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1  Production site corresponds to a spatially defined area where a commodity or a product are produced. These sites should be 
monitored through geospatial polygons that represent either contiguous or adjacent areas used by the same owner or partners to 
carry out production activities, regardless of any administrative subdivisions applied.

KEY MESSAGES AND POLICY 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

1.	 Large-scale commodity trade from Global South 
producing countries to Global North consumer 
countries induces deep negative impacts on 
society and environment due to deforestation 
and conversion of natural ecosystems into 
agriculture oriented for exports.

2.	 Main negative impacts are (a) emissions of 
greenhouse gases, (b) disruption of water 
availability, (c) threats to biodiversity, 
(d) land grabbing and concentration, (e) 
displacement of indigenous peoples and 
traditional communities, (f ) impairment of 
food security at local and global levels. These 
impacts are widely-acknowledged in scientific 
literature (see references list) and they are 
severe not only in forested environments, 
but in all ecosystems. Grasslands and other 
wooded lands, for instance, are an example 
of ecosystems which are under-protected in 
national legislation and face high pressure 
from agricultural expansion, mainly to meet 
the international commodity demand from 

industrialized regions such as Europe, the 
United States, and China.

3.	 However, international trade also has the 
potential to foster positive impacts. It can 
trigger transformations towards sustainability 
by halting the incentives for deforestation 
and conversion of natural ecosystems and 
respecting the rights of local communities to 
ensure diversified and healthy food production, 
a more responsible use of already clear-cut lands 
and fair supply chains.

4.	 To do so, three main aspects should be 
incorporated as guiding principles for decision-
making on  trade-related regulations at the 
national, regional and international scales for 
fostering such positive transformations: (i) 
adopt criteria on zero conversion of natural 
ecosystems, (ii) adopt meaningful criteria and 
implementation tools to ensure the respect 
for human rights (based on national and 
international protective laws, such as the ILO 169 
and the Universal Declaration on Human Rights), 
(iii) implement transparent mechanisms based 
on geolocation of the production site1 to ensure 
full traceability and accountability, reporting 
compliance measures through due diligence 
statements and periodic public reports.

TRANSFORMATIVE TRADE
THREE GUIDING PRINCIPLES FOR INDUCING POSITIVE 
CHANGE TOWARDS SUSTAINABILITY
WWF-Brazil, November 2022
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INTRODUCTION:  
WE ARE INTERCONNECTED

The Covid pandemic has pointed out the stark 
interconnection of human actions, showing that 
local actions have concrete consequences at a local 
as much as at a global level (Brancalion et al., 2020). 
The awareness that our behaviors in one place 
have far-reaching effects in other distant parts 
of the world provide us with the opportunity to 
rethink our choices (Castro et al., 2020). It is a way 
to forge a new approach to common problems and 
promote positive transformations and foster greater 
cooperation towards sustainability.

A key element of this interconnection is 
international trade, which is the link between 
consumer markets and quite distant 
producing regions (Meyfroidt et al., 2013). 
This commercialization drives the expansion of 
agricultural commodities, and the relation between 
these two processes is a fundamental driver of 
deforestation and conversion of natural ecosystems 
worldwide as well as an inducer of the associated 
socioenvironmental degradation in producing 
regions (Curtis et al., 2018). This is especially acute 
in the trade flows between commodity-producing 
countries in the Global South and commodity-
consumer countries in the Global North (Hong et 
al., 2022). At present, the global economic system 
based on international commodity trade, allows 
consumer countries to regenerate and restore their 
native vegetation by outsourcing their commodity 
production – and consequent socioenvironmental 
impacts – to other regions of the world (Yao et 
al., 2018). By doing so, it makes these commercial 
relationships opaque and dissociated from bold 
sustainability standards (Gardner et al., 2019).

In recent years, however, public opinion has 
become increasingly aware that the way we 
produce and consume our food is directly 
connected to negative impacts such as 
deforestation, biodiversity loss, climate change 
and violation of human rights (Wiedmann & 
Lenzen, 2018). As much as trade and consumption 
have been directly driving negative impacts in 
producing regions (Sun et al., 2017), it can also 
foster fairer trade relations (Venkatesan, 2021). 
With adequate policies, regulations and incentives, 
trade can support human rights for traditional 
populations and small-scale producers, strengthen 
the sociobiodiversity economy which contributes 
to food security, and induce regenerative 
transformations in all types of natural environments 
in the sourcing areas. The purpose of this policy 
brief is to summarize the scientific studies on 
the linked social andenvironmental impacts of 
commodity supply-chains and to provide inputs 
for policymakers to shape transformative trade 
relations that can induce sustainability rather than 
deforestation.

THE CURRENT TRADE 
PATTERN: NEGATIVE IMPACTS

Large-scale commodity trade is currently structured 
in a way that seeks to increase production and 
consumption while reducing the costs (Naylor et 
al., 2005). Under this paradigm, international trade 
results in multiple negative socioenvironmental 
impacts stemming from deforestation and 
conversion of natural ecosystems driven by 
commodity expansion (Yao et al., 2018). Table 1 
summarizes these current negative impacts.

Socio-Environmental Negative Impacts

GHG 
Emissions

Water Cycle 
Disruption

Biodiversity 
Threats

Land 
Grabbing and 
Concentration

Displacement 
of Local 

Communities

Impairment of 
Food Security

Table 1. Summary of negative impacts of land-use change driven by international trade.
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GREENHOUSE GASES EMISSIONS 
International trade of commodity drives large-
scale deforestation and conversion of natural 
ecosystems in the producing regions (Reis et al., 
2021). The clear-cut of long-standing forests emits 
significant amounts of CO

2
, as well as the conversion 

of other ecosystems such as grasslands, woodlands 
and wetlands (see Russo et al., 2018). The world’s 
‘land-use emissions’, which encompass both land-
use change and the land management of the areas 
converted to agriculture, have been increasing 
since the 2000s and accounted for about 25% of all 
anthropogenic GHG emissions in 2017 (Hong et al., 
2022). Moreover, the distribution of these emissions 
is highly disproportionate; for example, “emissions 
for beef and other red meats supply only 1 per cent of 
calories worldwide, but account for 25 per cent of all 
land-use emissions” (Hong et al., 2021).

DISRUPTION OF WATER AVAILABILITY  
Large-scale agriculture leads to substantial 
impacts on the water cycle due to the removal of 
natural ecosystems. Without native vegetation, 
the evapotranspiration of trees is disrupted, which 
decreases the levels of moisture in the atmosphere 
and, consequently, rainfall patterns (Spera et al., 
2016). The lack of native vegetation associated 
with expansion of monocultures further impairs 
the infiltration of water from rainfall into the soil 
to recharge the groundwater reservoirs, further 
disrupting the water cycle (Carvalho et al., 2009; 
Oliveira et al., 2014). Another impact on water 
availability is the expansion of irrigation systems, 
which increases the pressure on local rivers and 
oftentimes leads to their disappearance (Pousa et 
al., 2019). Moreover, export-oriented agriculture is 
highly intensive in the use of agrochemicals, which 
contaminates rivers and aquifers (Albuquerque 
et al., 2016), harming the overall health of local 
communities (Rigotto et al., 2014) and hindering 
their access to clean water (Russo Lopes et al., 2021).

THREATS TO BIODIVERSITY 
A significant impact of export-oriented 
commodities is the loss of biodiversity resulting 
from the destruction of natural habitats, which 
includes forest, grasslands, woodlands, wetlands, 
and other ecosystems (Strassbourg et al., 2017). The 
damage caused by deforestation and conversion of 
native vegetation has been pressuring rainforests 
like the Amazon into tipping points in which 
the provision of ecosystem services is severely 
impaired (Lovejoy & Nobre, 2018). 

Consequently, more than three-quarters of the 
Amazon rainforest has been losing resilience 
during the past two decades (Boulton et al., 2022). 
Biodiversity levels have also been substantially 
threatened by illegal hunting of wildlife species 
(Chaves et al., 2021), that contributes to the current 
dynamics of international trade, further impacting 
human health as in the example of the Covid-19 
pandemic (Brancalion et al., 2020). 

LAND GRABBING AND CONCENTRATION 
The way large-scale commodity advances is vastly 
based on the conversion of native vegetation 
into agricultural lands (Hong et al., 2022). This 
is true for the Amazon, which has lost almost 
250.000 km2 since 2001 (6 times the size of the 
Netherlands), but also for other key ecosystems, 
such as the Cerrado savanna, which has lost almost 
290.000 km2 in the same period (7 times the size of 
the Netherlands) (INPE, 2022). 

The process of expansion over native vegetation 
comes associated with a steep increase in land 
prices, particularly in frontier regions (Flexor & 
Leite, 2017), largely due to land grabbing and land 
speculation (Spadotto et al., 2021) often through 
illegal practices (Campbell et al., 2015). This results 
in concentrating land in the hand of few actors2, 
deepening inequality in those regions (Pinto  
et al., 2020).

2 According to Pinto et al. (2020), “A quarter (25%) of all agricultural land in Brazil is occupied by the 15.686 largest properties in the 
country (0.3% of total properties) which are mainly concentrated in Mato Grosso, Mato Grosso do Sul and Matopiba. To reach the other 
25% of the total area, it is necessary to add the areas of the 3.847.937 smaller ones (77% of the total properties), with the largest presence of 
these small properties in the South, Southeast and Northeast regions.”
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DISPLACEMENT OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES 
AND TRADITIONAL COMMUNITIES 
The rush to grab land is aimed at clearing these areas 
and selling for a speculative price for large-scale 
agricultural production (mainly cattle-ranching, 
followed by soy in frontier regions) (Favareto, 
2019). The result is a hike in deforestation and 
conversion pressures which often leads to violation 
of land rights, such as the displacement of local 
communities (Anaya & Espírito-Santo, 2018), the 
invasion of indigenous lands (Ferrante & Fearnside, 
2020) and a hike in violent rural conflicts (CPT, 
2021). Although indigenous peoples and local 
communities often engage in social movements 
and campaigns to protect their territorial rights 
(see APIB, 2019), the profitability of deforestation 
and conversion of native vegetation and the feeling 
of impunity remain fundamental drivers on the 
attempt to grab and invade their lands.

IMPAIRMENT OF FOOD SECURITY AT LOCAL 
AND GLOBAL LEVELS 
Oftentimes, the negative socio-environmental 
impacts of commodity production are justified in 
the mass media through the argument of promoting 
development, economic growth, and food security 
to the producing regions and to the world (Russo 
Lopes et al., 2021). Nevertheless, this discourse 
is not matching these regions’ realities, where 
the most common outcome of export-oriented 
industrial agriculture is poverty rather than well-
being (Favareto et al., 2019). Moreover, while major 
part of large-scale grains production (~80%) is 
used as animal feed and in industrial processes 
(Ritchie & Roser, 2021), the agricultural yield from 
smallholders and traditional communities is more 
diverse (Badstue et al., 2005), more productive 
and resource-conserving (Altieri, 2008) and, 
consequently, more crucial for human consumption 
and food security (FAO, 2017). 

THE POTENTIAL FOR 
CHANGE: TRADE 
DRIVING POSITIVE 
TRANSFORMATIONS

Due to the negative socio-environmental impacts, 
international trade of large-scale commodities 
has been accelerating climate change and social 
inequalities. Yet, trade can also be reshaped 
to drive transformative change towards 
sustainability. This entails ensuring the respect 
for human rights, supporting diversified and 
deforestation-free agricultural production from 
local communities and tackling environmental 
issues, such as climate change, biodiversity 
loss and disruptions in water cycle. 

A straightforward pathway to do so is to halt 
deforestation and conversion of natural habitats, 
not only in forests but in all ecosystems around 
the world like the Americas´ natural grassland and 
other wooded land (Pötzschner et al., 2022).Those 
are poorly protected and under high pressure 
from agricultural expansion, mainly to meet the 
international demand in commodities to more 
industrialized regions such as Europe, the United 
States, and China (Hong et al., 2022). A shift in 
production and consumption standards has the 
potential to – through one single policy decision 
– empower indigenous peoples and traditional 
populations, foster healthy and diversified food 
production from smallholders (Laroche et al., 
2020) and enhance food security worldwide 
through a better use of already cleared lands (Hong 
et al., 2021). Local communities and traditional 
populations have productive systems which are 
substantially less reliant on agrochemicals; more 
varied in terms of agricultural outputs, producing 
food that will be directly consumed by people 

4



5

rather than commodities used as inputs for 
other industries; due to their small scale, these 
productive systems are also more environmentally 
sound, for they make use of natural materials, are 
not intensive on irrigation, entails a redistributive 
approach to land as well as the income generated 
by agricultural production and oftentimes co-exist 
with native forests and/or regenerate degraded 
landscapes through agroforestry systems (see 
Russo Lopes et al., 2021 for a case-study on the 
Brazilian Cerrado).

To achieve such positive transformations, it is 
fundamental that regulations that steer global 
trade, were they adopted at national, regional or 
international level, are guided by ambitious and 
explicit sustainability criteria (Kehoe et al., 2020). 
It is equally important that these regulations 
are based on transparent and well-defined goals 
for sustainability and a timeframe for their 
implementation, such as the guidelines proposed 
by Accountability Framework initiative3. 

A political commitment to halt environmental 
degradation driven by agricultural trade can 
bring about socioenvironmental integrity 
in both producing and consuming countries 
(Bager et al., 2021). Therefore, increasing the 
visibility of economic, political and cultural 
costs of deforestation and the conversion of 
natural ecosystems will be a turning point for  
deforestation-intensive productive systems – 
and incentivize more inclusive, regenerative and 
reliable agricultural production systems based 
on nature conservation and better health and 
socioenvironmental standards. 

To do so, trade-related regulations should be 
guided by and aim to integrate three equally 
important actions:

•	 Be guided by the environmental criteria of zero 
conversion of natural ecosystems, including 
forests, but also other wooded lands and 
natural grasslands, where so much commodity 
production takes place.

•	 Integrate the social criteria of respect for 
human rights and land rights for traditional 
territories.

•	 Be supported by transparent geolocation-
based mechanisms that trace the 
implementation of the social-environmental 
criteria up to the production site level, reporting 
the actions taken to ensure compliance publicly 
and periodically.

In doing so, trade regulations will not only mitigate 
its negative effects, but also actively induce positive 
change and sustain a more equitable production and 
commercialization system globally.
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