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Our vision: long-term sustainable agricultural and timber commodity production and supply chains  

The Coalition’s ultimate aim is to achieve sustainable agricultural and timber commodity supply 
chains, especially in sectors characterised by significant production by smallholder farmers, that 
allow farmers and workers to enjoy living incomes and in which human rights abuses, and 
deforestation and other forms of environmental degradation, are prevented and addressed.  

To achieve this aim, we argue for meaningful change in the sector, with a focus on the design and 
implementation of ambitious and effective EU legislation and policy and other EU-focused activities, 
such as partnerships with producing countries, through the coordination of active and transparent 
advocacy efforts by Coalition members, including direct contacts, private and public meetings, and 
public statements. 

Addressing the challenges 

The EU is a major importer of agricultural commodities such as palm oil, cocoa, coffee, rubber and 
timber and wood products. These commodities are not only essential for European consumers and 
businesses; their cultivation provides a vital source of income and employment for rural populations 
in producing countries, including in particular millions of smallholder farmers in developing 
countries.  

Yet many smallholder farmers are unable to earn a living income.1 Most farms are very small, 
typically a few hectares. Income from sales is usually too low to allow farmers to generate enough 
capital to invest in improvements in productivity or more sustainable practices, and they often lack 
access to basic social services. Higher production often derives from expanding the planted area, an 
approach which has contributed to deforestation in many producer countries. Clearance of forests 
for agriculture is the leading cause of deforestation world-wide, with increasingly serious impacts on 
climate change, nature and local livelihoods. 

Similarly, artisanal or small-scale logging is often a survival strategy for impoverished people in rural 
areas who lack alternative employment opportunities. Many individuals or small enterprises lack the 
capital to invest in sustainable forest management. 

Agricultural and timber commodity production can also be associated with human rights abuses. 
Rights of land ownership and access, particularly those of local communities and indigenous peoples, 
are sometimes contravened by enterprises logging or clearing forests. The use of forced labour, or 
other infringements of labour rights, also takes place in some supply chains. Poverty in farmer 
households can lead to the use of child labour; when these activities are hazardous, or involve 

 
1 Defined by the Living Income Community of Practice (LICOP) as the net annual income needed to afford a 
decent standard of living for all household members – including a nutritious diet, clean water, decent housing, 
education, health care and other essential needs, plus a little extra for emergencies and savings. 
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children working too many hours, or interfere with their education, it is prohibited under national 
law and international conventions. 

In some countries the legal framework to prevent these environmental harms and human rights 
abuses may be lacking or out of date. In others, even where laws and regulations are adequate on 
paper, the government may lack the capacity to enforce them effectively; illegal logging is 
widespread, and a majority of the clearance of forests for agriculture in tropical countries is thought 
to be illegal according to the laws of the host country. Other activities, such as illegal gold mining, 
may also affect agricultural production and forests. 

On top of these problems, the changing climate is posing an increasingly serious threat to the future 
of agriculture and forestry, especially in tropical countries. High temperatures and disrupted rainfall 
patterns, coupled with disease, are already affecting the production of cocoa, coffee and rubber, 
among other crops, contributing to sharp increases in consumer prices in recent years.  

Against this background, we believe that adopting more resilient farming and forestry practices and 
sourcing policies is essential to the long-term sustainability of agricultural and timber production, 
the future of smallholder farmers, and the resilience of key commodity supply chains on which 
European consumers and businesses depend. Forest-positive agricultural techniques, well-managed 
forests and sustainable forest management systems, including long-term forest concessions, 
together with associated purchasing policies, can all play a positive role in maintaining forest cover, 
preventing deforestation and supporting livelihoods in producer countries. 

We know that higher standards are achievable. Many initiatives are under way, in producer and 
consumer countries, implemented by governments, companies and civil society engaged with 
agricultural and timber commodity supply chains. This includes regulatory frameworks, certification 
schemes and legality assurance systems that have already demonstrated their capacity to improve 
practices, transparency and traceability, and to raise environmental, social and human rights 
standards, in agricultural and timber supply chains. Many companies, including members of this 
Coalition, have taken steps to respect human rights and the environment in their own operations 
and their supply chains, to raise farmers’ and workers’ incomes, and to enable them to operate 
sustainably.  

We recognise, however, that while voluntary measures have driven progress, by themselves they are 
limited, and binding frameworks of legislation and policy are needed to achieve the necessary 
systemic change. 

Our goals: how the EU can make a difference 

The EU has a vital role to play in addressing these challenges, improving the lives of smallholder 
farmers, loggers and their communities and contributing to the protection of the global 
environment.  

Since EU member states collectively are major importers of agricultural and timber commodities, 
conditions placed by the EU on the ways in which those commodities are produced and exported 
can help address the environmental and social impacts of their production, reinforcing the 
incentives for sustainable production. EU regulation of companies based in or operating in EU 
member states can help to address environmental and human rights harms in business operations 
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and supply chains. Accordingly, we will advocate for the effective implementation of ambitious EU 
legislation and policy that helps build sustainability in agricultural and timber supply chains. 

EU legislation needs to go hand in hand with the creation of the enabling environment in producer 
countries required to make progress on sustainable agriculture and forest management. This is 
especially urgent given the acute stresses currently faced by smallholder farmers, including 
production challenges, climate change impacts and increased costs of production, in part driven by 
the cost of compliance with EU regulations.  

Accordingly, we will advocate for long-term partnerships with producing countries, including trade 
and investment agreements, that support the conditions for sustainable supply chains. We will also 
support EU development cooperation assistance focused on sustainable production and 
improvements in forest and land governance and law enforcement, including in particular support 
for smallholder farmers and loggers and their communities. This work with producer countries 
should ensure that all relevant stakeholders are involved, including local community representatives, 
smallholder farmers and their organisations, industry and civil society.  

~ 

The EU Sustainable Supply Chains Coalition is an informal multi-stakeholder coalition, providing a 
platform for progressive supply chain stakeholders to engage with EU policy-makers in pursuit of the 
aims set out above. Comprising companies, non-governmental organisations and multi-stakeholder 
initiatives, it is complementary to other existing industry and multi-stakeholder platforms. 


