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Abstract: This paper analyzes the processes by which the Sebangau National Park in Central Kalimantan 
(Indonesia) was established, along with the management activities implemented and the impacts of such 

activities on local communities. Employing an environmental justice lens, which revolved around procedural, 

recognition, and distribution issues, we found that local communities were not adequately consulted or 
involved in the establishment and management of the national park. Furthermore, approaches to mitigate 
the adverse impacts failed to fully consider the diverse cultures and customs with different livelihood 
strategies surrounding the park. The research also found that the options made available for local livelihoods 
were limited and did not meet specific needs and demands of certain ethnic groups. Overall, the 
transformation of the Sebangau production forest into a conservation area significantly disrupted local 
livelihoods and led to pronounced adverse economic, social, and cultural impacts. Thus, adequate attention 
to environmental justice must be made if park authorities are to improve the social acceptability of the 
national park. They should meaningfully engage the local communities in decision-making procedures 
related to park management, because they are directly impacted by the park. The authorities should also 
understand the different sociocultural aspects related to the local people surrounding the park and their 
different needs and livelihood strategies. Finally, the livelihood alternatives should be carefully assessed, and 
locals should be adequately consulted to ensure that these are socially and culturally accepted.  

Keywords: Environmental justice; Local livelihoods; Indigenous people; National parks; Protected areas; 
Participation; Indonesia 

 

1. Introduction 

The total size of areas dedicated for conservation and protection has increased from 12.7% in 
2012 (Bertzky et al. 2012) to 15.2% of the world’s terrestrial area in 2020 (UNEP-WCMC, IUCN, and 
NGS, 2020). Many of these conservation areas were previously used for economic and production 
purposes. Conservation and protected areas are usually dedicated to the preservation of 
biodiversity and maintenance of ecological services. They are also crucial for alleviating climate 
change (Hannah, 2008). However, there have been growing concerns that the design and 
implementation of biodiversity conservation often lead to adverse social impacts on local 
communities (Dahlberg, 2010; Myers & Muhajir, 2015; Bong et al., 2016, Fatem et al., 2018). This is 
because the process of establishing conservation areas often overlooks the sociocultural values of 
communities living near these areas (Infield, 2001; Hulme & Murphree, 2001; Infield et al., 2017; 
O’Riordan & Stoll-Kleemann, 2002; Abukari & Mwalyosi, 2020). In fact, many local communities and 
indigenous groups have encountered challenges in sustaining their livelihoods owing to the use of 
forests and their natural resources for conservation purposes (Balmford & Whitten, 2003; Baker et 
al., 2011, Bennett & Dearden, 2014). In some cases, the gazettement of forest conservation has 
completely displaced local communities (Elmhirst, 2011; Agrawal & Redford, 2009; Tauli Corvuz, 
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2016). Thus, there has been a growing clamor for the equitable and just management of 
conservation and protected areas (Nurrochmat et al., 2017; Schreckenberg et al., 2016; Hart, 2014). 

Sebangau National Park (SNP) in Central Kalimantan, Indonesia, was established in 2004 on 
areas that were previously used for logging operations. Its establishment primarily aimed at 
rehabilitating degraded peat swamp forests, while conserving the remaining intact peatland. 
However, similar to the case of other national parks in the country, it has been reported that the 
establishment of SNP has increasingly led to undesirable social impacts, such as land tenure issues, 
resource sharing, and access, resulting in conflicts between local communities and the national park 
authority (Soehartono & Mardiastuti, 2013; Setiawan et al., 2016). In fact, a total of 50 villages with 
diverse sociocultural backgrounds and interactions with forest resources surround the SNP (for 
details, see Section 2).  

Employing an environmental justice lens, this paper explores how the establishment of the SNP 
has led to adverse social, economic, and cultural impacts. To achieve the wise management of forest 
resources, the concept of environmental justice must be discussed directly in integrated 
conservation and economic growth programs (Gustavsson et al., 2014). Three key reasons explain 
why biodiversity protection is always linked to the concept of environmental (in)justice (Martin et 
al. 2016). First, protected areas are spatially correlated with cultural diversity. Second, traditional 
conservation approaches are often determined by popular (and sometimes controversial) ideas 
about what works and what counts as proof of what works. Third, local communities are rarely 
consulted after the declaration of a protected area (Martin et al., 2016). 

The concept of environmental justice has evolved over time. Schlosberg (2013) pointed out that 
environmental justice has changed from a simple expression of social inequality to a broader 
statement on the critical existence of the relationship between the environment and the provision 
of justice itself. Environmental justice is typically used to imply deliberative democracy, equality, 
and fairness (Maryudi et al., 2020). In fact, several justice scholars avoided defining justice per se, 
and instead focused on the typologies, aspects, and requirements for justice to occur. Justice, in 
terms of conservation policy, is often conceptualized as the recognition of cultural diversity to 
establish common justice notions of access rights, distributional fairness, deliberative democracy in 
decision-making process, and the sharing of socioeconomic benefits (Walker, 2012; Martin et al., 
2013).  

Environmental justice has also been framed as a reflection of fairness and equity related to the 
notions of recognition, procedure, and distribution (Martin et al. 2016; Boillat et al. 2018; Maryudi 
& Myers 2018). Here, “distribution” refers to differences among stakeholders, especially in terms of 
who enjoys rights to material benefits, on the one hand, and who bears costs and responsibilities, 
on the other hand (Schreckenberg et al. 2016). Recent scholarship highlights the importance of 
representation (procedure) and recognition (Sikor, 2013). “Procedure” refers to how decisions are 
made, who is involved, and on what terms (Schroeder et al, 2008; Schreckenberg et al., 2016), while 
“recognition” refers to respect for cultural differences and identities (Martin et al., 2016).  

2. Methods  

This study was carried out through a systematic and coordinated procedure that was guided by 
theories and expertise emphasizing the interaction between the SNP and the forest-dependent 
communities surrounding it. This work focused on the socioeconomic aspects, mainly the changes 
in their livelihood activities and strategies, and the driving factors revolving around the processes 
through which the national park SNP was established.  

2.1 Study area 

Sebangau forest had been used and managed as a traditional forest by the locals but was later 
officially proclaimed as the state’s forest. In the 1970s, it was allocated as a production forest for 
logging operations. However, due to rampant logging, the forest was later listed as a deteriorated 
region, with a recovery obligation of 45% from the total area of 568,700 ha. Following this 
development, SNP was eventually established. The SNP lies in the municipality of Palangkaraya and 
the districts of Katingan and Pulang Pisau. A total of seven sub-districts comprising 50 villages with 
15,176 households surround the park. The local communities surrounding the SNP can be classified 
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into native tribes (e.g., Dayak Ngaju) and migrants (e.g., Banjar, Javanese, and Sundanese). Each 
group lives in a colony with specific livelihood options and local wisdoms and traditions. The main 
livelihoods of native tribes include farming, fishing, and timber cutting, while the migrants generally 
rely on trading and farming activities for their livelihoods. The livelihood patterns can also be 
classified according to the different characteristics of natural resources indigent to the eastern 
(Katingan River) and western (Sebangau River) sides of Sebangau forest. The diverse livelihood 
groups existing around SNP include local fishermen, farmers, gatherers of non-timber forest 
products, canal owners, loggers, daily laborers, traders, civil servants, consumers, and local dwellers 
(Persoon, 2004). 

 
Figure 1. Study site 

Three villages were selected based on variations in the following aspects: (1) types of 
livelihoods reliant on park resources (e.g., fishermen, farmers, gatherers of non-timber forest 
products, canal owners,, loggers, traders, and daily laborers, such as sawmill and canal employees); 
(2) locations and proximities to the forests (e.g., district, sub-district, rivers, and park zones); (3) 
types of village (e.g., traditional versus transmigrant); and (4) tribes (e.g., native Dayak, immigrant 
Banjar, Javanese, and Sundanese). The three research sites were Kereng Bangkirai, Baun Bango, and 
Mekar Tani.  

Table 1. General Data of the Three Research Sites 

Type of Information 
Villages 

Kereng Bangkirai Baun Bango Mekar Tani 

District Palangkaraya Katingan Katingan 

Sub-district Sebangau Kamipang Mendawai 

Population* 5,609 868 992 

Type of village Traditional Traditional Transmigrant 

Tribes Dayak, Banjar, Javanese Dayak, Banjar, Javanese Javanese, Dayak, 

Banjar 

Occupation/ livelihood 

sources 

Government employees, 

Farmers, Fishermen, Resin 

tapper of Dyera costulata 

(Jelutung), Daily laborers, 

Traders 

Fishermen, Rattan 

gatherers, Ecotourism 

activities 

Farmers, Daily 

laborers, Traders 

Closest SNP Zoning ** Rehabilitation Zone Rehabilitation Zone Utilization Zone 

Sources :  Balai Taman Nasional Sebangau, 2007a, 2007c, 2007d, 2010a; Persoon, 2004; Persoon & Aliayub, 
2002 

Notes :  * The village has the highest population in their sub-district 
 ** The village is located at the border of SNP 

2.2 Data collection and analysis 

Data were collected through different approaches based on the types of information and 
analysis needed to answer the research questions (Laraswati et al., 2020). In-depth interviews and 
focus group discussions (FGDs) were employed as the core research approach. In general, the data 
and information collected include the following:  

(1) the process by which the SNP was established and management activities were implemented, 
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and 
(2) changes in the livelihoods of different forest-dependent communities surrounding the SNP. 

Five FGDs were held in the three villages, with a total of 68 participants. In addition, 54 key 
informants, including national and local government officials, park managers and park officers, 
national and local NGO staff, and local community leaders and members, were interviewed. Then, 
a household survey was conducted as an additional approach to analyze the livelihoods of the local 
communities. The survey was specifically used to achieve the following goals: 1) to gather data on 
current socioeconomic conditions; 2) to understand the nature, magnitude, and direction of 
socioeconomic changes that may have occurred; and 3) to identify the preference of local 
communities for alternative livelihood options. Overall, this survey included 31 respondents from 
each village coming from a total of 93 households. 

The analysis for secondary data aimed to achieve the following goals: (1) to describe the 
socioeconomic aspects of the livelihoods of local communities before and after the creation of the 
SNP; (2) to explain the objectives (or purposes) of the creation of the SNP; and (3) to investigate the 
documentation on the involvement of local communities in the management of national parks, 
including the implementation of government regulations, the management plans for various 
national parks in Indonesia, university research reports, conference papers, and local news (e.g., 
websites, magazines, newspapers). They can be useful data sources (Rahayu et al., 2019).  

3. Symbolic consultation and token participation 

 As previously mentioned, the establishment of the SNP was centered around the following 
objectives: (1) conservation of the peat swamp ecosystem, (2) maintenance of the biodiversity and 
unique landscape, and (3) sustainable use of ecosystems and natural resources. Furthermore, as 
stated in the Park Management Plan 2007–2026, the specific goals of the SNP are as follows: (1) the 
protection and preservation of the tropical peat swamp forest ecosystem as a life support system; 
(2) the preservation of natural resources, especially endemic/protected/endangered species; and 
(3) the provision of sustainable benefits for various communities, particularly the local community. 

In the 1970s, Sebangau forest was classified as a production forest dedicated for large-scale 
logging activities. At that time, 13 companies operated in this area. Thus, during the peak of the 
logging period, the villages surrounding the forest were flooded with migrant workers employed by 
the concession companies. As explained by a local community leader in Kereng Bangkirai, these 
migrant workers came from many regions, such as Sumatera, Java, West Kalimantan, and Sulawesi. 
The local communities of Kereng Bangkirai and Mekar Tani allowed log buyers (also called cukong) 
to come, stay, and bring their own laborers to the villages. In a typical transaction, a cukong used to 
do transactions with local community members. The latter functioned as intermediary traders, 
organizing timber-harvesting activities and making payments to the local laborers.  

The logging operations were supposed to end by 1996 based on the logging permits that were 
granted in the area. However, logging and land-clearing activities continued until 1999. Another 
local community leader in Kereng Bangkirai suspected that some companies misused their Timber 
Utilization Permits, also known as Izin Pemanfaatan Kayu (IPK). They may have used these permits 
for the area of the Mega-Rice Project, supposedly granted for specific areas in Kapuas District, to 
also harvest timber in Sebangau forest. The Mega-Rice Project was a government program designed 
to create one million hectares of paddy fields in Southern Kalimantan beginning in 1995. However, 
this project failed to meet the intended objectives and was eventually terminated in 1999. The 
degraded project area has since been abandoned.  

Following the national political reform by the end of the 1990s, a new governance arrangement 
was introduced in the country, with more authorities delegating the management of forests to local 
governments. As stipulated in Law No. 22 of 1999 on Local Governance1, regents (bupati) were 
authorized to issue small logging permits (maximum 100 ha), also known as Izin Pemungutan dan 
Pemanfaatan Kayu (IPPK), in production forest zones to be converted to other uses, excluding areas 
where concessions had already been granted (Rahman et al., 2012; Samsu et al., 2004). In Sebangau 
forest, the last IPPK-based logging company continued to operate until 2002, when the government, 

 
1 This Law was replaced by Law No. 32 of 2004 on Local Governance. 
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through the Ministerial Decree No. 541/Kpts-II/2002, prohibited the issuance of new small-scale 
concessions by local governments. After this development, legal investors and sawmill companies 
eventually left the Sebangau forest area.  

In the same year, the central government exercised the potential change of forest status into a 
conservation site; however, it did not carry out formal consultations nor did it provide information 
to the locals. Henceforth, the WWF–Central Kalimantan promptly began to raise awareness of the 
possible change in status of the Sebangau forest status. For some local communities, the WWF 
represented the meaning and function of conservation forests/protected areas/national parks, the 
general functions of the forest, and new rules that could significantly affect local communities, such 
as limited human activities in the area. As bemoaned by a village leader in Baun Bango:  

We had no option but to obey the new regulations. We could do nothing. It was 
decreed by the President and conveyed to the Governor of Central Kalimantan 
Province, the Regent of Katingan District, the Leader of Kamipang Sub-District, 
and to me as the Leader of Baun Bango. It was my responsibility to communicate 
[the information] to the local community. I said to the community that I will not 
ban the community [members] from harvesting timber, but they must know the 
consequences of harvesting timber since the issuance of the new regulations. 

Likewise, community leaders mentioned that they were invited to attend several events 
publicizing the central government’s policy to establish the conservation area. The leaders were 
mostly from Kereng Bangkirai, the closest research site to Palangkaraya, the capital city of the 
Central Kalimantan Province. The communities of the other research sites were mostly out of reach 
due to the remote locations and difficulty in accessing these. Therefore, despite being invited, they 
were unable to participate in deciding whether to approve or reject the national park and were 
obliged to accept the decision. Our key informants suggested that events were only conducted to 
meet the regulatory obligation of public consultations, instead of a genuine approach to resolve 
conflicts with the local communities. Meanwhile, only a few community leaders were invited to 
participate in dialogs with the government, which were facilitated by the WWF, regarding the 
gazettement and conservation area zoning. Although the locals were provided with access zones, 
the zones were pre-determined by the park authorities and were not based on genuine dialogs and 
meaningful consultations. In other words, it was the government who made the entire decision; 
several interviewees mentioned that local people were only informed and were barely consulted 
about the coverage of the national park and the different types of zoning. As a result, the initial 
zoning did not fully satisfy the locals, as many of the daily activities were conducted in the prohibited 
zones, i.e., the core and forest/buffer zones.  

At the end of 2004, the SNP was formally declared by the central government, as a result of 
which all logging businesses in the area were completely ceased and logging activities were 
prohibited. Following the establishment of the SNP, several NGOs—including the WWF, Borneo 
Foundation, and Padi—continued their respective programs to raise awareness of the forest’s new 
status to wider communities. However, they were only able to provide limited explanations of the 
“rules of the game” for a national park. Thus, members of the local communities mentioned that 
they were in the dark over the activities permitted in the SNP. 

The declaration of the national park was not swiftly followed by the establishment of an 
institution tasked with the day-to-day management of the park. Instead, the then Ministry of 
Forestry (MoF)2 tasked the Provincial (Central Kalimantan) Bureau for Natural Resource 
Conservation (BKSDA) to become the SNP caretaker until the creation of the definitive Sebangau 
National Park Authority (SNPA) in June 2006. In the same year, as the Head of Mekar Tani explained, 
the SNPA created local community forums, also known as Forum Masyarakat (Formas), to facilitate 
further dialogs and negotiations between the management and local communities in relation to the 
institutional arrangements, plans, and strategies of the SNP. Six Formas were created as 
representatives of local communities at the sub-district level. However, they were not guided by 
clear selection structures and procedures. Moreover, the process by which the members were 

 
2 Now Ministry of Environment and Forestry (MoEF) 
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selected was also questioned by local communities. For instance, a Formas in Kereng Bangkirai was 
composed of only members of the same immediate family. According to several respondents, their 
committee did not have good relations with the broader local communities. More importantly, the 
Formas had no decision-making power over certain matters pertaining to the national park. As 
suggested by our key informants, their only function was to channel information from the park 
authorities to the wider communities. A young fisherman from Kereng Bangkirai during an FGD 
summed up the Formas’ roles as follows: 

I heard about Formas, but it has done nothing for us. The committee only 
distributed information to people within their circle. I am sure they are there not 
to communicate to us (local communities), but only for the interest of the park 
management. I have never been invited to any gathering [that was trying to 
bridge differences] between the locals and the park authority. They do nothing. 
They are only a display, but no [genuine] meaning [for us].  

With limited opportunities to participate in genuine consultations, it was but natural for several 
local communities to oppose the SNP establishment. For example, some communities continued to 
cut trees from the national park. As suggested by sources from BKSDA and SNPA, the SNPA was 
given the task of preventing further human disturbance on the degraded forest resource; thus, it 
arrested “illegal” loggers and sent them to jail. At one point, the SNPA even destroyed timber piles 
in Tumbang Bulan Village, a neighboring village to our study sites. These repressive measures had 
psychological effects, terrifying many of the locals, whose customary activities were now deemed 
illegal by the state. 

4. Cultural simplification and negligence 

There are two large ethnic groups surrounding Sebangau forest: the indigenous Dayak and the 
migrant Javanese. These groups have different interactions with the natural resources of Sebangau 
forest. For one, the Dayak community is heavily dependent on the forest to sustain their daily 
livelihoods as well as their cultural beliefs and practices. Several people from Dayak community 
mentioned that they consider the forest as a core part of their rich history, providing them with 
dietary products (food, fish, vegetables), medicine, clothing, and materials for shelter. The main 
activities for sustaining their livelihoods include fishing, bat & and wildlife hunting, and collecting 
non-timber products, such as the resin of jelutung3 and pantung4 as well as the gemor5 tree bark. 
The intimate connection with the forest is also well reflected in the Dayak culture, such as in songs, 
rich motives in their clothing and accessories, as well as body paints and tattoos. Furthermore, their 
sacred tribal sites, where their gods and the ancestors’ spirits rest, are also located in the forest. 
Meanwhile, the migrant Javanese do not directly rely on the forests, as they used to work in logging 
concessions and timber sawmills. When logging operations were abandoned, they sustained their 
livelihoods by conducting relatively permanent farming and raising livestock.  

We found that the establishment of the SNP failed to sufficiently consider the different types 
of livelihoods, customs, and cultures of the communities surrounding the forest. Granted, several 
Dayak community leaders (known as damang) were invited to attend the government’s 
dissemination events and were informed of the plan to change the forest into a conservation site. 
However, as previously mentioned, they were not adequately consulted, as those events were not 
held to obtain their informed consent, but simply to inform them of the government’s plans. More 
importantly, the greater Dayak community was largely overlooked in establishing the park. In fact, 
many of the respondents stated that they were completely uninformed about the national park. The 
Formas that were envisioned to channel their aspirations did not function. The SNPA models and 
strategies have, in many cases, neglected and even harmed the culture and traditions of the Dayak. 
For instance, Dayak newlyweds used to claim forest land to start a new life, but they are no longer 
able to do so. Instead, they are forced to stay with their extended families until they have sufficient 

 
3 This refers to the resin material used in gum, tires, and paint production. 
4 This is useful for wound treatment. 
5 A highly marketable material that is used in the production of mosquito repellent. 
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money to buy land and timber to build a house. In addition, there were no representatives of Dayak 
communities in the SNPA’s management structures and institutional arrangements. As a (Dayak) 
community leader in Baun Bango remarked: 

We have long extracted jelutung resin, pantung, traditional medicines, and 
damar resin. We have also relied on pig hunting and fishing. We have done these 
practices for a long time before the SNP was established, and now our activities 
are prohibited, making our lives difficult. 

The change of forest status into conservation areas has also resulted in the prohibition of 
intensive human–forest interactions, particularly in the core and forest/buffer zones. As forest 
products became increasingly scarce, this led to fierce competition among community members for 
harvests. The conflicts over scarce resources were often reported by respondents as being along 
ethnic lines, thereby creating lasting rifts among rivaling factions.      An old migrant in Mekar Tani 
reflected on this situation:  

We understand that we are migrants here, and the forest does not belong to us. 
It belongs to the local people, Dayak people. If they said it is theirs, then it is 
better for us to stay away from it.”  

Sources from the SNPA mentioned, however, that the park has allocated several zones that 
allow human intervention. Furthermore, responding to concerns about the potential adverse 
impacts in terms of social, economic, and cultural issues, the park authorities have tried to 
accommodate several requests from the local people, including the gazettement of utilization zones 
in riparian areas along rivers and canals to allow the indigenous Dayak to conduct fishing activities 
and harvests of forest products upon the prohibitive rules of timber harvests. In fact, the SNPA has 
gazetted several “human interaction areas,” including 1) utilization, 2) traditional, 3) rehabilitation, 
4) religious-cultural-social, and 5) special zones that, altogether, comprise approximately 30% of the 
total conservation area (Balai Taman Nasional Sebangau, 2015).  

The indigenous Dayak continued to demand greater flexibility in utilizing the forest resources 
using claims of custom. However, hunting, fishing, and collecting forest products in areas within the 
restricted core and buffer zones were still restricted by the SNPA. Unfortunately, some indigenous 
leaders identified several sacred areas located within the zones. Further, wood is still needed by the 
locals to build houses and boats, which are essential for fishing activities. In general, the prohibition 
of human activities in conservation areas forced customary users to switch to alternative livelihood 
options. The SNPA encourages local people to practice farming/agro-livestock activities and fish 
culture. For example, loggers and sawmill workers have had to learn how to work as fishermen, 
NTFP collectors, or farmers. However, such abrupt cultural change cannot be easily adopted by 
everyone. Many local people, specifically the young, resisted adopting the new livelihood strategies, 
and opted instead to leave the village to work in distant regions, such as in oil palm plantations, to 
earn income, as they lacked the capital required to start farming.  

5. Livelihood hardships and limited alternative options  

The establishment of the SNP and the eventual closure of most of Sebangau forest from human 
intervention have forced local communities to drastically change their livelihood strategies. As 
previously mentioned, these communities have been encouraged to engage in farming as an 
alternative for their direct livelihood from forests. The migrants who used to work in logging 
operations have experienced hardship, particularly in the early period after logging closures. 

[Nowadays], it is really difficult. Now, working for a day is only sufficient to afford 
food for the day. In the past, a day’s work was more than enough for a week. 
The price of rice is very expensive now. We used to eat two plates full of rice, but 
now we could only afford to eat a quarter of a plate. It is a big difference. (An ex-
logger living in Baun Bango) 

Nevertheless, the migrants, particularly those from Java, have gradually adjusted to new 
livelihood activities due to their historical farming culture. In contrast, the indigenous Dayak groups 
have found it more difficult, as their livelihoods were traditionally based on forest extraction 
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activities. For instance, the cutting of trees, which is essential for building boats and houses, is now 
strictly prohibited. A Dayak leader in Kereng Bangkirai shared the following: 

 If local communities’ activities in the forest are banned or prohibited, they 
cannot live anymore, or at least they will become impoverished. This is going to 
kill them slowly, because they are not used to living in the city, but they are used 
to living in the forest. Furthermore, we only support the changing status of the 
Sebangau forest to a conservation area or a national park if it benefits local 
communities. If it does not benefit them, then the local communities will become 
poor. If we become poor, we don’t want this forest to be changed to a national 
park. 

Our household survey was conducted in three research villages during the early stages of the 
establishment of the SNP. This survey identified the challenges faced by the local people as they 
were forced to shift to non-forest-based livelihood options. Results revealed that approximately 
30% of the respondents (mostly Dayaks) lived in poverty. Their average income was well under the 
province’s poverty line, which was defined at IDR 269,940/month in 2012 (BPS Kota Palangka Raya, 
2012). We do not have quantitative figures of the poverty in the research areas prior the 
establishment of the SNP. This could serve as a caveat. Nonetheless, our survey could indicate the 
impacts of the park establishment on the people’s livelihood. During the survey, our respondents 
also mentioned the economic hardships experienced by the people. Amidst the imposed restrictions 
to collect forest products for their subsistence needs, they experienced economic hardships. Many 
people do not have a proper house or basic home appliances. Furthermore, they lack adequate land 
to practice permanent farming. During the early conservation period, the local communities were 
further frustrated by the limited aid from the SNPA to identify livelihood alternatives as it had been 
more occupied with the tasks of conservation and protection of the forest resources. As one 
participant from the FGD in Baun Bango Village explained: 

I once wanted to try to plant rubber, because people said that in 10 years it could 
be tapped. But in this village the soil is less fertile. It is clay. It was once suggested 
to add salt to increase fertility, but we couldn't afford to buy the required amount 
of salt. Not to mention that the use of salt is said to cause side effects. I was also 
advised to use fertilizer, but I could not afford the fertilizer. Finally, I tried to work 
at oil palm plantations in the surrounding villages. 

It was only in recent times that the SNPA began to provide aid to the local people to identify 
and practice alternative livelihood strategies. The support included engaging local people in forest 
rehabilitation activities as paid workers and sporadically providing them with training, supplying 
them with tree seedlings and farming tools, and linking commodities produced by the locals to the 
markets. However, the SNPA stated that they were constrained by the limited budget. Indeed, the 
park authorities’ main priority is the stabilization of the conservation area, i.e., preventing human 
disturbance, instead of economic empowerment of local communities. The support is provided 
mostly to “more cooperative” villages/individuals according to the SNPA’s administrators. In effect, 
this meant that those communities that were opposed to the conservation policy and 
transformation of the park were largely ignored. A source from the SNPA suggested that this 
“reward and punishment approach” is essential to gaining local support for forest conservation as 
well as serving as a deterrent measure for the opposition. Hence, the Dayak communities are not 
given the same opportunity to navigate the adverse economic impacts of the park’s establishment.  

More importantly, the types of assistance were pre-determined by the authorities without 
prudent assessment and consultation with the local people. For instance, collecting gemor tree bark 
is only permitted when the communities do not cut the trees. However, a community leader 
reported that this was technically not possible. In many cases, the assistance did not meet the local 
needs. In fact, interviews and FGDs conducted in Kereng Bangkirai revealed that the local people 
demanded the use of the traditional zones for harvesting endemic tree species (e.g., jelutung and 
gemor) and fish culture to mitigate the restricted access to wild fishing. However, those demands 
have so far been ignored.  

Meanwhile, the park manager stated that such activities are outside the park’s tasks and 
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responsibilities even though the current regulatory frameworks allow human activities within the 
utilization zone. The SNPA argued that the activity can instead be facilitated by the watershed 
rehabilitation bureau (BPDAS) and local forest services under the existing social forestry schemes. 
Requests to use the traditional zones for resin extraction are also granted, but to a limited extent 
only. The strict prohibition of timber cutting has made it more difficult, as logs are needed to haul 
solid resin. Overall, local communities remain constrained in utilizing the zones formally dedicated 
for them. As a result, their efforts to navigate the adverse economic impacts have increasingly 
become more challenging. 

6. Conclusions and policy recommendations 

Although the establishment of conservation areas is a central strategy to address deforestation, 
forest degradation, and climate change, too many conservation areas with strong ecological goals 
may overlook the socioeconomic and cultural requirements of the surrounding local communities 
(Infield et al., 2017; Abukari & Mwalyosi, 2020). Our research in the SNP, located in Central 
Kalimantan, indicated that the establishment and management of the protected area failed to 
integrate the sociological and cultural dynamics of the local communities. Thus, in this study, we 
used an environmental justice lens to identify which types of claims of injustice were made by 
different stakeholders.  

From a distributional perspective, we demonstrated that while all local people were adversely 
affected by the establishment of the SNP through the loss of their main livelihoods, the Dayak people 
sustained more negative impacts than migrant communities, as the former lacked land for farming 
and their customary practices were intertwined with the forests to which their access had been 
severely restricted. We showed that their ability to meet daily needs deteriorated, thereby making 
the local people more vulnerable to poverty. 

From a procedural justice perspective, the SNP’s establishment was directed by the central 
government without adequate consultation. Moreover, the conservation policy was imposed 
without prior consent from the local people. Meetings and public consultations were held only to 
meet the regulatory frameworks. Thus, such events only served as a symbolic gesture without 
substance. The voices of local people were often neglected, thus leading to the escalated tensions 
and conflicts with SNPA.       

From a recognition perspective, the establishment and management of the SNP failed to 
consider the different customs and practices among different various ethnicities and cultures. The 
options made available for local livelihoods were limited and did not meet the specific needs and 
demands of certain ethnic groups, especially the Dayak people. Overall, the change of the Sebangau 
forest into a conservation area disrupted the locals’ livelihood and led to pronounced adverse 
economic, social, and cultural impacts. 

In light of the above, improving the social acceptability of the national park is essential not only 
for addressing the socioeconomic and cultural concerns of the locals, but also for achieving the SNP’s 
ecological goal itself. The SNPA must also meaningfully engage the local communities in decision-
making procedures because they are directly impacted by the establishment of the national park. In 
doing so, authorities must understand and adjust to the different sociocultural dynamics of the local 
people surrounding the park. Given that our research clearly elucidates disruptions in local 
livelihood, the SNPA must be able to identify and offer improved livelihoods alternatives that are 
socially and culturally acceptable.  

One of the crucial issues we have identified is related to gazettement and zoning. Such a 
process must be carried out by involving local communities even before the gazettement begins. 
Furthermore, the involvement of local communities should not only be done symbolically; rather, it 
but entails providing them with a real understanding of the impacts that may be experienced as a 
result of the project. Furthermore, local communities should be involved in management so as to 
increase their sense of ownership. Reviews on the zonings are also essential to reflect the economic, 
social, and cultural needs of the local communities. The types and levels of human 
activities/interventions must be properly negotiated between the park authorities and the local 
communities. Specifically, alternative livelihood options, particularly for indigenous Dayak, should 
accommodate customary practices, such as fishing and collecting resin from jelutung and gemor. 
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Local species should be allowed to be cultivated in areas dedicated to the local communities’ 
livelihood activities. Moreover, local species could be considered within the 40,000 hectares of the 
national park in need of rehabilitation and reforestation (Balai Taman Nasional Sebangau, 2012), 
into which local species can be integrated. The SNPA may also consider providing continuous 
training to improve the local communities’ skills and capacities while engaging in alternative forms 
of livelihood. 

Recently, the SNPA promoted ecotourism as a new livelihood option, specifically in Kereng 
Bangkirai and Mekar Tani (Meilani et al., 2019). However, the promotion of ecotourism needs to be 
carefully considered together with the local people. To some extent, ecotourism has been regarded 
as a good solution to reconcile conservation and economic goals. However, Muller (2000) argues 
that ecotourism is neither good for solving conservation and environmental problems nor an 
economic bonanza. In the ideal scenario, a clear picture of the opportunities and costs should be 
well communicated to the local people to determine whether they are suitable and acceptable in 
relation to local sociocultural elements. 
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