA program.10 We first carried out 
a purposive selection of interviewees based on publicly available in-
formation on the VSA program, with the aim of capturing a diversity of 
perspectives across stakeholder groups and governance scales. 
Following this, we conducted snowballing based on interviewee rec-
ommendations; this enabled us to access interviewees across all targeted 
categories, though we were only able to interview a selection of com-
pany representatives.11 Interview data was supplemented with a range 
of secondary data.12 Both primary and secondary data sources were 
thematically analysed based on the key elements of our conceptual 
framework for analysing intervention pathways and intervening di-
mensions of context (see online Appendices 1 and 3). 

3. Theorising jurisdictional interventions: Between institutional 
design and political context 

Based on our iterative methodology, we identify three core pathways 
and associated causal processes through which JA governance in-
terventions may catalyse transformative change at jurisdictional scales. 
These centre respectively on network and coalition-building, collabo-
rative governance, and organised resource mobilisation. These different 
intervention types overlap, and could have been inductively categorised 
in varying ways. Our classification aimed to capture the best analytical 
fit between the distinct intervention pathways inferred from our 
inductive analysis, and more foundational theoretical categories artic-
ulated within wider theories of policy instrument design.13 

Our articulation of these three core intervention pathways thus re-
flects our own original synthesis and theoretical elaboration of insights 
drawn from both JA-specific analyses and broader bodies of environ-
mental policy and governance scholarship. As detailed in our analysis 
(see online Appendices 1 and 2), while all three pathways are docu-
mented in existing academic and grey literature on JAs, such de-
scriptions are overwhelmingly implicit, with only a small number of 
existing analyses attempting explicit theorisation of theories of change 
for JAs (e.g. Boshoven et al., 2021; Chervier et al., 2020). There has also 
been almost no explicit analysis of what policy theorists sometimes refer 

7 To date, the VSA program has been implemented in Ketapang and Kubu 
Raya Districts in West Kalimantan, Musi Banyuasin District in South Sumatra 
province and Aceh Tamiang District in Aceh province. See https://www.idh 
sustainabletrade.com/teams/indonesia/ (accessed October 2022).  

8 Such autonomy reflects Indonesia’s multi-level decentralised governance 
structures in which environmental governance is shaped by both national and 
subnational (district and provincial) regulations and institutions.  

9 While in a global context our two cases share important similarities, given 
that both are located in Indonesia, there are significant differences between the 
two subnational case sites, as we discuss further below. Further, the common 
overarching VSA design logic allows us to focus analysis on variations in how 
this JA program is operationalised, and how JA implementation adapts to 
different subnational context conditions. This analysis would have been 
confounded by analysing the operationalisation of two different JA designs in 
two different subnational contexts, thereby making it more challenging to un-
derstand how contexts and pathways interact. 

10 Key stakeholder interviews and informal discussions were undertaken by 
the same research team across locations with a mix of representatives of na-
tional and subnational governments, local and international NGOs, indigenous 
groups, community organisations, private companies, business associations, 
international donor agencies, individual workers and landowners, and other 
academics, experts, and observers. In total we interviewed representatives of 17 
non-government organisations, 14 from government agencies, and 10 company 
representatives. Interviews were recorded and transcribed where interviewees 
gave their permission; otherwise detailed notes were taken. While we inter-
viewed a slightly different mix of actors in each district, reflecting different 
patterns of state, civil society and business engagement in the two locations, 
there were sufficient similarities between the mix of actors interviewed and the 
documents reviewed in each site to enable cross-case comparison.  
11 We were unable to interview the largest corporate player in MuBa, though 

overall numbers of corporate interview participants were higher in MuBa than 
in Aceh.  
12 Secondary data included district and provincial government policies and 

regulations, statistical reports; development and green growth plans, evaluation 
reports, letters of intent and presentations; media reports and press releases; 
company, NGO, program and donor websites, program plans, concept notes, 
fact sheets and infographics, presentations, evaluation reports and annual re-
ports, research reports and discussion papers, stakeholder engagement plans, 
workshop reports, and event descriptions.  
13 For example, these are illustrated clearly by Christopher Hood’s (1986) 

seminal classifications of foundational governance tools: our network and 
coalition-building pathway maps broadly onto Hood’s conception of ‘nodality’ 
or network centrality; the collaborative governance pathway maps onto Hood’s 
categories of ‘authority’ and ‘organisation’; and the resource mobilisation 
pathway tracks Hood’s concept of the mobilisation of ‘treasure’ (understood as 
stocks of relatively fungible resources). 
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to as the varying ‘calibrations’ through which these core intervention 
pathways are differently operationalised in varied contexts (Capano & 
Howlett, 2020; Hall, 1993; Sewerin et al., 2022), for example involving 
different mixes of public and private actors (Abbott & Snidal, 2009; 
Lambin et al., 2014), types of governance resources (Hood, 1986), and 
mixes of organisational forms (Rayner et al., 2017). 

3.1. Network and coalition-building 

The first broad intervention pathway we identify centres on network 
convening and management strategies, through which committed first 
movers take on a leadership role in initiating and promoting JAs. 
Network-building activities have been described in both Indonesian JA 
program documents and in some JA grey and academic literature, 
though rarely explicitly theorised. Such descriptions frequently docu-
ment efforts by JA leaders to build legitimacy and harness wider support 
by articulating a vision of transformative change that connects with 
local governance problems (Conservation International [CI], 2018; 
Hovani et al., 2018; IDH, 2018). Network-building activities sometimes 
subsidise the costs of early activities, such as organising and hosting 
multi-stakeholder meetings, or disseminating the technical, financial, or 
other resources necessary for wider participation (Chervier et al., 2020; 
Milhorance & Bursztyn, 2018; Palmer & Paoli, 2017). Program docu-
ments and grey literature further describe how network-building in-
terventions can build connections with established governance 
initiatives such as jurisdictional REDD+ (Reducing Emissions from 
Deforestation and Forest Degradation), farm-level certifications, 
corporate social responsibility (CSR), or other domestic public policy 
initiatives oriented towards sustainability goals (EII, 2017). 

While the theory of change underpinning such strategies has rarely 
been explicitly theorised, such interventions can be understood as 
helping to frame problems and solutions, promote trust and collabora-
tion amongst key stakeholders, and identify other intermediaries to 
promote collaboration (Abbott & Hale, 2014; Molenaar et al., 2015). 
Interpreting such practices through the lens of broader environmental 
governance scholarship sheds light on how JA interventions can enable 
small-scale networks established by front-runners to connect with and 
expand established governance networks (Manning & Reinecke, 2016). 
This can also help consolidate legitimacy and expand collaborative ca-
pacity while strengthening trust, social capital, and information flows 
among participants, and laying preconditions for more formalised multi- 
stakeholder collaborative governance processes (Bartley & Smith, 2010; 
Bitzer et al., 2012; Overdevest & Zeitlin, 2014). 

JA design documents and grey literature further describe how 
network conveners must strategically choose which actors should be 
prioritised for early engagement. Some advocate targeting established 
political or business leaders who are already motivated to support 
strengthened sustainability governance and can act as ‘champions’ of 
JAs (EII, 2017, p.3; UNDP, 2022). Within broader environmental 
governance scholarship, emphasis has frequently been placed also on 
the importance of garnering support from established business or gov-
ernment power-holders who may perceive their interests to be threat-
ened by new sustainability governance approaches (Barletti et al., 2020; 
Barletti et al., 2021; Diprose et al., 2021; Gellert, 2010a; Macdonald, 
2020).14 

Through strategic engagement and relationship-building, network 
conveners can thus shape dominant problem definitions and narratives 
for sustainability transformations at jurisdictional scale, open up 
communication and dialogue with potential opponents of such change, 
mobilise coalitions of potential supporters, and mediate conflict. 

3.2. Strengthened collaborative governance 

A second important intervention pathway involves the creation of 
collaborative multi-stakeholder governance systems. This pathway has 
been explicitly articulated in most Indonesian JA program design doc-
uments we analysed, and is at least implicitly described in most aca-
demic and grey literature on JAs. Such sources describe how 
collaborative governance provides a framework of rules, procedures and 
resources for multi-stakeholder and multi-scalar processes of dialogue, 
coordination, planning and accountability (IDH, 2018; Rainforest Alli-
ance [RA], 2022; von Essen & Lambin, 2021), in which governments 
(especially sub-nationally) play a central role (Brandão et al., 2020; 
Boyd et al., 2018). 

Resonating with insights from broader environmental governance 
scholarship, formalised and collaborative governance architectures are 
advocated on the basis that they can: support efforts to clarify re-
sponsibilities; promote horizontal alignment among local government 
agencies and vertical alignment with national and lower-level govern-
ments; and connect jurisdictional initiatives with external sustainability 
programs, funding sources, participating business, and other non- 
governmental actors (Barletti et al., 2020, 2021; Hovani et al., 2018; 
Seymour et al., 2020; Tamara et al., 2021). They provide spaces for 
negotiation, coordination and collaborative planning among actors, 
helping create an enabling environment suitable for sustainable pro-
duction through a range of interventions. These include fostering and 
implementing supportive policies, regulations and plans for direct in-
terventions and related policy issues (e.g. spatial planning, tenure 
clarification, forest restoration or green growth), shared policy targets 
and roadmaps, and aligned programs and activities (e.g. investment, 
farmer support measures) (Brandão et al., 2020; Boyd et al., 2018; 
Daemeter & Proforest, 2019; Stickler et al., 2018; UNDP, 2022). 

Plans are often formalised within a jurisdictional ‘compact’ or high- 
level agreement, in order to clarify, document, and reinforce multi- 
stakeholder commitments to a shared sustainability vision (Hovani 
et al., 2018, p.9; IDH, 2018). For example, the multi-stakeholder lead-
ership group of one jurisdictional program in East Kalimantan, 
Indonesia, developed a written Green Growth Compact with 19 signa-
tories that outlined the intent to work towards shared strategies for 
balancing efforts to promote local economic development with tackling 
deforestation, forest degradation, and climate change (Hovani et al., 
2018). 

An important task of JA collaborative governance processes is often 
the development of data collection and monitoring, verification, and 
performance evaluation systems to support accountability by scrutinis-
ing the progress of a jurisdiction against its sustainability aims.15 JA 
academic and grey literature describes how these systems aim to support 
transparency and collaborative learning, recognise partial progress in 
ways that help build momentum towards further change, and facilitate 
input from actors with competing goals or knowledge claims (Brandão 
et al., 2020). 

3.3. Organised resource mobilisation 

A third intervention pathway centres on efforts to institutionalise 

14 Such scholars have also noted the risk that powerful actors use their 
involvement to promote watered-down approaches that are less threatening to 
their organisational or individual interests (Cashore et al., 2019, p.120). 

15 Such interventions seek to improve systems of data collection, traceability, 
and monitoring and reporting, often incorporating data from the farm level, 
official government sources, remote-sensing technologies and citizen-based 
monitoring (FORCLIME, 2019; Daemeter & Proforest, 2019). Both academic 
and grey literature on JAs has described efforts to incorporate existing indicator 
or reporting frameworks, including regulations established by national gov-
ernments, standards linked to multilateral financing agreements, and market- 
based sustainability standards, rather than relying on a single set of standards 
(CI, 2018; IDH, 2018; Molenaar et al., 2015; Seymour et al., 2020; Stickler 
et al., 2018). 
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new forms of resource flows that both facilitate and incentivise sus-
tainable commodity production. Resource mobilisation activities are 
rarely explicitly theorised, but are described in some form in the ma-
jority of JA program documents and are implicit in both grey and aca-
demic literature. Such descriptions identify the mobilisation of multiple 
types of resources—financial, non-monetary (e.g. training, capacity- 
building or technical support), and administrative (EII, 2017; IDH, 
2018; UNDP, 2022). One important strategy involves directly providing 
capacity-building and information to farmers, communities, and com-
panies, building on both traditional state-led agricultural extension 
services designed to support farmer access to required production inputs 
and technical knowledge (Buchanan et al., 2019; Paoli et al., 2016), and 
longstanding corporate-led programs for disseminating technical infor-
mation on Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) (Garrett et al., 2021; 
Molenaar et al., 2015). 

Such coordinated support can help overcome technical blockages, 
contribute to organisational strengthening amongst farmers and com-
munities, and grow knowledge and resource access, thereby facilitating 
and actively incentivising sustainable production practices (Ingram 
et al., 2016). Both JA advocates and broader analysts of sustainable 
commodity governance have illustrated how such efforts can extend 
support beyond the farm or supply chain scale. This occurs through 
collaborations with communities and farmer organisations, coordi-
nating support services delivery with the activities of multi-stakeholder 
platforms and partnerships (Garrett & Pfaff, 2019; FORCLIME, 2019; 
Kissinger et al., 2014; Nelson & Phillips, 2018; RSPO, 2021), and by 
building a more organised and market-oriented agricultural service 
sector via investment in wider market services, infrastructure, and in-
stitutions (EII, 2017; Molenaar et al., 2015; UNDP, 2022). 

Such investments are often designed to interact with and reinforce a 
broader range of external market or financial incentives. These can 
include commitments from government or market actors to provide 
direct resource transfers to support more sustainable commodity pro-
duction, and market incentives organised through supply chains, such as 
preferential sourcing policies by major commodity buyers, increased 
market access for sustainable producers, or exclusion of non-adopters 
(Garrett & Pfaff, 2019; IDH, 2018; UNDP, 2022). External incentives 

also include access to international or national sources of green invest-
ment, environmental performance-based finance, or ecological fiscal 
transfers (Seymour et al., 2020; Stickler et al., 2018). While such 
channels are often ad hoc and time-bound, they can also become insti-
tutionalised through, for example, revised corporate policies around 
preferential sourcing, green finance policies from financial institutions, 
or incorporating fiscal resource transfers into government medium-term 
planning processes or international donor programs (Molenaar et al., 
2015). Such institutionalisation of resource transfers and incentives has 
been suggested to be a potential way of enhancing the durability of 
jurisdictional sustainability practices in business models and public 
policies (EII, 2017). 

An overview of these pathways is presented in Table 1, which pre-
sents a selection of illustrative references that either explicitly or 
implicitly describe or (less often) analyse the three intervention path-
ways, drawn respectively from: primary Indonesian JA project docu-
ments; JA-focused grey and academic scholarship; and broader policy 
and governance scholarship. 

3.4. How do intervention pathways interact in shaping sustainable 
commodity production? 

While it is analytically useful for our conceptualisation of JA theories 
of change to differentiate distinct interventions and causal pathways 
through which programs can help promote sustainability trans-
formations, this does not imply they operate in isolation from each 
other. Instead, JAs are grounded in the assumption that “no single 
approach, technology, intervention or policy instrument is capable of 
achieving transformative change” (Edmondson et al., 2019, p.2). The 
design documents of individual JA programs similarly emphasise that 
different interventions “are interlinked and one cannot be done effec-
tively without the others” (IDH, 2018, p.4; see also Daemeter & Pro-
forest, 2019; Stroh, 2018; Nepstad, 2015). In this sense, JAs are 
conceived as “the opposite of a silver bullet” (Hovani et al., 2018, p.11). 
Their logic thus rests on the notion—familiar to broader theorists of 
policy design—that policy interventions are rarely built around single 
instruments, but rather around complex mixes, portfolios or packages of 

Table 1 
Major intervention pathways.  

Intervention pathway Focal interventions Illustrative references: 
jurisdictional initiative 
design documents 

Illustrative references: 
jurisdictional approaches 
scholarship 

Illustrative references: 
broader policy and 
governance scholarship 

Network and coalition building to 
strengthen communication and 
coordination  

● Articulating a shared 
problem definition and 
vision for change  

● Convening and expanding 
network interactions  

● Supporting trust-building 
and information-sharing  

● Coordinating between 
governance sites and scales  

● Managing conflict with 
potential opponents 

Conservation International 
[CI] (2018) 
Daemeter & Proforest (2019) 
IDH (2018); (2021) 
UNDP (2022) 

Chervier et al. (2020) 
EII (2017) 
Hovani et al. (2018) 
Milhorance & Bursztyn 
(2018)  
Palmer and Paoli (2017) 

Stickler et al. (2020) 

Abbott & Hale (2014) 
Barletti et al. (2020); (2021) 
Bartley & Smith (2010) 
Bitzer et al. (2012) 
Cashore et al. (2019) 
Macdonald (2020) 
Manning & Reinecke (2016) 
Molenaar et al. (2015) 

Strengthened collaborative governance to 
drive policy and institutional change and 
strengthen accountability  

● Facilitating structured multi- 
stakeholder dialogue  

● Negotiating roles and 
responsibilities  

● Coordinating multi-faceted 
program and policy delivery  

● Establishing monitoring and 
accountability mechanisms 

CI (2018) 
Daemeter & Proforest (2019) 
FORCLIME (2019) 
GIZ (2019) 
IDH (2018); (2021) 
Rainforest Alliance [RA] 
(2022) 
RSPO (2021) 
UNDP (2022) 

Alvarado (2021) 
Bishai et al. (2022) 
Brandão et al. (2020) 
Chervier et al. (2020) 
EII (2017) 
Hovani et al. (2018) 
Stickler et al. (2018) 
Von Essen & Lambin (2021) 

Barletti et al. (2020); Barletti 
et al. (2021) 
Bastos Lima and Persson 
(2020) 
Molenaar et al. (2015) 
Tamara et al. (2021) 

Organised resource mobilisation to 
strengthen capabilities and incentives for 
sustainable production  

● Capacity-building and 
technical support for 
producers  

● Strengthening market 
infrastructure and services  

● Strengthening incentives for 
sustainable production 

CI (2018) 
Daemeter & Proforest (2019) 
FORCLIME (2019) 
GIZ (2019) 
IDH (2018); (2021) 
RA (2022) 
UNDP (2022) 

Alvarado (2021) 
Bishai et al. (2022) 
EII (2017) 
Ingram et al. (2016) 
Stickler et al. (2018), (2020) 

Garrett & Pfaff (2019) 
Kissinger et al. (2014) 
Molenaar et al. (2015) 
Nelson and Phillips (2018)  
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congruent instruments intended to generate complementary interactive 
effects (Capano & Howlett, 2020; Peters et al., 2018; Sewerin et al., 
2022). 

Despite clear expectations that different types of interventions are 
broadly complementary, however, neither JA design documents nor 
academic analyses of JA interventions have systematically analysed how 
exactly each pathway is expected to enable, reinforce, or amplify the 
operation of other pathways. Some broad propositions about such in-
teractions can be drawn from related fields of policy and governance 
scholarship, which have highlighted the potential for a cohesive mix of 
instruments to enhance effectiveness by performing mutually reinforc-
ing functions (Furumo & Lambin, 2020), enabling flexibility and resil-
ience in the face of varied contexts (Capano & Howlett, 2020; Sewerin 
et al., 2022), or by iteratively sequencing interventions to create rein-
forcing feedback loops between policy and subsequent processes of in-
terest mobilisation, resource distribution, or capacity building 
(Edmondson et al., 2019; Furumo & Lambin, 2021; Sewerin et al., 
2022). Yet these propositions require further empirical exploration in 
the context of JAs. 

3.5. How do varied implementation contexts influence the operation of 
intervention pathways? 

While such propositions can help to guide our exploratory empirical 
analysis of how such pathways interact in support of JAs for sustainable 
commodity production, we also need to consider how the trajectories 
followed by these interacting intervention pathways are in turn medi-
ated by varied implementation contexts. Some existing work on JAs has 
acknowledged the importance of implementation context for the 
establishment and operation of JAs, but has done so largely implicitly 
via descriptions of relevant operating contexts (e.g. Alvarado, 2021; 
FORCLIME, 2019; Hovani et al., 2018; IDH, 2018) rather than by the-
orising how pathways interact with contexts. 

Other analysts of JAs have sought explicitly to identify the most 
important contextual factors that enable and constrain the development 
of JAs (see e.g. Brandão et al., 2020; EII, 2017; Paoli et al., 2016). These 
factors are then understood to interact in complex and often idiosyn-
cratic ways in particular contexts (e.g. Kittinger et al., 2021; Stroh, 
2018). While such analyses are rarely a focus of JA scholarship, they 
resonate with more systematically elaborated comparative analyses 
within wider environmental governance scholarship, on which our 
synthesised account of these contextual conditions also draws. 

Such a synthesis first indicates the importance of the economic 
context, suggesting that governance initiatives are more likely to suc-
ceed in contexts where: major buyers recognise the jurisdiction’s defi-
nition of sustainability and commit to purchasing sustainably-sourced 
products (EII, 2017; UNDP, 2022), buyers have more leverage over 
suppliers through vertical integration or market concentration (Bos-
hoven et al., 2021; Daemeter & Proforest, 2019; Garrett & Pfaff, 2019), 
and commodity producers possess sufficient financial, technical, 
organisational, and informational resources to upgrade sustainability 
practices (Brandão et al., 2020; Chervier et al., 2020; Nolte et al., 2017; 
Paoli et al., 2016). 

Second, emphasis is often placed on features of the environmental 
governance context, often shaped by its ecological features and history 
of extraction. Existing analyses suggest that sustainability governance 
schemes are more likely to be implemented when: both agricultural 
production and environmental conservation are established as political 
priorities (Daemeter & Proforest, 2019; EII, 2017), they are aligned with 
prior and ongoing government policy interventions to facilitate and 
incentivise sustainable production and land management practices 
(Brandão et al., 2020), government actors provide complementary 
financing, services, and infrastructure, and there is strong state institu-
tional capacity to support these interventions (Chervier et al., 2020; 
Garrett & Pfaff, 2019; Nolte et al., 2017). 

Third, the effects of interacting governance interventions have been 

recognised in descriptions of JA design to depend importantly on fea-
tures of the political context, particularly the extent to which influ-
ential local actors engage with, support, or resist efforts to promote 
jurisdictional initiatives (Boyd et al., 2018). Local company leaders, 
NGOs, research organisations, or government agencies can enable or 
constrain the operation of JA interventions, playing valuable convening 
and brokerage roles in mobilising knowledge and resources or blocking 
interventions perceived to threaten entrenched local interests (EII, 2017; 
Hovani et al., 2018). As such, the capacity of promoters to successfully 
frame their ‘value propositions’ as “sufficiently material to the interests 
of jurisdictional leaders” has significant implications for JAs—whether 
value is understood with respect to fiscal and administrative costs, 
economic growth, satisfaction of local social constituencies, personal 
gains (or gains for family or political allies), or political career aspira-
tions (Daemeter & Proforest, 2019; Paoli et al., 2016; Seymour et al., 
2020, p.7). Insights from broader governance scholarship further sug-
gest that such responses are highly sensitive to specific ‘trigger events’ 
and broader political agendas, which can accelerate or derail political 
momentum for jurisdictional approaches at specific points in time 
(Furumo & Lambin, 2020; Nolte et al., 2017). 

Illustrative references indicating existing analyses of such factors (in 
JA program documents, both grey and academic literature on JAs, and 
wider environmental governance scholarship) are summarised in 
Table 2. 

While such existing work helps us to organise our empirical analysis 
of contextual factors enabling and constraining the operation of JAs, 
such literature has rarely developed a more explicit analysis of how 
these contextual conditions might differentially enable and constrain 
distinct intervention pathways. We can infer from the small body of 
existing literature on comparative policy instruments that varied con-
texts are likely to affect the three distinct intervention pathways in ways 
that reflect the unique capacities and resources that each intervention 
type requires and the benefits or costs that each generates for competing 
social interest groups (Edmondson et al., 2019; Sewerin et al., 2020). Yet 
such comparative work has not yet moved sufficiently beyond descrip-
tive analyses of instrument typologies (Capano & Howlett, 2020) to 
provide a clear basis for more specific hypotheses about the drivers of 
such variation. It also remains unclear to what extent the managers of 
JAs can intentionally adapt their operationalisation of JA interventions to 
contextual conditions, for example via varying calibrations or sequences 
of the distinct interventions (Furumo & Lambin, 2021), or how varied 
intervention pathways might instead evolve through more incremental 
strategies of bricolage and layering (Edmondson et al., 2019; Peters et al., 
2018; Stroh, 2018; Thelen, 2004). These persistent questions are 
explored further through our comparative case study analysis below. 

4. The practice of jurisdictional interventions: Verified sourcing 
areas in Indonesia 

In collaboration with World Agroforestry (ICRAF), IDH introduced 
the VSA program in Indonesia in 2016, building on prior landscape, 
forest, and ecosystem conservation and community forestry initiatives, 
and REDD + pilot programs. The VSA program aims to scale up sus-
tainability impacts “beyond the reach of single companies or supply 
chains” (IDH, n.d. (b)) predominantly in palm oil (and some rubber) by 
strengthening corporate practice and government policy on forest and 
peatland protection, support for farmer livelihoods, and poverty 
reduction (IDH, 2017). The VSA implementation contexts and inter-
vention pathways in MuBa and Aceh are discussed below, with VSA 
program strategies first being introduced in the MuBa discussion. 
Additional qualitative analysis and illustrative evidence is available 
online in Appendix 3. 
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4.1. Musi Banyuasin (MuBa) 

4.1.1. Local political economy and environmental governance dynamics 
South Sumatra Province, including the VSA’s targeted jurisdiction of 

MuBa District, is known for its expansive palm oil production and 
depleted forests (Ristiana et al., 2021; IDH, 2017). Local problems of 
forest destruction, degradation and fires (often from clearing for oil 
palm)16 have elicited national and international attention and environ-
mental governance critiques (Stickler et al., 2020; RAN, 2020; Watts 
et al., 2019). South Sumatra’s 2015 fires contributed to 23 percent of 
Indonesia’s total burned area (including MuBa fires), producing extreme 
health and economic effects in Indonesia and neighbouring countries 
(Tacconi, 2016). In response to international and domestic pressure to 
crack down on illicit burning, newly-elected President Joko Widodo 
introduced significant institutional and policy measures, also tightening 
accountability within affected provinces and key state agencies (Pra-
mudya et al., 2018; Tacconi, 2016; Watts et al., 2019).17 

The 2015 fires aligned national, provincial and district political pri-
orities in improving environmental governance, inducing new policy 
commitments from the provincial governor for fire prevention through 

the provincial Green Growth Plan,18 which focused on two districts, 
including MuBa. The Plan was developed with international support and 
received strong backing from interim MuBa District Head Hernedi19—a 
longstanding advocate of environmental conservation (IDH, 2016). 
District market and government-driven sustainability governance pro-
grams were introduced in cooperation with NGOs20 and major com-
modity companies.21 IDH, RPSO and other international organisations22 

Table 2 
Contextual influences on intervention pathways.  

Dimensions of 
context 

Enabling conditions for jurisdictional sustainability 
interventions 

Illustrative references: 
jurisdictional initiative 
design documents 

Illustrative references: 
jurisdictional 
approaches literature 

Illustrative references: 
wider policy and 
governance scholarship 

Economic context  ● Buyers recognise the jurisdiction’s definition of 
sustainability  

● Buyers commit to purchasing sustainably sourced 
products  

● Buyers have leverage over suppliers through vertical 
integration or market concentration  

● Commodity producers possess sufficient financial, 
technical, organisational and informational resources to 
upgrade sustainability practices 

Daemeter & Proforest (2019) 
Rainforest Alliance (2022) 
UNDP (2022) 

Boshoven et al. (2021) 
Brandão et al. (2020) 
Chervier et al. (2020) 
EII (2017) 
Paoli et al. (2016) 

Bebbington (2015) 
Bebbington et al. (2018) 
Garrett et al. (2021) 
Garrett & Pfaff (2019) 
Gellert (2003), Gellert 
(2010a), Gellert (2010b) 
Lawrence et al. (2019) 
Nolte et al. (2017) 

Environmental 
governance 
context  

● Agricultural production and environmental conservation 
are both local political priorities  

● Jurisdictional governance schemes are aligned with prior 
sustainability governance initiatives  

● State actors make policy commitments to support 
sustainable production and land management  

● State actors provide financing, services and 
infrastructure in support of sustainable production  

● Strong state institutional capacity 

Daemeter & Proforest (2019) 
Rainforest Alliance (2022) 
UNDP (2022) 

Brandão et al. (2020) 
Buchanan et al. (2019) 
Chervier et al. (2020) 
EII (2017) 
Paoli et al. (2016) 
Seymour et al. (2020) 

Agrawal et al. (2014) 
Andersson (2013) 
Gale & Haward (2011) 
Garrett & Pfaff (2019) 
Lemos & Agrawal (2006) 
Meyfroidt & Lambin 
(2011) 
Meyfroidt et al. (2014) 
Nolte et al. (2017) 
Ribot et al. (2010) 
van der Ven et al. (2021) 

Political context  ● Presence of government, corporate or NGO leaders with 
capacity and willingness to play convening and 
brokerage roles to support jurisdictional sustainability 
agendas  

● Absence of influential local actors who perceive 
interventions as threats to their interests  

● Ability of proponents of jurisdictional approaches to 
successfully frame their ‘value propositions’ in ways that 
resonate with the political interests of local politicians 
and public officials  

● Presence of ‘trigger events’ or aligned political agendas 
that accelerate political momentum for strengthened 
sustainability governance. 

Daemeter & Proforest (2019) 
UNDP (2022) 

Boyd et al. (2018) 
Brandão et al. (2020) 
Chervier et al. (2020) 
EII (2017) 
Fishman et al. (2017) 
Hovani et al. (2018) 
Paoli et al. (2016) 
Seymour et al. (2020) 

Bebbington (2015) 
Bebbington et al. (2018) 
Edmondson et al. (2019) 
Furumo & Lambin (2020) 
Gellert (2003), Gellert 
(2010a), Gellert (2010b) 
Meyfroidt & Lambin 
(2011) 
Nolte et al. (2017)  

16 Fires from forest clearing (mainly on peatlands) have resulted in periodic 
extreme uncontrolled fires and haze, most recently in 2015, 2019 and 2023 
(Tacconi, 2016; Watts et al., 2019; Yulisman, 2023). Fires on peatlands are 
extremely difficult to extinguish, and release significantly more CO2 than fires 
on mineral soils.  
17 This includes new fire prevention policies, agencies (e.g. the Peatlands 

Restoration Agency - BRG) and task-forces. Widodo denounced (and in some 
cases prosecuted) company executives for fires in their concession areas. By the 
end of 2015, 23 companies in Indonesia lost their licences or had their activities 
limited and a further 31 were under investigation, while some company exec-
utives were prosecuted (Gabrillin, 2015). 

18 The Green Growth Plan focused on delinking deforestation and fires from 
commodities such as palm oil, protecting and restoring forests and peatlands, 
improving the lives of smallholders, and increasing sustainable agricultural and 
forestry production through partnerships between the private sector, conser-
vationists, civil society, and the government (Luttrell et al., 2018; IDH, 2016).  
19 Hernedi held the deputy district head position in 2012 and was interim 

district head from December 2015 - July 2017 after the former head stepped 
down. Hernedi had previously led an environmental conservation student as-
sociation and was head of the South Sumatra branch of AMAN (Alliance of the 
Indigenous Peoples of the Archipelago) that has customary forest protection as 
a key advocacy focus.  
20 While the terms NGOs and civil society organisations (CSOs) are sometimes 

used interchangeably, since democratisation in Indonesia, the members of or-
ganisations established and driven by civil society have preferred the term CSOs 
because NGOs include organisations established by the military and elites 
(under authoritarianism and in contemporary Indonesia) to ‘capture’ civil so-
ciety for more predatory interests. In referring to Indonesian CSOs in this paper, 
we simply use the term NGOs to be consistent with dominant usage in relevant 
literature.  
21 These most notably included the RSPO’s Jurisdictional Certification scheme 

pilot in MuBa and the KELOLA Sendang sustainable landscape initiative (Lut-
trell et al., 2018; Rudi, 2017; Seymour et al., 2020; Shea, 2020).  
22 Zoological Society of London (ZSL), ICRAF, Rainforest Action Network 

(RAN), World Resources Institute (WRI), Forest Peoples Program (FPP), Dae-
meter and others. 
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also established the ‘Friends of MuBa’ network to support these 
initiatives. 

This subnational context shaped the enabling environment for the 
VSA’s implementation (see also Appendix 3a). As the timeline in Fig. 1 
demonstrates, subnational political cycles created opportunities for 
strengthened environmental governance. For example, after the 2017 
MuBa district head elections—won by the governor’s son23 with Hernedi 
as his deputy—a short RSPO pilot was discontinued (in Indonesia new 
regimes commonly distance themselves from incumbent-supported 
programs). The new district head instead supported his father’s pro-
vincial plan via embracing IDH’s VSA program, which stimulated a burst 
of VSA network and coalition-building activities supported by the in-
ternational Friends of MuBa network24 and the newly-established, 
government-led Sustainable Districts Association (LTKL) chaired by 
Hernedi (LTKL, 2018; CIV12).25 

With the election of a new governor in 2018, provincial political 
enthusiasm waned for Green Growth.26 District-level engagement thus 
became more critical for establishing VSA activities, with proponents 
proceeding carefully to minimise political disruptions (Pramudya et al., 
2020). The 2019 fires reignited political motivation to scale-up pro-
vincial/district policy efforts, underpinning support for the establish-
ment that year of the VSA coordination forum—the Centre of Excellence 
in Sustainable Commodities (PUKL)—as the formal JA multi- 
stakeholder forum (MSF).27 Such multi-scale government support hel-
ped align interests of major producers under increasing pressure to clean 
up supply chains with international development partners’ environ-
mental sustainability agendas, smoothing the way for VSA 
implementation. 

The VSA was further facilitated by the provincial/district economic 
context, in which business/state revenues from natural resources were 
diversified beyond oil palm (e.g. including timber, oil and gas, infra-
structure), and both private business ownership and ties to companies 
for political-campaign support were cross-sectoral. As a result, the pro-
motion of sustainable palm oil agendas proved less threatening to the 
economic interests of powerful state actors (political leaders and bu-
reaucrats) that might otherwise block the initiative (e.g. Diprose, 
2022).28 The structure of the MuBa palm oil sector (see Table 3) was also 
conducive for the VSA as its three multinational buyers29 (all committed 
to the zero deforestation Indonesia Palm Oil Pledge) had leverage over 
their transnational subsidiaries and national companies/smallholders 

via significant vertical supply chain integration. VSA interventions thus 
needed to engage with fewer private companies, as we explore in the 
next section. 

4.1.2. MuBa: Network and coalition-building 
Network and coalition-building at multiple scales has been a central 

VSA intervention for expanding knowledge of and commitment to the 
VSA. High-profile international and national multi-stakeholder events 
on sustainable jurisdictions and landscapes, and other JA/VSA 
information-sharing events at multiple scales (see Annex 1a for inter-
national/national examples and Annex 1b for MuBa) have harnessed 
wider support for JAs by highlighting the benefits of sustainable com-
modities production and environmental governance. These also inter-
acted with resource mobilisation pathways in garnering financial 
support and strengthening JA know-how via information sharing 
(especially for districts). 

At all levels, some activities arose organically, often via initially 
harnessing existing networks formed around antecedent efforts to pro-
mote environmental governance, such as MuBa’s Green Growth and 
spatial plans and monitoring frameworks (IDH, 2017; Luttrell et al., 
2018). Others were ongoing strategically planned activities, most 
notably those organised by IDH/Daemeter or the LKTL with the support 
of other national and MuBa organisations.30 

To build knowledge of, political commitment to, and implementa-
tion capacity for the VSA, MuBa network and coalition-building activ-
ities (Annex 1b) entailed sharing knowledge of how VSAs would help 
solve context-specific local problems, thereby creating a clear value 
proposition for local leaders and other stakeholders. Such activities 
often involved experience and knowledge-sharing to strengthen capa-
bilities for government, local companies and farmers. Participants (e.g. 
GOV03, CIV08, CIV06) explained that they gained awareness of how the 
VSA could: help prevent forest fires via sustainable landscape manage-
ment linked to community and farmer welfare; respond to market 
pressures for sustainable supply chains; and support local environmental 
governance. 

Over time, these networks expanded into a strong coalition of state, 
business and civil society actors concerned with sustainability gover-
nance and production in MuBa. Networking and coalition-building ac-
tivities contributed to collaborations (e.g. on data collection) and trust 
among diverse stakeholders (e.g. Bappeda, SNV and the local NGO 
GeCinde), and facilitated coordination between VSA interventions and 
existing programs (e.g. KELOLA Sendang) to promote sustainability 
governance.31 Such interventions also galvanised interest and engage-
ment from international investors and philanthropists (e.g. Packard 
Foundation)32 and companies (e.g. Cargill, Wilmar and Musim Mas), 
opening pathways to scale up and sustain resource mobilisation for the 
VSA. By connecting the VSA with actors involved in antecedent envi-
ronmental governance processes, these coalitions laid important foun-
dations for collaborative governance through the VSA’s MSF. 

4.1.3. MuBa: Strengthened collaborative governance 
The MSF (locally called the PUKL) strengthened the enabling envi-

ronment by providing a formal platform for government, business and 
civil society stakeholders to agree on shared aims and decision-making 
processes, negotiate roles and responsibilities, and formalise 

23 Dodi Reza Alex Noerdin was the member of the national parliament rep-
resenting South Sumatra for two terms. In aiming to follow in his father’s 
footsteps (prior to being elected as governor, Alex Noerdin had been the MuBa 
district head) he ran for district office and was elected to the top position in the 
district in 2017 after a failed first attempt in 2012 (GOV03, GOV06).  
24 IDH, ICRAF, and Winrock International, among others.  
25 LTKL - Lingkar Temu Kabupaten Lestari. Hernedi and MuBa District drove 

the establishment of this Association, which began with eight member districts 
(now nine) from six provinces.  
26 The prior governor had reached his two-term limit and a new provincial 

governor, Herman Deru was elected. Again, as is common, new leaders may 
continue the broader sectoral agenda of their opponents but reshape this in 
their own policies and programs so as to distance themselves from opponents. 
The new governor’s own program of ‘Advancing Sumatra Selatan for All’ was 
also based on principles of sustainable development and attention to environ-
mental impacts. 
27 This included the district government, IDH, SNV, Daemeter, and partici-

pating companies (District Regulation No. 92 2019).  
28 Engagement in the infrastructure sector proved to be the undoing of both 

former Governor Noerdin and his son District Head Noerdin who were charged 
with corruption in 2021—the former for the possible embezzlement of USD 30 
million of state funds received in return for privileging particular gas contrac-
tors in tender processes, and the latter for similar types of embezzlement for 
infrastructure projects.  
29 All three multinationals with subsidiaries and operations in MuBa had 

signed the zero-deforestation Indonesia Palm Oil Pledge in 2014. 

30 The LTKL was supported by international partners, local NGOs, and Indo-
nesia’s District Governments Association (APKASI), which helped legitimise the 
LTKL as a national forum for district membership, extending its reach over time 
(CIV12; CIV18; Seymour et al., 2020). 
31 Early network and coalition-building activities were related to sustainabil-

ity transitions in which VSA supporters such as the provincial and district 
governments, IDH, ICRAF, RSPO and others were involved.  
32 For example, LTKL activities were funded for several years by the Packard 

Foundation. 
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Fig. 1.  
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institutional structures for coordinating VSA activities and mobilising 
required resources (IDH, 2019). Participants predominantly involved 
district government, the LTKL, international organisations, and the 
private sector,33 as there were few district NGOs (see Fig. 1, where actor 
types are distinguished).34 Activities focused on strengthening institu-
tional systems and environmental governance (see Annex 1c)—intensi-
fying when political support strengthened after forest fires in 2015 and 
2019. 

Given its strong interest in reducing fires, the district led processes to 
establish and coordinate core MSF activities; the chair, secretary and 
deputy secretary were all staff from the District Development Planning 
Agency (Bappeda).35 Many of MuBa’s international development part-
ners provided support for the MSF. For example, IDH led network- 
building and other activities with international buyers, financiers, 
donor organisations, and domestic private sector partners; ICRAF sup-
ported development of environmental governance regulatory frame-
works; SNV36 supported the MSF capacity development division to 
collaborate with businesses and smallholders; and Daemeter supported 
the MSF data and information division on HCV mapping, monitoring 
activities, and stakeholder training (CIV06, GOV06). 

As a cross-district government association concerned with 

sustainability, the LTKL focused on connecting district governments, 
building government knowledge of JAs, promoting political support for 
such approaches, and building district-level green growth capacity. 
NGOs coordinated some training, capacity-building and other events 
with smallholders/communities, but tended to provide contracted ser-
vices for VSA interventions rather than developing independent pro-
grams (CIV06, CIV08). Private sector MSF members (e.g. the business 
association GAPKI and companies in MuBa’s multiple agribusiness sec-
tors such as Cargill and Musim Mas in palm oil,37 APP in timber pulp, 
and Kirana Megatara in rubber) supported Good Agricultural Practices 
(GAP) training for smallholders. 

Overall, respondents described how MuBa’s VSA’s collaborative 
governance activities (see Annex 1c) facilitated the negotiation, pro-
motion and coordination of new policy planning tools (e.g. roadmaps, 
strategy development), helping to institutionalise an enabling policy 
environment for sustainable productive landscapes. 

4.1.4. MuBa: Organised resource mobilisation 
The VSA has further coordinated both public and private sector re-

sources to support sustainability transformations. As is evident in the 
division of responsibilities under the MSF, in MuBa the VSF’s multi- 
stakeholder strategy helped expand resourcing. Each partner contrib-
uted people, time, finances, and expertise according to their compara-
tive strengths to create stronger sustainability incentives, know-how and 
resources to enable farmers, supply chain actors and government to 
implement necessary changes (IDH, 2016; IDH, 2021). 

The mix of actors resourcing the VSA reflects MuBa’s contextual 
political and environmental governance opportunities.38 As Fig. 1 and 
Annex 1d highlight, activities to date have been calibrated to build 
supportive environmental governance processes, capacities, and in-
centives. For example, given political commitments to the VSA, signif-
icant district/provincial funds, staff, and infrastructure have supported 
the MSF Secretariat and specific activities such as the smallholder 
farmer database, implemented with LTKL, IDH and partners. This has in 
turn laid foundations for future capacity-building and support activities 
(CIV12, CIV19, GOV03). The VSA’s main interventions directing sup-
port to government, companies and smallholders have been resourced 
by international organisations, with company commitments (e.g. for 
training and smallholder hubs) slowly growing over time (COM01, 
CIV06, CIV06). 

One VSA strategy has involved connecting farmers seeking to 
improve sustainable practices with international buyers committed to 
sustainable procurement. This has most recently encompassed IDH’s 
SourceUp “collaboration platform for supply chain sustainability at 
scale” (IDH, 2021),39 through which, for example, IDH funds work to 
connect smallholders and buyers who offer direct price premiums for 
improved sustainability. In MuBa (and Aceh), Musim Mas has set up a 
new smallholder hub and committed to buy palm oil from these farmers 
(COM07).40 A second VSA intervention strategy has involved delivery of 
market services such as access to quality agricultural inputs for farmers 

Table 3 
Economic context: Structure of the palm oil sector in MuBa, South Sumatra.  

MuBa District, South Sumatra Province 

Multinational buyers 1) Cargill Group, 2) Musim Mas Group, 3) Wilmar 
Group 

Multinational and national 
palm oil companies  

1) Hindoli (subsidiary of the multinational 
company CargillCargil)  

2) Musi Banyuasin Indah (subsidiary of the 
multinational Wilmar Group)  

3) Berkah Sawit Sejati (subsidiary of the 
multinational Musim Mas Group)  

4) Lonsum Babat Toman (subsidiary of the national 
Indofood company)  

5) Mentari Subur Abadi (subsidiary of the national 
Indofood company)  

6) Musi Agro Lestari (subsidiary of the national 
Astra Agro Lestari company)  

7) Guthrie Pecconia Indonesia (national)  
8) Banyu Kahuripan Indonesia Kecamatan Lalan 

(national) 
Palm oil companies - 

subnational  
1) PT. Sentosa Mulia Bahagia,  
2) Pinago Utama,  
3) Wanapotensi Guna,  
4) Bastian Olah Sawit,  
5) Sejati Palma Sejahtera,  
6) Bina Karya Eka Mandiri,  
7) Buyung Agro Sawita 

Other major agribusiness 
companies 

Kirana Megatara (Rubber - national). Sinar Mas 
(Asia Pulp and Paper - multinational with many 
subnational subsidiaries) 

Total production area 
(smallholder farmers): 

119,479 ha (MoA 2022) 

Number of smallholder 
farmers: 

45,760 (MoA 2022) 

Average size of plantation per 
household: 

2.6 ha (MoA 2022) 

South Sumatra Province 
Smallholder farmers 424,754 ha (MoA 2022) 
Private sector 441,891 ha (MoA 2022) 
Government estate 48,007 ha (MoA 2022)  

33 Yayasan Inisiatif Dagang Hijau, SNV, Daemeter, Rainforest Alliance, AWS, 
GeCinde (Gerakan Cinta Desa), GAPKI, Cargill, Musim Mas, APP Sinar Mas, 
Kirana Megatara.  
34 They mainly include the ‘Village Love Movement’ (Gerakan Cinta Desa – 

GeCinde) and Pelepah, which are very small local organisations.  
35 Responsible for development and green growth planning.  
36 A development organisation from the Netherlands, usually focused on the 

rubber sector. 

37 Both Cargill and Musim Mas are also RSPO members.  
38 There has been less focus in MuBa on mobilising large-scale resources for, 

say, land rehabilitation under the VSA.  
39 This scheme establishes MSFs (referred to within the SourceUp scheme as 

‘compacts’) in producing regions and links these with major agro-commodity 
companies, enabling buyers and producers to align local green growth or sus-
tainable landscape policy agendas with international corporate commitments 
around sustainable commodity sourcing. In addition to direct benefits of price 
premiums, other benefits are indirect—e.g. stable supplier–buyer relationships, 
access to new markets or capacity-building support.  
40 In other agro-commodity sectors in MuBa, APP Sinarmas (in pulp and 

paper) and Kirana Megatara (in rubber) have, in collaboration with SNV, 
trained timber and rubber smallholders (e.g. the UPPB, Rubber Farmers Group) 
in responsible sourcing, with Kirana Megatara committing to purchase small-
holder rubber products (CIV10; GOV08). 
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and farmer organisations, support for increased farmer productivity and 
improved land certification programs, thereby motivating producers to 
engage with sustainability interventions by increasing productivity, in-
comes and livelihood security. 

A third emerging strategy has been designed to facilitate improved 
producer access to new sources of green finance41 by offering either 
concessional (lower cost) finance or more secure access to finance for 
producers demonstrating sustainability impacts. In MuBa, Musim Mas 
support for smallholders, in coordination with national agencies, has 
helped farmers achieve ISPO certification, and in turn, to access low- 
interest financing schemes from Indonesian commercial banks for 
palm oil producers meeting certain requirements (Sindonews, 2017). As 
we see in Annex 1d, these interventions also interact with other VSA 
intervention pathways. 

4.2. Aceh Tamiang 

4.2.1. Aceh: Local political economy and environmental governance 
dynamics 

Aceh province is well-known for its devastating experience of the 
2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami and three decades of conflict between the 
Indonesian government and the Free Aceh Movement. Under the 2005 
Helsinki peace agreement and the Aceh Special Autonomy Law (18/ 
2001),42 Aceh gained greater legislative and political authority and a 
higher share of extractive sector revenues compared with other prov-
inces.43 The province is also home to the famed Leuser and Ulu Masen 
ecosystems covering 3.3 million hectares (Anandi et al., 2014), 
including the Leuser National Park that partly covers Aceh Tamiang 
District and is one of the most important rainforests in Southeast Asia 
(RAN, 2014).44 Together these conditions create a distinctive environ-
mental governance and political context for VSA implementation in Aceh 
Tamiang. 

With depleted oil and gas reserves and the wind-down of post- 
Tsunami reconstruction, Aceh’s leaders faced significant pressures to 
develop the economy, including smallholder farming opportunities 
important for ex-combatants to avoid a return to conflict (Kasia et al., 
2011), while also addressing ongoing damage to the Leuser Ecosystem 
(CIV09).45 To counter these local problems, Aceh’s first popularly elected 
Governor—Irwandi Yusuf, a founding member of Flora and Fauna In-
ternational (FFI) in Aceh—developed ‘Aceh Green’, aligned with then 
President Yudhoyono’s 2007 environmental and climate change miti-
gation agenda. 

However, this green growth policy failed because the proposed 
regulatory reforms were blocked by pro-palm oil factions in Aceh’s 
parliament (COM8), economic opportunities for ex-combatants were too 
slow to materialise, agro-forestry company and international develop-
ment agency investment in ‘green’ initiatives slowed as budgets shrunk 
with the Global Financial Crisis (GFC),46 and market incentives for 
sustainable production remained weak (Swainson, 2016). As illustrated 
in the timeline in Fig. 1, Yusuf lost the Governorship in 2012 and the 
sustainability transition stalled (Anandi et al., 2014; Komalasari & 
Peteru, 2018). 

A new provincial Aceh Spatial Plan (2013–2033) was instead intro-
duced, opening up large Leuser areas to industrial development and 
expanded oil palm plantations (RAN, 2016). In response, from 2013 to 
2017 Greenomics, Greenpeace, the Rainforest Action Network (RAN), 
and the local NGO the Leuser Conservation Forum (FKL)47 scaled up 
coordinated advocacy campaigns to ‘name and shame’ global palm oil 
companies with production in the Leuser region (Greenpeace, 2017; 
CIV05; CIV09).48 Under resulting consumer pressure, many global 
buyers committed to ‘no deforestation’ (Greenpeace, 2017).49 However, 
the primary reliance on palm oil in Aceh Tamiang’s economic context, 
and its complex, less vertically-integrated supply chain structure 
(compared with MuBa) over which many competing multinational 
buyers (see Table 4) had limited leverage50 constrained sustainability 
options.51 

Fig. 2 shows that only a few low-risk activities led by IDH and 
Earthworm Foundation took place in this constrained enabling envi-
ronment.52 Even President Widodo’s country-wide moratorium on new 
palm oil and mining permits and a corresponding moratorium 
announced by Aceh’s Governor did not constrain local land clearing for 
oil palm (RAN, 2016). 

41 Green finance can be sourced nationally or internationally and from public 
and private finance providers. 
42 Law No, 11/2006 on Aceh Governance also outlines aspects of Aceh’s au-

tonomy powers (Anandi et al., 2014). Under its special autonomy powers Aceh 
is able to operate Sharia law, which was one of the aspects of the Helsinki 
Agreement. Independent candidates can run for office without party backing 
and local political parties can be established (Aspinall, 2006). In all other 
Indonesian regions, political parties must have a national base and political 
candidates must be endorsed by parties or coalitions of parties.  
43 In many ways, Aceh’s legislative powers under Special Autonomy resemble 

that of subnational States in federal political systems in the extent to which they 
can make policy and legislation and have a different form of political organi-
sation. Most other provinces in Indonesia do not have these powers (only the 
Papua region has similar powers given its own conflict history).  
44 The Leuser Ecosystem spans an area of 2.6 million hectares, including 

460,000 acres of peatlands that are high in carbon storage. The ecosystem 
contains biodiversity of global importance, and supports critically endangered 
species such as the Sumatran tiger, rhinoceros, orangutan, sun bear, and 
clouded leopard (RAN, 2014).  
45 Deforestation had not only reduced carbon stocks and affected biodiversity, 

but had resulted in drought, erratic water supplies, flash floods, landslides and 
silt-contaminated fishing areas in Aceh province, including Aceh Tamiang 
(EOA, 2009; CIV09). 

46 In this instance, the GFC did not have the same implications for MuBa 
(South Sumatra) as it did for Aceh. This is because at the point in time when the 
GFC hit South Sumatra had fewer international environmental advocacy or 
development organisations (e.g. the World Bank, the UN, international orga-
nisations) with large and active programs and financing when compared to 
Aceh, where numerous organisations were engaged in post-tsunami and post- 
conflict rehabilitation. These agencies provided significant support to the 
Aceh governor via their own programs, and through funding for government 
initiatives. The GFC affected the budgets of these international organisations 
and companies, and a lot of funding for the region was withdrawn. As a result, 
South Sumatra has not seen the same presence of organisations or global 
pressures (it does not have the globally-renowned Leuser Ecosystem) and efforts 
to improve sustainability did not scale up until 2015, well after the GFC.  
47 FKL’s founder, Rudi Putra, also coordinated a petition calling on the 

Indonesian government to enforce national-level conservation regulation in 
Aceh, which gathered 1.4 million signatures. In early 2014, the Ministry of 
Home Affairs requested revisions to the Aceh Spatial Plan; however, the plan 
was enacted as Qanun (Aceh’s regional regulation) under Aceh’s Special Au-
tonomy status (RAN, 2016).  
48 For example, RAN ran the Conflict Palm Oil campaign and the Snack Food 

20 campaign, monitoring the palm oil supply chains of three big buyers of palm 
oil in the region (Wilmar, Musimas and Golden Agri Resources - GAR) and the 
global companies that buy from these companies such as Pepsico, Unilever, and 
Nestle.  
49 Unilever, Nestle and GAR had committed to no deforestation a number of 

years prior to this and GAR followed suit in 2013, with many other global 
companies (i.e. L’Oreal, Kelloggs, Mars) making commitments in 2014. Such 
campaigns also focused global attention on Aceh Tamiang, which lost 25% of its 
tree cover through deforestation between 2002 and 2020 (Global Forest Watch, 
n.d.). 
50 Concessions and mills were operated by many sub-nationally owned me-

dium sized producers, national companies, and the state-owned palm oil 
company.  
51 The District Head did however support one project to remove palm oil 

plantations from protection forest areas in the Leuser (RAN, 2016).  
52 Fuji Oil, Golden Agri Resources (GAR), Cargill, Hershey, Mars, and Nestle 

(TFA, 2021). 
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Opportunities to incentivise sustainable production grew, however, 
in 2015. Under pressure from multinational buyers Unilever and Pepisco 
to clean up their supply chains, multinational suppliers Wilmar and 
Musim Mas both cancelled the supply contract of Mopoli Raya (the then 
district head’s family-owned company) due to illegal clearing in High 
Conservation Value (HCV) and High Carbon Stock (HCS) forest areas by 
its subsidiary, Aloer Timur (RAN, 2016; CIV09; CIV07).53 In response, 
with Wilmar and Earthworm’s support, Mopoli Raya and other com-
panies began work on HCV/HCS area protection and rehabilitation 
(Wilmar, 2020). Opportunities then arose in the political context in 2017 
when Yusuf regained the Governorship and re-invigorated Aceh Green 
(CIV09; TFA, 2021), and a new district head was elected with no per-
sonal palm oil business interests and a background at the National Land 
Agency promoting legalised land titles for smallholders (GOV01; 
CIV05). 

Critical shifts in the subnational political economy saw environmental 
governance activities quickly scale up in 2018: a moratorium on palm oil 
expansion was issued, a review of existing licences began, the Aceh 
Tamiang government applied to join the LTKL and signed an MOU with 
Earthworm (TFA, 2021),54 and the Coalition for Sustainable Livelihoods 
was established to coordinate government, business, and NGO activities 
focused on sustainable smallholder commodity production,55 desig-
nating Aceh Tamiang for its pilot (Seymour, 2019). In 2019, IDH’s 

Production, Protection, and Inclusion (PPI) Compact was signed by the 
District Head and other partners, following several years of discussions 
(TFA, 2021; Seymour et al., 2020).56 

4.2.2. Aceh: Network and coalition-building 
Like in MuBa, renewed political opportunities in 2018–19 spurred a 

scale-up in VSA networking and coalition-building efforts to grow multi- 
stakeholder knowledge of and consensus on the VSA in preparation for 
establishing its MSF (ratified in 2019 and active in 2020). Many exam-
ples of networking activities in Annex 1e harnessed existing networks of 
actors concerned with sustainability (e.g. those involved in PPI Compact 
discussions). This also interacted with collaborative governance path-
ways—many PPI Compact signatories are also MSF members. 

Strategic information-sharing events sought to create a value prop-
osition for participants by showing how the VSA helped to solve local 
problems—e.g. protecting and rehabilitating depleted peatlands, as well 
as supporting ‘named and shamed’ subnational companies to re-enter 
supply chains, other companies to respond to the market pressures for 
improved sustainability, and smallholders to secure land title/liveli-
hoods. For example, IDH convened international palm oil buyers with 
existing sustainability commitments to discuss environmental sustain-
ability of the Leuser Ecosystem (coordinating with NGOs like Earth-
worm and RAN) and connected these buyers to subnational oil palm 
companies and government, encouraging them to also join PPI Com-
pacts (IDH, n.d). 

Networking galvanised further awareness, interest and engagement 
from local/global NGOs, farmers (and farmer organisations), and 
development organisations, thereby laying the foundations to scale up 
partnerships via resource mobilisation, and to strengthen program co-
ordination via collaborative governance. As one interviewee explained: 
“A significant impact [of the VSA] has been the relationships between 
farmers and companies and farmers and the government, and the 
cooperation created by this program has been positive. Previously there 
was no communication between companies and farmers” (CIV01). 

Like in MuBA, network convening and management drove coalition- 
building and learning but differed with regard to the distinct governance 
problems around which network-building processes were mobilised, and 
the timing of networking activities based on evolving opportunities to 
engage with prior environmental governance activities and changing 
local political leaders. 

4.2.3. Aceh: Strengthened collaborative governance 
Early members of Aceh’s MSF were engaged in antecedent envi-

ronmental governance efforts and advocacy (as in MuBa). Aceh’s MSF 
similarly provided a space for dialogue, planning, and dividing and 
coordinating responsibilities between members. In contrast to MuBa, 
however, NGOs predominantly drove Aceh’s MSF and VSA strategy 
development and activities coordination—reflecting NGOs’ long 
involvement in local governance, conservation and smallholder and 
community work. NGOs also led implementation of GAP training and 
related programs, with support from their partners (CIV05, CIV09). MSF 
members have also included international and private sector organisa-
tions, with a lesser, mainly administrative function for district govern-
ment given Aceh’s political constraints, although the MSF is nonetheless 
chaired by district government (GOV01). 

Despite different degrees of state engagement, the division of re-
sponsibilities among other partners in Aceh’s MSF (see Fig. 1 for actor 

Table 4 
Economic context: Structure of the palm oil sector in Aceh Tamiang, Aceh 
Province.  

Aceh Tamiang District, Aceh Province 

Multinational buyers  1) PepsiCo, 2) GAR, 3) Musim Mas, 4) Unilever, 5) 
Avril, 6) Clorox, 7) Bunge, 8) Colgate- 
Palmolive, 9) Fuji Oil, 10) Golden Agri- 
Resources, 11) Givaudan, 12) Hershey Mars, 
13) Nestle, 14) PZ Cussons, 15) Reckitt, 16) 
Vandemoortele 

Multinational and national 
palm oil companies in 
operating in the district  

1) Sri Kual (multinational)  
2) Socfin Indonesia Group (multinational)  
3) Dharma Agung (national)  
4) Dharmasawita Nusantara (national)  
5) Padang Palma Permai (national)  
6) Parasawita (national)  
7) PTPN 1 Pulau Tiga (national)  
8) Sumber Asih (national) 

Subnational palm oil 
companies in the district 

1) Alur Gantung, 2) Bahruny, 3) Benih Tamiang, 4) 
Bukit Safa, 5) Bumi Sama Ganda, 6) Desa Jaya 
Kebun Alur Jambu, 7) Desa Jaya Sungai Liput, 8) 
Mopoli Raya, 9) PP Pati Sari, 10) PPDI Nilam 
Wangi, 11) Puga Company, 12) Ronggoh Mas 
Lestari, 13) Tenggulun Raya, 14) Surya mata, 15) 
Seumadam, 16) Simpang Kiri Plantation, 17) 
Sriratu, 18) Wajar Corpora 

Total production area 
(smallholder farmers): 

44,969 ha (MoA 2022) 

Number of smallholder 
farmers: 

10,794 households (MoA 2022) 

Average size of plantation per 
household 

4.16 ha (MoA 2022) 

Aceh Province: Total Oil Palm Plantation Area (MoA 2022) 
Smallholder farmers 162,764 ha 
Private sector 148,497 ha 
Government estate 29,832 ha  

53 One of Mopoli Raya’s lead shareholders contested this claim, arguing the 
palm oil was from legal concession areas (Listiyarini, 2015). 
54 This was despite the arrest of Governor Yusuf in 2018 on corruption char-

ges—his agenda was not significantly disrupted by his deputy who acted in his 
place (Aceh Government, 2018).  
55 The Coalition for Sustainable Livelihoods focused on Aceh and North 

Sumatra. It existed in parallel to, but interacted closely with, the VSA, as a key 
goal shared by both initiatives was to coordinate landscape approaches and 
jurisdictional initiatives. 

56 PPI Compacts are agreements developed by IDH between government, 
private sector and civil society actors. IDH began scoping work for the Com-
pacts in 2017. 
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types) has been similar to MuBa, as have its collaborative governance 
activities (developing legislation, technical tools, roadmaps and strate-
gies - see Annex 1f). The LTKL’s role is similar; for example, it developed 
a Local Competitiveness Framework for MuBa and Aceh governments,57 

helping both to develop Local Competitiveness Reports in 2020 (CIV18, 
CIV19). The LTKL has also worked with Aceh Tamiang District’s Bap-
peda (and the Forestry and Estate Crops Agency) to align PPI Compact 
commitments with the district planning documents.58 

Other international partners operate across sites, but similarly take 
key roles in supporting development of environmental governance 
regulatory frameworks and monitoring and evaluation practices, albeit 
with a stronger focus in Aceh on working with companies on improving 
sustainable production. For example, in Aceh Tamiang, the Earthworm 
Foundation has engaged international buyers with the VSA approach, 
connected them with local companies and farmers for building capacity 
on supply chain sustainability, and educated local companies on envi-
ronmental management and good labour practices.59 There is a much 
wider range of global company60 partners of the MSF in Aceh than 
MuBa, and a stronger focus on coordinating peatland rehabilitation, 
reflecting the structure of Aceh Tamiang’s palm oil sector in which there 
are more multinational buyers and a less vertically-integrated supply 
chain involving far more sub-nationally-owned companies. 

4.2.4. Aceh: Organised resource mobilisation 
Like in MuBa, the VSA’s multi-stakeholder strategy has expanded 

resources by dividing responsibilities among MSF members according to 
their comparative strengths, with the mix of actors and activities cali-
brated to Aceh Tamiang’s contextual conditions (see Annex 1 g for ex-
amples). Government resources mainly support in-kind office and 
meeting spaces. Meanwhile, given Leuser Ecosystem advocacy, defor-
estation, and the large number of multinational buyers in Aceh’s palm 
oil sector, various development partners (especially international orga-
nisations and buyers) fund peatland rehabilitation, farmer capacity- 
building, local supplier capacity-building, and other activities at a 
greater scale than MuBa. For example, international buyers have 
matched pledges by several European governments, while Unilever and 
IDH have jointly pledged €1.5 million for VSA activities, especially 
forest protection and restoration (TFA, 2021). Buyers have provided 
trainers and other resources for participating suppliers, and engaged in 
knowledge-sharing with the Indonesian Palm Oil Association (Aceh 
Branch). 

There is strong political interest in supporting capacity development 
for farmers at a larger scale in Aceh than MuBa given Aceh’s conflict 
history and the strong reliance on oil palm smallholdings for ex- 
combatant livelihoods. The VSA has thus targeted 10,000 smallholders 
for training in GAP and NDPE (No Deforestation, No Peat and No 
Exploitation) by the end of 2023 (TFA, 2021). As of May 2021, nearly 
2500 of the 5000 targeted owners of land smallholdings had received 
clear land titles via VSA support, with farmers also receiving support for 
quality assurance, production inputs, and training (e.g. via Musim Mas’s 
hubs). New farmers organisations and cooperatives were established to 

coordinate VSA-related training and strengthen farmer capabilities; this 
also interacted with network and coalition-building processes by 
creating new connections and communication channels among farmers 
and firms. 

5. Discussion and conclusion 

5.1. Interacting intervention pathways 

The above analysis has contributed to our understanding of juris-
dictional approaches to sustainable commodity production by theorising 
and illustrating the operation and interaction of three foundational JA 
intervention pathways (Research Question 1). In both subnational cases 
of JA implementation that we analysed in detail, cross-sectoral network 
and coalition-building helped connect the JA with pre-existing gover-
nance architectures; collaborative governance arrangements supported 
multi-stakeholder policy planning and helped align JA activities with 
related government policies and programs; and both public and private 
resource mobilisation helped motivate and support government agencies, 
targeted companies, and farmers to shift towards sustainable production 
practices. 

Although analytically distinct, in practice these intervention path-
ways had quite fluid boundaries, as many interventions, by design or 
default, intersected with and contributed to more than one change 
pathway, often generating highly complementary interactions (see 
Annex 1 for examples of these intersections and interactions). For 
example, investment in network and coalition-building facilitated link-
ages with other governance initiatives and strengthened engagement 
and resource mobilisation from broader networks of actors. Resource 
mobilisation was crucial in enabling the implementation of collabora-
tive policy planning and, by generating broader benefits to local voters 
and constituencies, helped to lay foundations for various political 
leaders to engage productively with collaborative governance processes. 
Institutionalised shifts in regulatory and market incentive structures 
negotiated through collaborative governance in turn supported pre-
liminary steps towards shifting regulatory rules of the game in support of 
transformative coalitions. 

The three types of interventions were thus often functionally inter-
dependent and complementary, with each potentially helping to pre-
configure, reinforce or amplify the others. As such, they could not 
straightforwardly be substituted for one another because each made 
distinctive contributions to processes of change. Yet despite such func-
tional interdependencies, we did not observe that any one pathway was 
a strict precondition for the others, or that the interplay between path-
ways needed to unfold in a particular sequence. Rather, as illustrated in 
Figs. 1 and 2 above, the combinations, timing and sequencing of inter-
vention activities and their interactions took contrasting forms in each of 
our two illustrative cases, demonstrating variable pathways of inter-
acting interventions across contexts. Such findings highlight the value of 
approaches that seek explicitly to promote multiple vectors of inter-
acting change as means of amplifying system-wide processes of sus-
tainability transformation (Brandão et al., 2020; Lambin et al., 2020). 

5.2. Varied operationalisation of intervention pathways in contrasting 
contexts 

Our research also investigated how the politico-economic and envi-
ronmental contexts in which these interacting jurisdictional in-
terventions were implemented influenced both their operationalisation 
and effects (Research Question 2). The two JA implementation sites we 
examined in depth reflected starkly different environmental gover-
nance, political and economic contexts (summarised in Table 5). 

Notable differences between the two contexts included: contrasting 
supply chain structures, degree of reliance on palm oil, civil society activity 
and subnational political dynamics, which in turn produced both different 
incentives for political and business elites and varied availability of 

57 This Local Competitiveness Framework was developed using consultative 
processes. It integrates influential international performance standards with 
local government reporting and data collection frameworks, thereby simpli-
fying the means of measuring and reporting performance on sustainable 
development.  
58 This includes coordinating PPI commitments for 16 district agencies (TFA, 

2021).  
59 It has also conducted HCA and HCV assessments for specific companies and 

worked with stakeholders to monitor biodiversity management and develop 
participatory conservation plans (Seymour et al., 2020; Earthworm, 2020; TFA, 
2021).  
60 These include PepsiCo, GAR, Musim Mas, and Unilever, and medium scale 

suppliers like Mopoli Raya, Bumi Sama Ganda, Patisari, Semadam, and Socfin, 
(TFA, 2021; IDH, 2017). 
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state, market and civil society leadership and resourcing. These differ-
ences also led to variation in the most salient environmental governance 
problems related to patterns of resource production and extraction; 
contrasting histories of environmental advocacy and governance 
generating different configurations of existing policy and governance 

networks from which jurisdictional initiatives could build; and temporal 
changes in opportunities for the VSA to gain support in response to local 
shifts in both social coalitions and political and administrative leadership. 
Together, these contextual factors shaped sub-national differences in 
how sustainability governance agendas were defined, the array of po-
litical, business and civil society actors with which jurisdictional in-
terventions needed to coordinate, how these actors perceived and 
positioned their own interests in relation to jurisdictional sustainability 
agendas, and how all of these factors changed over time. 

Such contextual differences in turn influenced how jurisdictional in-
terventions were operationalised in each subnational location, as these 
different conditions created varied opportunities and constraints 
regarding the use of different mixes of interventions, the mixes of state 
and non-state actors relied on to coordinate or deliver the interventions, 
and the ways in which these mixes and calibrations changed over time. 
Table 6 summarises key differences in how the three intervention 
pathways were operationalised in the two subnational sites of JA 
implementation. 

As the right-hand column in Table 6 highlights, VSA programs were 
linked to different local governance problem frames (forest fires in South 
Sumatra, destruction of the Leuser ecosystem in Aceh) to engage key 
local actors and build legitimacy. VSA program operationalisation also 
responded to contrasting patterns of state, market and civil society 
leadership and resourcing and different histories of prior environmental 
governance initiatives. Despite the MSF in each location being formally 
chaired by district government actors, in South Sumatra there was 
heavier reliance initially on state-led processes of collaborative gover-
nance and resource mobilisation, whereas civil society actors (from 
former Leuser Ecosystem advocacy work) and the private sector played 
more prominent initial roles in Aceh. The leadership and resourcing of 
the VSA in practice was thus partly path dependent but also contingent 
on locally-embedded interests at the point in time when the VSA was 
established. 

Moreover, contextual differences between the two subnational sites 
had significant implications for temporal dimensions of how interacting 
intervention pathways were operationalised. As we explored above through 
the case study narratives and timelines illustrated in Figs. 1 and 2, there 
were notable differences between subnational cases regarding when the 
JA interventions were initiated, how they were sequenced, and how they 
were scaled up and back at different times to flexibly respond to varied 
subnational context opportunities and constraints. In Aceh, large-scale 
private sector resources were quickly mobilised in response to interna-
tional market pressures for more sustainable supply chains, while pro-
cesses to establish the MSF and expand networks with state actors 
occurred more slowly. In South Sumatra, network-building processes 
drawing on participants in antecedent green growth policy frameworks 
led to stronger state leadership and resourcing of the MSF. The speed, 
timing and sequencing of implementation also varied in response to 
contrasting and shifting political dynamics in the two sites, as changes of 
local political leadership provided both important opportunities and 
sources of disruption, depending on the alignment and positioning of 
particular political leaders in relation to the VSA. 

Such varied approaches to operationalising the VSA then in turn 
influenced the change pathways and corresponding effects that flowed 
from the interventions. The VSA in South Sumatra was calibrated such 
that its resource mobilisation and collaborative governance pathways 
mutually reinforced the establishment of strong state sustainability 
governance and policy capacity, enabling significant advances in state- 
led sustainability policy planning, and strengthened government ca-
pacity with regard to policy integration and implementation. Strong 
reliance on state support was a benefit insofar as it enabled access to 
state authority and resources, with political leaders playing crucial roles 
in facilitating and championing jurisdictional initiatives during partic-
ular time periods. But such reliance also tends to increase the political 
fragility of jurisdictional initiatives—intensifying the vulnerability of 
these pathways to political instability, possible elite capture or watering 

Table 5 
Contrasting contextual conditions.   

South Sumatra (MuBa 
District) 

Aceh (Aceh Tamiang 
District) 

Economic context  • Palm oil diversified with 
other resources (e.g. pulp 
and paper and 
infrastructure 
development), also 
diversifying the interests 
of local economic and 
political elites  

• Buyers: dominated by 
three large multinationals  

• Production: dominated by 
the subsidiaries of two 
large (and transnationally 
linked) palm oil 
companies; very few sub- 
nationally owned and 
operated palm-oil 
companies  

• Some international supply 
chain pressure to 
introduce sustainable 
production  

• Palm oil is the dominant 
agricultural commodity, 
concentrating the 
interests of local 
economic and political 
elites in palm oil  

• Buyers: many large 
multinationals  

• Production: dominated by 
sub-nationally owned and 
operated palm oil com-
panies and some national 
companies.  

• Substantial international 
supply chain pressure, 
especially on competing 
multinationals, to address 
problems in the supply 
chain, particularly illegal 
encroachment and 
environmental damage in 
the Leuser ecosystem 

Environmental 
governance 
context  

• Stronger history of prior 
sustainable commodities 
initiatives  

• Antecedent political 
backing at province and 
district levels for 
jurisdiction-wide green- 
growth regulatory frame-
works and strategies  

• Weak civil society and 
private sector 
organisation on 
environmental 
governance issues  

• Strong involvement of 
international 
organisations in 
environmental 
governance  

• Limited history of 
sustainable commodity 
initiatives  

• Failed antecedent efforts 
to introduce province- 
wide green growth plans 
and policy frameworks  

• Extensive history of 
environmental 
conservation movements, 
including civil society 
campaigns, targeting the 
direct environmental 
impacts of palm oil 
companies linked to local 
elites  

• Strong involvement of 
international 
organisations in 
environmental 
governance 

Political context  • Strong continuity and 
alignment of state support 
for environmental 
governance at district and 
provincial levels, growing 
over time  

• State support for specific 
environmental initiatives 
shifted over time with 
political leadership 
changes  

• Strong national and 
international political 
pressure to address the 
problem of forest fires  

• Political leaders receive 
private sector support for 
campaigns from a mix of 
industry and extractive 
sectors  

• Disrupted history of 
district and provincial 
political support for 
environmental 
governance initiatives  

• A recent increase in 
support from government 
actors at district and 
provincial levels 
coincided with increasing 
market pressures to create 
a window of opportunity 
to establish the VSA  

• High subnational political 
autonomy limits the 
influence of national 
political actors  

• Political leaders receive 
private sector support for 
campaigns predominantly 
from the palm-oil sector; 
some own subnational 
palm oil companies  
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down of the JA, especially during leadership transitions (e.g. see 
Brandão et al., 2020). In Aceh, interventions were calibrated to take 
advantage of NGO leadership and strong international and private sector 
support, which enabled greater progress with regard to peatland reha-
bilitation, engagement of national companies, smallholder land titling, 
the promotion of smallholder capacities regarding sustainable land use 
practices, and farmer access to preferential sourcing in supply chains. 
Yet in turn, heavy reliance on private resource flows can weaken resil-
ience in the face of changing corporate or international donor agendas 
and priorities. 

5.3. Anticipatory and adaptive approaches 

To some extent, differences in how the VSA was operationalised in 
the two contexts emerged somewhat organically, reflecting path- 
dependent processes of relationship-building and gradual institutional 
change. However, precisely because intervention pathways are multi- 
dimensional and can be combined and sequenced in different ways, 
we observed significant scope for VSA proponents to adjust calibrations 
of JA interventions to respond to the opportunities and constraints of 
contrasting contexts—even within the framework of a common over-
arching ‘theory of change’. 

Such efforts were reflected in various adaptive strategies adopted by 
JA proponents. They focused on problem frames with local salience in 
order to create value propositions that could target the interests of 
subnational actors and build local legitimacy. They made choices about 
which activities to prioritise based on the feasibility of accessing 
required capacities, resources and local support. And they attempted to 
anticipate and manage risks associated with political transitions by 
suspending programs during elections, strengthening engagement with 
local government agency leaders and young technocrats to champion 
JAs independently of high-level political leaders, and building 
strengthened relationships with diverse civil society actors to bolster 
resilience in the face of political change. 

Despite such efforts to adapt intervention mixes and calibrations to 
varied contexts, our analysis suggests there remains further scope for 
more explicit forms of adaptive design, in which proponents of juris-
dictional initiatives actively seek to manage risks and opportunities at 
early stages of JA design and implementation, while also monitoring 
changing contextual dynamics and responding to unanticipated changes 
as they evolve. For example, a responsive approach to design in the 
political domain might involve undertaking political analyses of elite 
actors or coalitions likely to support or resist sustainability initiatives, 
and seeking to adapt program incentive structures where possible to 
create more attractive value propositions for resistant actors. Extended 
adaptive designs could also identify which activities and policy in-
terventions are easier to advance and lock in quickly in the face of po-
tential resistance, which might help tackle early obstacles to JA 
establishment, and lay longer-term foundations for building resilience 
and upscaling. Such an approach might take advantage of early support 
from political leaders to prioritise strengthening regulatory frameworks, 
then later focusing more intensively on resource mobilisation. Alterna-
tively, an initiative facing early political opposition could prioritise non- 
state resource mobilisation, before subsequently diversifying resource 
bases to reduce vulnerability to funding withdrawal. Such approaches 
could help JAs to connect with existing coalitions, sequence and pri-
oritise initial strategies, and bring in other actors and intervention 
strategies over time in ways that build the resilience of overall inter-
vention mixes. 

At the same time, such strategic efforts risk producing unintended 
consequences in the face of difficulties in predicting changes, and should 
not be over-engineered. For example, excluding particular actors from 
network and coalition-building strategies during the establishment 
phase risks breaking trust with existing, organically-formed coalitions 
that could provide an important support base. Similarly, an explicit 
focus on state engagement in network-building might dissuade NGOs 

Table 6 
Comparative operationalisation of change pathways in MuBa and Aceh 
Tamiang.  

MuBa, South Sumatra Aceh Tamiang, Aceh Key differences  

• Network and 
Coalition Building  

• State support for 
network building 
bolstered by shifting 
political leadership  

• Network participants 
drawn heavily from 
prior sustainability 
initiatives, with heavy 
reliance on 
government actors and 
international 
organisations  

• Networks focused on 
local problems of 
tackling forest fires  

• Network and 
Coalition Building  

• Network participants 
drawn heavily from 
international 
organisations, civil 
society and the private 
sector  

• Coalition-building 
processes sporadic and 
disrupted  

• Networks focused on 
local problems of 
preserving the Leuser 
ecosystem  

• Different problem 
focus (tackling forest 
fires in South Sumatra 
and protecting the 
Leuser ecosystem in 
Aceh)  

• Different timing and 
sequencing to connect 
with prior sustainable 
commodity initiatives 
(more extensively 
developed in South 
Sumatra), and to 
navigate changing 
sources of local 
resistance or support  

• Different mixes of 
actors in networks in 
each site  

• Collaborative 
Governance  

• Formal state 
endorsement of multi- 
stakeholder forum 
(MSF)  

• State leadership of the 
MSF  

• State resourcing of the 
multi-stakeholder 
forum  

• Timing of the forum’s 
establishment linked to 
changes in local 
political leadership  

• MSF members mainly 
from international 
organisations and 
government (from 
prior green growth 
policy and spatial 
planning work)  

• Strong alignment 
between JA program 
and government 
sustainability policies 
and monitoring 
systems under MSF 
direction  

• District government 
MSF leadership 
spearheaded JA 
advancement in 
Indonesia via leading 
the LTKL  

• Collaborative 
Governance  

• Formal state 
endorsement of multi- 
stakeholder forum 
(MSF)  

• Civil society leadership 
in managing MSF 
activities  

• Market and civil 
society resourcing of 
the MSF  

• Timing of the forum’s 
establishment linked to 
changes in local 
political leadership  

• MSF members mainly 
from international 
companies, 
international 
organisations and 
NGOs  

• Strong alignment 
between JA program, 
government priorities 
on smallholder land 
titling and peatland 
and forest 
rehabilitation 
programs, and 
subnational company 
capacity building 
activities under MSF 
direction  

• Different patterns of 
state, market and civil 
society leadership of 
MSF  

• Different mixes of 
actors involved in MSF  

• Different timing and 
sequencing of MSF 
establishment to adapt 
to local political 
changes (in particular 
changing sources of 
local political 
resistance or support, 
and changing market 
incentives)  

• Different calibration 
of JA interventions 
under the direction of 
the MSF to adapt to 
local priorities  

• Organised resource 
mobilisation  

• Strong mobilisation of 
state resources  

• Some mobilisation of 
market resources  

• Resource investments 
strongly focused on 
both smallholders 
(capacity building, 
alternative livelihoods, 
and management 
practices) and 
government (capacity 
building, policy 
instrument 
development, land 
mapping, green growth 
and monitoring 
systems)  

• Organised resource 
mobilisation  

• Strong mobilisation of 
market resources  

• Resource investments 
strongly focused on 
smallholders (land 
title, capacity building, 
land management 
practices), peatlands 
rehabilitation and 
management, and 
subnational palm oil 
companies (sustainable 
practices, supply chain 
management)  

• Lighter focus on 
government capacity 
building (e.g. land and 
supply chain mapping, 
governance systems)  

• Different patterns of 
state versus market 
resourcing  

• Different calibrations 
of resource 
investments and 
activities to respond 
to local/MSF priorities  
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critical of the state from engaging, while conversely, large-scale resource 
mobilisation focussed on companies might de-incentivise the commit-
ment of state resources. 

Given such challenges, JA operationalisation will continue to require 
a significant degree of experimentation and layering, supported by 
flexible procedures and periodic review processes to help inform 
ongoing adjustments to policy and practice in response to changing 
conditions (Sabel & Zeitlin, 2008). JAs are in a strong position to 
incorporate these types of reflexive procedures, because of their 
collaborative multi-stakeholder governance arrangements which are 
designed from the outset to facilitate ongoing processes of feedback and 
learning. Resilience may also be bolstered by incorporating a degree of 
‘redundancy’ into JA program designs, whereby some interventions 
replicate the efforts of others (and thus seem less ‘efficient’) in antici-
pation of one or more pathways weakening over time (Howlett & 
Ramesh, 2023). 

Such responsive ways of thinking about the design and ongoing 
management of JA interventions aid the adaptiveness of schemes so they 
can play the most productive role possible under the challenging real- 
world conditions in which they must operate. JA interventions 
attempt to address critical and time-sensitive environmental risks in 
places where they operate, whether or not conditions are conducive. 
Understanding how approaches can be adapted to these contexts is thus 
not only of theoretical interest, but crucial for practical efforts to make 
meaningful contributions that strengthen sustainable commodity 
governance where it is most needed. 

6. Generalisability and limitations 

Because the inductive component of our theory-building method was 
based on an analysis of a small selection of jurisdictional initiatives, 
there are limits to the generalisability of our findings regarding JA 
intervention pathways. The broader global population of existing JAs is 
highly diverse: some have simpler designs that only aim to activate one 
or two intervention pathways, operate at national or international scales 
rather than sub-nationally, or place less emphasis on internationally- 
traded commodities. JAs also operate in a variety of product sectors 
and promote different mixes of conservation and development objec-
tives.61 Both the inductive component of our theory-building and our 
illustrative case analysis focused on a subset of JAs that have a strong 
focus on sustainable commodity production and operate sub-nationally 
in the Indonesian palm oil sector. Our illustrative case analysis in turn 
focused even more narrowly on one comprehensive and highly devel-
oped JA program (in two implementation sites). As such, there are likely 
limitations to the generalisability of our study in relation to JAs intro-
duced by domestic state and non-state actors for different purposes, 
other less comprehensive JA designs with different goals, those being 
piloted in different commodity sectors (e.g. timber, cocoa, coffee), or 
those focusing on less tradable commodities, forest conservation, and 
low-emissions development more broadly. Nonetheless, because our 
theory-building method also drew insights from a much broader body of 
academic and grey scholarship on JAs operating around the world, and 
because these broader initiatives have co-evolved with the initiatives we 
studied within a tight-knit international community of practice working 
on jurisdictional approaches, it is likely that these findings will have 
some transferability to a more diverse set of jurisdictional initiatives. 
Further research is needed to explore the degree of transferability of our 
findings to these broader contexts. 

Our empirical focus on JAs operating in Indonesia also has impli-
cations for the degree to which we can generalise our findings on how 
varied politico-economic and environmental contexts influenced the 
operationalisation and effects of jurisdictional approaches. It is likely 
that the specific ways in which intervention mixes and calibrations were 
adapted to the Indonesian context would vary in national contexts 
characterised by different geographies and political ecologies of com-
modity production, different histories of environmental governance, 
and different national and subnational political dynamics. Rather than 
weakening the results presented here, however, this expected variation 
reinforces our more fundamental findings regarding the need for JA 
design and implementation that is adaptable to varied contextual con-
ditions. In this regard, our comparison of two subnational contexts in the 
same country functions as a ‘hard case’ test of our argument, and we 
would expect such differences to be even more pronounced when 
comparing JA interventions across countries. 
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