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Executive Summary
In 2010, the Consumer Goods Forum (CGF), 
a consortium of the world’s largest retail 
companies, made a big promise. The CGF, 
which includes globally recognized brands 
such as Procter & Gamble, Kroger, Mondelez, 
and Unilever, committed to achieving zero-net 
deforestation in its members’ supply chains by 
2020. The commitment highlighted the need 
for “specific, time-bound, and cost-effective 
action plans for the different challenges in 
sourcing commodities like palm oil, soya, beef, 
paper and board in a sustainable fashion.”i 
Attention from the CGF has driven action by 
some companies and helped shine a spotlight 
on the global deforestation crisis, but it has not 
come close to achieving its goals or solving 
the problem. Unfortunately, at the end of 
2020, CGF companies will have failed to 

meet their deadline, as deforestation driven 
by industrial agricultural commodities has 
continued at an alarming pace.ii

From 2014 to 2019, global tree cover loss increased 
by a disturbing 43%.iii An area of tree cover the size 
of the United Kingdom has been lost every year 
between 2014 and 2018.iv Annual CO2 emissions 
from tropical deforestation now equal the annual 
emissions from the European Union. In the words of 
the platform of the New York Declaration on Forests 
in its 2019 assessment of industry progress on 
deforestation, “Forestlands continue to be converted 
to other commercial land uses, indicating that the 
short-term profits of forest conversion still trump 
the long-term benefits of forest conservation and 
restoration in many land-use decisions.”v

Palm oil Soy Cattle Paper/pulp

Four commodities drive the majority of tropical deforestation

© Ulet Ifansasti/Greenpeace

https://www.theconsumergoodsforum.com/initiatives/environmental-sustainability/key-projects/deforestation/
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CGF member companies bear a sizable share of 
the responsibility for this crisis, and they have been 
called to task by dozens of civil society groups.vi But 
CGF member companies are not solely to blame. 
They are implicitly encouraged by weak legal and 
regulatory frameworks, subject to lax enforcement, 
and empowered by their financiers and shareholders 
to continue their destructive course. The failure of 
voluntary corporate initiatives to halt the global 
deforestation crisis reveals a need for greater regulation 
by governments and for a greater level of responsibility 
to be taken by the financial services industry. 

Financial institutions can address deforestation 
in companies they own or finance in many ways: 
through direct engagement with companies, 
proxy voting, introducing criteria for loans and 
underwriting of debt and equity securities, or by 
excluding companies entirely from their lending and 
investment portfolios. Deforestation, and climate 
risk more broadly, are increasingly recognized by 
financial institutions as having direct materiality. 
Yet, the “Big Three” asset managers – BlackRock, 
Vanguard, and State Street – have no risk frameworks 
or explicit policies to measure, manage, and mitigate 
deforestation, native ecosystem conversion, and 
peatland destruction – or the associated risks of land 
grabbing and human rights violations.vii 

The lack of coherent policies is especially troubling 
given the fact that the Big Three have a total of 
$698 billion in shareholdings and bonds in 121 CGF 
member companies, and $12.1 billion more invested 
in agribusiness producers and traders directly driving 
deforestation.viii Furthermore, since 2012, shortly after 
the CGF made its commitment to end deforestation 
in its supply chains, the Big Three have voted 
against or abstained from all 16 shareholder 
resolutions calling for action on deforestation, 
effectively taking a stance against industry change. 

Put simply, as industrial agricultural production and 
unfettered consumption devastate the world’s forests, 
the largest asset managers in the United States have 
actively undermined efforts to halt deforestation by 
voting against measures to protect forests at virtually 
every opportunity they had and by failing to hold 
either consumer goods companies or forest-risk 

producers accountable for ongoing deforestation and 
egregious human rights violations.

The CGF commitment has failed not only because 
CGF companies were not ambitious enough or 
because governments have failed to adopt and 
enforce adequate regulatory frameworks, but 
also because powerful investors have consistently 
undermined meaningful action by agribusinesses 
and the consumer goods sector writ large. This 
report examines the ways in which the Big Three 
have “doubled down on deforestation” through five 
primary failures: 

•	 Lack of policies to manage and mitigate the 
deforestation crisis.

•	 Failure to vote their shares to stem deforestation 
and related human rights abuses.

•	 Failure to hold companies accountable to reduce 
Scope 3 emissions.

•	 Failure to engage with companies to shift their 
practices.

•	 Broader failure of passive investment to address 
environmental, social, and governance issues.

Finally, this report offers recommendations for urgent 
actions the Big Three can and must take to uphold 
their responsibility, not only to their beneficiaries, but 
to our planetary survival.
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Key Findings by the Numbers

43%  
The amount by which global deforestation has 

increased since 2014, largely driven by agricultural 
commodities used in everyday consumer goods.

$5.2 billion  
The estimated economic loss to Indonesia from 

forest fires in 2019. 

900,000  
The number of hectares of Amazon rainforest 

illegally burned in 2019.

4  
The number of land and environmental defenders 

killed each week worldwide.

$698 billion  
The total value of bonds and shares owned 
by BlackRock, Vanguard, and State Street in 

Consumer Goods Forum (CGF) companies (as 
of Q1 2020). Respectively, Vanguard has $291 
billion, BlackRock has $250 billion, and State 

Street has $157 billion invested in  
CGF companies.

67  
The number of CGF companies in which 

BlackRock, Vanguard, and State Street rank among 
the top-three shareholders. (BlackRock is a top 

three shareholder in 55 CGF companies, Vanguard 
is a top-three shareholder in 48 CGF companies, 
and State Street is a top-three shareholder in 17 

CGF companies.)

100%  
The frequency with which the Big Three voted against 
or abstained from voting on deforestation resolutions 

at consumer goods and agribusiness companies 
during the period since the CGF committed to 
ending deforestation in global supply chains. 

25  
The number of agribusiness producers, traders, 

and processors known to be engaged in ongoing 
deforestation and land rights violations from which 

CGF companies continue to source.

15  
The number of agribusiness producers, traders, 

and processors known to be engaged in ongoing 
deforestation and land rights violations that also 

receive investments from the Big Three.

$10.6 billion  
The total value of bonds and shares owned by 
BlackRock, Vanguard, and State Street in the 

publicly listed deforestation-risk producers, traders, 
and processors that continue to supply CGF 

companies (as of Q1 2020).ix

0  
The number of formal policies the Big Three have 

addressing deforestation and land rights risks.
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Background: Sacrificing forests for burgers, bath soaps, 
and body butter
In countries around the tropics that are home to the 
world’s remaining rainforests, powerful companies 
continue to perpetuate business practices 
predicated on deforestation, land grabbing, and 
human rights violations.

In 2010, the Consumer Goods Forum (CGF), a 
consortium of the world’s largest retail companies, 
made a big promise. The CGF, which includes 
globally recognized brands such as Procter & 
Gamble, Kroger, Mondelez, and Unilever, committed 
to achieve zero-net deforestation in its members’ 
supply chains by 2020. The commitment highlighted 
the need for “specific, time-bound and cost-effective 
action plans for the different challenges in sourcing 
commodities like palm oil, soya, beef, paper and 
board in a sustainable fashion.”x Attention from 
the CGF has driven action by some companies and 
helped shine a spotlight on the global deforestation 
crisis, but it has not come close to achieving its goals 
or solving the problem. Unfortunately, at the end 
of 2020, CGF companies will have failed to meet 
their deadline, as deforestation driven by these 
industries has continued at an alarming pace.xi 

From 2014 to 2019, global tree cover loss 
increased by a disturbing 43%.xii As acknowledged 
by the platform of the New York Declaration on 
Forests, another voluntary mechanism to stem 

deforestation (which many CGF companies also 
signed), “Forestlands continue to be converted 
to other commercial land uses, indicating that the 
short-term profits of forest conversion still trump 
the long-term benefits of forest conservation and 
restoration in many land-use decisions.”xiii An 
assessment conducted by the New York Declaration 
on Forests found that annual CO2 emissions from 
tropical deforestation are now equal to the total 
greenhouse gas emissions from the European 
Union. On average, an area of forest cover the size 
of the United Kingdom was lost every year between 
2014 and 2018.xiv 

Deforestation and degradation of large swaths of 
land – largely driven by the industrial production of 
soft commodities such as palm oil, soy, cattle, and 
pulp and paper – is the second largest contributor to 
the climate crisis.xv These industries are also routinely 
involved in gross human rights abuses, land grabbing, 
and the destruction of critical wildlife habitat. A 
2020 study found that four land and environmental 
defenders were killed every week of the previous 
year, with agribusiness the second deadliest 
sector.xvi Protracted land conflicts and violations of 
communities’ land rights routinely plague industrial 
agricultural operations linked to the production of 
palm oil, soy, cattle, and pulp and paper.

© Ulet Ifansasti/ Greenpeace

© Ulet Ifansasti/Greenpeace
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The proliferation of palm oil production and paper 
pulp plantations in Indonesia, and soy and cattle 
industries in Brazil, are responsible for fires that 
decimate the forests of Southeast Asia and the 
Amazon on an annual basis.xvii In recent years, these 
fires have grown increasingly worse, destroying 
hundreds of thousands of hectares of globally 
significant forests, threatening local – including many 
Indigenous – communities, and driving an epidemic 
of respiratory illness.xviii Annual forest fires result in 
massive increases in CO2 emissions as forests that 
sequester tons of carbon are destroyed.xix 

CGF member companies bear a sizable share of 
the responsibility for this crisis, and they have been 
repeatedly called to task by civil society groups.xx In 
late 2019, dozens of civil society groups sent a letterxxi 
urging CGF members “to take bold and urgent 
action to halt deforestation and redouble efforts on 
forest protection and ecosystem restoration, species 
loss, and human rights abuses within supply chains” 
by prioritizing a set of concrete actions which are 
reiterated in the recommendations of this report. 
CGF’s reply to that urgent request arrived fully 11 
months later, in August 2020,xxii acknowledging that 
“as consumer goods companies, our activities have 
contributed to [deforestation]” and noting that “we 
have learned that cleaning up individual supply 
chains won’t alone drive the transformation needed 
to end deforestation.”xxiii

Indeed, action by individual companies is clearly 
insufficient to resolve a crisis that is global and 
systemic – and CGF member companies are not 
solely to blame. They are implicitly encouraged by 
weak legal and regulatory frameworks, subject to lax 
enforcement, and empowered by their financiers and 
shareholders to continue their destructive course. 

There can be no doubt that increased government 
regulation and enforcement are key to stemming 
the crisis of deforestation and related human rights 
abuses. At the same time, increased action by the 
financial sector is also essential. This report examines 
the ways in which the world’s largest asset managers 
have “doubled down on deforestation” through five 
primary failures:

•	 Lack of policies to manage and mitigate the 
deforestation crisis.

•	 Failure to vote their shares to stem deforestation 
and related human rights abuses.

•	 Failure to hold companies accountable to reduce 
Scope 3 emissions.

•	 Failure to engage with companies to shift their 
practices.

•	 Broader failure of passive investment to address 
environmental, social, and governance issues.

© Andri Tambunan / Greenpeace
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Glossary of Terms

Asset owner – The terms “asset owners,” 
“end-investors,” and “clients” are often used 
interchangeably. Asset owners are entities who own 
significant financial assets. They include pension 
plans, insurance companies, official institutions, 
banks, foundations, endowments, family offices, and 
individual investors located all around the world.

Asset manager – a financial services institution 
that manages investment funds on behalf of clients, 
with the objective of growing clients’ assets while 
mitigating risk.  

Corporate engagement – the practice of 
shareholders entering into discussions with company 
management in order to influence the way in which 
that company is run.

Environmental human rights defender – 
individuals and groups who, in their personal or 
professional capacity and in a peaceful manner, 
strive to protect and promote human rights relating 
to the environment, including water, air, land, flora, 
and fauna.

Environmental, social, and governance 
(ESG) criteria – standards for a company’s 
operations that investors use to screen and manage 
potential investment risks related to how a company 
performs as a steward of nature (environmental); how 
it manages relationships with employees, 
suppliers, customers, and the communities where 
it operates (social); and how it manages internal 
operations, shareholder rights, and compliance with 
relevant laws and normative standards (governance).

Forest-risk commodity – globally 
traded goods and raw materials that originate 
from forest ecosystems, either directly from 
within forest areas or from areas previously 
under forest cover, whose extraction or production 
contributes significantly to deforestation and 
degradation.

Free, prior, informed consent (FPIC) – a 
principle protected by international human rights 
law that states that all people have the right to self-
determination, including the right to freely pursue 
their economic, social, and cultural development. 

Index fund – a type of mutual fund or exchange-
traded fund (ETF) with a portfolio constructed 
to match or track the components of a financial 
market index, such as the S&P 500 index.

Land grabbing – the large-scale acquisition 
of lands through purchase or lease by domestic 
and multinational companies, governments, or 
individuals without the explicit consent of the 
occupants, users, or statutory or customary rights-
holders of that land.

No Deforestation, No Peat, No 
Exploitation (NDPE) – a common form of 
voluntary commitment made by consumer goods 
companies and agricultural commodity producers 
(most commonly in relation to palm oil production) 
to ensure that their supply chains do not drive 
destruction of tropical forests and peatlands or 
exploitation of workers and communities. 

Passive investment –a buy-and-hold portfolio 
strategy for long-term investment horizons, with 
minimal trading in the market. Index investing is the 
most common form of passive investing, whereby 
investors seek to replicate and hold a broad market 
index or indices.

Proxy voting – the act of casting a ballot by a 
person or firm on behalf of a shareholder in a publicly 
listed corporation as part of the governance of that 
corporation.
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© Andiles Rante / Greenpeace
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Deforestation persists at the nexus of environmental, 
social, and governance issues – each with many 
direct, indirect, and hidden costs. By financing 
deforestation, biodiversity loss, public health crises, 

and climate disaster, the world’s largest financial 
institutions are gambling with the world economy and 
with the future entrusted to them by their clients. 

The rising costs of the deforestation crisis

© Rodrigo Baléia/Greenpeace

The Problem: Climate Change If tropical 
deforestation were a country, it would rank third in 
CO2 emissions.

The Price: Given the vast complexity and cascading 
impacts of climate change, there is no comprehensive 
way to assess its economic costs. However, one recent 
study suggests that by 2100, climate impacts could cost 
the U.S. up to 10.5% of its Gross Domestic Product.xxiv



© L. Lily/Greenpeace
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The Problem: Land Grabbing and Human 
Rights Violations The deforestation crisis is linked 
to an epidemic of land grabbing and violence against 
land and environmental defenders. The industrial 
plantation model demands hundreds of thousands of 
hectares of land, which are overwhelmingly inhabited, 
customarily owned, and managed by local – often 
Indigenous – communities.xxv Plantation companies 
often coerce, intimidate, and forcibly grab land from 
local communities. A 2020 analysis by Global Witness 
found that, in 2019, four land and environmental 
defenders were killed each week, with agribusiness 
being the second deadliest sector. The Amazon 
region saw 33 deaths alone, and nearly 90% of the 
killings in Brazil took place in the Amazon.xxvi

The Price: A 2016 study of the economic costs 
of social conflict names direct operational costs, 
including lost income from disrupted business 
operations, indirect costs of devoting human and 
financial resources to address conflict rather than 
improve productivity, and hidden costs associated 
with conflict recurrence or escalation, reputational 
damage, property destruction, and violence. The 
study shows the cost of social conflict to equal 65% of 
total operational costs per hectare and up to 132% of 
annualized investment costs on a per-hectare basis.xxvii
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 The Problem: Biodiversity Loss and 
Infectious Disease Outbreaks Tropical forests 
are home to roughly half of the world’s animal and 
plant species.xxviii Tragically, since 1970, 60% of 
mammals, birds, fish, and reptiles have been wiped 
off the planet.xxix The destruction of critical wildlife 
habitat, primarily tropical forests, is a root cause of 
emergent zoonotic illnesses like COVID-19, Ebola, 
SARS, and MERS. Scientists estimate that three-
quarters of emerging infectious diseases originate in 
animals and “spill over”xxx into human hosts, largely 
due to habitat destruction and encroachment often 
linked to agribusiness-driven deforestation.xxxi In 
this sense, tropical forests are not only analogous 
to “the lungs of the Earth,” they are also the Earth’s 
immune system. 

The Price: As with climate change, there is no 
agreed-upon method for putting an economic cost on 
biodiversity loss. However, it is well established that 
so-called “ecosystem services” are essential to the 
functioning of human societies. One study conducted 
by the Sustainable Finance Platform estimated 
the economic cost of biodiversity loss somewhere 
between $2 trillion and $4.5 trillion.xxxii The UN 
Environment Programme notes that the emergence of 
COVID-19 “has underscored the fact that, when we 
destroy biodiversity, we put our lives, livelihoods, and 
economies at risk.” In addition to the unquantifiable 
human costs, the International Monetary Fund 
estimates that the economic impacts of COVID-19 will 
cost the global economy $12 trillion.xxxiii
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The Problem: Annual Forest Fires Industrial 
agriculture is responsible for fires that decimate 
the forests of Southeast Asia and the Amazon on 
an annual basis.xxxiv Unlike wildfires in other parts 
of the world, the vast majority of these fires are set 
by humans. In 2019, tens of thousands of fires set 
largely by illegal loggers and ranchers destroyed 
over 900,000 hectares of the Amazon.xxxv Companies, 
including ADM, Bunge, Cargill, and JBS, which 
directly and indirectly supply CGF members, 
including Nestlé, PepsiCo, Unilever, and L’Oréal, 
have been linked to the fires.xxxvi BlackRock, State 
Street, and Vanguard, as well as many other asset 
management firms, not only own shares in the brands 
sourcing from known deforesters, they are also 
significant shareholders in the producers and traders, 
including ADM, Bunge, and JBS.xxxvii 

Forest fires in Indonesia in 2019 released 708 million 
tons of CO2xxxviii and caused respiratory problems for 
almost 900,000 people.xxxix  CGF member companies, 
including Nestlé, PepsiCo, Unilever, Procter & 
Gamble, and Mars, source from palm oil companies 
whose operations are linked to these fires.xl At least 
12 companies whose Indonesian concessions were 
“sealed,”xli or closed off by the government due to 
the fires, receive investments from the Big Three 
asset managers. 

The Price: According to the World Bank, forest fires 
in Indonesia cost the country $5.2 billion in 2019 and 
$16 billion in 2015.xlii In the Amazon, the threat of a 
“dieback” – a scenario where cascading deforestation 
leads the rainforest to dry up and turn into savanna – 
could cost $957 billion over 30 years.xliii

Links between the Big Three asset managers and Indonesian concessions implicated in fires in 2019 
(Source: Tuk Indonesia/Profundo)

©Ardiles Rante/Greenpeace
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Epidemic violence against environmental human rights 
defenders: The case for zero tolerance
Attacks and killings of human rights defenders and, 
in particular, environmental human rights defenders 
(EHRDs), have grown to epidemic proportions around 
the world. According to Global Witness, 2019 was 
the deadliest year on record, with 212 land and 
environmental defenders killed. Of those killed, 40% 
were Indigenous people, and agribusiness was the 
second deadliest sector.xliv  This violence is part of a 
growing trend of attacks, intimidation, and murder, 
enabled by the accelerated closure of civic space for 
communities that challenge harmful business and 
megaprojects sponsored by the state, companies, 
and illegal armed groups.xlv

Confronted with this dire situation, investors have 
only just begun to develop policies and approaches 
to minimize and respond to human rights risks 
associated with their investments. A few investors 
have divested from harmful agribusiness and 
extractive companies.xlvi The Investor Alliance for 
Human Rights advises that investors should develop 
clear human rights policies aligned with the UN 
Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights. 
Such policies should clarify the distinct nature of 
potential harm and the collective character of threats 
to Indigenous Peoples and local communities.xlvii

In parallel, civil society has coalesced to advance 

a proposal that investors should adopt a “zero-
tolerance” approach to attacks and threats 
to environmental human rights defenders by 
focusing on the root causes of the violence. A 
coalition of Indigenous Peoples’ organizations 
and representatives of local and Afro-descendant 
communities and civil society gathered in Geneva 
in November 2019 to launch the Zero Tolerance 
Initiative (ZTI), resulting in The Geneva Declaration, 
which calls on investors to conduct human rights 
and environmental due diligence and invest only 
in companies which have adequate processes in 
place.xlviii The recommendations of the Geneva 
Declaration have been widely accepted by civil 
society as current practice and are reflected in the 
recommendations for asset managers at the end of 
this report.

© Thom Pierce | Guardian | Global Witness | UN Environment
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The failure of the world’s largest retail companies to 
end deforestation in their supply chains highlights a 
larger failure of voluntary commitments made by the 
private sector, including both companies and their 
financial backers.

The UN Environment Programme notes that “Banks 
and investors can drive deforestation and land 
conversion through their lending and investment 
practices.”xlix Similarly, the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) maintains 
that financial services companies are “directly linked” 
to the social and environmental impacts of their 
investments and bear responsibility for resolving them.l 
Additionally, the United Nations Guiding Principles 
on Business and Human Rights, adopted by the UN 
Human Rights Council in 2011, provides a framework 
for private companies, including financial firms, to 
safeguard human rights, as expressed through three 
pillars: The state has a duty to protect against human 
rights abuses, businesses have a responsibility to 
respect human rights, and victims of human rights 
abuses have the right to effective remedy.

In the simplest terms, by providing financial support 
and reputational stability to companies engaged 
in egregious practices, asset managers enable, 
legitimize, and provide cover for these practices. 

It does not have to be this way. Asset owners, 
institutional investors, and asset managers can 
address deforestation and related abuses in 
companies they own or finance through direct 
engagement with companies, through proxy voting, 
and by introducing concrete criteria for exclusion 
or divestment. Yet, as the Forests 500 2019 Annual 
Report assessed, “Of the 150 financial institutions 
with the most influence on forest-risk supply 
chains, 102 laggards have no policies to address 
deforestation.”li

The three largest asset managers in the U.S – 
BlackRock, Vanguard, and State Streetlii have 
collective holdings in CGF companies worth $698 
billion. To put this figure in context, Brazil, the country 
that currently leads the world in deforestation, 
spends an average of $1 billion on forest protection 
annually.liiiBoth BlackRock and Vanguard are among 
the top ten investors in most publicly listed CGF 
companies. These firms have unprecedented power 
to shape the way consumer goods companies’ 
operations and supply chains impact people and 
the planet. Yet over the past decade, these powerful 
investors have voted against action on deforestation 
virtually every opportunity they had, while failing 
to adequately pressure companies to curb the 
environmental and social abuses that have become 
synonymous with their business model.

The failure of asset managers – flouting human rights 
norms, ignoring climate risk, voting against forests 

© Ulet Ifansasti/ Greenpeace

https://forest500.org/sites/default/files/forest500_annualreport2019_final_0.pdf
https://forest500.org/sites/default/files/forest500_annualreport2019_final_0.pdf
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Wall Street’s continued investments in deforestation 
not only put major financial institutions on the 
wrong side of history, they are also out of step 
with the times. In recent years, socially responsible 
investors have begun to regularly issue public 
statements urging companies to disclose and 
address the material risks posed by rising greenhouse 
gas emissions from fossil fuels as well as from 
deforestation and land conversion. In June 2019, 
477 institutional investors with $34 trillion in assets 
under management – nearly half of the world’s 
invested capital – urged world leaders to dramatically 
increase their efforts to meet the goals of the Paris 
climate agreement. Amidst devastating fires in 
the Amazon rainforest in 2019, 251 institutional 
investors representing $17.7 trillion of assets under 
management called on companies to tackle the 
reputational, operational, and regulatory risks posed 

by rampant deforestation.liv In 2020, 29 financial 
institutions managing more than $3.7 trillion in assets 
told the Brazilian government they were concerned 
“that companies exposed to potential deforestation 
in their Brazilian operations and supply chains will 
face increasing difficulty accessing international 
markets,” creating “widespread uncertainty about 
the conditions for investing in or providing financial 
services to Brazil.”lv 

The scientific consensus is abundantly clear: To limit 
global warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius and effectively 
prevent irreversible disaster, bold action is required 
over the next decade, which must include ensuring 
that the last of the world’s forests remain standing. 
Despite this warning, the Big Three asset managers 
have yet to translate climate commitments into 
meaningful and coherent action on deforestation. 

© Victor Barro

© Rogério Assis/ Greenpeace
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Climate risk and fiduciary duty
As investors finance and facilitate deforestation and 
associated human rights abuses – and as social and 
environmental violations are increasingly recognized 
as relevant to fiduciary dutylvi – financial institutions 
have a direct responsibility to address these risks. 
Deforestation and associated land conflicts and human 
rights violations represent a growing set of financial 
risks for investors, including physical, transitional, 
operational, regulatory, reputational, competitive, and 
legal liabilities.lvii By failing to curb their tacit support 

for deforestation and its attendant impacts on climate 
change and species loss, the world’s largest asset 
managers are also undermining the value of other 
holdings in their portfolios that will bear increased 
costs and risks from runaway climate change.

In 2019, inspired by a new generation of climate 
justice activists, tens of thousands of people staged 
protests outside BlackRock offices in New York, San 
Francisco, Washington, London, Paris, Stockholm, 
Hong Kong, Sydney, and other global cities.

Source: United Nations Environment Programme

© BlackRock’s Big Problem
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Five ways the Big Three asset managers have 
undermined efforts to end deforestation
Combined, the Big Three hold nearly $700 billion in 
121 CGF companies, while BlackRock and Vanguard 
both rank among the top ten investors in most of the 
publicly listed CGF member companies. BlackRock, 
Vanguard, and State Street also hold $10.6 billion 
worth of bonds and shares (as of Q1 2020)lviii in 
numerous publicly listed agribusiness producers, 

traders, and processors known to have recent links to 
destructive practices and which continue to supply 
CGF companies.lix This gives BlackRock, Vanguard, 
and State Street enormous power to drive change 
in these companies’ practices. Yet they have failed 
to exercise this power in multiple ways that have 
allowed the deforestation crisis to deepen.

The Big Three rank among the top three, top five, and top ten shareholders in a majority of CGF member companies. 
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1. Policy gaps
None of the Big Three have policies to guide their 
investments in deforestation, exposing them to a host 
of operational, reputational, and regulatory risks – 
and sending a signal to companies like those in the 
Consumer Goods Forum that these issues are of little 
concern. The lack of high-level policies indicates a 
significant blind spot in incorporating climate risks 
and commitments into investment strategies and an 
underappreciation of the role companies – including 
CGF members – play in driving deforestation, the 
climate crisis, and human rights abuses.  

Vanguard
Vanguard’s investment policieslx include no set of 
policies specific to environmental issues in any 
dimension, although it has named climate risk as 
one of its key engagement themeslxi, noting that it 
“may vote against the election of directors where 
it believes that a company may not be dealing with 
such issues appropriately and support relevant 
shareholder proposals.”

In April 2020, Vanguard began marketing two ESG-
focused exchange-traded funds; however, Vanguard’s 
new ESG funds have no explicit criteria for addressing 
deforestation and land rights risks.

State Street
As stated in its Environmental Sustainability Policy 
Statementlxii and accompanying Corporate Climate 
Change Statement, State Street has climate targets 
for its own global operations – but not for its 
portfolios. In a recent corporate responsibility report, 
State Street affirms its support for five of the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals,lxiii with the 
notable absence of SDG 15, Life on Land.

https://about.vanguard.com/investment-stewardship/principles-policies/
https://about.vanguard.com/investment-stewardship/perspectives-and-commentary/voice-on-societal-risks.html;
https://about.vanguard.com/investment-stewardship/perspectives-and-commentary/voice-on-societal-risks.html;
https://www.statestreet.com/content/dam/statestreet/documents/values/EnvironmentalSustainabilityPolicy2019.pdf
https://www.statestreet.com/content/dam/statestreet/documents/values/EnvironmentalSustainabilityPolicy2019.pdf
https://www.statestreet.com/content/dam/statestreet/documents/values/Corporate%20Climate%20Change%20Statement.pdf
https://www.statestreet.com/content/dam/statestreet/documents/values/Corporate%20Climate%20Change%20Statement.pdf
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In early 2020, State Street began hinting at a 
potential shift, when its CEO stated, “We believe 
that addressing material ESG issues is good 
business practice and essential to a company’s long-
term financial performance – a matter of value, 
not values.”lxiv This new approach includes using 
“our proxy voting power to ensure companies are 
identifying material ESG issues and incorporating the 
implications into their long-term strategy.”

The results of State Street’s new approach to ESG 
remain to be seen. 

 
BlackRock
BlackRock publicly acknowledged deforestation as 
a climate risk in 2016lxv and has made a number of 
public statements on the issue but has not adopted 
a formal policy to eliminate deforestation from its 
portfolios. Beyond its holdings in consumer goods 
companies, BlackRock is among the top three 
shareholders in 25 of the largest publicly listed 
deforestation-risk companies, and among the top 
ten shareholders in 50 of the top deforestation-
risk companies. Between 2014 and 2018, its 
shareholdings in deforestation-risk companies 
increased from $1 billion to $1.6 billion.lxvi

In January 2020, BlackRock sent ripples through 
the finance industry by declaring that “climate risk 
is investment risk” and announcing it would place 
climate at the center of its investment strategy.lxvii 
The Wall Street giant’s decision included divestment 
from coal, greater engagement with polluting 
companies, and a litany of promises that could 
represent a sea change for this financial behemoth 
if actually put into practice. However, a review of 
BlackRock’s new coal policy found that it affects less 
than 20% of the industry.lxviii 

Furthermore, an analysis of its January 2020 
announcement revealed significant gaps, 
including a failure to set time-bound limits or 
criteria for engagement with companies, and 
continued financing of the oil and gas sectors. 

The announcement notably lacked an explicit 
policy commitment to address deforestation, 
human rights, or the specific rights of Indigenous 
Peoples and local communities at the front lines 
of the climate crisis.lxix 

However, following considerable public pressure, 
BlackRock’s Investment Stewardship team has 
published commentaries explaining its engagement 
approach to the palm oillxx and agribusinesslxxi 
industries. The commentaries acknowledged 
important risks associated with these sectors, and 
clarified that BlackRock will “ask companies to 
disclose any initiatives and externally developed 
codes of conduct, e.g. committing to deforestation-
free supply chains, to which they adhere and to 
report on outcomes,” and “to disclose medium- 
and long-term targets relevant to their business 
practices that enable shareholders, and others, to 
assess operational standards, monitor progress and 
inform engagements.” BlackRock further affirms 
that it “will be increasingly disposed to vote against 
the reelection of relevant board directors when 
companies have not made sufficient progress.” 
While the commentaries are an important step in 
acknowledging risks, they fall short of a formal policy 
to incorporate these risks into investment decision-
making or to note if and when BlackRock will consider 
excluding companies from portfolios in the name of 
risk-mitigation.lxxii
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2. Failure to vote their shares
Somewhere between the CGF’s public commitment 
to halt deforestation and the shareholder 
engagement and proxy voting policies of the Big 
Three asset managers, the memo on deforestation 
seems to have gone missing. Despite collectively 
having nearly three-quarters of a trillion dollars 

invested in CGF companies that pledged to end 
deforestation, as well as investments in many 
companies that are not members of the CGF, the Big 
Three have consistently voted against companies’ 
taking meaningful action to address deforestation 
since the CGF commitment was made.

© Natalie Behring/Greenpeace
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Friends of the Earth examined all shareholder 
resolutions related to deforestation filed at consumer 
goods companies since 2012. Not all companies 
subject to these resolutions are members of the 
Consumer Goods Forum, and not all shareholder 
resolutions would have passed even if they had been 
supported by the Big Three. However, the success 
of a shareholder resolution is not measured solely 
by whether it receives a majority vote; receiving 
a percentage of votes large enough that it urges 
management to institute reforms is also an indicator 
of a resolution’s success. In this sense, the failure of 
the Big Three to vote in favor of deforestation-related 
shareholder resolutions at consumer goods companies 
constitutes a tacit endorsement of a status quo of 
inaction and indifference, and it indicates a lack of 
commitment to addressing deforestation and climate 
risks. (Notably, State Street abstained from seven 
of the votes; in responding to Friends of the Earth’s 
query, State Street’s Assistant Vice President of Asset 
Stewardship pointed out that “we use the abstain vote 
option when the company meets some but not all of 
our expectations regarding the issue.”)lxxiii

While the Big Three asset managers’ votes alone 
may not have carried shareholder resolutions 
forward, their lack of policies on deforestation, land 
grabbing, and human rights, and the shortcomings 
of their engagement efforts combined with the clear 

message signaled by their voting records, form a 
pattern of inaction that has undermined industry 
change and contributed to the ongoing destruction 
of the world’s forests. 

Shareholder resolutions are not designed to 
fundamentally transform a company’s business 
operations but to steer corporate reforms toward 
practices more favorable to shareholders. The 
shareholder resolutions examined by Friends of 
the Earth represent the primary approach some 
shareholders are using to address deforestation: 
efforts to require companies to report on 
deforestation or adopt No Deforestation No Peat 
No Exploitation policies to expose and mitigate 
risks in their supply chains. For example, a proposal 
filed at Kroger in 2017 asked the company to adopt 
a policy on supply chain deforestation. Filed by 
Sustainable Asset Manager Company, the resolution 
was supported by 22% of investors – but not by 
the Big Three asset managers, who voted against 
Kroger’s adopting a stronger policy. Similarly, the 
2018 shareholder proposal at Domino’s Pizza, which 
would have required the company to adopt a policy 
regarding deforestation and related human rights 
issues, was not approved, having received 30.6% 
votes for and 69.4% votes against.lxxiv

© Jurnasyanto Sukarno/Greenpeace
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Reducing greenhouse gas emissions is critical to limiting 
global temperature rise to below 1.5 degrees Celsius. 
According to the United Nations Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the agriculture and 
land-use sector currently produces almost one-quarter 
of the world’s greenhouse gas emissions – more than 
the transportation and building sectors combined.lxxv

Greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions are classified in 
three types: Scope 1 are direct emissions from owned 
or controlled sources, Scope 2 are indirect emissions 
from the generation of purchased energy, and Scope 
3 are all indirect emissions (not included in Scope 
2) that occur in companies’ value chains, including 
emissions from agriculture via land use change and 
deforestation. Developing a full GHG emissions 
inventory that incorporates corporate-level Scope 1, 
Scope 2, and Scope 3 emissions enables companies to 
understand their full value chain emissions to identify 
the greatest GHG reduction opportunities.

Most of the world’s largest companies now report 
on direct – that is, Scope 1 and 2 – emissions, but 
the majority of greenhouse gas emissions from food 
and beverage companies come from agricultural 
production. According to the Ceres Investor Network, 
“Scope 3 emissions from 15 major food companies 
disclosed in 2017 totaled 629.9 million tons of carbon 
dioxide emissions, equivalent to annual emissions from 
156 coal-fired power plants or 70.9 billion gallons of 
gasoline. These indirect emissions accounted for 85% 

of the companies’ total carbon footprints, including 
Scope 1, 2, and 3 emissions.”lxxvi

A survey conducted by Ceres found that less than 
one-third of the 50 largest food and beverage 
companies in the U.S. and Canada publicly disclose 
emissions from agricultural production. Of the 50 
companies analyzed, 30 have active, company-specific 
greenhouse gas emissions reduction targets for their 
own operations. Among these 30 companies, only 
15 provided Scope 3 emissions. And only eight have 
explicit targets to reduce these emissions.lxxvii

Increasingly, investors are expecting companies 
to fully disclose Scope 3 emissions in line with 
science-based targets. An important signal in this 
direction came during the 2020 shareholder season 
when BlackRock raised concerns about Exxon’s failure 
to disclose its Scope 3lxxviii emissions. BlackRock 
has also made known that “for carbon intensive 
companies, [BlackRock Investment Stewardship] 
seeks disclosures of “Scope 1, 2 and ideally, Scope 
3 emissions.”lxxix BlackRock’s action sets a positive 
tone but is far from sufficient.  The Big Three asset 
managers should require all investees, including both 
agribusiness and consumer goods companies, to 
disclose Scope 3 emissions so that they can act 
aggressively to reduce these emissions in keeping 
with science-based climate goals.

3. Failure to hold companies accountable to reduce    
    emissions

© Christian Braga/Greenpeace

https://engagethechain.org/resources/measure-chain-tools-assessing-ghg-emissions-agricultural-supply-chains
https://engagethechain.org/top-us-food-and-beverage-companies-scope-3-emissions-disclosure-and-reductions
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4. Failure to engage with companies to shift behavior

Investors rely on engagement with corporate 
leadership to prompt changes in company behavior. 
Some forms of engagement, such as using 
shareholder voting power to influence management, 
are relatively formal and transparent. But most 
corporate engagement by investors is extremely 
opaque, making it difficult for stakeholders to 
know what tangible changes investors have been 
able to effect. Given the broad and systemic social 
and ecological impacts of global business, this 
opaque and unaccountable approach to corporate 
governance is profoundly troubling. 

For example, while Vanguard reports that it engaged 
with 17 companies that are members of the CGF in 
2018, Vanguard’s engagementslxxx make no mention 
of deforestation, land rights, human rights, or 
biodiversity, leaving shareholders and stakeholders 
alike unable to judge whether Vanguard’s investment 
stewardship team broaches these concerns, and if so, 
to what end.

Similarly, State Street boasts “a robust program of 
engagement … regarding climate-related risks and 
impacts”lxxxi but offers little insight into what that 
engagement entails.

In early 2020, BlackRock released a statement on 
its approach to engagement with agribusiness 
companies.lxxxii While the statement names 
greenhouse gas emissions, illegal deforestation, 
biodiversity loss, and violations of the rights of 
Indigenous Peoples, it fails to explain how BlackRock 
will measure companies’ exposure to these risks, what 
standards it will use to gauge companies’ operations, 
and what consequences there will be for companies 
that continue to drive widespread deforestation, soil 
and water pollution, adverse public health impacts, 
biodiversity loss, land grabbing, labor rights abuses, 

and broader human rights violations.lxxxiii 

The Big Three asset managers’ lack of coherent 
and publicly available engagement approaches on 
deforestation, land conversion, and human rights 
indicates a failure to recognize the urgency and the 
saliency of these issues.

In mid-2020, the Ceres Investor Network published 
An Investor Guide to Deforestation and Climate 
Change to give investors a framework to understand 
and engage on deforestation-driven climate risks 
across their portfolios.lxxxiv Notably, BlackRock was 
involved in the development and launch of the Ceres 
investor guidelxxxv and reiterated upon publication 
of the guide that it will vote against directors at 
companies involved in ongoing deforestationlxxxvi –  an 
important step that will be furthered by increased 
transparency to demonstrate precisely how the firm 
evaluates the success of its engagements. 

Engagement on deforestation in respect to 
addressing the climate crisis is crucial, and Ceres’ 
recent guidelines are a valuable resource that 
provides an important set of signals to follow. 
It remains equally critical however, that any 
engagement regarding deforestation take into 
account human rights, labor rights, the rights of 
Indigenous Peoples and local communities, as well as 
questions of corruption and governance. 

For engagement to be effective and accountable, 
the Big Three should reform their processes to make 
them transparent, time-bound, and attached to 
meaningful consequences. If goals are not set, or are 
set and not met, companies should know that they 
will face votes against directors, support for relevant 
shareholder resolutions to drive reform at the board 
level, and potential exclusion from portfolios. 

© vectorfusionart/Shutterstock

https://about.vanguard.com/investment-stewardship/perspectives-and-commentary/2019-semiannual-engagement-update.pdf
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5. The passives problem
Each of the Big Three owes some of their 
overwhelming power to the growing use of funds 
that “passively” track global market indexes like 
the S&P 500. The approach allows for reduced 
financial risk, low fees, broad diversification, and 
stable, market-rate returns over a long-term horizon. 
From a slow inception in the 1970s and 1980s, 
passive index investing has exploded, with passive 
equity investments now fully eclipsing active equity 
investments in the U.S. In 2016, 81.3% of BlackRock’s 

investments were through passive index funds. For 
Vanguard, this was a comparable 81.1%, and for State 
Street, the percentage was 96.9%. Given the growth 
in recent years of passive funds, it is likely that these 
percentages will only increase.lxxxvii The expansion of 
the passives problem is so fundamental to the finance 
sector that The Wall Street Journal calls passive index 
funds “the new kings of Wall Street.”lxxxviii

Source: Morningstar Direct Data as of 31 December 2018.

U.S. Equity Active/Passive Percentage

© Vintage Tone/Shutterstock

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/business-and-politics/article/hidden-power-of-the-big-three-passive-index-funds-reconcentration-of-corporate-ownership-and-new-financial-risk/30AD689509AAD62F5B677E916C28C4B6/core-reader
https://www.wsj.com/articles/index-funds-are-the-new-kings-of-wall-street-11568799004
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This trend has come to be known as “the passives 
problem.” Passive management employs an 
automated process for buying and selling shares 
in companies, solely based on how a company is 
ranked according to narrow financial and risk criteria. 
If a company is consistently underperforming or 
involved in environmental destruction or human 
rights violations, an active manager can decide to 
sell shares and remove the company from portfolios; 
having that power, an active manager therefore 
also wields more influence with company directors. 
In contrast, passively managed index funds bear 
significant constraints in terms of both managers’ 
influence over companies and managers’ ability to 
remove companies from portfolios.

While passive funds have the significant benefit of 
low fees for consumers, analysts are increasingly 
recognizing that the growth of passive investing is an 
active problem for climate crisis mitigation and other 
ESG issues.lxxxix As Bloomberg noted in its response to 
BlackRock’s 2020 climate announcement, “[BlackRock 
CEO] Larry Fink is putting the climate emergency at 
the forefront of his company’s investment strategy. 
But trillions of dollars of passive money remain 
unavailable for the fight.”xc

“Passive investment 
… may be the right 
investment solution 

for many, but passive 
stewardship is the answer 
for no one. All investors 

can make a difference 
by engaging and voting 

determinably in support 
of the Paris agreement.”  

 
–The Archbishop of Canterburyxci 

The Big Three asset managers’ problematic 
investments in companies and industries driving 
deforestation will not be solved without addressing 
the passives problem. Actions they can take 
on climate risk in their passive holdings include 
screening out companies whose business models 
involve significant greenhouse gases, whether from 
fossil fuels or from deforestation, and making such 
fossil-free and deforestation-free funds the default for 
their investment products. 

© Victor Barro
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Dirty supply chain links

Beyond their holdings in the well-recognized brands 
of the Consumer Goods Forum, the Big Three 
are also significant shareholders in agribusiness 
producers, traders, and processors that have failed 
to comply with the No Deforestation, No Peat, No 
Exploitation (NDPE) policies of CGF members. This 
graphic shows how 14 members of the Consumer 

Goods Forum, each of which receive investments 
from BlackRock, State Street, and Vanguard, continue 
to source from agribusiness firms with ongoing ties 
to deforestation and related human rights violations 
– and how the Big Three finance both ends of these 
dirty supply chains.xcii

How the Big Three double down on financing deforestation supply chains

© Ulet Ifansasti/Greenpeace
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Big Three asset managers’ holdings in consumer brands that continue to source from producers 
recently linked to deforestation (in billions USD, Q1 2020)

Group BlackRock State Street Vanguard Total
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Total 106.3 61.5 115.8 283.6
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Big Three asset managers holdings in producers recently linked to deforestation (in millions 
USD, q1 2020)

Group BlackRock State Street Vanguard  Total

 1,473.54  1,350.38  2,324.81  5,148.73 

Batu Kawan Group  28.42  2.55  90.88  121.86 

 544.69  307.16  983.08  1,834.93 

 65.61  14.68  24.26  104.55 

 3.65  0.22  10.67  14.54 

 5.21  0.49  12.14  17.84 

 1,136.00  192.38  997.96  2,326.34 

 238.04  6.85  141.28  386.16 

 22.57  0.63  28.05  51.25 

 10.04  0.26  18.81  29.12 

 60.54  11.71  79.44  151.68 

 33.71  1.96  51.93  87.60 

 0.01  0.01 

 0.60  0.05  0.65 

 135.49  47.72  137.62  320.82 

 Total  3,758.12  1,937.04  4,900.91  10,596.07 
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Conclusion and recommendations
Urgent action is needed at multiple levels. First and 
foremost, increasing rates of deforestation highlight 
not only the failure of voluntary commitments 
made by companies and financiers, but the need 
for greater regulation of the financiers, companies, 
and industries responsible for the majority of 
deforestation and forest degradation worldwide. 

Governments and policymakers should:
•	 Advance legislative and regulatory reforms aimed 

at the financial sector to ensure transparency, 
regulate conflicts of interest, and address the rapidly 
increasing market share of the largest asset managers. 
Financial regulations are needed to require mandatory 
due diligence on human rights as set out in the UN 
Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, as 
well as to prohibit financing of illegal land conversion, 
and to bring the financial services industry into 
compliance with a 1.5-degree world. 

•	 Implement regulations for trade, imports, and public 
procurement of products linked to deforestation and 
illegal land conversion and promote a transformation 
in the agricultural sector toward just, regenerative, and 
climate-friendly models of food production.

•	 Formally acknowledge the critical role that 
Indigenous Peoples and local communities, 
alongside secure community land rights, play in 
protecting forests and mitigating climate change 
and incorporate recognition of both statutory and 
customary land rights in decision-making and due 
diligence prior to any foreign investment. 

Asset owners should:
•	 Adopt investment policies on land, forests, and 

the human rights of Indigenous Peoples and local 
communities based on international norms, and they 
should hire only external managers who can meet 
these investment and engagement requirements. 
Asset owners who employ the Big Three should 
closely examine their engagement and proxy voting 
activities and hold asset managers accountable for 
inadequate voting policies and practices. Contractual 
relationships with asset managers should require 
reporting on engagement and voting rationale from 
the perspective of deforestation and human rights-
related ESG issues.  
 
For both asset owners and asset managers, a 
comprehensive set of resources is available in the 
document “Deforestation tools assessment 
and gap analysis: How investors can manage 
deforestation risks.”xciii

BlackRock, Vanguard, and State Street 
should:
•	 Improve accountability. Investment stewardship 

and corporate engagement can be considered 
effective only if they lead to measurable changes 
in the environmental and human rights impacts of 
company operations. Therefore, adoption of the 
policies and principles elaborated below should be 
accompanied by the establishment of an independent 
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accountability body to guide policy implementation 
and engagement. Any such accountability body must 
include strong representation of Indigenous and forest-
dwelling peoples and civil society experts.

•	 Make corporate engagement transparent, time-
bound, and attached to meaningful consequences. 
Engagement guidelines should include exclusion criteria 
to ensure that investments are not exposing asset 
owners to ongoing deforestation and human rights risks. 

•	 Vote for resolutions that strengthen corporate 
compliance with NDPE principles, and vote against 
directors of companies that consistently drive 
deforestation and human rights violations, including 
attacks on land and environmental defenders. 

Adopt high-level policies and due diligence 
frameworks to address both the environmental and 
human rights risks associated with investments in 
agribusiness. Such policies must consider the following:

•	 Deforestation, land conversion and peatland 
destruction, biodiversity loss, and degradation and 
destruction of soil and water. NDPE supply chains 
should be a requirement for all investee companies in 
both active and passive funds. 

•	 Human rights policies and practices must explicitly 
adhere to international norms and standards for 
the protection of Indigenous Peoples, including 
International Labor Organization Convention 169, the 
UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 
the UN Declaration on the Rights of Peasants, the UN 
Declaration on Human Rights Defenders, and the UN 
Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, with 
explicit requirements that investee companies operating 
on lands claimed by Indigenous Peoples and other local 
customary rights holders adhere to globally accepted 
standards of free, prior, and informed consent.

•	 Zero tolerance for attacks on land and 
environmental human rights defenders, 
Indigenous Peoples, Afro-descendants, and local 
communities.xciv In addition to maintaining strict 
policies, companies’ risk assessments and investor 
due diligence should integrate ground-truthed data 
from civil society groups and community-level sources, 
under confidential conditions where necessary.

•	 Require agribusinesses to track, disclose, and 
set targets for reductions of Scope 1, 2, and 3 
greenhouse gas emissions. It is critical to require 
disclosures and reduction targets for Scope 1, 2, 
and 3 emissions in order to meaningfully assess and 
reduce the emissions. Scope 3 emissions need to be 
measured using transparent methodologies that are 
inclusive of supply chain deforestation and land use 
change (which are not currently required under the 
Science Based Targets Initiative).xcv 

•	 Proactively seek data on land use and forest cover 
to integrate into investment decisions. While 
financial data providers increasingly provide data 
related to climate risk, none of the major financial 
database providers, including Bloomberg, Refinitiv, 
and Morningstar, actively and systematically cover land 
use data and NDPE impacts in their reporting. Asset 
managers should ask data providers to integrate this 
data into their platforms to inform due diligence and 
risk management processes.

•	 Promote regenerative agricultural practices geared 
toward forest and ecosystem restoration and 
seek to repair harm. A true transformation toward 
climate-positive investing requires more than engaging 
with agribusiness to ensure best practices that drive 
value for shareholders. Rather, it requires pushing 
agribusiness to add value by engaging in practices 
that promote forest and ecosystem restoration, agro-
ecology, and food sovereignty, and that repair harm for 
past destruction to forests and communities. This does 
not mean engaging in symbolic tree-planting efforts 
or dubious forest and biodiversity offset schemes, but 
rather transforming agribusiness operations toward 
inherently regenerative approaches. 

•	 Support rather than oppose financial regulations 
to promote ESG integration. BlackRock, Vanguard, 
and State Street should use their weight and global 
networks to urge regulatory authorities to adopt 
regulations that incentivize financing for sustainable 
corporate practices and require financial institutions to 
consider ESG risks in their financing decisions.

•	 For additional detail on these recommendations, see 
the Principles for Asset Managers on Forests and 
Human Rights at the link provided in the endnotes.xcvi

https://www.zerotoleranceinitiative.org/declaration
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The Consumer Goods Forum and its 
member companies should:
•	 Adopt group-level policies to advance the CGF’s 

deforestation goals. Such policies should be a baseline 
requirement for membership in the CGF.

•	 Communicate a mandatory requirement for CGF 
members’ suppliers to halt conversion of tropical 
rainforests. Any supplier lacking No Deforestation, 
No Peat, No Exploitation (NDPE) policies should be 
excluded from supply chains, effective immediately. 

•	 Ensure recognition and respect for local 
communities’ customary land rights and compliance 
with international standards of free, prior, informed 
consent (FPIC). Thorough human rights due diligence, 
risk assessment, and monitoring systems should be 
established to ensure that operations and suppliers are 
not violating communities’ land rights and that FPIC 
standards are followed in accordance with international 
human rights norms.

•	 Accelerate the enforcement of a moratorium on 
clearance of High Conservation Value (HCV) areas, 
High Carbon Stock (HCS) forests, and peatlands. 
Establish comprehensive, proactive, and transparent 
monitoring systems that rapidly detect noncompliance 
across supply chains, and require implementation 
of the HCS Approach for agricultural development 
involving land use change. Assessments should use 
the Integrated HCV-HCSA Assessment Manual and be 
approved by the HCVRN Quality Review Panel before 
development. 

•	 Publish regional guidelines to address 
noncompliance in supply chains, including 
thresholds to determine the status of sourcing 
and suspension or termination of noncompliant 
suppliers. Guidelines should include thresholds 
for when CGF members will suspend or terminate 
non-compliant suppliers for breaches of social and 
environmental requirements, conversion cutoff dates 
after which any clearance would need to be restored 
for companies to resume sourcing, time-bound plans 
that all noncompliant suppliers must meet prior to 
the resumption of sourcing, and requirements for 
noncompliant suppliers to provide independent 
verification that operations meet NDPE standards 
to resume sourcing. Such guidelines should be 
authored through a multi-stakeholder process with 
representatives of civil society organizations given 
influence equal to that of CGF members.

•	 Adopt human rights and grievance redress policies 
protecting land and environmental human rights 
defenders from violence and intimidation, including 
pledging zero tolerance for murder and violence 
against defenders. Implement robust human rights 
due diligence and grievance redress processes in 
accordance with International Labor Organization 
Convention 169, the UN Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples, the UN Declaration on the 
Rights of Peasants, and the UN Guiding Principles on 
Business and Human Rights. Adopt a zero-tolerance 
approach to attacks and threats to human rights and 
land and environmental rights defenders, recognizing 
the individual and collective character of threats and 
necessary responses, as well as the need to address 
the root causes of attacks and threats. 

•	 Publish annual reports detailing the progress of 
CGF member companies. Reports should detail 
how companies have proactively worked to eliminate 
deforestation, peatland development, and human, 
land, and labor rights violations from commodity 
supply chains and implemented time-bound plans to 
achieve 100% independent verification of compliance 
for commodity-specific NDPE policies. Additionally, 
the annual report should include findings of human 
rights due diligence processes, implementation of 
policies to protect and support land and environmental 
human rights defenders, and the status of grievance 
resolution efforts.

•	 Support regulatory frameworks that require 
mandatory due diligence for deforestation and 
human rights. 
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Research was conducted through Refinitiv (formerly 
Thomson Reuters Eikon) to identify the investments 
of BlackRock, Vanguard, and State Street in 
the bonds and shares of the 126 publicly listed 
Consumer Goods Forum companies or publicly listed 
subsidiaries of CGF companies in Q1 2020. Research 
identified the total value of investments by the Big 
Three asset managers, disaggregated between 
retailers and manufacturers, the relative rank of each 
of the Big Three asset managers’ investments in CGF 
companies, and analysis of the number of companies 
for which each of the Big Three is a top three, top 
five, and top ten shareholder. 

Based on publicly available information, including 
supplier lists, company reports, trade data, and 
other sources, research was conducted to identify 
direct and indirect supply chain links between CGF 
companies in which the Big Three are invested and 
which are direct producers and traders of palm oil, 
cattle, soy, and pulp and paper. 

Proxy Insight provided a review of every shareholder 
resolution related to deforestation at consumer 
goods companies between 2012 and 2019. Analysis 
was then conducted to determine which, if any, of 
these shareholder resolutions received a majority 
vote, or would have had the Big Three voted in favor. 

Desk research was conducted to review the 
Big Three’s corporate responsibility, ESG, and 
engagement policies. 

CGF member companies with investments of $1 
billion or more by one or more of the Big Three 
were then selected for a check of supply chain 
links with deforestation risk producers and traders. 
This value was reached for 39 CGF member 
companies, of which 14 were found to have current 
business relationships with producers or traders 
with documented recent findings of direct or 
indirect deforestation. Of these CGF members, all 
14 receive investment from all of the Big Three. 
Forest risk companies were checked against 
DeforestationFreeFunds.org, which in turn relies on 
civil society research and investor advocacy platforms, 
including Forest 500, ZSLSPOTT, SupplyChange.org, 
and Forests&Finance.org, in addition to companies 
identified as large deforesters or leakage refiners 
in recent publications by Chain Reaction Research. 
Given the lack of transparency in supply chains, 
research was not intended to be exhaustive but to 
illuminate the extensive ties between deforestation 
risk companies and the Big Three asset managers.

The findings in this report were shared with 
BlackRock, Vanguard, State Street, and the 
secretariat of the Consumer Goods Forum for 
comment six weeks prior to publication. By the 
time of publication, Friends of the Earth received 
responses from State Street, BlackRock, and 
the Consumer Goods Forum, and incorporated 
their responses into the analysis. Responses from 
BlackRock and from the Consumer Goods Forum 
can be found at the URL cited in the endnotes.xcvii
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