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Deforestation associated with production of 
commodities including palm oil, soy, cocoa, beef and 
pulp and paper continues to be a global concern. In 
response, many supply chain companies have made 
commitments to eliminating deforestation from 
their commodity supply chains by 2020, building 
on the Consumer Goods Forum resolution on zero 
net deforestation and the New York Declaration on 
Forests.

Huge progress has been made with new approaches 
and tools that help supply chain companies 
implement their commitments by defining and 
identifying forests and by monitoring deforestation 
in their supply bases. Nonetheless, rates of 
deforestation remain high in many locations and as 
2020 approaches, there is an urgent need to review 
progress with meeting these commitments and to 
identify and address the remaining challenges.  

This briefing note examines two key issues, identified 
through ongoing work with the main ‘deforestation 
commodity’ sectors, which need to be addressed 
to ensure commitments can be implemented and 
forests protected: 

•  How can supply chain initiatives expand from 
defining and monitoring deforestation to better 
help supply chain companies support forest 
protection on the ground? This is discussed in 
Section 1. 

•  What is the role of commodity supply chain 
actors and commercial relationships in tackling 
deforestation? And when may other approaches 
also be required? This is discussed in Section 2. 
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Delivering company commitments 
to zero deforestation commodity 
supply chains

Key points

• Effective delivery of zero deforestation 
commitments by supply chain companies requires 
much more focus on practical guidance on how 
companies can support protection of forests on 
the ground.

• Addressing deforestation is complex because it is 
very location-specific with a variety of underlying 
drivers, involving different actors and requiring 
different approaches to engage successfully. 
This requires more focus on the socio-economic 
components of deforestation, as well as the 
technical challenges.

• Addressing deforestation via supply chains 
presents a particular challenge for supply chain 
companies because a lot of deforestation is 
carried out by actors who are not yet producers 
or suppliers. In these cases the usual strategies 
for engagement via commercial relationships 
deployed by supply chain actors can’t be used.



There are several steps which are needed 
to underpin delivery of commitments to zero 
deforestation. There is a need to define what ‘forest’1  
is and what ‘deforestation’ means; to identify 
relevant natural forests in the production base, to 
protect the identified forests and to monitor their 
protection over time (Figure 1).

A variety of initiatives have been developed to 
support and guide implementation of company 
commitments. This has allowed significant progress 
on many aspects, but most of the focus has been 
on definitions, identification and monitoring (see 
Figure 1). To date there has been much less focus 
on the protection of identified forests and providing 
guidance on the role of companies in this protection. 
This is now becoming a serious barrier to progress. 

Methods for definition, identification and monitoring 
often work well across whole regions or countries 
allowing rapid deployment because they are mainly 
technical approaches, that can make use of remote 
sensing technologies which are easily applied 
at scale and from a distance. Protection is very 
different. It is highly context specific and has to be 
applied on the ground, requiring engagement with 
relevant local actors, development of appropriate 

1. Broadening the focus from definition to protection

strategies and commitment over the long term in 
order to address local socio-economic drivers of 
deforestation which vary from place to place. 

Therefore, to identify and deploy the most effective 
strategies to address deforestation in each 
location, an essential first step is to understand this 
underlying complexity (see Section 2) and to identify 
the most effective strategy for the existing situation 
(see Section 3).
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Companies are starting to use
• B2B commitments
• Certification 
• Landscape and jurisdictional 

approaches
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Figure 1: There has been good progress with commodity supply chain initiatives to define, identify and monitor 
deforestation, but to meet 2020 commitments rapid progress is needed on how to protect forests in practice. This is 
challenging because stopping forest loss is highly context specific and has to be achieved on the ground, requiring 
engagement with local actors and deployment of locally-appropriate strategies over the long term. This is in marked 
contrast to definitions, identification and monitoring which can use widely applicable approaches and technological 
solutions that can be deployed remotely.

There is an urgent need to broaden the focus 
of supply chain initiatives from concentrating 
on definitions and identification, to developing 
principles and guidance on how companies can 
support protection of forests on the ground.

1 Most company commitments and initiatives 
relate to a wide range of natural habitats, and to 
degradation as well as loss of those habitats.  
The terms ‘forest’ and ‘deforestation’ should  
be interpreted in this broader way throughout  
this briefing.  



The most effective approach to protection varies 
depending on the socio-economic as well as 
ecological context. It is therefore necessary to 
understand the context prior to deciding on the 
approach to be deployed. 

Different typologies:

Forest clearance happens in a wide variety of 
situations ranging from large-scale concessions 
operated by commercial companies, to private 
land and smallholdings managed by individuals as 
well as illegal encroachment (see Figure 2). The 
actors involved, the rights they have to the land, 
their motivation for clearing forest and the context 
in which they operate all vary hugely, so finding the 
most effective strategies to stop deforestation will 
also need to vary. 

2. Understanding the underlying complexity
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Figure 2: To address deforestation it is necessary to start by understanding who is involved in clearing forest, what rights 
they have to the land and to clear forest, and what their motivations are.

Concessions Direct ownership Smallholdings Illegal encroachment

Actors Companies, 
communities

Individuals, families, 
communities and 
companies

Individuals, coops,
company schemes

Individuals, 
enterprises, families

Motivations Commercial Commercial, 
livelihoods

Livelihoods Speculation, poverty

Land rights Large areas, fixed 
term leases

Variety of areas, 
privately owned

Small, various land 
rights

Usually small,  
no rights

Example 
commodities 

Palm, rubber, fibre Soy, beef, fibre Most commodities Most commodities  

Concessions Direct ownership Smallholdings Illegal encroachment
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chain actors engage directly with existing suppliers 
to identify and resolve issues. While this is also 
possible where existing producers are expanding, 
a lot of deforestation is by actors who are not yet 
producers. 

Supply chain companies have no mechanism for 
direct engagement with these actors as there is no 
existing commercial relationship to build on, so many 
of those involved in deforestation are completely 
unaware of supply chain commitments. Yet finding 
a way to engage is crucial if companies are to 
contribute to the wider goal of stopping forest loss. 
It is also important in minimising the risk of future 
procurement of deforestation commodities. 

Therefore, companies need to engage in indirect 
initiatives that target ‘not-yet-producers’ and find 
effective ways to encourage forest protection and 
discourage forest clearing. The most effective 
intervention to achieve this will depend on factors 
such as whether deforestation is legal or illegal, 
involving large or small players, driven by commercial 
or livelihoods needs, and supported or not by 
government policy. Furthermore, supply chain 
companies will not always be the most effective 
actors to lead the initiative identified (see Section 3).

Working with existing producers:

Where deforestation is driven by existing producers, 
supply chain actors have direct leverage via 
commercial relationships and can require 
producers to commit to being deforestation-free via 
contract clauses, supplier approval requirements, 
certification, business-to-business (B2B) agreements 
or other mechanisms. 

Challenges still remain. Where existing producers 
supply via multiple intermediaries, or have easy 
access to alternative buyers or markets which do not 
require deforestation-free production, commercial 
leverage is difficult to apply, and in these cases 
additional interventions may be needed (see 
Section 3). It is also challenging where existing 
producers cleared illegally in the past, particularly if 
the producers are small-scale and poor with fragile 
livelihoods likely to be negatively affected by losing 
access to markets. 

Addressing ‘not-yet-producers’:

A major challenge, specific to deforestation, is that 
it occurs before production begins (Figure 3). With 
many other supply chain commitments (labour rights, 
water protection, community relationships) supply 

Concessions Direct ownership Smallholdings Illegal encroachment

?
Clearance 
by ‘not-yet-
producers’

Clearance 
by existing 
producers

Figure 3: Where deforestation is linked to existing producers, supply chain companies can engage directly via commercial 
relationships. However, where deforestation is driven by ‘not-yet-producers’ there is no commercial relationship to provide 
a basis for engagement so companies need to find alternative ways to engage.
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3. Identifying the best intervention
As discussed in Section 2, the most appropriate 
intervention to protect forests will depend on a 
variety of factors including who is carrying out the 
deforestation, what resource rights they have, 
the size of the area, and the wider legal and 
policy context as well as whether they are already 
producers. Therefore, supply chain actors need to 
use different approaches in different places (see 
Figure 4).

Where they are dealing with existing producers, 
they can continue to use the direct leverage of 
commercial relationships. However, they will also 
need to engage with initiatives which address 
deforestation by ‘not-yet-producers’, ranging 
from encouraging governments to improve law 
enforcement to supporting alternative livelihoods 
(see Box 1). This type of engagement, which can be 
complex and long-term, is not something most supply 
chain companies are familiar with, and they urgently 
need guidance and support on what they should be 
doing and how to do it well.

In many cases a multistakeholder initiative 
involving governments, producers and civil society 

An important question asked by many of 
those with rights to forested land who are 
being asked not to deforest is how they 
benefit – or at the very least how they don’t 
lose out if they protect the forest. This needs 
to be recognised as legitimate, and be central 
to all approaches to addressing deforestation. 

How do I benefit from protecting forest?

groups as well as companies will be needed (see 
Section 4). In order to develop and support such 
initiatives effectively, it is crucial to be clear about 
the approach (or approaches) to be used, about 
who leads initiatives, what the role of supply chain 
actors should be, what resources will be needed, 
what timeframe is acceptable, how progress will 
be measured and what will happen if there is not 
sufficient progress.
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Intervention Relevant actors

Commercial 
relationship

When supply chain companies are buying from an existing producer they can 
use their commercial relationship as customers to require compliance with 
no-deforestation policies via contract clauses, supplier programmes, pricing or 
other approaches.

This involves supply chain 
companies and producers 
directly

Multistakeholder 
initiatives

Deforestation involves many actors, so multistakeholder initiatives involving 
producers, governments, supply chain actors and civil society seem to 
be central to making progress. They can help to align goals, actions and 
incentives and build consensus and momentum among different stakeholder 
groups (see Section 4). 

This may involve 
companies, governments, 
civil society and 
producers or other 
relevant stakeholders

National policies 
and 
programmes

Where forests have limited protection under national laws and policy 
frameworks, initiatives to review and strengthen the national legal and policy 
context may be needed. These can be linked to legal reforms, nationally 
determined contributions (NDCs), low carbon development plans or land-use 
planning (and may require incentives). A review of infrastructure development 
may also be needed as it can be an indirect driver of deforestation.

This needs to be led 
by government but 
companies and civil 
society can actively 
support

Law Enforcement Where forest is being illegally cleared, whether driven by speculation or 
poverty, then better enforcement of forest law is needed. This needs to be led 
by government, but with support from other actors (e.g. NGOs providing alerts 
on illegal activities, supply chain companies avoiding sourcing from illegally 
deforested areas).

This needs to be led 
by government but 
companies and civil 
society can actively 
support

Incentives and 
compensation

Where forest can be legally cleared, but the landowner (individual, community, 
company or government) is asked to protect it rather than convert to a 
commercial crop, they will usually need an incentive. This can range from 
access to markets or compensation for lost revenue (eg carbon credits or 
REDD+ payments) to implementing national conservation and land-use 
planning strategies.

Governments, 
multilaterals, supply 
chain companies and civil 
society can all be involved

Alternative 
livelihoods

Where forest clearance is being driven by poverty or the need for basic rural 
incomes, livelihood programmes are needed in parallel with  
legal enforcement which provide meaningful alternatives for the affected 
groups.

Governments, 
multilaterals, supply 
chain companies and civil 
society can all be involved

Figure 4: Addressing deforestation in different contexts requires different interventions. The coloured dots here refer to 
the interventions shown in the table above. In some cases this can be via conventional supply chain interventions, but in 
many others it will require engaging before production starts. Some initiatives can be initiated and led by companies, while 
others need to be led by government or NGOs, while companies play a supportive role.

Direct ownershipConcessions Illegal encroachmentSmallholdings

Clearance 
by ‘not-yet-
producers’

Clearance 
by existing 
producers
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A key challenge in optimising the role of commodity 
supply chains in addressing deforestation, for both 
the supply chain companies and the many other 
stakeholders working to end forest loss, is to find 
the right balance between ambitious targets and the 
complex reality on the ground. 

Responsible sourcing commitments with strict 
definitions setting a high bar, accompanied by 
pressure for rapid progress have been a very 
effective way to reduce forest loss in some places, 
providing a momentum which underpins real change. 
However, in other places strict and ambitious 
commitments may lead to unintended consequences 
which can undermine rather than enhance forest 
protection. This includes pushback from local actors, 
often in reaction to challenging requirements which 
will impact them directly but which they have not 
been involved in developing, making it much harder 
to build the multistakeholder coalitions which 
are essential to addressing entrenched drivers 
of forest loss.  It also includes responsible supply 
chain companies concluding that the challenge 
and reputational risk of remaining engaged in ‘high 

deforestation risk’ origins is too great, so their buying 
shifts to lower risk locations, removing any chance 
of commercial leverage, and almost always being 
replaced by less responsible buyers who do not have 
any concerns about deforestation, a phenomenon 
often referred to as ‘leakage’.  

Finding solutions will require stakeholders working to 
end forest loss to collaborate to recognise, agree and 
deploy the most effective approaches for different 
situations, and is likely to be greatly helped by 
focusing on the reality of what will deliver practical 
protection of forests on the ground.

A very important ethical issue which needs 
to be considered and addressed is how to 
ensure that small producers and communities, 
especially those without other resources, 
that opt to protect the forest don’t lose out 
in the long term compared to those that 
convert forest and generate an income from 
production.
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Many of those working with responsible production 
and sourcing have already recognised the 
importance of multistakeholder initiatives that 
bring together supply chain actors, producers, 
governments, civil society and others in a 
particular place. Table 1 summarises some 
of the main approaches being developed and 
deployed. Experience shows that there is no single 
multistakeholder initiative that provides a solution 
for every situation and context – each one has both 
advantages and limitations – so it is necessary to 
think about specific situations and work out what 
individual or combination of approaches is needed. 

4. The role of multistakeholder initiatives

The right multistakeholder initiative will depend on 
many factors – what are the main drivers, which 
stakeholder groups are prepared to engage, who can 
provide leadership and what resources are available 
over what timeframe. 

While good progress has been made with many 
of the approaches described in table 1, there is 
a need for more attention on how supply chain 
companies can best engage, how such initiatives 
can be linked to ongoing procurement decisions and 
where companies should be engaging to address 
deforestation outside their direct supply base. 

Sector 
initiatives

Commodity focused – bring together 
the supply chain from producers 
to end users to build support for a 
change in ‘business as usual’ to zero 
deforestation within the sector.

Advantages: Provides critical mass and culture change for 
a sector.
Limitations: Focus is on supply chain so may not engage 
directly with ground-level/production level stakeholders. 
Does little to address ‘not-yet-producers’.

Jurisdictional 
approaches

Place focused – bring together 
companies, producers, government, 
local communities etc in a particular 
place to understand and address 
deforestation for one or more 
commodities.

Advantages: Can create political support, critical mass 
and a shared set of goals and actions in a particular place 
leading to change on the ground.
Limitations: Requires government and other stakeholders 
to engage. Timescales likely to be longer than 
commitments. Requires a dedicated and competent 
leader and resources.

Supply shed 
initiatives

Commodity and place focused 
– directly addressing specific 
issues in production through direct 
interventions, typically in collaboration 
with local partners (NGOs, 
governments etc).

Advantages: Close to the producers allowing focus on 
addressing specific issues in practice
Limitations: Doesn’t always seek political and/or cross-
commodity engagement which is sometimes needed.

Moratoria Place and commodity focused – 
agreement between companies, 
NGOs and government on complete 
exclusion of deforestation 
commodities from an entire region.

Advantages: Can address deforestation across a wide 
area so significant impact.
Limitations: Difficult to achieve because requires 
alignment of several stakeholder groups and must be 
industry wide to be effective. Can result in displacement 
and leakage.

REDD+ 
programmes

Forest focused – provide incentives to 
governments and local communities 
for reducing and stopping forest loss, 
with or without company involvement.

Advantages: Potential to provide incentives for keeping 
forest rather than converting
Limitations: Limited collaboration with companies due to 
different ‘speed’, definitions and culture.

Table 1: An overview of some of the main multistakeholder approaches that are being developed and used to address 
deforestation for commodity production, noting the advantages and limitations of each. No single approach provides for all 
situations, so a combination will always be needed.


