
     The world is losing an area of forest the size of Virginia 
every year.  Without ending the deforestation crisis, we 
cannot address some of the most pressing problems of our 
time. Forests contribute to the livelihoods and food security 
of well over a billion people around the world2, while 
climate-friendly forest and land management have the 
potential to contribute roughly a third of the greenhouse gas 
emission reductions needed by 2050 to limit global warming 
to 1.5°C.3

     The degradation and loss of tropical forests are major 
contributors to climate change and biodiversity loss, and 
increase human exposure to zoonotic diseases such as Ebola 

and coronaviruses.4 They are linked to land invasions and 
violence against Indigenous Peoples, local communities, and 
environmental defenders5, while feeding corruption and 
organized crime.6 

     The expansion of commercial agriculture is the biggest 
driver of tropical forest loss, led by cattle and soy in South 
America and palm oil and pulp in Southeast Asia. At least 
69% of agriculture-driven deforestation is illegal, according 
to a recent analysis by Forest Trends. If this illegal 
conversion were a country, its greenhouse gas emissions 
would be equivalent to the total fossil fuel emissions of India 
in 2018, third behind the U.S. and China.7 
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     Two countries – Brazil and Indonesia – account for 
roughly 40% of all tropical forest loss in the world.8 In 
Indonesia, an estimated 80% of forest clearance for oil 
palm plantations in recent years involved violations of 
laws and regulations, while in Brazil the vast majority of 
deforestation, primarily for cattle and soy, does not fully 
comply with the country’s legal framework.9 In addition, 
the production of commodities such as palm oil in 
Malaysia10, cattle in Brazil11 and cocoa in West Africa12 is 
often associated with forced and/or child labor.

     A significant proportion of agricultural commodities 
produced on illegally deforested land enter global supply 
chains, exposing major markets such as the U.S. to 
environmental and human rights abuses, corruption and 

organized crime through imports of raw materials and 
related manufactured goods, while undercutting 
companies trying to source legally and responsibly. 

     The U.S. is a major importer of products made wholly or 
in part of commodities such as palm oil, cattle, cocoa, 
wood pulp and rubber that are driving deforestation. In 
2020, the U.S. imported over $5 billion worth of raw 
commodities and their derivatives directly from countries 
with a high risk of illegal deforestation, for example: palm 
oil, palm kernel oil and related chemical derivatives from 
Indonesia and Malaysia; processed cowhides and beef 
from Brazil; beef from Nicaragua; cocoa from Cote d’Ivoire 
and Ghana; and natural rubber from Indonesia.13
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     In addition, the U.S. is the world’s largest importer of 
a number of important manufactured products containing 
these commodities, including everyday goods such as 
tires, toilet paper and chocolate bars. Manufacturing 
countries from China to the EU to Canada in turn source a 
portion of the commodities used in making such products 
from countries with a high risk of illegal deforestation.

     Voluntary initiatives and corporate commitments have 
not done enough to curb deforestation over the past 
decade – forests continue to be lost at a staggering 
pace.14 Consumer country leadership and regulatory 
frameworks are needed to support producer country 
efforts to halt deforestation, improve natural resource 
governance, and level the playing field for businesses at 
home and abroad trying to operate responsibly. 

     The European Union and the United Kingdom are 
currently developing regulatory measures to reduce the 
negative impacts their trade in agricultural commodities is 
having on forests and the people who depend on them.15 

     To confront climate change, nature loss, corruption and 
other criminal activity, and human rights abuses, the U.S. 
must play a leading role in addressing deforestation 
embodied in global trade. U.S. leadership and legislative 
action must focus on bringing greater transparency and 
accountability to global supply chains, building partner-
ships with countries taking meaningful steps to address 
deforestation, and laying the foundation for engagement 
with other major economies such as China to take similar 
steps.

Environmental Investivation Agency, August 2021 
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