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Abstract

This study used the Malaysian case as the empirical platform to articulate the issues of development at the local level mainly Desa Lestari (Sustainable
Village) program of KPLB. The data were obtained mainly through focus group discussions and in-depth interviews with government officials and
communities. This paper highlights conceptually and practically how the Solidarity Economy, the Cooperative, and Digitalization can be incorporated
into a broader sustainability framework. This paper also demonstrates the potential and constraints of the Desa Lestari program. This paper ends with
an examination of possible plans of action for a successful Desa Lestari program and local-level development in general.
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1.0 Introduction

The village economy in Malaysia faces numerous challenges, including limited access to resources, low economic activity, and a lack
of sustainable development. These challenges hinder the growth and prosperity of rural communities, leading to economic disparities
between rural and urban areas. In this context, there is a need to explore innovative approaches to rebuild and revitalize the village
economy notably in the post-pandemic era. One potential solution is the implementation of synergy and collaboration between the
solidarity economy, cooperatives, and the digital economy at the local level. The solidarity economy refers to an alternative economic
model that emphasizes cooperation, social justice, and sustainability (Mance, 2017; ILO, 2021). Cooperatives, on the other hand, are
organizations owned and democratically controlled by their members, who work together to meet their common economic, social, and
cultural needs (Oktarina & Nababan, 2020; Robani et.al., 2020; ILC.110/Resolution II). Smart villages and the transition of digital
villages, however, are relatively new concepts. Likewise, the strategic roles and implications of the digital solidarity economy in the
context of rebuilding the village economy in Malaysia remain relatively unexplored.
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While the digital economy has the potential to enhance collaboration, inclusivity, and innovation within these alternative economic
models, it also brings forth concerns regarding digital divides, unequal access to technology, and the concentration of power in digital
platforms (Salemink, Strijker, & Bosworth, 2017; Berani€ et al., 2019; van Gevelt et al., 2018; Rijswijk et al., 2021). Therefore, there is
a need to examine the nexus between the solidarity economy, cooperatives, and the digital economy at the local level, in order to
address the following research questions:

How can the digital economy be leveraged to strengthen the solidarity economy and cooperative initiatives at the local level?

What are the motivations and issues associated with the integration of the digital economy within the solidarity economy and cooperative frameworks?
What strategies can be developed to ensure digital inclusivity and equitable access to technology within the context of the solidarity economy and
cooperatives?

Specifically, this study attempts to examine the strategic potentials of solidarity economy, cooperative, and digital economy for
sustainable local development, investigating the motivations and barriers to successful implementation of the nexus for sustainable
local development. This paper also attempts to propose a plan of action for the successful implementation of the nexus for sustainable
local development.

2.0 Literature Review

In recent years, the digital economy has gained prominence, driven by advancements in technology and the internet (Rory & Mike,
2021). It encompasses various online platforms, digital marketplaces, and technology-driven business models. The digital economy has
the potential to transform traditional economic systems by providing new opportunities for collaboration, innovation, and inclusivity.

At the local level, the solidarity economy and cooperatives have long been recognized as effective means of empowering communities,
fostering local development, and addressing socio-economic challenges (Salih, 2013; Utting, 2013; Santos & Cunha, 2018; Robani &
Salih, 2018; Johnson, 2018). By promoting democratic decision-making, equitable distribution of resources, and sustainable practices,
these models offer alternatives to profit-driven capitalism.

Business model/plan
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Figure 1: The Conceptual Framework: The Nexus
(Source: Researcher’'s Compilation)

The advent of the digital economy has opened up new possibilities for the solidarity economy and cooperatives (Bauwens, M., &
Kostakis, V. 2014; Balcerzak & Pietrzak, 2017; Johnson, 2018). Digital platforms provide avenues for decentralized organizing,
facilitating communication, coordination, and resource sharing among cooperative enterprises and solidarity economy initiatives. Online
marketplaces enable small-scale producers and artisans involved in the solidarity economy to reach wider consumer bases, bypassing
traditional distribution channels.

Furthermore, the digital economy offers tools and technologies that can enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of cooperatives
and solidarity economy initiatives (Tsyganov and Apalkova, 2016; Balcerzak and Pietrzak, 2017; Birchall, J. 2018; Rory & Mike, 2021;
Gerli, Marco, & Whalley 2022; Malik, Gehlot, Akram, & Das, 2022). Collaborative platforms, project management tools, and online
learning platforms enable cooperative members and solidarity economy actors to connect, share knowledge, and collaborate across
geographical boundaries. Digital payment systems and crowdfunding platforms provide alternative financing options for cooperative
ventures and solidarity economy projects.
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However, it is important to note that the digital economy also presents challenges and risks. The digital divide, unequal access to
technology, and the concentration of power in digital platforms can exacerbate existing inequalities within the solidarity economy and
cooperatives. Ensuring digital inclusivity and addressing issues of data privacy, algorithmic bias, and platform governance is essential
for a fair and equitable digital economy that supports the principles of the solidarity economy and cooperatives (European Commission,
2020; ILO, 2021; Tiwasing, Clark, & Gkartzios, 2022).

By reviewing the literature, this study asserts that there are advantages and drawbacks to be encountered while addressing the
relationship between cooperatives, the internet economy, and the solidarity economy. To make sure that the digital economy keeps the
sustainability, equity, and inclusivity that are essential to cooperative and solidarity economies, it is necessary to address these concerns
in all of their facets. Addressing socioeconomic inequality at the village level requires giving top priority to initiatives that promote digital
inclusion, empower local communities, and boost resilience. By doing this, we can make sure that the advantages of the digital economy
are shared fairly and in line with the fundamental principles of cooperatives and solidarity economies.

3.0 Methodology

The research methodology employed to investigate the nexus between solidarity economy, cooperatives, and digitalization at the village
level is rooted in a qualitative approach, with a specific focus on case study analysis and interviews as primary data collection tools.
This methodological choice allows for an in-depth exploration of the complex interrelationships between these components within a
specific context (Mohajan, 2018). The case study approach involves the in-depth examination of one or more villages, aiming to provide
a comprehensive understanding of the interplay between solidarity economy, cooperative structures, and the integration of digital
technologies. Through detailed observations and analysis, researchers can uncover contextual nuances and socio-economic dynamics
unique to each village. Complementing the case study, interviews serve as a crucial data collection tool. Focus group interviews allow
for in-depth exploration of participants' perspectives, experiences, and insights. They helped uncover the unique challenges,
opportunities, and dynamics related to the integration of the digital economy within the solidarity economy and cooperatives in Malaysian
villages. These interviews are typically semi-structured, allowing for open-ended questions and follow-up inquiries, ensuring a rich and
nuanced dataset (Mann, S. 2016).

For this study, a qualitative research method using a case study of selected villages in Kelantan, Terengganu, Kedah, Perak, and
Perlis. Case study research consists of a detailed investigation, often with empirical material collected over a period of time from a well-
defined case to provide an analysis of the context and processes involved in the phenomenon (Rashid, 2019). During the profiling phase,
the study selected 10 out of 101 villages under the KPLB Database of Desa Lestari program. The 10 villages are those with active
cooperatives in the post-Covid-19 pandemic crisis. During the quantitative phase, a total of 30 participants were willing to participate in
the focused group interviews from four major villages (Table 1). This method allows the researchers to explore the phenomenon under
study by probing further during the interview sessions.

Table 1: Key Informants of Focus Group Interviews

No | Position of the Informant Location of the Interview No of
Samples
1 Head of Village 1
2 Chairman, Cooperative Desa Lestari Balairaya Desa Lestari Air Melintas Besar, Pulau 1
3 Village Committees cum Board of Directors, Cooperative Desa Lestari Pinang 5
4 Coordinator of Desa Lestari_RISDA Pulau Pinang 2
5 Head of Village Cooperative Office of Desa Lestari Kampung 1
6 Chairman, Cooperative Desa Lestari Jelawang, Gua Musang, Kelantan 1
7 Village Committees cum Board of Directors, Cooperative Desa Lestari 7
8 Coordinator of Desa Lestari KESEDAR Kelantan 1
9 Chairman, Cooperative Desa Lestari Balairaya Desa Lestari Kampung Kayu Kelat, 1
10 | Village Committees cum Board of Directors, Cooperative Desa Lestari Terengganu 6
11 Coordinator of Desa Lestari_RISDA Terengganu 1

The data analysis of interview data is a critical step in qualitative research, involving a systematic process of organizing, examining,
and interpreting the information obtained through interviews with participants (Braun & Clarke (2019)). Initially, researchers transcribe
the interviews verbatim, ensuring an accurate representation of participants' spoken words and non-verbal cues. Following transcription,
thematic analysis is a widely used approach, wherein patterns, themes, and concepts that emerge from the data are identified and
coded (Braun & Clarke, 2019. The qualitative data collected through interviews and case study analysis are then subjected to thematic
analysis. This process involves identifying recurring patterns, themes, and concepts within the data, which are then organized and
categorized to derive meaningful insights.

4.0 Findings
The study found three main themes in analyzing the motivation for successful nexus between solidarity economy, cooperative and
digital economy in Malaysian villages;
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1) government support in terms of grants, cooperative systems, infrastructure
2 ) social capital in terms of trust, solidarity, and cohesion
3)) local leadership and role model

The majority of the participants agreed that the government through the Ministry of Rural Development had done its best to support
and assistance for village development in terms of the provision of grants, subsidies, and infrastructure. The cooperative system under
the supervision and monitoring of the Malaysian Cooperative Commission (SKM) also contributed efficiently to this matter. In addition,
the appointment of government agencies such as RISDA, FELCRA, KESEDAR, and KEDA as co-ordinators of Desa Lestari program
made the execution process more smooth and effective. The participants also point out that there is an urgent need for them to learn
more about digital entrepreneurship so that they will be better equipped to cope with the complex digital economy and optimize it for
leveraging solidarity economy and cooperation.

Successful village economies and cooperatives require dynamic and supportive heads of villages who are wise in decision-making
and have clear missions. This is because the head of the village will be a point of reference in many cases related to village matters.
With a clear vision, the heads of village may connect their villages to the opportunities in the outside world for the betterment of their
villages. On the other hand, role models are needed to guide and coach the villagers especially the youth to pursue the village agenda.
However, it is also expected that the youth will reach out to senior and experienced folks to share their knowledge and skills in digital
technology. This may trigger the development of a culture of knowledge-sharing in the villages.

The majority of the respondents believed that it was only through productive social capital that they could develop their villages. The
respondents also expressed their thankfulness to the government mainly through its ministry which had invested and supported
uncompromisingly for their village growth and success. Thus, this study claims that positive values like brotherhood, caring, and
cooperation had been conceptualized as common shared values among village members and which they felt should be further sustained
and strengthened in the future. According to them, the positive values should be further developed through the neighborhood system,
youth development, and entrepreneurial programs organized by KKDW, private agencies, and NGOs.

On the other hand, this study reveals several important issues that may hinder the successful nexus between solidarity economy,
cooperative and digital economy in Malaysian villages;

1) technology culture and infrastructure
2) human capital mainly the IT-savvy generation

From the analysis of qualitative data, this study found that technology culture and adoption are still moderate and low in certain
villages. This may hinder the development of a successful nexus at the local level. The majority of the respondents said they are lacking
in terms of digital skills for leveraging their household business, particularly in digital marketing. According to the study, most of them are
only competent in basic online marketing via social media platforms.

They also reported the most critical issue in their villages is the shortage of youth who can be trusted to succeed in the village
agenda. Most of the village positions were occupied by the same old folks, which led to the overlapping of posts in some villages. The
cooperatives also faced the same issue since youth were not interested in such positions, which they claimed, are non-profitable.

A significant issue that emerged from this study is the lack of external collaboration between villages and other stakeholders in
particular the university to provide a technical workforce for the villages. It can also support in terms of providing training for village youth
through knowledge transfer and technology transfer.

Apart from digital competence and youth issues, the study also found that the village cooperatives are less competent in developing
an innovative, productive, and sustainable business model canvassing. The relevant stakeholders must consider this issue seriously to
ensure that the villages may achieve their self-sufficiency in the economy soon without prolonged dependency on government grants
and subsidies.

5.0 Recommendations: Plan of Action
Developing an action plan at the local level involving local authorities, village leaders, and communities can help facilitate the integration
of the digital economy within the solidarity economy and cooperatives in Malaysian villages. Among the suggested action plans:

Assessing a comprehensive digital readiness of the village, including access to digital infrastructure, internet connectivity, and digital
skills of community members. Identify the specific needs and challenges faced by the village in embracing the digital economy.

Establish a local digital task force comprising representatives from local authorities, village leaders, community members, and
relevant stakeholders. This task force will drive the implementation of the action plan, coordinate activities, and monitor progress.

Develop Digital Skills Training Programs: Design and implement digital skills training programs tailored to the needs of the village.
Collaborate with local educational institutions, NGOs, and government agencies to provide training on digital literacy, online marketing,
e-commerce, and financial management.

The establishment of digital cooperative platforms may be instrumental in enabling collaboration, knowledge sharing, and resource
pooling among cooperative enterprises in the village. This can involve partnering with local technology providers or leveraging existing
cooperative networks to develop user-friendly platforms.

Work with local authorities and telecommunications providers to improve internet connectivity and access to digital infrastructure in
the village. Explore options for community-based internet initiatives, such as community networks or shared connectivity schemes.
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Organizing training sessions and workshops to assist cooperative enterprises in leveraging digital marketing strategies and online
platforms to reach broader markets. Explore partnerships with e-commerce platforms and promote local products and services through
online marketplaces.

Engagement with relevant government agencies and policymakers to advocate for policies and regulations may promote the
integration of the digital economy within the solidarity economy and cooperatives. Provide input on policies related to data privacy,
platform governance, digital infrastructure development, and financial inclusion.

Significantly, implementing this action plan will require collaboration, coordination, and active engagement from local authorities,
village leaders, and community members. By working together, the village can harness the potential of the digital economy to strengthen
the solidarity economy and cooperative initiatives, promote inclusive economic development, and improve the well-being of the
community.

6.0 Conclusion

In conclusion, the nexus between the solidarity economy, cooperatives, and the digital economy at the local level represents a dynamic
and evolving relationship. Undeniably, the digital economy can amplify the impact and reach of the solidarity economy and cooperatives,
facilitating collaboration, innovation, and inclusivity. The integration of the digital economy within the solidarity economy and
cooperatives can have several practical, theoretical, and policy implications;

Practical Implications: The study highlights practical implications for local authorities, village leaders, and communities. It
emphasizes the importance of adopting digital technologies, fostering digital literacy, and promoting digital entrepreneurship within the
cooperative sector. This can lead to improved efficiency, market access, and community engagement.

Theoretical Implications: The research contributes to theoretical debates and literature surrounding the solidarity economy,
cooperatives, and the digital economy. It demonstrates the evolving nature of these concepts and their interconnectedness.

Policy Implications: The findings of this study have important policy implications. Policymakers should recognize the potential of the
digital economy to drive the growth and sustainability of cooperatives and the solidarity economy. Policies should be developed to
support digital infrastructure, digital skills development, and favorable regulatory frameworks. Policies should also focus on promoting
digital literacy and skills development among members of cooperatives and local communities. Training programs and capacity-building
initiatives can empower individuals to effectively utilize digital tools and platforms for business management, marketing, and financial
transactions, thereby enhancing their economic opportunities and resilience in the digital age.

In terms of the limitations, the findings and implications of the study may be specific to the context of Malaysia and may not be
directly applicable to other regions or countries with different socio-economic and cultural landscapes. The study might also lack
generalizability beyond the specific case examined. The research has made a valuable contribution to the understanding of the nexus
between the solidarity economy, cooperatives, and the digital economy in Malaysia. In terms of retrospective, this study’s practical,
theoretical, and policy implications provide a foundation for future research and policymaking endeavors in this area. Moving forward,
continued attention to methodological rigor, sustainability, and ethical considerations will be essential for maximizing the impact and
relevance of research findings.

In terms of new directions for further research, it is recommended to conduct longitudinal studies to track the long-term effects of
integrating digital technologies within cooperative structures and solidarity economy initiatives. It may also explore cross-country
comparisons to examine how the nexus manifests in different socio-economic and cultural contexts. Employing mixed-methods
approaches that combine quantitative indicators with qualitative data can provide a comprehensive understanding of the multifaceted
impacts of digital initiatives on local communities. Conducting policy analyses may also be instrumental in assessing the alignment
between policy objectives and grassroots initiatives, as well as identifying barriers and facilitators to policy implementation at the local
level.

In conclusion, this study has shed light on the nexus between the solidarity economy, cooperatives, and the potential of the digital
economy. It has demonstrated the transformative potential of integrating the digital economy within the cooperative sector, leading to
enhanced community development, economic empowerment, and sustainable livelihoods.
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