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Transcript begins. 

HILARY PENNINGTON: Welcome, and thank you for joining us for the second conversation in 
the live “On What Matters” series. I’m Hilary Pennington, executive vice president of the Ford 
Foundation. I’m a white woman with short blond hair in a blue dress, and I’m sitting before a 
white wall in a brown chair. My guest today is an amazing environmental activist, Gita Syahrani. 
And, Gita, let me turn to you to introduce yourself. 

GITA SYAHRANI: Hi, everyone. Hi, Hilary. My name is Gita Syahrani. You can call me Gita. I 
come from Indonesia. I’m an Indonesian woman. I am the head of the Secretariat for 
Sustainable Districts Association. Or, in Indonesia, we say Lingkar Temu Kabupaten Lestari, or 
LTKL. I am, right now, sitting in our office in Jakarta and I’m wearing a deforestation-free dress, 
sitting against a back wall entitled with our slogan, which is how to work collaboratively as a 
multi-stakeholder coalition. 

HILARY PENNINGTON: Let’s get started. We’re going to see a brief video that will give people 
a sense of the work you do. 

LTKL VIDEO: Peat is a global treasure. It has the potential to become the world’s greatest 
carbon storage. But if you don’t take care of it, it might also become the world’s greatest threat, 
especially when it’s caught on fire. An immune system has also become one of the world’s most 
pressing needs, especially during the pandemic and even afterwards. Alam Siak Lestari is a 
local company located in Siak, Indonesia, home to the second-largest peat area of the world. 
We are discovering new ways to link peat conservation and community-based business to boost 
the world’s immune system. Inspired by local tradition for a post-surgery remedy, ASL have 
discovered the potential to use low-temperature distillation methods and create albumin extract 
from snakehead fish that is cultivated directly in peat conservation and fire-prone areas. Now, 
this is an innovative way to actually use existing technology combined with local tradition, 
allowing village communities living within and surrounding the peat area to access the 
technology and use the technology to actually build business and produce high-quality, value-
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added product. Globally, the market value of albumin has reached $6.5 billion in 2026. Now, 
ASL is on track to prove our business model by securing pre-investment, including directly from 
the village community, and have also secured a long-term contract with a health supplement 
company. Now, we invite you to become our collaborator in research and development, as well 
as opening up the global market access. By doing so, you are joining us on a journey to answer 
the world’s greatest question: “Can you really earn money by protecting the environment?” The 
answer is definitely “yes.” 

HILARY PENNINGTON: Oh, thank you for that, and let’s get started with the first question. You 
know, I think it’s fair to say that most people understand that there is climate change. They don’t 
have very clear ideas about what to do to address it, and you have a very, very particular and 
strategic approach. Can you talk a little bit about how you come at this work, why you do it, and 
how you do it? 

GITA SYAHRANI: So, in Indonesia, we have this principle that is actually based on our 
founding fathers, which is called “gotong royong.” And gotong royong means working 
collaboratively across different backgrounds, across different cultures, across different religious 
affiliations, and across different races for one shared goal. And gotong royong has 
fundamentally shifted the way that we are doing things in the Districts Association. We start 
from addressing complex problems. For example, the peat fire that was explained in the video 
through a silo manner. The private sector would be doing one thing, the government would be 
doing another thing, the community would be doing another thing. Everybody is pushing 
towards betterment of the current condition. However, if we were united and practiced this 
essence of Indonesia, which is gotong royong, actually, the impact can be greater. So our main 
focus in LTKL, in the Sustainable Districts Association, is to prove that Indonesians, especially 
at the district level, are still practicing the value of gotong royong actively every day to combat 
and address complex problems such as sustainable land use and fighting the climate crisis. 
This is the essence of what we are trying to conduct, and we are trying to also build a recipe, so 
to speak, so that the way to do this gotong royong, or collective actions in English, are 
replicable, not only within the district, but also nationwide. And hopefully, it can also influence 
people outside of Indonesia to try to practice the same thing, as well. 

HILARY PENNINGTON: When you approach that, how do you shape the invitation to the 
different actors in a way that helps them see how much they have to benefit by doing things 
together? And what’s hardest about that approach? 

GITA SYAHRANI: I think a lot of the process that we do with our district members is identifying 
the common narrative. That’s the goal first. So, even before we share this invite of, like, let’s 
work together, we have to figure out—and usually we use, like, different tools, including an 
empathy map, for example, to figure out what’s in it for each of the stakeholders, because 
everybody has different type of interests and everybody would need a value proposition for 
them to actually push towards something. So, usually, the first three to six months, what we do 
within our districts is identifying the common narrative. For example, in the district of Siak in 
Riau, we tried to talk to all of the stakeholders and figure it out. Actually, the common narrative 



that everybody wants to do is to prevent fire from happening. So that’s one. The second one is 
they also want to uplift the welfare of people within the district itself through sustainable 
business. And using those two common narratives, we ended up getting together with all of the 
stakeholders and inviting them into a process where, at the end of the day, leads to innovation 
center, an actual sustainable business that’s supported by different stakeholders, and we also 
are providing support to the government-led initiative, the Green Siak vision. I guess when it 
comes to process, you start from identifying the common narrative and then you start building 
value proposition for different stakeholders. Once you have that mapped out, then you try to 
convene the process. If you do it backwards, you run the risk of making conflict and tension 
even worse than before, because you’re forcing everybody to work together without them 
realizing that, actually, this is something that they should automatically do, because it’s 
beneficial. And the third, to close it out, usually we would try to figure out some concrete 
examples that they can use to compare. What does it mean to work separately? What are the 
results? And if you were to work together, then what are the results and how is it better than the 
one that you did before? 

HILARY PENNINGTON: I love that close-out loop that you do. That’s really a brilliant approach. 
And, you know, part of what you are talking about is, of course, the importance of understanding 
the context and relationships. And I think that’s one reason why you’ve chosen to focus at the 
district level. But can you talk a little bit about how and why focusing in a place also lets you 
have impact beyond that place? 

GITA SYAHRANI: Just to give a bit of context, the districts have provided me with the 
opportunity because they were the ones that created this association in the spirit of actually 
getting together and agreeing on a pathway that they can use to transform their jurisdictions into 
a place where they can answer this mystery question, which is, “Can you actually have a 
development pathway that balances protecting important ecosystems versus eradicating 
poverty and uplifting welfare of their people?” Because right now, the statistic is showing that in 
areas where forests and peat and important ecosystems are protected, poverty levels are also 
high. So they want to prove the theory backwards. They want to prove that, actually, if you 
choose this type of development pathway, you can have more people prosper in your 
jurisdictions but, at the same time, guard your forest and peat as well. So it started from their 
initiative, and I was fortunate enough to be provided this opportunity to become a convener and 
support them in this mission. And the reason why a district becomes an exciting thing for me 
personally, my background is legal, and I was involved in public policy at the national level 
before. The national level would always need implementation at the subnational for any type of 
policy and regulatory framework that gets issued. And in Indonesia, the district level becomes 
very fundamental, especially when you talk about deforestation and land use because it’s 
happening within that territory and a lot of the licenses for plantations, for mining, that get issued 
are located within this jurisdiction. So any type of impact, be it environmental, social, or 
economic, is felt, first and foremost, by people within that jurisdiction. So I feel very blessed to 
be provided with this opportunity to work with the district governments that are already 
committed. And I believe if we focus on one particular place and actually showcase how 
collective action can really be tangible, people would go automatically to this mindset of “seeing 



is believing.” You need to see something that is very tangible. How is this gotong royong, or this 
collective action, translated? We can showcase that one district at a time, but if we manage to 
get it right, then this can influence nationwide movement and hopefully inspire more districts to 
influence their provinces and, at the end, actually say to the national government, “We are your 
warriors to implement your national targets and your national programs. We are here to 
contribute to the way that you want to achieve low carbon development or reduce emission. We 
are here to serve you, and we have proof that this can work, actually.” That’s why it’s exciting for 
me. 

HILARY PENNINGTON: You know, I think that—I understand why that’s exciting for you. And 
let’s just double-click on that because you have just described a solution to, I think, one of the 
big barriers that gets politics around this issue stuck, which is that it is so easy to create a 
narrative that puts, you know, people’s livelihoods and their jobs against protecting the 
environment. And that is—that’s everywhere. It’s really easy for people to believe that, and it’s 
really hard to combat it. So you’re really talking about how, from the bottom up, to create a 
political will and also an evidence base. What will it take for the story of that to kind of go viral? 
What do you think? 

GITA SYAHRANI: So, the way that we are conducting our support at the Secretariat 
Association is actually in parallel. Yes, we are helping districts build models that can be an 
inspiration. We have this theory called success stories-based policymaking, which is you create 
a success story that inspires better policymaking because then you know that it works. But 
that’s, as you mentioned, that’s coming from the bottom up. The way that the video was playing, 
we managed to help youth from Siak District create the first community-based enterprise that is 
actually providing nature-based solutions and sustainable products that got international 
recognition. They just won an award at M.I.T., for example. And that’s the reason why 
policymakers think that this is something that is worth pursuing, and they want to replicate it so 
that there’s more companies like that within their district. But in parallel, we also work with 
multiple national line ministries. We work with the Ministry of Home Affairs. We work with also—
fundamentally link ministries with district governance. For example, the Ministry of Finance, the 
Ministry of Planning, Ministry of Investment. And the reason why we work with the national 
stakeholders is within the process itself, is the same thing as your first question. How can we 
also identify the common narrative from their side and how can we start showcasing to them 
that what we’re doing at the bottom up is actually answering the stuff that they’re looking for as 
a solution and as a showcase that the national policy can actually be done. So we can do one 
thing, but we can frame it differently so that at the end of the day, it answers a different narrative 
for each of the stakeholders so they feel that this is also their journey. 

HILARY PENNINGTON: It is so inspiring, the way that you work. And I want to ask you a 
question I’m going to try to ask everyone, which is, you know, you are up against huge forces, 
you know? A world which does not take climate change seriously enough, a dominant model of 
the economy, you know, that favors extraction over all of the kinds of things you’re talking about. 
So, just in our last minute together, before we go to Q&A, what gives you hope? 



GITA SYAHRANI: I think the interaction day in and day out. We cannot only be fixated with the 
long-term goal that we’re chasing, which is, at the end of the day, sustainable land use and 
creating districts that are able to showcase this model of collective actions. That’s the long-term 
game. But my reason to be hopeful is that every day I wake up and I go to work and I see 
progress within each of the stakeholders. Policymakers that before were not open to working 
with youth are now partnering intensively, for example. We have instances where district 
leaders that didn’t talk about sustainable forest management start talking about it publicly. So 
we do have this type of, like, you can call “small wins,” if you look at it in relative terms. But, for 
us, it’s actually big wins because we’re working in a behavior-change kind of mindset, which 
requires a long-term marathon. So we have to celebrate everyday progress, and this is 
something that we do in our office, as well, practicing gratitude. So we would write down things 
that we think are progress every week, and then we take turns to discuss so that at the end, we 
don’t forget that even if the journey is long, we do have progress every single day. 

HILARY PENNINGTON: Thank you for that. And I think that’s a practice that everyone who’s 
listening to this could do well to do individually, but also together. I love that you do that together 
as a community of changemakers. So we’re going to go to Q&A, and we probably have time for 
about three questions. We have so many more that have come in. So we’ll try to figure out a 
way to be responsive to people through social media. But the first question comes from the 
Kayunga Community Club: “How do you generate climate change awareness in rural areas?” 

GITA SYAHRANI: So, for example, our recent work in several of the districts that work directly 
with small and medium-scale enterprises—most likely, it’s ultra micro to micro, this also in 
collaboration with the Ford Foundation and Climate and Land Use Alliance. We don’t talk about 
climate change using the words “climate change.” Instead, we focus on what they think and 
consider as risks for their business, which are disaster and also health reasons. So a lot of the 
entrepreneurs are women. 

HILARY PENNINGTON: Of course. 

GITA SYAHRANI: Every time we talk about something—yeah! [laughs] Something that is good 
or bad for their kids, for example, the way that the waters that are being polluted, or the way that 
the air quality is bad, and the way that the soil is not absorbing as much nutrients as it should, 
and it affects the growth of the kids. They get really passionate about it. So instead of being 
fixated on the terminology of “climate change,” we can say that we are here to help you build a 
more disaster-resilient business. We are here to get you to be part of a solution for something, 
because you are guarding the quality of soil, guarding the quality of water, guarding the quality 
of air. So, in rural areas, what needs to be done is making sure that you are addressing what is 
it that they need, what is it that they consider as risk? Because, for rural communities, at least 
the ones that we are working with, usually it’s a matter of life and death, literally, and what do 
they eat tomorrow. And it’s immediate, concrete things that they want to work on. So you also 
have to really be providing tangible solutions that are relatable for them and not only theoretical. 



HILARY PENNINGTON: And our next question comes from another Gita, Gita Putri: “Does the 
current status of civic space provide the necessary environment for LTKL to reach their 
objectives?” 

GITA SYAHRANI: So, Gita Putri is also one of our partners that is helping us out a lot with 
policy works under her PSHK organization. So one of the core components, actually, when it 
comes to the solution that LTKL is trying to convene—again, the Secretariat does not come up 
with the solution. It’s actually the community of partners that comes up with the solution. And the 
majority of those partners are actually civil society organizations and development partners, and 
they are very critical when it comes to actually providing a solution, a real solution, and also 
technical assistance. But at the same time, they’re also very productive when it comes to doing 
their function in terms of monitoring and making sure that the districts are doing a good job, so 
to speak, making sure that this is something that they can also be accountable for. So, right 
now, what we see is that if we look at collective actions and we want to improve sustainable 
land use within a district or within a jurisdiction in Indonesia, at least, there is no way that we 
can achieve that without the support of civil society organizations and development partners. 
Right now, we are experiencing, at least at the national level, a shrinking space for civil society 
to actually provide solutions. But I would say that there is still room to actually start proving the 
business case of having civil society and development partners as a core solution at the 
jurisdiction level. So we work with several partners to actually showcase how this collective 
action that is driven by civil society and facilitated by government is actually the success story 
that we are looking for in terms of climate resiliency. The journey now is how to communicate 
that almost loud enough so that this resonates also to decisionmakers across the country, 
including the national level. 

HILARY PENNINGTON: Well, so now—thank you.. And we have time for one last question, a 
short period of time for a huge and really interesting question: “How does LTKL involve any 
religious actors in environmental efforts given their importance to peace-building and to 
sustainability?” 

GITA SYAHRANI: Thank you, Janie. In a lot of the districts that we’re working with, religious 
actors play a very huge role. I’m going to give you one example that is interconnecting 
environmental effort, emergency effort, and religious actors, which is the collaborative 
vaccination program that we did as a rapid response for COVID in collaboration, also, with 
partners of the Ford Foundation. And the vaccine is actually targeting a marginal community, 
including Indigenous community farmers and smallholders, as well as people with disability. And 
for one particular vaccine site that are targeted for a community that is actually the Guardians of 
the Forests because they’re part of Indigenous groups, this type of vaccine is actually still being 
questioned due to the new type of innovation that it uses. So, what we did, was to work with the 
local church organizations and also local Islamic organizations to make sure that we 
encapsulate their testimony so that they start also promoting the need to take care of others. So 
you vaccinate yourself not only to take care of you, but also to take care of each other, because 
that is what your religion is telling you to do. And based on this testimony, we actually managed 
to vaccinate a lot of the community that wasn’t open to it before. And at the same time, we 



enabled them to keep their current role to being this buffer community and keep protecting the 
forest and the peat that’s very important also to their livelihood by keeping themselves healthy. 
So everything is interlinked and intertwined. Thank you for the question. 

HILARY PENNINGTON: Well, thank you. It has been such a privilege and a pleasure to get to 
speak with you and to hear about your work and, most importantly, just the philosophy that runs 
through everything that you do. I want to thank you. We’re at the end of our time. I want to thank 
those of you who have joined to listen to this. There will be more conversations coming up with 
other amazing social justice leaders. Gita, I cannot thank you enough for today. 

GITA SYAHRANI: Thank you so much for having me. And hopefully, you get to visit Indonesia 
soon. Help us spread the word even more on collective actions to protect our important 
ecosystems while uplifting the welfare of everyone. 

HILARY PENNINGTON: Absolutely, absolutely. Thank you. 

End of transcript. 


	Saving forests while eradicating poverty with Hilary Pennington and Gita Syahrani 
	Transcript begins. 
	End of transcript. 




