
ZERO DEFORESTATION AND CONVERSION ARE CRITICAL TO A 
CREDIBLE 1.5°C PATHWAY
This Policy brief presents WWF recommendations on why and how to include zero deforestation and conversion 
policies to insure credible public and corporate 1.5°C roadmaps.

INTRODUCTION

On December 12, 2015, the world sent a positive message to the climatologists who had been warning governments and 
companies for decades that major actions had to be taken against climate change – The Paris Agreement was adopted 
by 196 Parties during COP 21 in Paris and entered into force on November 4, 2016. Basically, the landmark goal is to 
limit global warming to well below 2, preferably to 1.5 degrees Celsius, compared to pre-industrial levels. To achieve 
this goal, countries must drastically reduce their greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions to achieve a climate-neutral world 
by mid-century.

To achieve the Paris agreement climate target’s goal, the food and land sector plays a critical part. The food system 
(agriculture, land-use emissions and sequestration, energy, industry and waste) contributes one third of total net GHG 
emissions1. To make it simple, emissions from the food system must decline by over 80% by 2050 to limit warming to a 
1.5°C2, to prevent future generations from living on a hostile planet. 

To tackle climate change, GHG emissions from agriculture and forestry must be drastically reduced, and deforestation 
and conversion of natural ecosystems for commodity production need to be eliminated urgently. There is a tremendous 
amount of carbon stored in soils and vegetation that we cannot afford to emit to the atmosphere. 

Another existential challenge associated with the global food system is the ongoing global biodiversity loss, 70% of 
which is directly associated with land use change. Ending the destruction of forests and other natural ecosystems is 
critical to the CBD’s goal of reversing biodiversity loss and building a nature-positive world by 2030, as well as to efforts 

1	 IPCC,	Climate	Change	and	Land:	An	IPCC	Special	Report	on	Climate	Change,	Desertification,	Land	Degradation,	Sustainable	Land	
Management, Food Security, and Greenhouse Gas Fluxes
2 See associated methods Table 2 and its calculations; the graph is taken from these same calculations
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to mitigate catastrophic climate change. This goal is also critical in preventing future pandemics, ensuring our own safety 
and wellbeing and that of future generations.

Three commodities represent the main drivers of deforestation and conversion, and related emissions and other major 
impacts within the food sector – beef, palm oil and soy. Their conversion emissions are particularly impactful. Natural 
habitat conversion of these 3 commodities together are responsible for between 40-50% of agricultural land-conversion 
emissions and between 9 and 12% of total food systems emissions3.

Such	figures	can	no	longer	be	ignored,	and	urgent	actions	need	to	be	taken.	Total	emissions	from	these	commodities	
production need to decrease dramatically, starting by eliminating deforestation and conversion of all natural ecosystems.

In	this	context,	“carbon-neutral”	commodities,	where	the	production	emissions	are	offset,	won’t	suffice.	Soy,	beef,	and	
palm oil have such high emissions that offsetting these impacts and emissions at such a large scale, even not considering 
the overwhelming technical challenges – cannot in any case replace systemic actions to eliminate all deforestation and 
conversion related to their production, nor their massive global impacts on biodiversity and ecosystem services. 

WWF ASK FOR CREDIBLE AND TRANSPARENT CARBON EMISSION REDUCTION ROADMAPS AND 1.5°C PATHWAYS

By 2025 achieve no conversion of all habitat types across all geographies past a 2020 cut-off for all supply-
chain actors using transparent traceability, monitoring, and reporting systems.

1. Establish ASAP deforestation and conversion-free (DCF) commodity supply chains by 2025 (target date), grown 
on land that was deforested or converted no later than 2020 (cutoff date), in alignment with the Accountability 
Framework and WWF DCF Guiding Principles & Asks. 

Without this retroactive cutoff date, bad actors will clear as much forest and ecosystems as possible until the 
2025 deadline, making it impossible for your company to achieve its target date while further increasing GHG 
emissions and making 1.5°C climate goals unachievable. The term “Reference date” which has no clear agreed 
definition,	nor	is	related	to	any	clear	DCF	commitment,	should	not	be	used	in	replacement	of	cutoff	date.

Businesses should also prioritize executing transparently disclosed, AFI-aligned strategies to eliminate all 
deforestation and conversion from their supply chains as soon as possible, over offset and niche approaches 
such as localized, partial DCF sourcing and/or the purchase of credits. These approaches should only be made 
in addition to systemic DCF policies. 

2. Establish transparent traceability, monitoring, and reporting systems for direct and indirect suppliers, to all 
production farms and plantations, in full alignment with the Accountability Framework Core principles and WWF 
DCF Principles & Asks. 

Traceability and monitoring will be required not only for eliminating emissions from conversion, but also for 
tracking	the	improvements	in	farm	efficiency	and	agricultural-land	sequestration	that	is	necessary	to	meet	food-
sector climate targets.

Traceability to the farm is also essential to prevent land encroachment on traditional and indigenous land as 
well as on other protected areas, critical for respecting human rights, ensuring legality and reducing commodity-
related violence and other crimes.

3. Adopt these DCF policies at the group level, across all forest and non-forest natural ecosystems, all commodities, 
all geographies independent of their risk, and to all processed and embedded products. We know from past 

3 Footprints for land-use change were taken using emissions intensities from Poore & Nemecek (2018) Science and from commodity driven 
deforestation from Global Forest Watch (2001-2015 average) multiplied by total production amounts from FAO-STAT. 
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experience that focusing on only a few commodities or geographies can put pressure on new areas, with 
devastating results.

4. Ensure	 fair	 and	 efficient	 support	 and	 incentives	 to	 smallholders,	 including	 capacity	 building	 and	 access	 to	
technology, as well as fair prices, market connectivity and recognition of progress towards sustainable 
production, concretely resulting in improved livelihoods and greater resilience to the impacts of climate change.

Producers need incentives, in addition to demand for DCF products, to shift away from conversion-based 
production. Financial incentives and technical support should help producers (particularly smallholders) 
establish good practices, including rehabilitating soils and degraded areas.

5. Cascade these requirements to all direct and indirect suppliers, in all their operations. 

6. Adopt a clear time bound implementation plan and publicly as well as frequently report on progress. 

7. Account for all land use change emissions associated with commodity production and trade following the 
Greenhouse Gas Protocol Land Sector and Removals Guidance. Set science-based targets using SBTi’s 
Forest, Land, and Agriculture (FLAG) guidance and tool that includes elimination of land use change emissions. 
Use joint guidance from the Accountability Framework initiative, SBTi, and GHG Protocol to ensure that DCF 
accounting and target setting is synergistic with emissions accounting and target setting.

CUTOFF DATE AND TARGET DATE 

Recently, there has been confusion around cutoff dates and target dates in companies and government narratives. Both 
are crucial and indissociable to eliminate deforestation and conversion from the supply chains. 

To reach a credible 1.5°C future, both a cutoff date and a target date are required. Without a cutoff date, 
commodities from newly deforested and converted areas have access to the market, and zero deforestation 
and conversion is an endlessly moving target. Without a clear and close target date, the delay to achieving 
DCF can be longer than the life expectancy of many ecosystems and species, as millions of hectares of non-
substitutable habitats are lost each year. Also, clear target date allows transparent progress reporting.

A cutoff date is a date in the past from which deforestation and conversion are no longer permissible. In accordance with 
the Accountability Framework and the WWF DCF Principles and Asks, this date should be no later than January 2020, 
respecting previously agreed anterior cutoff dates. For instance, the Amazon Soy Moratorium has set a cutoff date on 
July 22, 2008, meaning that all production of soy in deforested or converted land after this will not be compliant.

© Andre Dib / WWF-Brasil

https://sciencebasedtargets.org/resources/files/SBTiFLAGGuidance.pdf
https://wwfint.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/dcf_supply_chains___vision_principles_asks.pdf


A target date is a date in the future by which the whole supply chain is free of deforestation and conversion. To halt 
global warming and its collateral effects, this date should be as early as possible and no later than 2025. For instance, a 
company who committed to a 2025 deforestation and conversion-free (DCF) target date must ensure and prove that its 
supply chain is totally DCF free by 2025.

WHY ARE DEFORESTATION AND CONVERSION-FREE (DCF) SUPPLY CHAINS AN URGENT AND CRITICAL STEP FOR 
CREDIBLE 1.5°C PATHWAYS? 

Preserving and restoring natural ecosystems has long been recognized as a critical part of climate action, but how 
much	responsibility	actors	within	agricultural	supply	chains	bear	has	been	difficult	to	quantify.	Using	new	modeling	from	
the Science Based Targets Initiative Forest, Land, and Agriculture project WWF has developed a study demonstrating 
that credible climate targets require deforestation & conversion free supply chains. This, because a) the food system 
contributes 1/3 of total net GHG emissions and b) emissions from the food system need to decline by over 80% by 2050 
for a 1.5 degree future. The study shows how strong deforestation and conversion-free policies impact on the future 
GHG emissions of the soy, beef, and palm oil sectors, as compared to business as usual and strategies that only focus 
on non-CO2 farm-level emissions.
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These three commodities contribute disproportionately to the emissions from the food sector, and together are 
responsible for between 40-50%of agricultural land-conversion emissions and 9 – 12% of total food systems emissions. 
Every kilogram of product produced on converted land has 6-13 times higher GHG impact than the same product grown 
without conversion4.

Our modeling shows that the GHG footprint of these 3 commodities when conversion elimination is delayed until 2030 
– even if farms are working to dramatically reduce emissions from agricultural non-CO2 emissions such as methane 
from enteric fermentation or nitrous oxide from pesticides and manure management – results in a cumulative excess 
of 6GtCO2e by 2030 and of over 50GtCO2e by 2050. That’s more each year in excess than an entire country’s annual 
emissions for all but the top 5 emitting regions5. In addition, deforestation and conversion damage local water cycles and 
agricultural resilience, which can spur further habitat destruction and loss of livelihoods.

The science-based climate targets for 1.5ºC include a consistent decrease in deforestation and conversion of natural 
habitat until its total elimination in 2030, coupled with reductions in on-farm emissions and sequestration of carbon in 
agricultural soils (see Figure 4a). This means we have catching up to do on eliminating conversion relative to the targets!

4 WWF – DCF commodities are critical for 1.5 climate pathway.
5 EU bloc considered as one region. Next highest country’s emissions are Japan at approx. 1.2GtCO2e/yr.
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However, even this rapid action on eliminating ecosystem conversion does not get us completely to Paris aligned 
targets. Rather, production of these commodities will also need to (1) decrease on-farm emissions from sources like 
fertilizers, manure, and fuel use and (2) sequester carbon in soils and vegetation. To achieve this, incremental change 
will	not	suffice,	and	deep	and	urgent	supply-chain	transformation	is	needed.	Traceability	and	monitoring	to	the	farm	level	
are at the heart of this transformation.

The good news is that the same type of farm-level traceability & monitoring that is required for deforestation and conversion 
free production is required for monitoring these climate-smart practices. Companies can start with strategies that focus 
on bringing total levels of habitat destruction to zero, by adopting simple and practical steps that can be followed to 
transform the supply chain, using already available tools, such as the WWF DCF Implementation Toolkit. They can then 
leverage that traceability and supply chain transparency to do the harder work of changing on farm practices to reduce 
on farm emissions and sequester carbon.

These findings are clear, in order to dramatically decrease GHG emissions and reach these targets from 
commodity production, deforestation and conversion must be cut as soon as possible out of the commodities 
supply chains.	These	findings	need	to	be	taken	in	consideration	by	parties	for	ambitious	NDCs	definitions.	Agricultural	
commodity companies also need to start reporting on their land use change (LUC) direct and indirect emissions urgently 
using the Greenhouse Gas Protocol (GHG protocol) and to the SBTi-FLAG together along making commitments that they 
will keep towards zero deforestation and conversion of natural ecosystems aligned with the Accountability Framework 
initiative (AFi). 

No agricultural company or nation can claim to be a leader on climate without commitments and actions to 
eliminate deforestation and conversion from supply chains – as defined by a 2020 cutoff date – by 2025.
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