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Agricultural Commodity Responsible
Sourcing (ACRES): taking action
within and beyond supply chains

This Briefing Note sets out our latest
approach, developed in collaboration
with the companies and partners we
work with and reflecting all we have learnt
together with them as well as our own
thinking. It explains the importance of
working both within and beyond supply
chains, combining different actions and
aligning and collaborating with others to
achieve change.
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Proforest supports the implementation
of responsible sourcing and production
of agricultural commodities as a way of
contributing to sustainable development
in the places these commodities are
produced. We have been working with
companies throughout the supply
chain to support them in delivering
their commitments for nearly 20 years.
Building on this experience, we have been
constantly reviewing and improving our
approach to find the most effective ways
to deliver company commitments, while
also maximising the positive impacts this
creates for the places and people where
the commodities are produced.
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Key points
• To deliver commitments fully and contribute
to sustainable development, companies need
to take action both within and beyond their
own supply chains.
• Within supply chains actions need to deliver
compliant volumes and engage suppliers.
• Beyond supply chains companies need to
engage in the places they buy from and work
across the sector.
• Collaborating with other actors is essential
to address complex issues that need action
from multiple stakeholders.

The Proforest ACRES approach
The aim of the Proforest Agricultural Commodities
Responsible Sourcing (ACRES) approach is to
operationalise our objective to deliver companies’
responsible sourcing commitments fully and effectively
while at the same time maximising positive impact and
contribution to sustainable development (see Box 1).
Our experience from 20 years of working to deliver these

twin goals is that to be effective it is important to
understand and address issues within the supply chain
relating to the volumes purchased and the performance
of suppliers, and beyond the supply chain relating to
the places the commodities are produced and systemic
issues within the sector. This is shown schematically
in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: Actions are needed both within and beyond the supply chain to effectively implement responsible sourcing
commitments and maximise positive impact

The ACRES approach to working both within and beyond
supply chains is necessary for several reasons:
Scale and efficiency in delivering commitments:
Supply chain companies need to take responsibility for
their own supply base, but implementing commitments
supply chain by supply chain can be slow and costly,
especially where supply chains are complex. Combining
individual activities with collaboration within and beyond
supply chains can help to deliver results at scale and
more cost-effectively.
A practical way to maximise leverage:
Combining these four approaches to taking action
provides an inherently practical basis for delivering
commitments, enabling buyers at different points in the
supply chain to focus greater efforts where they have
most leverage.

Effectiveness in addressing issues:
The underlying causes of many issues (for example
deforestation or child labour) are complex and addressing
them effectively requires collaboration between different
actors, so solutions need to go beyond individual supply
chains and involve other stakeholders.
Achieving positive impacts:
Working beyond supply chains provides opportunities
to collaborate with other actors, particularly local
stakeholders, in production landscapes and across
sectors. This helps build local engagement and ownership
which increases the likelihood of local positive impact and
contributing to long term sustainable development.

Box 1: Responsible sourcing and sustainable development
There is no single definition of responsible sourcing, but it is widely understood to mean sourcing commodities
produced in a way that meets key environmental, social and governance (ESG) expectations, often defined
by customers, investors, shareholders and other key stakeholders. These include a range of issues such as
recognising rights of workers, avoiding or resolving conflicts with local communities, protecting forests and other
natural vegetation, maintaining biodiversity, conserving water and minimising greenhouse gas emissions.
Responsible sourcing contributes to sustainable development, but tends to focus more strongly on issues of global
significance, rather than on the local benefits and opportunities which are also fundamental to the long-term
sustainable development envisaged by the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
Therefore, we believe it is important to understand how responsible sourcing and production can be implemented
in a way which not only delivers company commitments, but also maximises positive impact and the contribution
to sustainable development in the places where commodities are produced.

Implementing responsible sourcing in practice
The practical implementation of responsible sourcing
involves a series of activities as shown in Figure 2 and
explained in more detail in Proforest Briefing Note 08 and
in Responsible Sourcing: A Practical Guide.
As companies work on implementation, they need to
consider what combination of activities will be most
effective in ensuring commitments are delivered in an
effective and timely manner. As summarised in Figure
1, this generally requires a combination of actions both
within and beyond the supply chain, both to achieve
efficiency and scale and to maximise the wider positive
impacts for the people and places where commodities
are produced.
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Addressing issues within the supply chain can be done
by individual companies, but is often more effective if
done through pre-competitive collaboration with peers
and suppliers.

Many issues have complex underlying causes and can
only be addressed through collaboration between
different stakeholders, including supply chain companies.

Volumes:
A starting point for most companies is ensuring that all
volumes sourced are produced in a way that delivers
commitments. Certification is the most widely used
tool and has been developed across most commodity
sectors. Additional tools include requiring evidence that
production meets all laws, contract clauses requiring
suppliers to deliver responsibly produced products,
and purchase control systems which are particularly
important for upstream buyers to confirm producers are
implementing responsible practices before buying.

Suppliers:
Relatively few companies with responsible sourcing
commitments buy directly from producers. Most buy from
intermediaries – mills, traders, refiners, aggregators
or manufacturers. Therefore, suppliers need to be
part of the solution with their own commitments and
implementation activities across their operations in
order to cascade policy commitments up the supply
chain. Actions include monitoring supplier progress using
tools such as scorecards, supporting progress through
provision of information and training, and requiring
suppliers to engage with certification schemes. Internal
training for procurement teams to make sure they drive
and reward progress from suppliers is also important as
are grievance mechanisms to address allegations that
commitments are not being met somewhere in the
supply base.

Landscapes:
The need to align interventions or actively collaborate in
places commodities are produced has led to a growing
focus on landscape or jurisdictional initiatives which
involve, and are often led by, local government and civil
society. In these initiatives companies can collaborate
with other stakeholders to identify and address issues
in a particular place such as deforestation or inclusion
of smallholder farmers. The hope is that this will lead
to production landscapes which produce commodities
that deliver on commitments at scale without displacing
issues elsewhere, while also creating positive impacts by
sharing value locally and protecting natural capital.

Sectors:
As well as working within specific landscapes, it is also
important for companies to collaborate across sectors,
both to address systemic issues and to support long-term
transformation by changing the perception of ‘business
as usual’ within the sector as a whole. While this was not
the explicit aim of certification, the institutions which run
the schemes have often provided the platform for sectoral
discussions between supply chain actors and other
stakeholders over the last decade, and other sectoral
initiatives (CGF, TFA, WBCSD) have also emerged to bring
companies together to work on particular issues.

The strategy and policy should set out the commitment to responsible sourcing

• The strategy captures the company’s overall aspirations and approach and should

Strategy and policy

be regularly benchmarked against other commodities internally and against peer
companies externally.

• Policies set out responsible sourcing commitments and should reflect the
ESG aspirations of the company and the expectations of customers, investors,
shareholders, staff and other stakeholders. They can be specific to a single
commodity or focus on an issue across all sourced commodities.

Understand the
supply base

For companies to know whether their responsible sourcing commitments are being met,
they must understand their supply base. This means

• Traceability: mapping the supply base to understand where production is happening,
and which producers and suppliers are involved

• Risk assessment: understanding the risk that responsible sourcing commitments not
being met for all volumes, suppliers and places in the supply base

Based on an understanding of the supply base, and discussions with suppliers, producers
and stakeholders, plan interventions to address identified risks and to support positive
impacts:

• Action plan: decide on the right combination of approaches to be used to engage

Plan interventions

with volumes, suppliers, places and the sector; plan when and how each will be
implemented; build into internal KPIs and secure the budget and resources needed;
plan monitoring and verification

• Prioritisation: large supply bases may require prioritisation of action, but the plan
should consider the whole supply base

• Collaboration and alignment: create and identify opportunities to build collaboration
and alignment with other companies and stakeholders to increase effectiveness,
achieve scale and maximise positive impact

Implement planned actions for volumes, suppliers, landscapes and across the sector:

Engage within and
beyond supply chains

Within supply chains: work individually or in collaboration with other supply chain actors
to ensure volumes deliver on policy commitments and suppliers are actively engaged in
implementing responsible sourcing themselves
Beyond supply chains: Work in collaboration with other stakeholders in key landscapes
and across the sector to address issues which can’t be addressed within individual supply
chains or are more effectively addressed at scale, to maximise positive impact

Recognise the importance of monitoring progress to ensure actions are effective and
progress (or lack of it) is understood:

Monitoring and
reporting

Internal monitoring: ensure progress with implementation is monitored to provide
comprehensive and timely information to feed into regular reviews that inform revisions to
the strategy and action plan where needed
Transparency: key information on progress, including independent verification, should be
regularly shared publicly to allow all stakeholders to understand and monitor progress with
delivering responsible sourcing commitments.

Figure 2: Key steps for implementing responsible sourcing in practice

The importance of monitoring, transparency and verification
One of the most important drivers of improvement is
building a systematic and comprehensive understanding
of progress that can be regularly reviewed to guide
ongoing planning and action. This includes both internal
and external monitoring, transparency and verification:
Internal monitoring:
The importance of internal monitoring and review is
often underestimated. Commitments should to be part of
individual and institutional KPIs with internal action plans
and milestones in place. Effective mechanisms are then
needed to monitor progress being made against these
plans and KPIs so that those responsible for delivery
understand what progress is being made, and identify
and react to problems. Internal systems and controls,
including audit and assurance mechanisms, are essential
in embedding responsible sourcing commitments within
the business.

The role of independent verification:
Independent verification plays a crucial role in
demonstrating progress and building credibility. It can
be expensive and human-resource intensive to do well,
so it is important to define clearly where independent
verification can best add value. It is a mechanism
designed to confirm compliance with requirements
rather than support change, so it is not usually the
right starting point for engagement with producers or
suppliers. However, it is an essential mechanism to
confirm that monitoring is reliable, that actions are being
implemented and that outcomes are being delivered.

External transparency:
A lot of the progress with responsible sourcing and
production is driven by the expectations of customers,
investors, staff and shareholders, often alerted to
issues via civil society organisations or campaigners.
Therefore, public information on activities and progress
is very important in demonstrating that plans are being
implemented and that adequate progress is being made.
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