Public Policy and Administration Research www.iiste.org
ISSN 2224-5731(Paper) ISSN 2225-0972(Online) may
Vol.14, No.2, 2024 IISTE

The Policy for Palm Oil Workers' Employment and Sustainability

Andries Lionardo', Rudy Kurniawan'*, Muhamad Chairul Basrun Umanailo®* Irmawati!, Anang Dwi
Santoso!

1. Universitas Sriwijaya, Palembang Prabumulih Km 32, Indralaya, Sumatera Selatan, Indonesia
2. Universitas Iqra Buru, Namlea, Maluku, Indonesia
* E-mail of the corresponding author: rudykurniawan@fisip.unsri.ac.id
Abstract

Employment policies in Indonesia's palm oil industry often have a significant impact on palm oil workers. Many
of the government's efforts to appreciate the existence of workers through regulations have stalled due to low
participation by plantation owners and companies. The reality of palm oil workers in Musi Banyuasin Regency
indicates the weak knowledge of workers and low participation by plantation owners, which results in a lack of
security for palm oil workers' livelihoods. This research uses a qualitative approach, with data collection in the
form of in-depth interviews and participant observation. The research results show that workers' low understanding
of labour regulations causes the working conditions of palm oil workers to become increasingly difficult, as does
the low participation of plantation owners in the implementation of labour regulations, which makes regulations
increasingly less functional as the main aim of making palm oil workers prosperous
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1. Introduction

Considering the positive and negative impacts of the palm oil industry in Indonesia, the palm oil sector has become
one of the pioneers in the Indonesian agricultural sector. Since 2007, Indonesia has become the largest producer
of CPO (crude palm oil), beating Malaysia (Amzul Rifin, 2010; Fathana, 2018). For Indonesia, this sector is not
only one of the main sources of foreign exchange reserves but also the main instrument for poverty alleviation and
rural economic development (Khairiza & Kusumasari, 2020; Manurung, 2021; Santika et al., 2019). Furthermore,
some argue that plantation crops, such as oil palm, drive economic growth and income distribution.

Through job creation, increasing farmer incomes, and investment in infrastructure, the palm oil industry makes a
significant contribution to regional development and improves the welfare of rural communities (Urugo et al.,
2021). The palm oil sector proved resilient during the Asian financial crisis, which began in 1997, and played an
important role in Indonesia's economic recovery (Krishna & Kubitza, 2021). The Indonesian government has taken
important steps to improve conditions for workers in the palm oil industry.

We have made efforts to adopt and implement stricter labour laws and regulations. Some of these regulations
include Labour Law Number 13 of 2003, which regulates minimum wage standards, reasonable working hours,
and basic workers' rights such as leave, social protection, and workplace safety. In addition, the government has
collaborated with certification bodies such as the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) to ensure that palm
oil companies comply with fair and decent labor standards (Gelder et al., 2017).

Although these efforts have provided some improvements, labour conditions in the Indonesian palm oil industry
are still far from ideal. Many cases persist where workers, including children and migrant workers, face unfair
treatment and endure dangerous or inhumane working conditions. In addition, many workers do not have access
to adequate social protection, such as health insurance and old-age security. Weak law enforcement and a lack of
independent monitoring of companies' compliance with labour standards also pose major challenges. Therefore,
the Indonesian government must intensify and broaden its efforts to safeguard the sustainability of the palm oil
industry and the welfare of its workers, particularly in Musi Banyuasin Regency, a hub for palm oil production in
South Sumetera Province.

Musi Banyuasin has a significant role in the national and regional economies; therefore, an analysis of the
dynamics of employment policies in the palm oil industry in this region will provide relevant insight into the
practices and challenges faced, especially in palm oil production centres in Indonesia. Employment policies and
practices in Musi Banyuasin Regency reflect diverse characteristics, including differences in the scale of plantation
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operations, relationships between companies and workers, and local government policies and capacities. Therefore,
the conducted study enables the identification and understanding of patterns, convergence, and divergence in
employment policies and practices across diverse contexts.

Theoretically, the aim of regulations is to enhance the social and economic conditions of palm oil workers and
ensure their continued involvement in the production of palm oil. However, in practice, the reality of palm oil
workers' lives often falls short of the expectations of these regulations. The deteriorating quality of workers' lives,
coupled with the lack of social security, leads to the perception that these regulations primarily benefit plantation
owners. Through a study of the policies and sustainability of palm oil worker employment, the author wants to
reveal the reality of the lives of palm oil workers in Musi Regency as a portrait and social practice that can be
reference material for other regions in Indonesia.

2. Research Methods

This research uses a qualitative approach. The data collection technique consists of three parts, namely interviews,
observation, and documentation studies (Sundler et al., 2019). We conducted interviews with key informants,
including palm oil workers, related stakeholders, and community members who possess knowledge and experience
about the activities of palm oil workers. The interviews focused on their understanding of the regulations and their
impacts (Berends & Deken, 2021). We conducted direct observations in the field by observing the activities of
palm oil workers, and we conducted documentation studies by collecting data and information related to labour
regulations through document studies, which included government documents, previous research reports, and
related literature. We used a qualitative data analysis technique. This qualitative analysis includes grouping
findings, identifying patterns, and interpreting meaning that emerges from the data collected (Collins & Stockton,
2018; Flynn, 2023).

3. Results and Discussion

The palm oil industry implements labor regulations to safeguard workers' rights and uphold decent work standards
across its supply chain. The palm oil sector relies heavily on labor regulations to uphold workers' rights and enforce
decent work standards (Rika et al., 2022). The palm oil industry, which is an important sector in the economy,
often faces challenges related to working conditions, human rights, and sustainability.As a result of field
observations at eight research locations, the author discovered that many palm oil workers still face difficult
working conditions. Work on palm oil plantations often involves long hours under the hot sun, demanding physical
work, and the risk of work accidents. Furthermore, access to work safety facilities, such as personal protective
equipment, is often limited, even though palm oil workers comply with the regulations of Law Number 13 of 2003
concerning employment, which include basic workers' rights, minimum wages, working hours, and occupational
health and safety protection (Nurhayati et al., 2023).

The problem was investigated using interviews and focus group discussions, and significant aspects of the
phenomenon of difficult working conditions for palm oil workers were found, including their understanding of
regulations and participation in implementing regulations as shown in diagram 1.
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Diagram 1. Palm Oil Workers' Understanding of Labor Regulations
Source: Primary Data Processing 2024

Data from Diagram 1 shows that there is quite a dominant difference between workers who really understand
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labour regulations and workers who do not understand labour regulations. The diagram data also presents a portrait
of workers who understand and do not understand labour regulations, which on average is 12 to 35 percent for
workers who do not understand, while workers who understand are at 8 to 28 percent. Based on the data's
appearance, we can conclude that palm oil workers' comprehension of labor regulations remains relatively low,
leaving them susceptible to challenging work patterns.

Many palm oil workers have a low level of education, which can affect their ability to understand existing labour
regulations. Official formats often present information about employment rights, making it difficult for workers
with low education to understand. In situations like these, palm oil workers might not be aware of their basic rights,
including minimum wages, working hours, health benefits, and work safety, due to the difficulty in understanding
the conveyed language (Rahayu et al., 2023). Organizational communication theory emphasises the crucial role of
processes, messages, and interactions within and between organisations in comprehending their internal and
external dynamics, as well as the transmission and comprehension of information by their members (Putri & Rusdi,
2023). Palm oil workers who are part of organisations that produce palm oil should have access to messages and
interactions within the organisation, but if access space is limited, then it is not surprising that their knowledge and
understanding of regulations are very weak. Situations like this actually give rise to their dependence on the
messenger.Difficult working conditions result in palm oil workers becoming dependent on other parties due to a
lack of understanding, as is the case with palm oil workers in Keluang and Sungai Keruh Villages, where they only
wait for notification from the foreman, as is the case with workers in Sungai Lilin, Babat, and Sekayu, who only
get information through notice boards. This condition could lead to the potential misuse or manipulation of
information by certain parties.

Limited access to information regarding labour regulations results in lower knowledge of palm oil workers, which
has implications for participation and for the situation of palm oil workers who do not know their basic rights,
such as minimum wages, reasonable working hours, and health benefits. This makes them vulnerable to
exploitation and unfair treatment by employers. Ignorance of legal regulations and procedures makes it difficult
for palm oil workers to file complaints or seek legal assistance if their rights are violated. The foreman, who was
considered a representative of the land owner, resolved various problems faced by palm oil workers in the eight
research locations by providing one-way directions, making it easy to exploit the workers.The low level of
knowledge about labour rights makes palm oil workers active in 8 villages less involved in trade unions or other
labour organisations, even though participation in trade unions is important to fight for their interests and rights
collectively, coupled with ignorance about legal regulations and procedures. Palm oil workers, on the other hand,
will certainly find it difficult to develop themselves because they do not have access to information about training
and skill development, so their abilities are very limited.

In the context of implementing labour regulations in Musi Banyuasin, the role of stakeholders is very important.
In this case, stakeholders refer to various parties who have an interest in or involvement in employment issues. In
general, local governments have the main responsibility for implementing labour regulations in their regions (Che
Hassan Pahmi et al., 2022). They are responsible for creating policies and ensuring their implementation is in
accordance with applicable regulations. Apart from all that, the Musi Banyuasin district government should be
involved in implementing and supervising labour regulations. Diagram 2 presents data from informant interviews
about the implementation of employment regulations in 8 research locations.
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Diagram 2. Implementation of Employment Regulations in Musi Banyuasin
Source: Primary Data Processing 2024
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Diagram 2 demonstrates the continued low level of participation and supervision from stakeholders, including the
government, non-governmental organizations, and plantation owners, as mentioned in the interview. We can see
low implementation of regulations in almost all research locations, experiencing situations where sanctions are
quite high but are not accompanied by assistance or information dissemination. Conditions like this will certainly
make palm oil workers even more stressed when faced with problems related to their status as workers.

Regional governments have an important role in implementing palm oil labour regulations because they are
responsible for managing natural resources and economic development at the local level, as well as non-
governmental organisations and plantation owners, who must be more proactive in implementing these regulations
(Lawing, 2022). In reality, according to the data obtained, the stakeholders are only in a passive position, such as
remaining silent and letting the settlement be carried out by the foreman and palm oil workers. Problem solving is
carried out only by prioritising the principle of interests, which only harms palm oil workers.

The functions of stakeholders involved in palm oil labour policy-making, such as analysing local needs, setting
minimum standards, enforcing policies, providing education and counselling, and conducting evaluations and
revisions, are not functioning as effectively as they should (Fikriman & Herdiansyah, 2017). This is particularly
true for policy enforcement, which is often left to the plantation owners during the settlement process, putting
workers under increasing pressure. Stakeholders play a crucial role in enforcing labor regulations for palm oil
workers, and their analysis of needs in policy enforcement and evaluation can enhance the status of workers by
guaranteeing the effective implementation and adherence to established policies by all involved parties. Apart from
that, stakeholders can also carry out education and counselling programmes for workers and entrepreneurs about
their rights and obligations in accordance with applicable labour policies. This is critical to increasing awareness
and understanding of work regulations in society.

The implementation of labour regulations has a significant impact on the sustainability of the livelihoods of palm
oil workers in Musi Banyuasin Regency, covering various aspects such as minimum wages, social security,
occupational health and safety, and workers' rights (Eliza, 2021). In reality, workers' understanding and
implementation of labour regulations by stakeholders is still weak, which has an impact on the welfare of palm oil
workers, as presented in diagram 3 below.
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Diagram 3. Impact of Labor Regulations on the Welfare of Palm Oil Workers in Musi Banyuasin
Source: Primary Data Processing 2024

Diagram 3 shows quite varied impacts, such as weak protection for palm oil workers in the villages of Sekayu,
Keluang, and Babat Supat. Meanwhile, the low income of palm oil workers in Babat Supat and Keluang
significantly contributes to the income problem in these villages. Another impact problem is that skill development
and employment opportunities are becoming increasingly difficult in the villages of Plakat Tinggi and Sekayu.
This phenomenon indicates that regulations have a significant impact on the existence and sustainability of palm
oil workers in Musi Banyuasin Regency.

Regulations have provided opportunities to achieve sustainability, but due to low understanding and participation,
their income conditions remain unstable. For example, labor regulations that establish minimum wages and social
security can improve the economic welfare of palm oil workers. Decent wages enable workers to meet their and
their families' basic needs, as well as reduce poverty in plantation areas, but low stakeholder understanding and
participation means wages given are below minimum standards (A. et al., 2013; Rahmawati & Purwanto, 20Palm
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oil workers receive their wages, which are insufficient for their daily living needs, due to factors in meeting their
life's necessities.eeds.

Palm oil workers must confront threats to the sustainability of their livelihoods, as this issue also impacts the
regeneration of workers on oil palm plantations and the overall sustainability of palm oil production. When the
palm oil worker profession is unable to obtain welfare, subsistence becomes a bad image for society, leading to
job migration outside of oil palm plantations. Palm oil worker households will try to leave their jobs and look for
other work to make ends meet. Meanwhile, plantation owners will find it increasingly difficult to find workers to
care for and process plantation products, which will impact production.

4. Conclusion

Labour regulations in the palm oil sector are very important to create a fair and decent work environment. All
parties, including governments, companies, and civil society organisations, must commit to ensuring the protection
of palm oil workers' rights and the consistent application of decent work standards. Although labour regulations
bring many benefits, their implementation and monitoring are often challenges. The lack of understanding among
palm oil workers and low stakeholder participation means that workers can still experience violations of their
rights, such as paying wages below standard or unsafe working conditions. Through a coordinated and sustainable
approach, the palm oil industry can contribute to economic development while respecting workers' rights and
maintaining environmental sustainability. Various parties, including the government, companies, labour unions,
and civil society organizations, must collaborate to ensure effective implementation of labour regulations in the
palm oil sector. Concrete steps, such as stricter supervision, education and training for workers, and increased
social dialogue, can help strengthen labor rights protections and improve working conditions in the palm oil
industry.

5. Acknowledgment

The author would like to thank the Republic of Indonesia National Research and Innovation Agency for providing
assistance through the Research and Innovation Programme for Advanced Indonesia in 2024. Apart from that, the
author would also like to thank the Education Fund Management Institute (LPDP), the Ministry of Finance of the
Republic of Indonesia, and all parties who have helped so that this research process can be completed.

References

A, R, B, B, & A, S. (2013). Hubungan antara Karakteristik Ibu, Peran Petugas Kesehatan dan Dukungan
Keluarga dengan Pemberian Asi Eksklusif di Wilayah Kerja Puskesmas Bonto Cani Kabupaten Bone.
Universitas Hasanuddin.

Amzul Rifin. (2010). An analysis of Indonesia ’ s palm oil position in the world market : A two-stage demand
approach. Oil Palm Industry Economic Journal, 10(1).

Berends, H., & Deken, F. (2021). Composing qualitative process research. Strategic Organization, 19(1).
https://doi.org/10.1177/1476127018824838

Che Hassan Pahmi, A. H., Rahmi, A. A., Jamean, E. S., & Choy, E. A. (2022). Isu Dan Cabaran Sektor Huluan
Dan Hiliran Industri Sawit. E-Bangi Journal of Social Science and Humanities, 19(3).
https://doi.org/10.17576/ebangi.2022.1903.05

Collins, C. S., & Stockton, C. M. (2018). The Central Role of Theory in Qualitative Research. International Journal
of Qualitative Methods, 17(1). https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406918797475

Eliza, P. (2021). Peran Buruh Perempuan Kelapa Sawit (Studi Kasus di Desa Ujong Krueng Kecamatan Tripa
Makmur Kabupaten Nagan Raya). In Universitas Islam Negeri Ar-Raniry.

Fathana, H. (2018). Palm Oil Politics In Malaysia And Indonesia: Competition Or Collaboration? Journal of
Southeast Asian Studies, 23(2). https://doi.org/10.22452/jati.vol23n02.3

Fikriman, F., & Herdiansyah, A. (2017). Faktor-Faktor Yang Mempengaruhi Produktivitas Tenaga Kerja Buruh
Panen Buah Kelapa Sawit(Studi Kasus Pada Divisi I PT. Megasawindo Perkasa IKecamatan Pelepat
Kabupaten Bungo). JAS (Jurnal Agri Sains), 1(1). https://doi.org/10.36355/jas.v1i1.110

Flynn, C. (2023). Qualitative methods in social work. In How to Conduct Qualitative Research in Social Science.

34



Public Policy and Administration Research www.iiste.org
ISSN 2224-5731(Paper) ISSN 2225-0972(Online) may
Vol.14, No.2, 2024 IISTE

https://doi.org/10.4337/9781800376199.00017

Gelder, J. W. van, Sari, A., & Pacheco, P. (2017). Managing Palm Oil Risks: A Brief for Financiers. In Roundtable
on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO).

Khairiza, F., & Kusumasari, B. (2020). Analyzing political marketing in Indonesia: A palm oil digital campaign
case study. Forest and Society, 4(2). https://doi.org/10.24259/fs.v4i2.9576

Krishna, V. V., & Kubitza, C. (2021). Impact of oil palm expansion on the provision of private and community
goods in rural Indonesia. Ecological Economics, 179. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2020.106829

Lawing, A. V. (2022). Kesejahteraan Sosial Buruh Migran (Studi Kasus Pada PT. Gemilang Sejahtera Abadi.
EJurnal Sosiatri-Sosiologi, 10(2).

Manurung, S. S. (2021). Dampak Perkebunan Kelapa Sawit Terhadap Surplus Pendapatan Masyarakat ( Study
Kasus. Journal of Information Technology and Accounting, IV(2).

Nurhayati, Y., Sudiyono, Auliana, R., & Rinny. (2023). Perlindungan Pekerja Buruh Perempuan dan Anak
Perkebunan Sawit Pasca Lahirnya Peraturan Pemerintah Pengganti Undang-Undang Nomor 2 Tahun 2022
Tentang Cipta Kerja. Badamai Law Journal, 8(1).

Putri, D. R., & Rusdi, R. (2023). Kelapa Sawit: Kehidupan Sosial Ekonomi Petani Sawit Di Desa Belutu
Kecamatan Kandis Kabupaten Siak 2002-2022. Jurnal Kronologi, 5(3). https://doi.org/10.24036/jk.v513.729

Rahayu, Yulia, & Muntoro. (2023). Kontribusi Pendapatan Wanita Buruh Tani Kelapa Sawit Terhadap Pendapatan
Rumah Tangga Di Desa Malik Kabupaten Bangka Selatan. Enviagro, Jurnal Pertanian Dan Lingkungan, 9(2).

Rahmawati, E., & Purwanto, A. D. (2019). Analisis Perubahan Penutup Lahan Dan Pola Mata Pencaharian
Masyarakat Studi Kasus: Kecamatan Kelapa Kampit, Kabupaten Belitung Timur. Seminar Nasional
Geomatika, 3. https://doi.org/10.24895/sng.2018.3-0.980

Rika, Saleh, M., & Gafur, A. (2022). Sistem Upah Buruh Panen Kelapa Sawit Ditinjau Dari Persepektif Ajr Al-
Mits] (Studi Pada Perkebunan Kelapa Sawit Di Desa Karya Merdeka Kutai Kartanegara). JESM: Jurnal
Ekonomi Syariah Mulawarman, 1(2).

Santika, T., Wilson, K. A., Budiharta, S., Law, E. A., Poh, T. M., Ancrenaz, M., Struebig, M. J., & Meijaard, E.
(2019). Does oil palm agriculture help alleviate poverty? A multidimensional counterfactual assessment of
oil palm development in Indonesia. World Development, 120.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2019.04.012

Sundler, A. J., Lindberg, E., Nilsson, C., & Palmér, L. (2019). Qualitative thematic analysis based on descriptive
phenomenology. Nursing Open, 6(3). https://doi.org/10.1002/n0p2.275

Urugo, M. M., Teka, T. A., Teshome, P. G., & Tringo, T. T. (2021). Palm oil processing and controversies over its

health effect: Overview of positive and negative consequences. In Journal of Oleo Science (Vol. 70, Issue
12). https://doi.org/10.5650/jos.ess21160

35



