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Abstract: Natural resource management in rural areas faces significant challenges, particularly in
ensuring community participation and long-term sustainability. In Indonesia, the participatory
democracy model has emerged as a strategy to enhance community involvement in decision-
making, potentially improving management outcomes. However, despite its potential, there is a
knowledge gap regarding the effectiveness of this model in diverse rural contexts. This study aims
to explore the application of the participatory democracy model in rural natural resource
management through case studies in Indonesia. Using qualitative methods, including interviews
and document analysis, the research identifies both successes and obstacles in its implementation.
The findings highlight improved community engagement but also reveal challenges such as power
imbalances and resource limitations. These results underscore the need for more inclusive
governance structures and capacity-building to ensure sustainable outcomes.

Keywords: Participatory democracy, Natural resources, Community participation, Rural areas,
Sustainability

1. Introduction

Natural resource management in rural areas is an important issue in sustainable
development. Natural resources such as forests, water, agricultural land, and mines have
a strategic role for the welfare of village communities that depend directly on the
availability and sustainability of natural resources. However, improper management often
results in overexploitation, social conflicts, and environmental degradation that are
detrimental to local communities and future generations [1].

In the midst of challenges, a participatory democracy approach has emerged as an
alternative in natural resource management in rural areas. This model emphasizes the
active involvement of the community in decision-making related to the management of
natural resources owned by the community [2]. Participatory democracy allows local
communities to not only be policy beneficiaries, but also as the main actors who have a
voice in the process of planning, implementing, and evaluating natural resource
management policies [3]. This approach is aligned with the principle of environmental
justice, where access and control over natural resources are not only monopolized by
economic and political elites, but are also equally divided among communities that coexist
with nature.

Various studies show that management models based on community participation
are proven to be more sustainable and able to create a balance between the use of resources
for economic development and environmental conservation. Active community
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participation can also encourage transparency and accountability in natural resource
management, reduce potential conflicts, and strengthen a sense of ownership and
responsibility for resource sustainability [4,5,6].

However, while the participatory democracy model has great potential, its
implementation on the ground does not always go smoothly. Challenges such as low levels
of community education, power inequality, and limited access to information and
technology often hinder the full involvement of the community in natural resource
management. In addition, top-down policies and the dominance of the private sector in
the exploitation of natural resources are also obstacles to the realization of an ideal
participatory democracy model.

Therefore, it is important to study the participatory democracy model in natural
resource management in rural areas. This study not only aims to understand the concept
and implementation of the model, but also to explore the opportunities and challenges
faced. By understanding this dynamic, it is hoped that a more effective strategy can be
formulated in realizing inclusive, fair, and sustainable natural resource management for
rural communities

2. Materials and Methods

The method used in this paper is qualitative research with article analysis is an
approach used to examine texts and articles with the aim of gaining a deep understanding
of the topic being researched. In this study, data was taken from secondary sources in the
form of scientific articles, reports, or other relevant written documents. This technique is
used in literature review or literature study to identify patterns, themes, or trends related
to the problem being studied.

3. Results and Discussion

The Concept of Participatory Democracy

Participatory democracy is a model in which citizens are directly involved in
decision-making, not just through elected representatives. Its main principles include
openness, inclusivity, and collaboration [7]. Participatory democracy is a model in which
citizens are directly involved in the political and social decision-making process, especially
in matters that affect people's lives. In the context of natural resource management in rural
areas, participatory democracy provides space for local communities to be involved in all
stages of decision-making, from planning, implementation, to evaluation. This model
differs from the more general representative democracy, where policy decisions are taken
by elected representatives. The concept of democracy can be seen in figure 1.
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Figure 1. The Concept of Participatory Democracy in
Indonesia
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The concept of Participatory Democracy in Indonesia, with a focus on key elements
such as Community Empowerment, Local Government, Transparency, and Inclusive
Decision Making, is connected to the main concept of Participatory Democracy. The main
principle of participatory democracy is through openness, a transparent decision-making
process so that the public can access relevant information. This openness also includes a
space for public discussion that allows all parties to provide their views.

Furthermore, inclusivity shows that participatory democracy must include all
elements of society, without exception. This includes vulnerable or usually marginalized
groups, such as women, indigenous peoples, and other minority groups. The next
principle is collaborative decision-making, in which all parties in the government, society,
and the private sector work together to achieve mutually agreed goals. This collaboration
also increases shared responsibility for the decisions taken [8].

There are key aspects of participatory democracy such as active participation,
participatory democracy encourages citizens to be directly involved in the political process
through public forums, citizen councils, referrals, deliberations, and public consultations.
The goal is to ensure that the voice of the public is heard directly in policymaking. Another
key aspect is the involvement of every level of society, this concept seeks to involve all
levels of society, including groups that may be marginalized or do not have access to the
formal political process. This aims to create a more inclusive and fair representation.

In participatory democracy, decision-making is often directed at the local level, as it
is considered that citizens better understand the needs and challenges in the community.
This decentralization of power allows for decisions that are more in line with the needs of
the local community [9]. Participatory democracy also aims to increase awareness and
political literacy among the public. When citizens have a better understanding of the
political process, people will be better able to make meaningful contributions. In contrast
to representative democracy which is based on decisions by elected officials, participatory
democracy emphasizes collective decision-making by the community itself. For example,
the participatory model is used in participatory budgeting, where citizens play a role in
determining the allocation of the public budget [10].

This concept seeks to overcome some of the weaknesses of representative
democracy, such as the distance between representatives and voters and low
accountability. One example of the implementation of participatory democracy is in some
cities in Brazil through participatory budgeting mechanisms, where citizens are directly
involved in decision-making related to local budgets. Participatory democracy does not
completely replace representative democracy, but complements it by ensuring citizen
involvement in important decisions that affect people's lives.

Implementation of Participatory Democracy in Natural Resources Management

The implementation of participatory democracy in natural resource management in
rural areas has proven to present a number of benefits. The participation of local
communities in natural resource management, for example in forest conservation projects
or clean water management, has been proven to be more effective in preserving resources
compared to a more bureaucratic top-down model. Local communities have invaluable
local knowledge about the environment around them, and are more motivated to maintain
the sustainability of resources because of their direct impact on people's daily lives.

Several studies have shown that community participation-based programs have
succeeded in reducing deforestation rates, improving community welfare, and creating
more equitable management mechanisms [11,12]. For example, community-based forest
management programs in several countries, including Indonesia, have proven the
effectiveness of this model in preventing overexploitation while increasing community
income from forest resources.

Natural resource management based on the principle of participatory democracy in
Indonesia has been carried out in various forms, although its implementation still faces
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challenges. Here are some examples of the application of participatory democracy in
natural resource management in Indonesia:
1. Community-Based Forest Management (PHBM)

Community-Based Forest Management (PHBM) is a concrete form of the
application of participatory democracy in natural resource management in the
forestry sector. This concept allows local communities to manage the forests
around the community directly, with the aim of maintaining ecosystem
sustainability and improving community welfare [12].

In PHBM, local communities play an active role in designing forest
management plans, monitoring, and utilizing forest products wisely. PHBM also
often involves indigenous groups that have local wisdom in protecting forests.
One example is the Village Forest program which gives authority to village
communities to manage state forest areas for a certain period of time. Through
this program, communities can use forest products sustainably without
damaging the ecosystem.

PHBM also involves women's participation in natural resource
management, where local women often have an important role in traditional
natural resource management. Through this approach, environmental
sustainability is more guaranteed because local communities have a direct
interest in maintaining forest sustainability.

2. Participatory Budgeting in Natural Resources Management

Participatory budgeting is one of the mechanisms of participatory
democracy that can be applied in natural resource management. In this process,
local communities are directly involved in determining budget priorities for
activities related to natural resource management in community areas. Through
participatory budgeting, communities can propose programs that are in line
with local needs, such as forest rehabilitation, restoration of ex-mining land, or
water conservation.

For example, in some regions in Indonesia, this mechanism has been
implemented in village budget management, where communities participate in
formulating budgets for environmental activities such as tree planting, waste
management, and water resource maintenance.

3. Participation of Indigenous Peoples in Natural Resources Management

Indigenous peoples in Indonesia have a very close relationship with natural
resources, and communities often have traditional sustainable management
systems [13]. Recognition of customary rights in natural resource management
is a concrete form of participatory democracy. Law No. 41 of 1999 concerning
Forestry provides recognition of the rights of indigenous peoples in managing
forests in their customary territories. In addition, Law No. 6 of 2014 concerning
Villages provides space for indigenous peoples to manage natural resources in
community areas independently.

A clear example of natural resource management by indigenous peoples is
the management of customary forests in the Kalimantan and Papua regions.
Indigenous peoples in this region have developed various forms of sustainable
forest resource management based on local wisdom. The participation of
indigenous peoples in the management of natural resources not only maintains
environmental sustainability, but also preserves local culture and traditions that
have existed for centuries.

4. People's Deliberation in the Decision-Making Process Related to Mining

Indonesia has abundant mining wealth, but this sector is also one of the
most conflict-prone sectors. The application of participatory democracy in mine
management can be seen from the efforts of local communities to be involved in
deliberations related to mining exploitation in community areas. For example, in
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areas with large mines, such as in Kalimantan and Sulawesi, communities often
hold deliberations to voice their opinions on the environmental and social
impacts of mining operations [14].

These people's deliberations are often a forum to demand transparency
from mining companies and the government regarding permits, environmental
impacts, and compensation for affected communities. Although these
deliberations often face challenges, such as differences in power between
communities and companies, it is an important step in strengthening
participatory democracy in natural resource management.

Challenges in the Implementation of Participatory Democracy in Indonesia

Participatory democracy, with the basic principle of active community involvement
in political decision-making, has become a growing concept in Indonesia, especially in
natural resource management, regional development, and public policy. However, despite
its enormous potential in improving the quality of policies and social justice, the
implementation of participatory democracy in Indonesia still faces various challenges.
These challenges come from political, social, economic, and cultural factors that interact
with each other, thus forming complex dynamics in their implementation [15].

In detail, the main challenges faced in the implementation of participatory
democracy in Indonesia include power gaps, limited access to information, limited
resources and capabilities of the community, conflicts of interest, bureaucracy and
corruption, as well as cultural and social challenges.

Power Gap between Society and Government/Corporations

One of the main challenges in the implementation of participatory democracy in
Indonesia is the significant power gap between communities, especially indigenous or
local peoples, and the government and large corporations. Local communities, who are
often most affected by natural resource management policies, tend to have a weak position
in terms of bargaining power.

Factors Affecting the Power Gap

Although participatory democracy wants public involvement in decision-making, in
practice, such access is often limited by bureaucracy and decisions made at the central level
[17]. People in remote areas may not have access or mechanisms to effectively voice
people's aspirations.

In sectors such as mining, plantations, and forestry, large corporations have much
greater economic and political power than local communities. Companies often have direct
connections with policymakers, while local communities have little access to the same
process. Although several community participation programs have been initiated, many
of them are only formalities, where input from the community is not meaningfully
integrated in the final decision. The process of participation is often a symbolic ritual
without any real influence on policy.

This power gap creates frustration among the public, who often feel that the voice of
the community is not heard or ignored in decision-making related to natural resources. In
addition, large companies tend to be heard more because the economic contribution of the
community is greater, so the government often prioritizes the interests of companies over
the public.

Lack of Access to Information

Limited access to information is another major challenge in the implementation of
participatory democracy in Indonesia. Participatory democracy assumes that citizens
involved in the decision-making process have full access to relevant information.(Syam et
al., 2024; Tarigan, 2020) However, in practice, local communities often do not have enough
information about natural resource management policies, impacts, or processes.
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Governments or companies are often not transparent in providing information to the
public. This is especially true in natural resource projects such as mining or logging, where
information on permits, environmental impacts, and compensation is often not available
to the public. A lot of information is presented in technical form or language that is difficult
for the general public to understand, especially in remote areas with low levels of
education. This makes it difficult for the public to understand the real situation and
provide informative input in decision-making.

In many remote areas of Indonesia, access to technology such as the internet and
communication devices is still very limited. This exacerbates the information gap between
people living in urban and rural areas. In this condition, public participation in
information-based decision-making becomes very limited.

Limited Capabilities and Community Resources

To be actively involved in the decision-making process, communities need adequate
capabilities, including knowledge of the issues being discussed, advocacy skills, and access
to the necessary resources. However, in many regions of Indonesia, local communities
have limitations in this regard. Factors Causing Capability Limitations, low levels of
education in several rural and remote areas are the main obstacles to effective community
participation. Without an adequate understanding of community rights and the impact of
natural resource policies, it is difficult for communities to actively participate.

To ensure meaningful participation, the government or civil society organizations
(CSOs) must provide training to the community on the decision-making process,
advocacy, and management of natural resources. However, these training efforts are often
inconsistent or do not reach all communities in need. Participation in the decision-making
process often requires resources, either in the form of time, money, or access to
transportation. Poor people who depend on daily work may not have the time or ability to
be actively involved in deliberations or policy meetings.

Conflict of Interest between Parties Involved

In the management of natural resources, there are many parties who have different
interests, ranging from the government, companies, to local communities. These
differences in interests often lead to conflicts that hinder the implementation of
participatory democracy. The government often prioritizes economic interests in natural
resource management, especially to increase state revenue through taxes or royalties from
large companies. This is often contrary to the interests of local communities who are more
concerned about environmental sustainability and the fulfillment of basic needs of the
community.

Companies tend to have a short-term focus on obtaining maximum profits through
the exploitation of natural resources. This interest is often contrary to the desire of local
communities who want to maintain environmental sustainability in the community's area.
Indigenous peoples often fight for their traditional rights to land and natural resources,
which are contrary to government policies or corporate exploitation. Such conflicts are
often a major obstacle to the implementation of harmonious participatory democracy.

Bureaucracy and Corruption

Complex bureaucracy and corruption are major challenges in the implementation of
participatory democracy in Indonesia. Slow and often convoluted bureaucratic processes
hinder public participation in decision-making. Complicated administrative procedures
make it difficult for people, especially in remote areas, to follow the formal processes
necessary to participate in decision-making. This includes the requirement to attend
meetings, submit proposals, or submit complaints.

Corruption at the local and national government levels often hampers the
implementation of participatory policies. In some cases, decisions that should involve
community participation are dictated by certain interests that profit through corruption.
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Social and Cultural Challenges

The very diverse social and cultural conditions in Indonesia are also a challenge in
the implementation of participatory democracy. Differences in culture, values, and norms
in different regions often affect the way people understand and engage in the decision-
making process. In many communities, especially in rural areas, there is a hierarchical
social structure, where decisions are often made by certain figures without involving all
members of society. Patriarchal culture, for example, can limit women's participation in
decision-making processes.

Distrust of the government: In some areas, people have a high level of distrust of the
government due to bad experiences in the past, such as agrarian conflicts, forced evictions,
or injustices in the distribution of benefits from natural resources. This distrust hinders
community participation because people feel that public input will not be heeded.

Challenges in the implementation of participatory democracy in Indonesia include
various aspects, ranging from power gaps, limited access to information, to conflicts of
interest and complicated bureaucracy. To realize effective participatory democracy,
strategic steps are needed to address these challenges, including increased access to
information, strengthening community capacity, bureaucratic reform, and increased
transparency and accountability in decision-making.

4. Conclusion

The application of the participatory democracy model in natural resource
management in rural Indonesia has great potential to improve environmental
sustainability and the welfare of local communities. By involving communities in every
stage of natural resource management, from planning to evaluation, this model can create
policies that are more fair, sustainable, and in accordance with local needs. However,
challenges such as low community capacity, the influence of local elites, and a lack of
government support need to be overcome to achieve full success. Efforts to strengthen
local capacity and better regulatory support from the government are key to ensuring that
the participatory democracy model can function optimally in rural Indonesia.
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