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1 Introduction and aim of this study 

It is widely reported that private sector companies have failed to meet voluntary goals and 

commitments to sustainably produce forest risk commodities (FRC). Recognising this, we have 

seen an evolution in thinking, led by the corporate ‘thought leaders’ towards new and 

innovative approaches and models for change focused on the aim of working more 

collaboratively and beyond individual supply chains. 

The aim of this study is to map and explore the different types of approaches and mechanisms 

emerging across a range of forest risk commodities, through which the private sector is seeking 

to address forest and land use change risk both within and beyond their own supply chains.  

It is not the intention to compare individual approaches, but rather consider the ways different 

types of approaches aim to create change and positive impacts both on the ground and across 

supply chains in demand side markets.  

The limiting factors or barriers to change at the root of private sector companies’ failings to 

meet commitments addressing deforestation and FRCs have been explored in several existing 

reports and these are summarised in section 2. 

This study brings together learnings on the impact of four different types of approach, 

specifically: private sector led initiatives, voluntary certification schemes, jurisdictional and 

landscape approaches, and national led approaches. Section 3 outlines the characteristics of 

each approach, and summarises the strengths, weaknesses and conditions required for success, 

as identified in literature and through expert interviews. Section 4 also explores the 

interconnectivity of approaches, and their ability to support each other either sequentially or 

working in parallel.  

Finally, for each way of working, in section 5 we explore how these approaches have evolved to 

support greater company action and collaboration beyond individual supply chains. By 

ascertaining how these approaches can address the recognised barriers to change, we aim to 

identify activities that provide benefits on both sides of the supply chain, informing future 

action in demand side markets. 

To inform this study we conducted a desk-based review, considering a wide range of literature 

from sustainability experts, civil society, the private sector, and material produced by individual 

initiatives and projects. It should be noted that much of the literature considering the failure of 

companies to meet 2020 deforestation targets are focused on specific, leading industry actors 

such as multi-national consumer goods companies or traders as opposed to the full, complex 

range of industry actors. Therefore, where possible we have attempted to identify learnings for 

both ‘thought leading’ companies and ‘followers’, those who may not have the same corporate 

purpose, business case or capacity to instigate change. This research was supported by expert 

interviews. 
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2 Barriers to change: What limits progress on deforestation 

commitments? 

• Complex drivers of deforestation at the beginning of long supply chains, knowledge of issues, 

understanding level of exposure, actions to take and implications of such actions takes time to 

build in private-sector decision-making functions. 

• Consumer goods companies often have no direct leverage at producer level and varying 

indirect leverage. Mapping back to producer level can be a slow, resource intensive process 

where trust and confidentiality issues may be difficult to overcome. 

• Other sustainability priorities with shorter return on investment (ROI) or clearer cost:benefit 

and higher confidence in outcomes often compete for resource. Sourcing and procurement 

functions may not have internal ownership and accountability for the issue but bear budget 

responsibility for any increased costs.  

• Goalposts have not stayed static but evolved given the scale of the challenge whilst company 

actions, tools and definitions around deforestation commitments have struggled to keep pace 

to meet the evolving expectations.  

As reported in the 2020 New York Declaration on Forests (NYDF) Progress Assessment1, most 

major consumer goods companies (CGCs) with commitments to eliminate deforestation from 

their supply chains experienced significant challenges in delivering against their goals. There 

are some key causal factors behind this ‘implementation gap’ which have been explored in 

several reports and are summarised here through the demand side lens.  

Given the focus of this study is not on drivers to action such as reporting initiatives or level of 

investor/consumer/NGO pressure, the barriers which lie behind the ‘engagement gap’ – the 

reasons why some companies with exposure to FRCs have not made similar deforestation 

commitments – is not explored in detail. However, the barriers faced in delivery are likely to 

have influenced, and continue to influence, decisions by some not to make firm public 

commitments.  

 

1 NYDF. (2020). https://forestdeclaration.org/images/uploads/resource/2020NYDFReport.pdf 

“Increases in the number of companies with commitments to reduce or eliminate deforestation 

from their supply chains have stalled in the last three years. Of the companies with existing 

commitments, only eight percent have a zero-deforestation commitment that covers all of 

their supply chains and operations. Companies have been slow to implement commitments due 

to lack of agreement on priority actions, limited understanding of where risks are, and 

hesitation to invest in sustainable activities where the financial returns are unclear.”   

NYDF Assessment Partners (2019)1 
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2.1 Complexity of issues driving deforestation at source 

The challenge of understanding the intricacy of issues 

driving deforestation is a common thread in reports 

from policy institutions and academic texts. It is widely 

recognised that there are complex reasons for forest 

loss.2 For those seeking to identify what actions to take 

to address deforestation there is an intertwined social, 

political, economic, and environmental landscape to 

navigate which even seasoned policy makers find 

challenging and requires cross-functional thinking. Efforts to address deforestation, both from 

the public and private sector, are often unable to deal with the multiple, interconnected drivers 

of deforestation, both direct and indirect. This can then have negative unintended consequences 

at forest, farm, or plantation level.  

For corporates understanding these complex causes of deforestation is particularly challenging 

when they occur at a supply chain tier which is often outside their usual scope of operation and 

consideration. As a result, many companies experience a lack of clarity on the course of action to 

take and are likely to have significant gaps in capacity and expertise in-house across relevant 

decision-making functions and management levels. 

2.2 Length and complexity of supply chains 

According to the 2020 Forest 500 assessment, almost half of the companies with forest 

commitments failed to verify their progress through an internal traceability mechanism, 

certification scheme, or third-party audit.3 The complexity of soft commodity supply chains is 

frequently cited as an obstacle to verification, with diverse entities at different stages of the 

chain from farmgate to supermarket making mapping back to source difficult. In a 2020 study 

carried out by the OECD in S.E. Asia, only 29% of companies evaluated had mapped their supply 

chain, with the other 71% citing the complexity of supply chains, lack of internal support, and 

“significant spend or cost” as reasons for not acting.4 Verifying No-deforestation, No-peat and 

No-exploitation (NDPE) and other environmental standards can also be challenging when 

supply chains cover multiple locations with varying laws and practices. Overcoming supplier 

confidentiality to gain cooperation from business partners and other external stakeholders 

beyond tier 1 has been identified as a major barrier for achieving verification. Equally, 

companies cited identifying verifiers and trained personnel at various levels of the supply chain 

who are able to provide “an assessment and validation of compliance, performance, and/or 

actions relative to a stated commitment, standard, or target”5, as a challenge.4  

While all actors in a supply chain – CGCs, traders, producers, and national and international 

NGOs - can influence some of the chain’s other entities, no one entity has enough influence to 

 

2 NYDF. (2020). https://forestdeclaration.org/images/uploads/resource/2020NYDFReport.pdf 
3 Forest 500 - 2021 Report 
4 Chain Reaction. (2020). FMCGs' Lagging Efforts in NDPE Execution Lead to Deforestation, USD 16-82B Reputation 

Risk (chainreactionresearch.com) 
5 Greenpeace. (2021). https://www.greenpeace.org/static/planet4-international-stateless/2021/03/f66b926f-

destruction_certified_09_03_21.pdf 

“It was clear from our inability to 

fully reach our 2010 commitment 

that our industry needed a stronger 

understanding of the systemic 

drivers of deforestation.” Consumer 

Goods Forum, 20211 

https://forest500.org/sites/default/files/forest500_2021report.pdf
https://chainreactionresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/FMCGs-Lagging-Efforts-in-NDPE-Execution.pdf
https://chainreactionresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/FMCGs-Lagging-Efforts-in-NDPE-Execution.pdf
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change the entire value chain.6 Those corporates with more buying power in a particular 

commodity and/or more direct connections to source will be better positioned to positively 

influence upstream producers on deforestation. Long and complex supply chains weaken the 

leverage held by a CGC down to the producer level and options for effecting change. Reliance on 

tier 1 suppliers to push requirements down the supply chain can be highly variable without 

supporting mechanisms.  

Exposure to risk is often linked to the complexity of the supply chain, and in turn influences 

issues of responsibility and sustainability it prioritizes. For example, the extent to which a CGC 

is incentivized to commit to a NDPE policy may be related to the visibility of deforestation-

associated commodities in its supply chain.7 A CGC’s interpretation of the cost-benefit balance of 

mitigating deforestation issues within the supply chain remains a significant barrier to progress. 

Given the resource cost of mapping and verification in long or complex supply chains combined 

with lack of influence and leverage, some CGC may find the cost versus. benefit balance 

prohibitive, particularly if there are more pressing challenges to divert resources towards 

within closer control, with more immediate rewards. 

2.3 Moving goalposts for CGCs action on FRCs 

 
Inconsistency in the definitions that underlie zero-deforestation commitments, and confusion 

over the changing ‘ask’ for downstream actors, have weakened the stringency and feasibility of 

the deforestation pledges of some CGCs8 whilst inhibiting any action at all amongst others.   

With ‘deforestation free’, ‘zero deforestation,’ ‘zero gross deforestation’ and ‘zero net 

deforestation’ being related but distinct terms, ‘zero net deforestation’ - meaning no overall 

change to the total forested area - prevailed as the dominant definition in deforestation 

commitments.8 Although WWF’s original 1999 proposal for ‘zero net deforestation’ referred to 

the landscape level, the definition become increasingly common in corporate, supply-chain level 

pledges, such as those of companies aligned with WWF through the Consumer Goods Forum.8  

To verify zero-deforestation commitments, company pledges often refer to agricultural and 

forest certification schemes, which possess their respective definitions of ‘acceptable 

deforestation’. Evolving from the WWF’s relatively straightforward demand that forests 

maintain “net quantity, quality and carbon density”9, definitions of ‘acceptable deforestation’ - 

determined by origin, legality, structure, and conservation value – have become increasingly 

complex over time. Adopted by the FSC in 199910, High Conservation Value (HCV) requirements 

 

6 WEF. (2018). The-Roadmap-to-Financing-Deforestation-Free-Commodities.pdf (goodylabs.com) 
7 WEF. (2018). The-Roadmap-to-Financing-Deforestation-Free-Commodities.pdf (goodylabs.com) 
8 ETFRN. (2017). https://www.tropicalforestalliance.org/assets/Uploads/ETFRN_News_58.pdf 
9 FAO. (2016). Zero deforestation initiatives and their impacts on commodity supply chains. Available at: 

http://www.fao.org/3/i6857e/i6857e.pdf 

10 https://www.proforest.net/resources/news/hcv-and-hcs-whats-the-difference-11154/ 

“On the current timeline, our goals become more ambitious every year as timelines get shorter” 

NYDF Assessment Partners (2019) 

http://tfa.goodylabs.com/assets/Uploads/The-Roadmap-to-Financing-Deforestation-Free-Commodities.pdf#:~:text=The%20Roadmap%20to%20Financing%20Deforestation-Free%20Commodities%203%20Contents,2%3A%20Assessing%20and%20quantifying%20risks%20at%20the%20asset
http://tfa.goodylabs.com/assets/Uploads/The-Roadmap-to-Financing-Deforestation-Free-Commodities.pdf#:~:text=The%20Roadmap%20to%20Financing%20Deforestation-Free%20Commodities%203%20Contents,2%3A%20Assessing%20and%20quantifying%20risks%20at%20the%20asset
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were developed with the objective of maintaining forest considered significant or important for 

its environmental or social value. Emerging after 2013, the High Carbon Stock (HCS)11 and 

NDPE12 approaches have built upon the HCV methodology, whilst necessitating that CGCs take 

further measures to prevent possible exploitation in agricultural commodity production. Both 

the RSPO and RTRS have adopted HCV-HCS requirements13, whilst many leading companies 

such as Unilever14 and Wilmar15 have integrated NDPE commitments into their supply chain 

sustainability policy. With this increased focus on the human rights of indigenous communities, 

workers and smallholders, the social implications of forest management and production assume 

a more central role in defining the ‘acceptable deforestation’ underlying forest targets. This is 

particularly true in supply chains with more consumer facing commodities such as cocoa and 

coffee. 

More recently, and in recognition of the confusion surrounding the differing terms, the 

Accountability Framework Initiative was founded in 2016, supported by a range of civil society 

and supply chain experts to bring a greater level of consistency to the creation of ‘ethical’ supply 

chains. The Accountability Framework advocates for the terms ‘no-deforestation’ or 

‘conversion-free’ defined as commodity production, sourcing or financial investments that do 

not cause or contribute to deforestation. The Framework also recognises the HCS approach, 

thereby building on what has come before.16 

The ‘ask’ for CGCs has increased in ambition in recent years, as reflected in the evolving 

standards of certification schemes and the bold deforestation free commitments of industry 

leaders (see figure 1). Increasingly companies are expected to go further i.e. beyond 

certification and their own supply chains, but also to multiple commodities. Given the 

complexity of commodity networks, efforts to drive change within single supply chains, as 

opposed to in broader supply bases, face increasing scrutiny from NGOs and leading operating 

companies alike. Arguing that meeting deforestation commitments will require “more 

transformational change in key commodity landscapes”, the CGF Forest Positive Coalition of 

Action have identified “a limit to the progress that can be made by focusing only on individual 

supply chains”.17  

 

11 HCS. (2016). The High Carbon Stock Approach. Available at: http://highcarbonstock.org/the-high-carbon-stock-

approach/#:~:text=The%20High%20Carbon%20Stock%20%28HCS%29%20Approach%20is%20a,carbon%20and

%20biodiversity%20values%20that%20may%20be%20developed. 
12 Proforest. (2020). Understanding commitments to No Deforestation, No Peat and No Exploitation (NDPE). 

Available at: 

https://www.proforest.net/fileadmin/uploads/proforest/Documents/Publications/infonote_04_introndpe.pdf 
13 Proforest. (2014). A technical comparison of the HCV and HCS approaches. Available at: 

https://www.proforest.net/fileadmin/uploads/proforest/Documents/News/hcv-and-hcs-compared.pdf 

14 Unilever. (2021). Zero Deforestation. Available at: https://www.unilever.com/planet-and-society/protect-and-

regenerate-nature/zero-deforestation/ 
15 Wilmar. (2019). No Deforestation, No Peat, No Exploitation Policy. Available at: https://www.wilmar-

international.com/docs/default-source/default-document-library/sustainability/policies/wilmar-ndpe-policy---

2019.pdf?sfvrsn=7870af13_2 
16 https://accountability-framework.org/the-framework/contents/definitions/ 
17 CGF. (2020). CGF Forest Positive Coalition of Action. Soy Roadmap. Available at: 

https://docplayer.net/198930604-Cgf-forest-positive-coalition-of-action-soy-roadmap-version-1-0-november-

2020.html 
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For those outside of the leading pack, there are fears that this has added to the existing 

confusion and complexity of designing and implementing zero deforestation commitments, 

whilst the rewards for lower-level, voluntary action have been reduced. More ambitious asks, 

despite being likely to deliver the level of change expected from NGO/policy makers, are 

unlikely to be adopted by CGCs who have not yet adopted a wider purpose driven corporate 

mandate. This could potentially widen the ‘engagement gap’ between demand side leaders and 

those companies with more traditional, short term commercial drivers. For many small and 

medium CGCs, the challenge remains of how to make the business case for the time and cost 

involved in forest-related certification.  

Given all of the barriers described, innovative approaches have developed which include 

opportunities to connect demand side actors with producers, to better respond to these 

challenges and drive change. These are explored in section 3 below.  

Case Study: Mars Simplifying the Supply Chain:  

In October 2020, Mars announced via its Palm Positive Plan that it had reached a 100% deforestation-

free palm oil supply chain. Mars achieved this by radically rationalising its palm supply chain, 

reducing the number of mills from 1500 to fewer than 100 - a figure that it expects to halve again in 

2022. Mars adopted a 1:1:1 model, wherein palm is grown in one plantation, and processed through 

one mill and one refinery, before reaching the company. Nonetheless, Mars’ approach has attracted 

negative coverage from key NGOs, with one spokesperson for Greenpeace suggesting that “simplifying 

supply chains for global customers is not going to clean up the commodities trade”. It has been argued 

that efforts to simplify supply chains do little to encourage transparency from suppliers as a condition 

of trade and fail to address the need for broader improvement across the production base.   
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Figure 1 Timeline of Demand Side Initiatives and Certification Milestones.  Adapted from FAO (2016).
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3 Supplier focused approaches: types and characteristics  

This study has focused on four broad approach groupings, this is not an exhaustive list but aims 

to indicate the wide range of innovative approaches developed to support the creation of legal 

and sustainable supply chains, which may also address the barriers described above.  

Four different types of approach were identified as the focus for this study:  

• Private sector joint action coalitions 

• Voluntary certification schemes 

• Jurisdictional and landscape approaches 

• National led approaches. 

Each is explored in turn to describe the approach type, identify key characteristics, their 

strengths and weaknesses and draw out learnings on the required conditions for success from 

the examples studied. For more information on these approaches, please see the attached 

spreadsheet summary.  

3.1 Private sector joint action coalitions  

The driving force convening all these groups is a recognition of the evolving ask of industry and 

the need to respond to the consistent market demand for sustainability as described in section 2 

above. Private sector joint action coalitions bring together industry actors to share lessons, 

discuss strategic opportunities and coordinate action in a pre-competitive space, to create more 

meaningful global impact and transformative, systemic change. Furthermore, these groups can 

act as effective ‘touch points’ for wider stakeholder experts such as academics, civil society or 

innovative tool owners to communicate with industry more efficiently than reaching out to 

individual corporates. Crucially, these approaches are driven by industry, as opposed to civil 

society or government to ensure a safe space for honest and open dialogue.  

 

These coalitions can come in many forms, but this report will focus on two main types: Industry 

led national scale initiatives, such as the UK’s Roundtable on Sourcing Sustainable Palm Oil and 

sector specific groups, such as WBCSD’s Soft Commodities Forum. While both convene industry 

around a common commitment to act, they each approach the trade-off between inclusivity and 

delivering meaningful impacts at pace differently, making them of particular interest to this 

study. 

 

Industry led national scale initiatives are designed to capture the ‘mass market’, and while each 

group is unique to its own market, membership is typically cross-supply chain, covering those 

who first import the commodity through to the final consumer facing companies. In some cases, 

actors outside of commodity supply chains are also included, such as civil society actors or 

sustainability standard owners. Funding for such platforms also varies, for example the UK’s 

national soya initiative is funded via UK Government, but other European initiatives (such as 

Denmark’s soya initiative) may ask each participant to contribute financially, and this can 
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influence the ways of working of these groups, for example the extent to which the group takes 

part in lobbying activities. Despite differing implementation methods, the groups are unified in 

their aim of supporting country-wide industry action to move to sustainable sourcing.  This 

allows them to work on a European or Global scale, as well as nationally. For example, the 

European Palm Oil Alliance (EPOA) convenes many of the European national palm oil initiatives, 

amplifying their market signal.  

 

Conversely, sector specific joint action coalitions are smaller in individual members but aim to 

capture a large proportion of the market share by convening global, multinational companies 

with a high level of influence. Often members will be from a single sector, such as consumer 

goods manufacturers or commodity traders, which can allow the group to focus on specific, 

shared challenges and thereby make faster progress. These types of groups are likely to have a 

higher level of resource available to dedicate to funding research or expert assistance to inform 

the creation of tailored solutions, which acts as a further limiting barrier to the groups size.  

 

An effective example of how these sector specific joint approaches can work in practice is the 

Consumer Goods Forum’s (CGF) Forest Positive Coalition. Launched in 2020 as a response to 

many CGF members failing to meet their 2020 targets, the group brings together a subset of 

influential retailers and manufacturers to produce commodity roadmaps, setting out best 

practice and an action focused, clear timebound pathway. Each Coalition member then 

implements the roadmap via their individual corporate activity, allowing each member the 

freedom to respond in the way most effective for them given their products and markets, and 

protecting the ‘pre-competitive’ nature of the space while still creating a shared voice and 

increased leverage by having a consistent aim. The roadmaps are publicly available meaning 

other companies in the CGF can follow the work of the leading Coalition.  

 

In both types of group, the expectation is that solutions to identified barriers to change are 

discussed together, but crucially that each member also makes a commitment to act within their 

own supply chain, thereby addressing challenges in their own supply chain but feeding into a 

larger, more transformational change. By making these commitments, such joint coalitions aim 

to reduce the risk of being seen as ‘talking shops’, though in practice this is difficult to enforce. 

 

These initiatives rely on strong leadership, be that a thought-leading industry member or a 

hired technical expert to drive and direct change. As well as leadership of the group, leadership 

within the corporates involved is a significant contributor to the success of such approaches. 

The CGF for example targets the creation of CEO-led actions, as senior leadership and focus 

greatly facilitates buy-in and change across a global business. This also reduces the risk of 

failing to get commitment from all relevant decision makers within a company, for example 

where a sustainability representative may agree to take action but without authority to deliver 

activity through a corporate purchasing team. 

 

While it is clear there is a significant scope for successful delivery through such corporate led 

approaches, there are limitations. It is often assumed that wider industry will automatically 

follow the leading CGC’s approach, either willingly or through the push of the market. However, 

this connection is not clear and arguably why the number of national industry-wide initiatives 

has increased, providing support that was previously lacking. Risks associated with 
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implementation includes communication. There is a risk that if the group does not clearly 

communicate its aims or a timeline of activity against which progress can be assessed at the 

start then the approach may be viewed as merely ‘greenwashing’. Linked to this, the risk that 

some members may fail to deliver on their commitments or do so in a timeline that is deemed 

too long or unambitious can damage the credibility of all involved. Finally, it can be challenging 

for such approaches to connect the activities of downstream ‘demand’ actors with physical 

changes on the ground in producer countries, particularly in deforestation fronts or areas of 

risk. These initiatives can mobilise buyer action but will often require partnerships with experts 

or initiatives to connect with producer linked activities.  

 

To ensure success, it is therefore important that the balance of companies involved is well 

managed, ensuring the group is a manageable size, agile and fast working, and ambitious with 

sufficient involvement from direct decision makers to reduce the risk of companies failing to 

implement agreed actions.  

 Private sector joint action coalitions: summary 

Strengths Weaknesses 

• Provide forum for learning and 

knowledge-sharing – key due to 

complexity of issue and causes.  

• Competitive atmosphere can be used as a 

driver for change. 

• Creation of a safe space which provides an 

opportunity for challenge, outside of 

commercial discussions where negative 

comments may be stifled. 

• Can clarify actions required and 

significantly increase leverage via 

alignment of demand side actors 

(retailers/brand owners/manufacturers)  

• Coalitions may engage CEO and senior 

company decision-makers generating 

more buy-in for commitments and actions 

within a company 

• Shared costs for companies to access 

external technical expertise and analysis 

 

• Coalition may fail to develop clear outcomes 

leading to inability to demonstrate 

comprehensive progress or effectively leverage 

joint influence. The result being the group is seen 

as a ‘talking shop’ or greenwashing activity.  

• Leading corporations may be restricted in scope 

and timing of agreed outputs by those with less 

ambitious agenda  

• Proportion of members may fail to follow 

through on delivery, leading to loss of credibility 

for whole coalition/all participants 

• Monitoring progress can be challenging, 

particularly for buyer groups trying to show 

impact or progress in producer countries.  

Conditions for Success 

• Positive engagement from key suppliers and traders 

• Consistent shared commitment and participation from signatory members 

• From an early stage, agree and communicate clear shared commitment which is then developed 

into joint time-bound actions with clear performance measures and reporting requirements 

• Sufficient involvement from direct decision makers to reduce the risk of companies failing to 

implement agreed actions e.g. sustainability representatives often cannot sign up to commitments 

which will incur cost for procurement function 
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3.2 Voluntary certification schemes 

Voluntary sustainability certification schemes have become the most common “off the shelf” 

standardised tool used by downstream companies to support the production of sustainable 

commodities within their own supply chains.  The approach originally aimed to (a) enable 

downstream companies to guarantee that a particular commodity within their supply chain had 

met external social and/or environmental standards whilst (b) incentivising and rewarding 

producers for meeting those standards. Since their emergence in the early 1990s, there are now 

a multitude of schemes covering different commodities and whilst this has led to greater 

variation in the physical link between a certified commodity and final product, there are still 

fundamental common elements as follows. 

Certification schemes are typified by a defined set of requirements (standards) often comprised 

of broad principles and more detailed criteria which must be met by the producer at the 

agriculture or forest production unit e.g. farm, plantation. These standards are usually 

developed by multi-stakeholder forums, with clear governance procedures. Schemes may have 

one global standard, with differing implementation guidance at a national level, or may be 

national systems, unified by a global set of principles.  

Assessment of compliance is via third-party audits undertaken by certification bodies18, 

increasingly supplemented by ongoing checks such as remote monitoring as companies face 

increasing pressure to verify compliance with policies across the supplier base rather than just 

individual product lines. In order to gain certification for their commodities, producers incur 

direct costs such as paying for audits, administration requirements and scheme membership 

fees if mandatory. What is crucial to make the certification model viable is that producers are 

able to offset their costs via receiving a market benefit for their certified commodity (in the 

form of a price premium, market access or market security) and/or increased yields or lower 

input costs due to better farm management. 

From production unit onwards, schemes may adopt different levels of supply chain certification 

up to full Chain of Custody (CoC) for those offering identity preserved or segregation of certified 

commodity volumes in order to provide traceability down the supply chain. Other models 

include book and claim certificates, where a buyer pays a premium to support a sustainable 

producer, without altering the flow of commodities used in their physical supply chain (similar 

to carbon offsetting), or mass balance, where sustainable and conventional (i.e. legally 

produced) commodities are mixed either physically or administratively within the supply chain. 

There are clear market leaders for some FRCs such as palm oil (RSPO) and timber and wood 

products (FSC and PEFC). In comparison, certified soya and cocoa are spread amongst a wider 

number of commodity specific schemes whilst certification schemes for rubber and leather are 

in their infancy. As well as differences in the number of schemes per commodity, the level of 

 

18 Most FRC schemes require Certification bodies to be accredited by a named accreditation body such as ASI.  

• Balance of companies involved is well managed for the intended aims e.g. ambitious leadership 

coalition requires sufficient market leverage and resource but manageable group size to be agile, 

fast working and aligned. 
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market penetration varies too. In 2018 it was estimated that about 23% of the world’s cocoa 

and 26% of the coffee areas were certified by different sustainability standards.19  In 

comparison, in the same year only around 5% of global soy production was certified by a 

sustainability program.20 

Given the longevity of voluntary certification schemes, variations between individual schemes 

and a heavy reliance on certification by consumer goods companies as a mechanism for 

delivering against 2020 deforestation commitments there is an extensive literature and debate 

about their strengths and weaknesses.  

While certification brings many benefits, it cannot, nor does it present itself to be the ‘silver 

bullet’ solution. Most demand for certified commodities is generated in North American and 

European markets, and so unless substantial changes are made to the purchasing preferences of 

other consumer markets such as China and India it will be challenging to increase the area of 

certified production beyond the volumes currently required. These different market 

requirements can increase the risk of market leakage, where producers choose to sell 

commodities to less discerning markets with fewer sustainability expectations.  

However, it is important to consider the role that certification schemes play in influencing the 

wider action of companies transitioning to sustainable supply chains. Certification while faced 

with challenges in terms of implementation is for many considered a ‘hub’ of best practice, so 

while global uptake of certification may be low, the influence and impact of voluntary 

sustainability standards should not be underestimated. For example, public procurement 

legislation in many countries likely draws on the best practice and language created by 

certification systems, not only to ensure the expectation is aligned with the industry norm, but 

to support opportunities for compliance. In this way, the influence of certification must be 

considered beyond just the number of certified companies or volume of commodities produced, 

but the wider impact and influence of the standards themselves. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Voluntary certification schemes: summary  

 

19 Lernoud et al., 2018 via Voluntary Sustainability Standards and the Sustainable Development Goals | SpringerLink 

20 https://www.theconsumergoodsforum.com/wp-content/uploads/FP-Soy-Roadmap-v1.0-clean.pdf 

Strengths Weaknesses 

https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-981-15-3473-7_2
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3.3 Jurisdictional or landscape approaches 

Jurisdictional and landscape approaches are initiatives which bring government, civil society, 

local communities, and businesses together to pursue common environmental, social and/or 

economic goals in a specific geographical area. This may be defined using a legal or government 

sub-national boundary such as a state, or province (a jurisdictional approach) or an ecological 

one such as particular biome (a landscape approach).21 It should be stressed that both types of 

approach need to include government to be effective, but jurisdictional approaches  indicate 

 

21 https://accountability-framework.org/the-framework/topics/jurisdictional-approaches/ 

• Can evolve over time, strengthening the 

certification standards criteria 

• Supports producers to access markets 

with specific criteria such as Europe or 

North America. E.g. EUTR compliance and 

FSC/PEFC usage 

• Relatively quick to engage with – an ‘off 

the shelf’ solution for companies.  

• A range of CoC options allows companies 

to transition via a stepwise approach – 

encouraging a greater number of 

companies to take the first step 

• Develops ‘best practice’ sustainability 

production standards for a commodity 

with wider applications 

• Low vulnerability to political changes 

(such as elections) in producer country 

governments 

• Relies on voluntary uptake by the private sector, 

particularly downstream/consumer facing 

companies 

• Uptake low compared to global production 

• Can be costly for producers to comply with 

initial standard requirements, and stay engaged 

if benefits of certification not realised or 

maintained e.g. higher prices or market access 

• Potentially creating ‘pockets of good’ rather than 

creating systemic improvements. Ability to 

create change beyond immediate certification 

footprint or address wider governance/legality 

issues in producer countries is limited without 

other mechanisms  

Conditions for Success 

• Needs a clear ‘ask’ – typically driven by consumers or a mandatory corporate requirement against 

which certification facilitates compliance.  

• NGO support for a scheme - boosts brand protection value and cost:benefit for corporates. 

Dependent on robust scheme requirements, stakeholder engagement and governance, 

whistleblowing mechanisms. 

• Scheme has positive consumer recognition and awareness – particularly valuable for visible 

commodities eg timber, cocoa, coffee rather than embedded eg soy 

• Return on investment needs to be balanced – ensure additional costs are creating positive impact 

at farm/plantation level vs funding administration and chain of custody processes. Particularly 

challenging for long supply chains such as soy. 

• Scheme standards and processes adapted to smallholders e.g. tailored criteria. 

• Support mechanisms available for smallholders (e.g. free training or access to finance) - may be 

provided by the certification scheme itself, a large commodity buyer or through 

district/government development programmes 

• Producer costs offset via sufficient market benefit provided by certification (price premium, 

market access or market security) and/or increased yields per input cost due to better farm 

management.   
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government has a higher level of involvement than a landscape approach.22 These (landscape 

and jurisdictional approaches) can be developed at a range of scales, but the vast majority have 

focused on the subnational level as they are typically instigated and driven by industry with 

support from civil society partnerships. As these approaches are geographically based, they 

have the ability to act across commodities, but in practice the demand side companies involved 

typically choose to start by focusing on a single commodity pertinent to their own supply 

chains, or commodities that are closely linked, such as soya and cattle. This ‘ownership’ from 

industry is what distinguishes jurisdictional/landscape approaches from the government-led 

national approaches described below in section 3.4.  

Despite success within individual supply chains to increase traceability and mapping capability, 

reflecting an increasing uptake in certified commodities this activity doesn’t represent a full 

solution. Companies also recognise a potential overlap of efforts, while failing to address wider 

questions of human rights or other important social issues. Collaborating through such 

jurisdictional and landscape approaches allows companies to clearly demonstrate progress 

towards their own supply chain goals and provides a greater connection to the physical source 

of commodities within their supply chain. Furthermore, it provides companies with a practical 

understanding of what action to take, and at what timescale to deliver impact.23 

These approaches can act as an ‘umbrella’ through which funding or other short-term support 

projects can operate, supporting producer companies and growers to meet the ask of the 

downstream companies. This support can be practical, receiving training or technical support or 

financial, such as receiving funding for farm improvements or preferential financial rates as 

planned through the Responsible Commodities Facility (see case study below). This provides a 

mechanism for industry to address issues that can occur more widely across a supplier base, 

which might otherwise lead to negative attention, generated by civil society even if an industry 

actors individual supply base is unaffected.  

 

22 TNC, 2020.  https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/ffgc.2020.00096/full  
23 Interview finding  

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/ffgc.2020.00096/full
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The theory of change behind such initiatives, is that by supporting a wider geographic area to 

make progress together, it is removing barriers that can be encountered at the smaller scale, as 

the approach encourages producers to engage in order to remain competitive with other 

suppliers in the region, thereby retaining existing 

customer relationships. Furthermore, such 

approaches are better placed to help address 

governance challenges, particularly in comparison to 

other options available to industry such as 

certification. By channeling resources into a specific 

area, in theory this will support the creation of 

greater impact at an increased pace.  

While the initial driver for producers may be 

retaining existing business, they can also benefit 

through the approach by gaining additional market 

access to new customers in Europe and North 

America, as the jurisdictional or landscape approach 

encourages entering these supplies as opposed to 

less discerning local or international markets. These 

markets can produce slightly higher payments and 

greater consistency across supply chains as 

sustainability requirements are more likely to be 

considered ‘the norm’. These approaches are 

expected to “support farmers to recognise the 

opportunities – how to increase production while 

still conserving land”.24  

Private sector participants are expected to fund activities, though this can be directly linked to 

their own supply chain, for example in the Cocoa and Forests Initiatives individual companies 

mapped and engaged cocoa farmers in their own supply chains. While collaboration can help 

reduce costs and resources required for some activities such as mapping, these initiatives can 

be costly to engage in, and so the corporate actors engaged are typically large multi-nationals 

with a high volume of (or close connection to) forest risk commodities in their supply chain.  

These approaches provide opportunities for both demand side and producer industry actors to 

benefit, the demand side drive to respond to investor and buying pressure can at times be 

misaligned with those of producer focused actors, as buyers focus on demonstrating no 

deforestation or conversion has been caused by their supply chains, rather than producers 

receiving economic benefits and opportunities for development.25 Other examples of 

misalignment can be seen in the multistakeholder partnerships themselves, where industry 

may feel pressured to take on a greater ‘leadership’ role, at the expense of meaningful 

involvement from civil society or government, as a result the partnership is uneven and 

potential benefits weakened. For this reason, a key success element within these approaches is 

the role of the neutral convenor, and this is typically funded through philanthropic or public 

 

24 Interview finding 
25 https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/ffgc.2020.00096/full  

Case Study: Responsible 

Commodities Facility (RCF) 

The RCF aims to support the increased 

support of soya to the international 

market which is not linked to 

deforestation. It will achieve this by 

providing “attractive crop financing and 

land restoration loans for soya 

producers, combining lower interest 

rates and longer repayment terms than 

most existing alternatives, to redirect 

production into previously cleared and 

degraded lands.” This will initially be 

through one year, short term loans, than 

up to six year loans to restore degraded 

lands. The soya will be sold in a 

dedicated, blockchain-linked platform 

with strict production compliance 

monitoring. The potential impacts of the 

RCF could be significant, with the 

potential to produce US$ 20 billion 

worth of soya and restore 1.2 million 

hectares of degraded land.  

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/ffgc.2020.00096/full
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sector funding. This role is usually (but not necessarily) delivered by a technical expert, who not 

only supports the strategic delivery of the project, but also plays the important role of 

intermediary, taking company learnings to government stakeholders, keeping civil society 

meaningfully involved and updated and so forth. This allows the approach to remain multi-

stakeholder but retains safe spaces for discussion and keeps activities focused on where there is 

mutual agreement.26  

While some approaches such as the Amazon Soy Moratorium are older and well established, 

most are relatively young having been created in the last five years. As a result, there is a limited 

amount of progress reporting or updates available to truly comment on their effectiveness in 

the long-term compared to their identified aims. Reporting supports the retained engagement 

of stakeholders, who may be disincentivised without strong progress updates such as 

companies and government officials, as well as communicating important updates to external 

stakeholders. Without strong reporting of progress, there can be concern from civil society that 

such approaches promote ‘greenwashing’ by corporates, who can claim to be engaged and 

invested in an initiative while doing little to create impact or change.27 

Linked to this reporting challenge, securing long-term investment for these approaches can also 

be difficult. Often there can be a misalignment between different actors’ financial planning, 

where corporate actors are only able to commit to investments on an annual basis, whereas 

these approaches typically require 3–5-year plans to be effective. In reaction to the corporate 

need to report short term benefits early, many approaches have adapted their reporting to 

include early ‘win’ KPIs, to allow companies to demonstrate progress more clearly. For example, 

the Cocoa and Forests Initiative (CFI) reports on the number of farmers who have been engaged 

and the number of trees planted. The CFI also asks company participants to produce annual 

activity and financial plans, to support the longer-term strategy and provide reassurance to 

other stakeholders.28  

To summarise, jurisdictional or landscape approaches convene a multistakeholder group, 

typically led by industry, around a common landscape or jurisdictional area, which allows a 

targeted set of priority issues to be identified and acted on, at a greater scale than an individual 

project working alone might achieve. This allows industry actors to direct investment to 

sustainable producers within a confined geographic or legal scope, beyond individual supply 

chains. In this way, the market can send a clear market signal, while also reducing market 

leakage to other markets by providing additional benefits to local communities, encouraging 

engagement and participation.   

 Jurisdictional and landscape approaches: summary 

 

26 Interview finding 
27 Interview finding 
28 Interview finding 

Strengths Weaknesses 
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3.4 National-led approaches to legality and sustainability  

Weak forest governance, law enforcement, unclear land rights and tenure in producer countries 

are oft-repeated factors working to slow the effectiveness of attempts to address deforestation. 

Layered on top of this, a lack of alignment between national and district governance or between 

policy objectives for different Ministries (typically agriculture, forestry, environment, and 

economic development) can compound the problem.  National-led approaches in producer 

countries which address the legality/sustainability of FRCs should be ideally placed to try and 

resolve some of these issues at source.  

Strengthening the legal framework, providing clarity and improved enforcement are the solid 

foundations that most other approaches require to be successful. Whilst this understanding is 

far from new it has proved challenging to realise. National-led approaches tend to be 

commodity-specific and differ significantly in how they are initiated, as they are led by 

Governments, either alone or through a bi-lateral partnership between consumer and producer 

countries. As a result, their scope, level of ambition and stakeholder involvement across 

commodities can vary significantly to the approaches described above.  

• Potential to create change at scale, across a 

supplier base or regionally.  

• A replicable approach that can also be 

tailored to different users needs.  

• Allows engagement with local 

governments, communities and interest 

goups 

• Cross-commodity in nature, reflecting that 

many producers feed into multiple supply 

chains.  

• Can act as an ‘umbrella’ through which 

other, more targeted (or short-term) 

projects can work within. 

• Allows industry to address challenges at a 

supply base level – demonstrating action 

beyond individual supply chains. 

• Relies on invested involvement from many 

different actors.  

• A long-term approach which can take several 

years to implement, particularly if legislative 

changes are required. 

• Can be vulnerable to changes in key political 

personnel at national or area levels. 

• Complex and resource intensive to develop.  

• Comparatively ‘young’ approach and so there is 

less information available commenting on long-

term effectiveness. However, there are many 

examples of initiatives in the early stages 

providing positive results. 

• Pressure to deliver early results to retain interest 

and funding. 

Conditions for Success 

• Buy in from all stakeholders, is essential for success. Some actors such as smallholders may need 

additional support in order to take part, but equally large companies and governments will need to 

understand the benefits for them to ensure long-term buy in.  

• A significant volume to create change, without becoming overly complex. For example, the CFI 

represents 60% of global cocoa production with just 2 countries and 33 key companies. The 

Amazon Soy Moratorium was reliant on all major shippers signing the MoU to ensure its 

effectiveness. 

• Regular updates on planned activities and progress reports are key, including agreeing the correct 

KPI’s in the early development stages.  

• A neutral convenor, who can act as a communication point and ensure balanced representation 

between industry (both producer and consumer), civil society and government needs. 
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One of the key advantages of operating at national scale is the ability to create a level playing 

field which can apply across a country and mandate requirements via regulatory measures.  

Measures can be designed to impact all producers within a country – those supplying both 

domestic and export markets.29  Within the country concerned, this can avoid issues such as 

creating ‘pockets of good’, leakage and limitations to scale of impact posed by measures 

requiring voluntary or incentive-based take-up. However national approaches are only as 

effective as their level of compliance enables them to be. 

One of the main examples which is rich with learnings is provided by the EU’s approach on 

illegal timber – specifically the EU’s Forest Law Enforcement Governance and Trade (FLEGT) 

action plan. The plan is innovative in its approach of combing trade agreements with developing 

a strong, enabling environment within producer countries through Voluntary Partnership 

Agreements (VPAs), alongside a credible and robust verification system (FLEGT timber 

licenses). Combined with demand side measures such as due diligence requirements in 

consuming European countries this provides a clear ‘ask’ from the market but importantly with 

the provision of support to meet the demand and a model to provide assurance to the market. 

Indonesia is one of the most successful examples of the FLEGT VPA process and it has the only 

functioning FLEGT legality licensing system (SVLK - Sistem Verifikasi Legalitas Kayu) to date 

(others are under development). The buy-in from multiple stakeholders and strengthening of 

civil society representation appears to have been influential in reversing the original 

government decision to pause the functioning of SVLK during the current pandemic, 

highlighting the longevity that such processes of engagement can provide. Civil society also have 

a formally recognised role as monitors of the legality assurance system. 

Willingness, trust, ownership, and accountability, ideally in a positive feedback loop, are themes 

that arise as conditions for success within the learnings from national-led approaches. 30 These 

key elements were identified as contributing to Indonesia being the first VPA to be signed in 

Asia, alongside industry familiarity with timber certification and licensing, through the 

development and establishment of the SVLK. 31  Change in political leadership can remove 

willingness and undermine years of negotiating and a lack of trust may lead to the intent being 

questioned from the start. Stakeholder feedback from nationally led approaches more broadly 

(across FLEGT, illegal fishing and conflict minerals regulations) identified a concern that 

nationally led approaches can become or be seen as a ‘whitewash’ for giving companies owned 

by consumer market but operating in producer countries a competitive advantage as they 

would be better placed to comply with requirements.32 Ownership by the producer country is 

key but in cases where negotiations have stalled it has been commented that at times the 

 

29 Although it should be noted that FLEGT VPAs do not have to include the domestic market – it is optional and may 

be a longer-term aspiration depending on the specific country circumstances. 
30 Fern, 2020. Getting the incentives right: Why partnership agreements should be at the heart of EU efforts to end 

deforestation.  
31 Interview finding 
32 2020, Environment Agency Austria presentation available at An EU legal framework to halt and reverse 

deforestation (europa.eu) 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/658207/IPOL_BRI(2020)658207_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/658207/IPOL_BRI(2020)658207_EN.pdf
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consumer country party could have stepped in more actively to resolve states of impasse 

between stakeholders.  

Part of building such approaches 

centers on achieving balance 

between the aims of producer 

governments and the expectations 

of export consumer markets. This 

is demonstrated by the situation 

for smallholders under ISPO and 

MSPO, the Indonesian and 

Malaysian national palm oil 

certification schemes. CIFOR 

identified that while ISPO was 

developed with learnings from 

private, voluntary certification 

schemes, in theory incentivising 

producers to sign up to align with 

demand side markets in practice 

there were insufficient incentives 

and importantly a lack of sanctions 

(despite being a legal 

requirement). This speaks to a 

more systemic issue that stronger 

governance alone cannot tackle 

and increasingly non-state actors 

such as civil society are taking on 

regulatory roles, and while this can 

bring independence and heighten 

legitimacy this should be balanced 

with ensuring ownership remains 

with producers.33 

Enforcement is an important mechanism to improve compliance with strengthened legal 

requirements but ensuring producers have the capabilities to meet the requirements is also a 

pre-requisite. In a stepwise approach ISPO was initially only mandatory for larger producers 

and voluntary certification for independent smallholder farmers began in 2015. However, 

uptake by smallholders has been very low. Major identified hurdles as land legality, 

undocumented cultivation practices and the fact that 54% of smallholder land planted with oil 

palm was in forest areas which is prohibited under ISPO.  The Indonesian government has 

indicated it may provide funding to cover the cost of ISPO certification for smallholders which 

 

33 CIFOR, 2018. Implementing sustainability commitments for palm oil in Indonesia (working paper 241).  

EU’s Forest Law Enforcement Governance and Trade 

(FLEGT) action plan. 

Voluntary Partnership Agreements (VPAs) form just one 

part of the EU FLEGT Action plan, and act as agreements 

between the EU and producer countries to remove 

illegal timber from supply chains.  

VPA’s provide an enabling environment for the legal 

production and trade of timber, helping to eliminate 

illegality and aim to improve forest governance and 

strengthen transparency. Each VPA is country specific, 

creating a strong ownership role for the producer 

country. This is combined with a built in ‘reward’ 

mechanism on the demand side to provide an aligned 

pull.1 

Producer countries must also establish a timber legality 

assurance system which provides robust assurance that 

the robust requirements have been met, giving 

assurance to the buyer. Once independently checked the 

system can issue FLEGT licenses which are accorded 

‘green path’ access to the EU market within the EU’s due 

diligence-based Timber Regulation (EUTR) thus 

providing the aligned incentive. 

The VPAs are voluntary but legally binding (once 

ratified) bilateral trade agreements between the EU/UK 

and producer country government. 
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demonstrates the need to consider stepwise approaches alongside capacity building and 

support packages.34  

Achieving compliance in both producer and demand side markets can take time. VPA’s that are 

in place have delivered positive results in terms of stakeholder participation and governance 

but often taken years to reach agreement and the accompanying verification and licensing 

systems required significant funding investment. The evolving level of expected ambition – in 

terms of the extent to which ‘sustainability’ is incorporated into the legal framework for a FRC 

particularly around conversion and land use change can be contentious and has led to 

significant debate in some import markets about the limitations of supporting approaches 

which do not specifically exclude ‘legal deforestation’ versus those who view it as creating an 

important platform upon which to build. As an example, the interim findings of the EU’s recent 

fitness check indicate a concern that the VPA process is focused on timber legality as opposed to 

preventing deforestation, which has increasingly become the driving focus of industry, civil 

society, and government. However, some civil society actors such as Fern praise the FLEGT-VPA 

programme as a driver of transparency and open decision-making processes which in alone can 

catalyse change.35 Ensuring such ambitious approaches can respond and reflect ongoing 

learnings and developments in understanding is therefore key.  

 

 

 

 

 

 National led approaches: summary  

 

34 The Jakarta Post, 2019. https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2019/07/31/govt-to-fully-finance-ispo-

certification-for-smallholders.html 
35 Fern, 2021. https://www.fern.org/publications-insight/to-benefit-people-biodiversity-and-the-climate-eu-

development-programmes-must-heed-local-voices-2328/ 

Strengths Weaknesses 

• Broad impact – applied nationally and 

usually mandatory so can raise baseline on 

a national level - avoids creating ‘pockets 

of good’. 

• Can strengthen and improve 

application/enforcement of existing 

national laws and regulations e.g. land 

rights. 

• Role as a trade tool. Does not rely solely on 

voluntary uptake by private sector 

downstream users as key driver but rather 

a range of complementary actions.  

• Vulnerable to changes in producer Government 

or their  priorities 

• Long development process if based on producer 

government-user government negotiations  as 

trying to effect the whole supply base (eg EU 

FLEGT VPAs) – not only slower to deliver impacts 

but at risk of becoming ‘outdated’ as the ask of 

industry evolves. 

• Standards and criteria are only as good as laws 

and regulations they require compliance with e.g. 

may allow ‘legal deforestation’  



 

Efeca 21 PELT 

 

  

• Can complement/work in synergy with 

voluntary certification schemes. 

• Can be designed to reflect mutual interests 

and benefits, recognizing shared 

responsibility in creating change. 

• Uptake low where applied voluntarily (i.e. to 

producer categories not within mandatory 

threshold) as not customer driven therefore 

weaker market benefit vs cost to producer. 

• Potential for unclear delivery of producer 

benefits – the promise of market price premiums 

or an increased market share may in reality be 

limited to continued market access. 

Conditions for Success 

• Successful producer uptake requires clear driver for compliance – via enforcing legal requirement 

and/or making it a condition for market access  

• Smallholder participation/compliance requires practical support package 

• Need to ensure fair process for producers to obtain mandatory certification/license e.g. 

independent auditors, independent assessment body 

• Need to allow sufficient time. Changing governance strutures/enabling environment and rolling out 

a nation-wide certification approach is timely and often challening. It is not a quick fix but can have 

significant and lasting impact. 
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4 Interdependencies between approaches 

The variety of approaches captured in this study operate at a range of scales, while there are 

opportunities and challenges associated with each approach, they all offer unique benefits 

which can positively support and influence the others. Recognising that no approach (or 

company) working in isolation can create change, this section will explore how approaches can 

work collectively to combine efforts to support or accelerate change. 

 

Figure 2 Diagram to present interdependencies of approaches 

The diagram above presents this concept, presenting each approach in terms of the impact on 

producers, from voluntary certification working on the local scale, up to national led approaches 

that influence policy and governance on a country or international basis. Each approach 

provides an outcome that can strengthen or support the others, either sequentially, such as a 

jurisdictional approach increasing to a national scale or in parallel as private sector led 

approaches and certification work in tandem to create change. These linkages can be formed in 

many ways, between public and private actors, individual supply chains and the mass market or 

between local and national scale activity.  

A package of approaches is typically required to deliver successful outcomes, the provision of a 

clear market signal supported by broad national action which creates the right enabling market 

for change. Voluntary certification often acts as the initial starting point, identifying best 

practice action and allowing companies to meet the increasing demand of the market in their 

individual supply chain, for example the creation of timber certification systems in the early 

1990’s. This certification can provide reassurance of legality and sustainability, but leading 

companies will then broaden their activity through a jurisdictional or landscape approach with 

the aim of demonstrating legality and sustainability across the supply base. Simultaneously, 

there is a recognition that these approaches can only go so far.  

In order to achieve the broad, mass market transition in both consumer and producer markets 

government action is required. On the consumer level due diligence requirements for forest risk 

commodities can be used to create a level playing field, complemented by national approaches 

in producer countries such as ISPO, MSPO or FLEGT VPAs which support the supplier base and 
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strengthens governance. Such national level approaches capture the whole supply chain, 

meaning sustainability can be viewed less as a competitive market opportunity and instead 

becomes an expectation. 

4.1 Voluntary action as a catalyst for change 

Clearly voluntary certification schemes are a helpful market tool, but reliant on optional uptake 

by the private sector. This is not to say that only downstream companies benefit from 

certification systems. Certification can offer a range of wider benefits to producers, including 

the ‘normalisation’ of issues such as free, prior, informed consent (FPIC), laying the groundwork 

for developments in mandatory supply side regulations. For example, when negotiating the 

legality licensing system within the Indonesian VPA, agreement was made easier due to the 

existing familiarity with voluntary timber certification standards for both implementers and 

some parts of the industry. Furthermore, certification schemes build capacity for multi-

stakeholder dialogues, and for some schemes like PEFC, their aim is to enable countries to 

develop their own national standards and systems.  

The perception of voluntary certifications role vis-à-vis mandatory legal requirements is often a 

key difference between supporters and critics. The latter view them as imperfect stop-gaps for 

weak government regulation and enforcement and claim they do not address underlying issues 

of sustainability.  Their concern is the ‘substitution effect’ whereby the growth of voluntary 

certification reduces pressures on governments to strengthen domestic policies.  Conversely, 

supporters argue that voluntary certification does not aim to pre-empt or replace effective 

regulatory frameworks but to supplement them, hence why a package of approaches is often 

agreed or recommended.  

In 2018 the President of Gabon declared that by 2022, all forest concessions operating in Gabon 

will have to be certified by FSC, and a cooperation agreement to this affect was signed in 

January 2020. While demand side countries have previously drawn inspiration from voluntary 

standards principles and criteria the responsibility for securing compliance has remained with 

the state. The Gabonese government aims to gain economic benefits from the national forest 

sector, diversifying from oil and increase the income level from 500 million euros to 3000 

billion euros in contribution to GDP by 2025.36  In effect, the management and control of 

sustainable forestry requirements will be handled by international organisations and 

certification bodies.37 

The key areas of consensus from the demand side appear to be that robust certification schemes 

have a role to play but should not be treated as a silver bullet. While schemes can support 

individual company action and signal the need for broader change, they do not deliver a mass 

market approach which levels the playing field while still raising the standard. Furthermore, 

while working closely with producers, certification alone cannot address the complexities that 

producer governments need to manage, at times with less resources than demand side actors.  

 

36 FSC, 2020. https://fsc.org/en/newsfeed/fsc-in-gabon-starting-the-journey-towards-100-certification 

37 Probos, 2020. Proving insights in certification schemes for sustainable forest management in Gabon. 

https://www.atibt.org/files/upload/news/Study_certification_schemes_Gabon_-_VF_ENG_-_October_2020.pdf 
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4.2 Balancing inclusivity with progress within industry action 

Many of the approaches described here must balance inclusivity with rapid action. While it is 

understood that urgent changes must be made to protect people and planet, these changes must 

also be adopted by all actors at scale, and not just a few like-minded organisations. Particularly 

industry joint coalitions must balance these two ideas, and this can have significant implications 

for how the approach is managed, reports progress and demonstrates impact (as described in 

section 3.1). There is continued discussion as to whether the smaller, faster ‘leader’ industry 

groups are more effective in creating change than broad, mass market groups. While a larger 

number of actors may seem to present more leverage, a small number of companies can 

represent a significant impact on the market and send an equally strong market signal, as seen 

in the delivery of the Amazon Soya Moratorium where a small number of actors took a decision 

to no longer source soya from the Amazon after a certain cutoff date. Seeing impact delivered by 

a small number of leading companies can provide confidence to the wider market, and the 

Amazon Soya Moratorium could be considered an influential factor in later soya focused 

approaches. 

It could be argued that supporting both types of approach delivers complementary benefits, 

provided there is strong communication between the two. By doing so, a small number of highly 

invested organisations can convene and make progress quickly but these learnings can then be 

shared and further developed into practical guidance and tools by initiatives with a broader 

focus. This allows the majority of market actors to replicate these learnings at scale to achieve 

mass market uptake. Seeing ‘thought leaders’ champion an approach or ‘lead by example’ also 

gives greater confidence to smaller players who may need reassurance before investing limited 

resources in a new way of working.  

This way of working again recognises that each individual has a role to play, but crucially that 

actions need to be specific and tailored to the circumstance. This builds on the role of 

certification, delivering a clear ask at scale, but not necessarily delivering the linkages to where 

FRC’s are produced that is expected of industry supply chains by civil society and consumers. 

Without this physical connection it is challenging for companies to use their influence to impact 

wider production issues such as human rights and good agricultural practice. 

4.3 Creating greater physical connection through collaboration at scale 

Jurisdictional and landscape approaches aim to create impact at scale, and are increasingly 

viewed as an opportunity for private sector led initiatives with a similar goal to support 

transformative change beyond their own supply chains, while at the same time ensuring the 

suppliers they associate with are fully sustainable. These approaches allow private sector 

companies to support activity across a broad sourcing area, delivering impact beyond their own 

supply chain but also increasing their ability to refer to individual producers they buy from. 

This also supports producers, by delivering a clear market signal and demonstrating customers 

are willing to buy sustainable commodities and thereby providing them confidence to make the 

required investments and changes to their way of working.  

An example of two approaches collaborating in this way would be the Soft Commodities Forum 

(SCF) and the Produce, Conserve, Include (PCI) strategy launched by the state of Mato Grosso in 

Brazil. The SCF are well placed to partner with the PCI strategy, as the group represents most of 
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the major global traders of commodities including soya. The traders have committed to support 

the development of farm level assessments, and the implementation of action plans to reduce 

deforestation at a landscape level, across supply chains including cattle ranching and family 

farming.38 This also ties into the SCF members own ambitions, who had publicly committed to 

removing deforestation from their soya supply chains.  Matto Grosso state is made up of 141 

municipalities, of which 15 produce 60% of the state’s GDP39, and there is strong crossover with 

the Cerrado biome so supporting sustainability in the state would be hugely impactful and 

beneficial for the SCF members own deforestation commitments.  

While fair to say that jurisdictional and landscape approaches have the potential to support 

sustainable production at scale, as described in section 3 there are many conditions that must 

be met to achieve success, and many risks that can be encountered if the right stakeholders or 

mix of stakeholders are not engaged. In order to support systemic change an approach needs to 

provide a consistent, level playing field, which can only truly be achieved through delivery at 

scale, as within a nationally led approach. 

4.4 Strengthening governance through national, government led approaches 

Fern40 specifically describes consistency in legislation as a condition of success across 

partnerships-based approaches, for example simply ensuring forest and agricultural policies in 

producer countries are consistent, rather than working against each other can reduce 

deforestation. Equally, partisanship, political turnover, and weak communication between 

decision making levels can weaken vertical coordination with state and federal governments, 

and impede successful implementation. Hence, policy and legal frameworks with local, regional 

and national political support, applied well and at the appropriate level, are key to achieving the 

approach’s stated outcomes.41 When the Produce, Conserve, Include (PCI) strategy was first 

established in 2018, a key enabling factor of its creation was the change in political leadership 

and the signing of the Paris Agreement, presenting a political opportunity to show the state of 

Mato Grosso in a positive light and thereby secure funding to support willing industry actors 

who required financial support to make a start.42 This is a clear example of the benefits strong 

governance can deliver.  

National, government led initiatives such as FLEGT may be slow moving, but by strengthening 

and creating better alignment between agricultural and forest governance these approaches 

provide far reaching, potentially longer-term benefits which the other approaches can utilise 

and thus increase effectiveness. For example, voluntary certification will typically rely on in-

country laws to define protected areas, transport requirements and other important criteria, 

and so by strengthening legality all other approaches active in that country are strengthened in 

turn. An example of this relationship is the growing awareness of the need to partner between 

ISPO and RSPO, recognising areas of collaboration.  Through dialogue and partnership there is 

 

38 WBCSD, 2020. Soft Commodities Forum Annual Report https://docs.wbcsd.org/2020/12/WBCSD-Soft-

Commodities-Forum.pdf 
39 Interview finding 
40 Fern, 2020. Getting the incentives right https://www.fern.org/publications-insight/getting-the-incentives-right-

2236/  
41 TNC, 2020.  https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/ffgc.2020.00096/full 
42 Interview finding 

https://www.fern.org/publications-insight/getting-the-incentives-right-2236/
https://www.fern.org/publications-insight/getting-the-incentives-right-2236/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/ffgc.2020.00096/full
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an opportunity to develop an increasingly joined up approach to supporting the production and 

uptake of sustainable palm oil.  

It is therefore unsurprising that landscape approaches and certification schemes often face 

criticism, as they can only be as effective as the supporting governance allows. Particularly for 

the more resource intense approaches, the proposed cost versus benefit decision to be taken by 

a company or group of companies, may seem unfavourable in areas where the governance is 

less stable and progress uncertain, even if in reality these are often the areas where engagement 

would be most beneficial. For example, the evolving forestry policy in Cote d’Ivoire has led to 

misalignment for the Cocoa and Forests Initiative, due to confusion around protected ‘classified’ 

forests. These forests are protected reserves, with a lower grading than national parks, but it is 

estimated that a third of cocoa producers are farming land in these areas.43 CFI encourages 

producers to invest in agroforestry, growing cocoa alongside complimentary trees, but it is 

unclear if this practice is permitted in reserves. As a result, Nestlé estimates that 3,700 farmers 

have lost their certification, but their aim is that these farmers will be included in future 

agroforestry opportunities, which connect forest protection with supporting farmers’ 

livelihoods.44 

However, the increasing inclusion of industry actors in such initiatives can at least partially 

counteract this uncertainty, as businesses are able to provide their own incentives for 

participation, in exchange for market access and trade, acting as an enabling opportunity to 

create a positive ‘will’ to change. While the legislative ‘ask’ of producers may be uncertain, in 

most cases it is worthwhile to remain engaged in a sustainable supply chain due to its greater 

consistency and financial benefits (either via premiums or more likely increased crop yield). 

This relationship between the public sector and private sector requires four elements to be 

successful: the creation and adoption of shared definitions (including within the law), 

reciprocally strengthening rules and standards, embedding cooperation within implementation 

practices and finally complimentary and comparative monitoring to review and revise both 

approaches as needed.45 

4.5 REDD+ role to incentivize change at scale 

Jurisdictional-REDD+ initiatives have been posited as a way of scaling up the benefits of project-

based REDD+ by providing incentives to move away from business-as-usual deforestation at the 

regional scale. Compared to project-based REDD+, jurisdictional-REDD+ programmes solve the 

issue of leakage and provide greater authority over land-use and funding to regional 

governments, who can themselves incentivise positive action via fiscal reward. Although halting 

deforestation from private sector activities remains a major hurdle for REDD+, the purchase 

and trading of REDD+ credits can help companies achieve commitments made through private 

 

43 Food Navigator, 2020. https://www.foodnavigator.com/Article/2020/08/19/Earthworm-Nestle-tie-up-tackles-

deforestation-in-Cote-d-Ivoire-Cocoa-farming-in-the-Cavally-forest-reserve-is-illegal 
44 Nestle cocoa plan, 2020. 

https://www.nestlecocoaplan.com/themes/custom/cocoa/dist/assets/documents/Nestle_CFI_Tackling_Deforestatio

n_Progress_Report_2020.pdf 
45 Brandi, 2020. The interaction of private and public governance: The case of sustainability standards for palm oil. 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1057/s41287-020-00306-8 
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sector platforms or individually. Equally, REDD+ activities are more likely to gain and maintain 

political attention and support if major multinational companies support their goal.46 National 

approaches such as FLEGT can support REDD+ in producer countries to directly address the 

drivers of forest loss. Both FLEGT and REDD+ target underlying issues such as weak 

governance, unclear land use and tenure rights, and poor or conflicting laws, meaning they can 

pool their resources and contribute to joint objectives.47 

  

 

46https://redd.unfccc.int/uploads/2_89_redd_20150619_eureddfacility_working_with_the_private_sector_on_redd_2

B.pdf 
47 https://redd.unfccc.int/uploads/2_87_redd_20150619_eureddfacility_linking_flegt_and_redd_2B.pdf 
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5 Addressing barriers to change 

Reflecting that each of the approaches described in section 3  have different aims and theories 

of change, this analysis is not a comparison of approaches. Instead, we consider how these 

approaches may address the barriers to change outlined in section 2. In this way we aim to 

identify which approaches or actions might deliver benefits across the supply chain, supporting 

producers and downstream actors in the UK (or other markets).   

The EC’s 2019 Communication on Stepping Up EU Action to Protect and Restore the World’s 

Forests recognised that supply chain activities can be mutually supportive, enhancing 

effectiveness and/or efficiency. A ‘carrot and stick’ example was used, of providing assistance to 

smallholder farmers while simultaneously supporting jurisdiction’s ability to monitor 

deforestation and illegal activities. Similarly, it is likely that rather than a single ‘perfect’ 

solution, a range of activities will be required to address the barriers faced by companies. For 

example, rather than suddenly overhauling a commodity supply chain (risking price and 

commodity availability fluctuations) a company may choose to gradually increase requirements 

to meet evolving expectations, while providing support to suppliers within their supply chain in 

order to create impactful, long-term change and increasing connectivity to on the ground 

producers without disrupting their business model.  

The companies most likely to engage with the approaches described above are the ‘thought 

leaders’ where the corporate purpose or stronger business case means they have greater 

resource and capacity to develop and input into such projects and initiatives in comparison to 

the majority of businesses. It is therefore important to reflect that the findings of many publicly 

available reports and assessments are likely biased to these global, thought leading actors. 

Recognising that action must be taken by all industry actors (not just the leaders) sections 5..2 

and 5..3. aim to identify opportunities for ‘followers’ and producers, as well as the leaders 

described in section 5.1. At the end of each summary, a potential pathway of engagement with 

the different approaches has been developed, and while these do not show every potential 

option (for example we have assumed all actors are willing to engage) they do reflect how each 

approach can build upon the progress of others to support industry to make progress and 

overcome the barriers they face. 

5.1 Industry Leaders 

For some companies, the business case to transition to sustainable commodities is clearer, as 

the benefits outweigh the potential costs. These companies may produce products where the 

commodity is clearly visible to consumers, such as chocolate bars or wooden furniture, and 

therefore they face increased external pressure. Alternatively, the commodity may not be visible 

but an integral part of the business, and so securing a sustainable supply chain that is resilient 

to market fluctuations and climate change carries benefits, for example the use of palm oil in 

home and personal care items. Companies may also face a simple reputational risk, where they 

are seen as connected to an issue, regardless of whether that actually applies to their own 

supply chain. These drivers for engagement mean companies are focused on ‘how’ to achieve 

sustainable supply chains and have sufficient resource to pursue this deeper learning and 

knowledge sharing activity. These can be described as ‘leaders’ as they are more able to test, 

implement and drive uptake of mass market solutions.  
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A key barrier for many downstream companies is the complexity of commodity supply chains, 

where the length of the supply chain and number of actors involved makes it challenging to 

draw a connection between the physical commodity used and the production area. Voluntary 

certification is a well-established solution to this issue, allowing companies to meet their 

commodity specific targets at relatively low cost and at speed, for example by buying credits to 

show immediate support to producers.  In longer supply chains, the added benefit of physically 

certified commodities can become less clear, with companies raising concerns that the 

increased costs are associated with chain of custody management as opposed to providing 

additional, on the ground benefits. For this reason, many leading companies are complementing 

certification with jurisdictional and landscape approaches which can provide more direct 

linkages to a sourcing area (if not a direct claim about the companies supply chain). In this way, 

certification allows the company to make a quick, clear commitment and claim about their 

supply chain, providing time to develop the jurisdictional or landscape approach, which would 

share the associated risks (both reputational and financial) with other actors in the supply 

chain. This also allows the company to spread the higher level of investment over time, also 

benefiting the producers who are better able to plan developments based on this longer-term 

investment. 

Companies may also choose to take a complimentary, mixed approach depending on the volume 

of commodity used. For example, a 

cocoa company may engage in the Cocoa 

and Forests Initiative to source their 

cocoa but use segregated palm oil 

certification to produce their chocolate 

bars as the volume of palm oil is 

significantly lower. This range of options 

allows the company to better manage 

their costs in relation to the benefits 

they receive as a business, but also see 

on the ground. 

Leading corporates also benefit from 

approaches that convene a range of 

supply chain actors, as the increased 

leverage represented in these groups 

can be used to influence greater shifts in 

the market. While thought leaders are 

typically significant players in their own sector, an individual company has insufficient volumes 

to create systemic change. Through a collaborative approach such as the CGF’s Forest Positive 

Coalition corporates can send a clear, consistent ask of the market, which gives upstream actors 

greater confidence that the benefit of shifting to sustainable production, such as greater 

consistency of demand, will outweigh the costs. Increased leverage is also an important tool of 

national led approaches, as the scale of market pressure and future trade opportunities 

incentivises upstream companies and government to address significant barriers such as 

securing land tenure rights which would otherwise be too great a challenge for a single 

corporate or supply chain. In the case of FLEGT and VPA licensing this leverage can be effective 

“Standards and overlying certification schemes 

establish industry best practices, standardized 

metrics for monitoring performance, and, in some 

cases, labelling that is likely to be recognized by 

consumers. Research also suggests that 

certifications can help companies achieve 

operational improvements. For example, a 2016 

RSPO study found that Malaysian and Indonesian 

palm producers with higher proportion of RSPO 

certification achieved a 35% increase in yields per 

hectare. Further, certified commodities have been 

found to demand a price premium of $3.33 per 

tonne for RSPO-certified palm, $1.80 per cubic 

meter for FSC-certified roundwood, and between 

$3 and $4 per tonne for certified soy.” Supply 

Change1 
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at both sides of the supply chain, the producer complying with the local verification system and 

the downstream corporates required to comply with due diligence regulations.  

While using market leverage to advance the transition to sustainable sourcing is helpful, sharing 

the responsibility for change and costs of implementation across the supply chain is a crucial 

consideration. It could be argued that the VPA process in Indonesia has been successful because 

of the mutual trust that has been developed between producers and consumers, effectively a 

clear understanding that each actor in the supply chain has a responsibility to act, rather than 

solely the producer who (in the case of smallholder farmers) may be the least empowered to 

support change. This trust has also been developed between different actors, across 

government, industry, and civil society, for example civil society are valued by consumers for 

their independent monitoring and NGO actors have built trust with governments to ensure their 

findings are utilised as opposed to being seen as critical or anti-government. A shared learning 

across many approaches is the importance of the neutral convenor, who’s role plays a 

significant part in delivering these ‘soft’ benefits, strengthening partnerships, building trust, and 

supporting greater ownership of action, for example FLEGT facilitators are funded via FCDO in 

countries like Ghana, Liberia, Guyana, and Cameroon. The Produce, Conserve, Include strategy 

recognised communication between commodity buyers and producers as essential to success, 

and has developed several tools and connection opportunities to support relationship 

development. For example, the PCI Corporate Action Group convenes leading companies to 

support collaboration across industry and to promote upcoming opportunities. This is 

supported by a ‘Pitch Book’ of all the projects and initiatives that are ongoing in Mato Grosso 

state, making it easier for companies to propose engagement internally to the board, CEO etc.  

The benefits offered by each approach must be considered against the costs of engagement not 

just in terms of financial inputs but also internal resources such as staff availability. A national 

led approach such as ISPO for example is implemented by the state, so while there are costs of 

compliance borne by producers or the government (which may seek return on their investment 

through fees) these are a relatively low-cost approach for industry to support. However, for 

downstream European and North American corporates, the requirements of a national-led 

approach may not fully meet their own corporate commitments or consumer expectation, as 

national approaches typically create a base for stepwise improvement as opposed to immediate, 

sustainability. Other approaches such as landscape approaches or those led by private sector 

groups can offer a favourable cost vs benefit ratio, as these currently provide industry to take a 

greater leadership role allowing them to steer the aim of the approach, and by working 

collaboratively corporates can reduce their input costs. This also reduces corporate risk, as if 

multiple companies are collaborating there is a decreased risk of an individual company 

becoming uncompetitive as a result of their sustainable ambitions.  

Finally, it is important to recognise that these leading companies are often publicly identified 

within reports and monitoring tools, recognising the influential role they can play in creating 

change.  The Accountability Framework Initiative, a collective of civil society, environmental 

and social experts recognises that companies can receive mixed messages on what ‘best 

practice’ looks like when transitioning to sustainable supply chains. For example, it is expected 

that these leading companies use their combined market share to influence change on the 

ground, but there have also been calls for companies to divest from producers who are not 

sustainable, in the case of soya sourcing in Brazil these have been at a national level. Nearly all 
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interviewees consulted in this study recognised this challenge and had adapted their 

approaches to allow corporates to communicate progress and success more easily. For example, 

building in KPIs on the area of land protected, or number of stakeholders engaged. This allows 

companies to communicate the benefits of engagement at scale, and the impact they can achieve 

across a supply base, even if they are not able to make claims about their individual supply 

chains at that point in time.  

To summarise, there is a clear drive for industry be it producers or consumers to take 

immediate, effective action to support sustainable production of commodities, yet many of the 

approaches described require time and a breadth of engagement that goes beyond their powers 

of influence/ability, to become fully operational or are daunting to industry taking their first 

steps. The below diagram aims to demonstrates how a leading CGC may engage with each of the 

approaches described in this review.   

 

Figure 3 Diagram to demonstrate the potential pathway a leading CGC may take to 

support sustainable commodity sourcing.  

Having identified the need to act, the company is unlikely to take part in a resource intensive 

activity such as a landscape approach immediately. Rather, they may first join a private sector 

initiative or coalition. These platforms create a space for ‘thought leading’ companies, those who 

have the resource and capacity to dedicate to developing solutions to these issues, to make 

progress that can then be replicated by the wider market. This is not only achieved through 

sharing learnings, but also by utilising support, typically through a neutral convenor, to develop 

tools, training materials and facilitating discussions across the supply chain to discuss practical 

solutions to challenges. 

This could include purchasing voluntary certification, which for downstream actors provide 

valuable brand protection. This brand protection role is increasingly important across a wide 

range of commodities as concerns raised by NGOs can reach ever-wider audiences across social 

media and require rapid responses on a company’s own digital media outlets. Some schemes 
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represent best practice models for stakeholder inclusion, with strong rules governing 

representation and decision-making processes. This aspect is often a crucial element of a 

scheme’s credibility and key to maintaining the market acceptance and ‘value added’ provided 

by robust certification compared to self- or second-party verification against a company 

standard. By purchasing certification, a corporate can send a clear market signal and align 

themselves to best practice, without necessarily making significant changes to their physical 

supply chain in the short term. This is not an ‘end’ point, but a foundation for future activity. 

While certification allows companies to make a start, there is increasing pressure to not only 

trace commodities back to source but also remove risk from an entire supply base or region, 

particularly on ‘thought leaders’ who have the resources to explore more innovative solutions. If 

a company can work beyond their own supply chain to reasonably demonstrate a whole area is 

at low risk of deforestation, conversion etc. this reduces the risk of commodities entering the 

supply chain that do not meet the required standard. By engaging with a jurisdictional or 

landscape approach, companies have the opportunity to engage with smaller, less influential 

producers and other large companies or competitors buying from the same region. 

While a company is less likely to directly engage with a national led approach, leaders will 

certainly recognise the importance of strong governance, and the enabling conditions that can 

be established to ensure sustainable practice can continue beyond the lifetime of industry led 

initiatives or certification systems. Currently leading companies are demonstrating support for 

producer country approaches like ISPO and lobbying the European Union for more stringent 

due diligence regulations for commodities, recognising national leadership is needed across the 

supply chain. 

5.2 Industry followers 

The alternative to a company ‘leaders’ is a ‘follower’. It should be noted that it is typically not a 

lack of willingness to engage on sustainability issues from wider industry compared to leaders, 

but rather a lack of capacity and/or awareness of both the issue and the need to take action. 

These may be medium to small scale companies, facing a far weaker business case to support 

change. These companies may use forest risk commodities but are further removed from 

influencing change, perhaps only using the commodity in small amounts embedded in other 

products such as palm oil in animal feed. These companies often have less resources and the 

steep learning curve required to create change can be intimidating and inhibit action. Faced 

with other competing priorities these companies need a clearer understanding of the 

importance of taking action ‘the why’ and support to make the transition.   

Follower activity focuses on exploring themes of reduction, alternatives and then sustainability. 

Where possible, companies will typically look to reduce the volume of forest risk commodities 

being used or look for alternatives, as seen recently when the retailer Iceland removed palm oil 

from its own brand products, or companies incorporate more recycled pulp into their packaging 

as opposed to virgin material. When it is not possible to use an alternative, or the alternative 

carries equal environmental or social risk to the original, companies will then seek to choose the 

most cost-effective option possible to address issues that directly impact on them, focusing less 

of influencing the wider supply base. 
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For this reason, while ‘follower’ companies may gain indirect benefits from approaches in 

producer countries, due to their limited influence these companies focus on creating change 

within their own supply chains, and so practically they are most able to directly participate in 

voluntary certification schemes and private sector led approaches which focus on ensuring an 

equitable sharing of responsibility and cost, but even within these approaches there are 

differences between followers and the leaders described above.  

Figure 4 Diagram to demonstrate the potential pathway a ‘follower’ CGC may take to 

support sustainable commodity sourcing.  

Unlike a leader, these companies may lack retained technical knowledge or resources, and this 

can discourage their entry into some industry joint coalitions, as these platforms are generally 

funded via member contributions in both a human resource and financial sense. However, 

industry led national scale initiatives are an ideal convening point for these companies to come 

together to share knowledge. Specifically, these groups are aiming to achieve change by 

supporting mass market transformation. For this reason, they’re more likely to have a lower bar 

for entry, and provide additional support through an expert convenor which could either be 

externally funded or require a more accessible annual financial contribution.  

These groups, provide reassurance that competitors are also transitioning to sustainable 

commodities, reducing risk and supporting the sharing of costs throughout the supply chain, as 

one sector is less likely to need to pay the full cost of sustainability alone. Furthermore, the 

inclusive nature of the group is designed to embed a greater level of ownership in those 

companies who are not ‘leading’, sacrificing speed to support a greater mass market change. 

These forums can be extremely effective when used to share knowledge between ‘leaders’ and 

‘followers’. Using lessons shared by leading companies, less influential companies can more 

easily develop their in-house understanding and identify reasonable actions to be incorporated 

into their business.  
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Voluntary certification is particularly effective as a tool for downstream followers as it removes 

the need for the buyer to have any technical expertise in the commodity supply chain or 

sustainability to make a purchase. While the buyer will need some training to understand what 

the certification does (and does not) offer, and how to verify accompanying evidence such as 

chain of custody certificates, this is a relatively simple ‘off the shelf’ solution for most companies 

to utilise.  

It also reduces the need to conduct supply chain mapping or traceability exercises, meaning 

they can be an effective tool to support market change for companies who want to act but due to 

the complexity of the supply chain lack a physical connection to where commodities are 

produced. A company could request certified supply from their tier 1 supplier with chain of 

custody or buy certification to cover their entire usage based on volume, though many do 

conduct a basic mapping exercise to ensure the certification can be directed to support 

producers linked to the areas they source from.  

There are many different types of certification and often levels within each standard, allowing 

users to take a stepwise approach to full compliance, for example start by buying credits, then 

move to mass balance before fully segregating their supply chain as the market demands. This 

helps prevent availability or cost shocks to the market, benefiting both downstream companies 

and their suppliers.  

While approaches that focus efforts in producing countries such as jurisdictional or landscape 

approaches have a high-cost barrier to engagement, this is not to say that followers may not 

receive indirect benefits. Followers are likely to trade with ‘leaders’ at key points within their 

supply chain, for example with a trader at the point of import or by feeding into a retail supply 

chain. As these larger companies gain a greater understanding of their supply base this 

information can be passed to the followers, and this can deliver learnings which allows 

following companies to prioritise certain commodities or product lines. For example, if a palm 

oil refiner can identify that only 10%the supply chain is at risk of deforestation, the following 

company may choose to only certify 10%, as opposed to their entire consumption volume. 

While the company would lose the wider benefits delivered by certification such as providing an 

affiliation with a recognizable brand and marketing opportunities, some companies may 

prioritize reducing costs. Followers may also experience indirect ‘negatives’, for example if a 

leading supplier performs poorly and receives negative media attention the ‘follower’ 

downstream could be linked to these negative actions despite having little influence over the 

supply base. As the call for greater due diligence on FRC’s spreads across Europe and the USA an 

ongoing area of discussion and debate has been the impact this may have on medium to small 

sized businesses, and how legislation will impact their response. 

5.3 Industry producers 

While this study explores how various approaches help address the barriers faced by the 

demand side, it should not be forgotten that these approaches were initially developed to 

support producers. Producers also act as ‘leaders’ or ‘followers’, and this categorisation can 

most easily be made by size of company, with larger refiners or shippers acting in a global 

context, leading and influence market changes, whereas smallholders supporting global supply 

chains are less able to influence change. While it is easy to identify these two diametric groups 

there are many types of producer in between, these are small to medium sized businesses who 
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may sell into the larger producers supply chains or directly supply commodities for domestic 

and regional markets.  

Figure 5 Diagram to demonstrate the potential pathway a producer (both leaders and 

followers) may take to support sustainable commodity sourcing.  

The simplest benefit that can be delivered to producers is recognition and fair compensation for 

sustainably produced commodities, and therefore voluntary certification has demonstratable 

benefits. As discussed earlier, while the premiums for sustainable commodities may fluctuate or 

vary across crops, the wider benefits of sustainable production include lower deforestation 

rates48, social benefits to workers and communities and best agricultural practices leading to 

increased yields, higher incomes, healthier soils and climate resilience.49  Furthermore, 

certification provides a pathway to access markets that are typically more consistent which can 

be sufficient incentive for leading producers to engage despite the initial costs of becoming 

certified. Recognising that the producer bares the greatest risk, paying for the initial transition 

to sustainable production with no guarantee of a return for their investment, many certification 

bodies offer support in terms of training, or partnership opportunities with global demand side 

actors to part finance audit visits etc.  

Understanding the effectiveness of voluntary certification as a means to address land use 

change on a more macro scale or in influencing initial land-conversion decisions is less clear.50 

Some ‘follower’ producers face more basic challenges such as securing land rights that would 

perhaps find more benefit through a jurisdictional/landscape or nationally led approach. Unlike 

certification which provides an incentive for sustainable production, these approaches create a 

level playing field by disincentivizing unsustainable production. These approaches perhaps hold 

 

48 DeFries et al. 2017; Miteva, Loucks, and Pattanayak 2015 
49 SAN / RFA report December 2015 
50 Ref van der Ven, H. 2018. Exploring the relationship between agricultural sustainability standards, deforestation, 

and land use change. Meridian Institute. Washington, DC. 
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the greatest potential for systemic change, particularly if 

this is relatively low cost to individual producers. For 

example, nationally led approaches which gradually raise 

the national baseline may be more costly to local 

government but would reduce the competitive advantage 

of producing commodities unsustainably. It also has the 

greatest potential to support changing markets beyond 

Europe and North America, which represent a relatively 

small proportion of commodity purchases compared to growing markets such as China.  

As these approaches are ‘owned’ by producing countries and often championed by leading 

producers, these approaches can embed long-term sustainable business practice, as it’s not a 

‘top down’ requirement put in place by downstream actors based in Europe/USA markets. 

Ensuring inclusive, multi-stakeholder working is often cited as a key driver of success for 

jurisdictional and landscape approaches. However, learning from the private sector led 

approaches developed by CGCs it may be more effective to engage with key representatives as 

opposed to all industry.  

For example, the Cocoa and Forests Initiative reportedly did not initially engage with civil 

society in decision making, anticipating their role would be defined as monitoring and reporting 

and service delivery. On reflection the Cocoa and Forests Initiative explained they should have 

engaged with civil society and the local cocoa boards at a much earlier stage alongside local 

government, as their buy-in greatly influences the speed and impacts delivered by the 

initiative.51 The initiative struggled to do this initially due to the wide spread of local civil 

society actors engaged in the discussions, making it challenging to agree a clear set of 

recommendations or actions to take forward.  

A key requirement for many producer facing approaches as identified by the PCI strategy is the 

need for consistent funding and access to financial incentives, as often producers are only able 

to plan a year in advance due to the nature of the funding opportunities presented. Also, linking 

sustainable production with carbon trading and markets is a key opportunity, as carbon can act 

as a universal language to communicate the benefits of sustainable production across 

commodities and supply chains, at both a private and public sector level.52   

  

 

51 Note this supports the findings of the FGMC PELT Theme 3: Policy Influence interim report (May 2020) which 

noted the limited space for civil society engagement in the development process. 
52 Interview finding 

Government agencies could 

provide most of the 

sustainability components 

required by RSPO and ISPO 

certification, thus lowering 

costs for farmers.”  WRI 

Indonesia, 20181 
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6 Conclusion  

At first it may appear that there are two types of approaches, those of industry and those of 

government i.e. a company influencing their individual supply chain compared to a national, 

legislation influencing, government led approach. However, over the past decade the ask of 

producers and supply chain companies has evolved from working within one’s own supply 

chain, to a broader call for action to transform whole markets and landscapes. This change 

cannot happen overnight, and there is no ‘silver bullet’ solution.  One of the greatest strengths of 

the approaches identified here is how they can, and need to, work together at different scales 

both geographically and over time to support the required market transition.  

The rising ambition to work beyond an individual supply chain to support systemic market 

change has led to an increase in partnerships and collaborations between industry, civil society, 

and government, creating more opportunities to work at scale and utilising this joint influence. 

For example, industry actors may support their entire supply base to produce sustainable 

commodities through a jurisdictional or landscape initiative. Concurrently, industry led 

initiatives may focus efforts to influencing their peers to create a stronger, national market 

signal for sustainably produced commodities. The range of emerging approaches allows 

government and industry to work at different scales driving towards the common goal of legal 

and sustainable sourcing. While Government mandates a clear ask and brings all actors to the 

same level playing field, industry can provide incentives for acting beyond legality by delivering 

additional market benefits such as consistent business or increased financial or technical 

benefits.    

How an approach measures success has also evolved over time. Where there were many ‘no 

deforestation’ targets set for 2015 or 2020, industry has moved away from these universal 

timebound commitments as they don’t fully capture the reality of the market. Instead, there is a 

renewed focus on transparency, with companies focusing on stepwise approaches to change, 

with public, timebound milestones rather than a single end goal date, so they are held 

accountable for their ongoing action towards progress as opposed to just a final goal. These 

ambitions are aligned to a broader set of principles, which may be in-keeping with the standard 

set by a certification body, or an agreement identified through an industry or multistakeholder 

initiative.  

In order to adapt to this evolution supply chain approaches are redesigning their own ways of 

working, building in early KPIs to allow industry participants to demonstrate progress, such as 

the number of producers engaged, or proportion of sourcing area mapped etc. This not only 

supports industry to communicate progress, it also allows investors to better identify 

opportunities and as a result the funding horizon on many approaches has lengthened from 1-2 

years to 3-5 years, allowing producers to make more informed decisions. Given that cost is a 

barrier across the supply chain, for both producers and consumers this evolution in funding 

could be hugely beneficial, though it is too early to say for certain. 

While there are many barriers to progress described here, cost can be an integral, fundamental 

challenge. Opportunities to help industry to share costs across the supply chain, or to mitigate 

the risks of increased costs by encouraging a supply chain to move together can be equally 

beneficial and can instill positive business practices which can continue once funding has ended. 
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The shorter the link between the activity and the producer i.e., the more direct the provision of 

support, the easier it is to demonstrate impact, compared to a national scale approach which 

will be less direct, meaning the causal relationship between spend and impact is more difficult 

to ascertain. 

Therefore, a key strength across these approaches is their ability to align and work together, 

and they are most effective when there are true opportunities to engage and share learnings 

with each other. As interviewees identified, failure to recognise the strengths of others, for 

example civil society’s role beyond just monitoring and reporting, such as providing connection 

to local communities and engaging in multi-sector discussions on rules, standards and legality 

can mean such supply chain approaches can fail to meet their full potential.  

All actors across the supply chain need additional support to transition, but this differs 

depending on where the actor sits in the supply chain. Where producers may need practical 

support such as training or financial services, demand side actors, even the globally leaders 

need reassurance that their peers will also move to sustainable sourcing, and within a similar 

timeframe.  

Supported by industry led groups across the supply chain – both producer associations and 

demand-side market initiatives provide clarity of the ask, and support to act, preventing 

stagnation of progress in complex supply chains. This is particularly key in commodity supply 

chains that do not face the same consumer facing pressure as others, for example soya or palm 

oil compared to cocoa. This is not to say that the only successful approaches are those with large 

number of stakeholders. While there is often a tradeoff across approaches between inclusivity 

and speed, ultimately both types are needed to create mass market changes. Where thought-

leaders can use their influence and resource to identify solutions, the followers can adopt and 

implement these solutions to achieve change at scale.  

Finally, a key learning from this study is that while there is no ‘one size fits all’ solution, equally 

these approaches cannot be truly effective in a bubble. As demonstrated throughout, the types 

of approaches described here can work effectively simultaneously or at different points in the 

supply chain or in time, to collectively support an increase in both scale of action and pace from 

companies. By seeking opportunities to align sustainable commodity production and sourcing 

with support from industry, these approaches can ensure all actors are supported through the 

journey of increasing sustainable production and consumption, from producer to consumer.  

 

 


