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This year has picked up where 2022 left off, against 
a backdrop of extreme weather events, with record 
high temperatures in Europe and the west coast 
of the U.S. being lashed by a parade of explosive 

winter storms.
Scientists tell us we are experiencing, in real time, the 

impacts of 1.1 degrees Celsius of warming since pre-
industrial times. And they warn it is a small taste of what 
is in store if we fail to put the brakes on greenhouse gas 
emissions which continue to rise, despite the imperative to 
cut them by 45% by 2030 to keep within 1.5C of warming..

There will be a day of reckoning at COP28 in Dubai this 
year, as the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change publishes its Global Stocktake of progress 
since the 2015 Paris Agreement. 

Climate change is a challenge that consumers,  
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Flooded properties in Upper Lake, California, after rainstorms earlier this month.

VIEW ONLINE

https://www.reutersevents.com/sustainability/will-2023-be-watershed-moment-addressing-water-risk
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investors and regulators are 
increasingly demanding that 
companies address, despite the anti-
ESG backlash in the U.S. Pressure 
to walk the talk on their net-zero 
commitments will only increase this 
year, as Oliver Balch reports in this 
month’s issue of The Sustainable 
Business Review. 

Mike Scott, meanwhile, believes 
2023 could be the year that investors 
finally wake up to inter-connections 
between the nature and climate 
crises. This comes as the U.N. 
prepares to hold a dedicated  
water conference in March, for  
the first time in 50 years, and on  
the heels of last month’s agreement 
at COP15 to tackle biodiversity loss. 
This year the Taskforce for Nature-
related Financial Disclosure will 
publish its final guidelines. 

Mark Hillsdon attended COP15 in 
Montreal, and he writes about how 
the Business for Nature Coalition, 
spearheaded by Eva Zabey, helped 
secure an ambitious agreement 
through its letter-writing campaign 

encouraging signatories to make 
reporting on climate risk mandatory 
for large companies.

In his Society Watch column, 
Hillsdon also writes about how 
companies including Estee Lauder 
and American Express are investing 
in education and training, backing 
up their statements around social 
progress with hard, quantifiable 
evidence.

Meanwhile, Oliver Balch interviews 
Michael Okoroafor, chief sustainability 
officer of the U.S. spices brand 
McCormick, who has a unique 
background, having grown up as  the 
son of a subsistence farmer in Nigeria.

And staying with the Africa theme, 
I assess the progress of the Cocoa & 
Forests Initiative, five years since it 
was launched, in turning the tide on 
devastating forest loss in Ghana and 
Ivory Coast.

That’s it for this month. I’m looking 
forward to bringing more in-depth 
news and analysis to our readers 
throughout 2023. ●

Terry Slavin

T H E  S U S TA I N A B L E  B U S I N E S S
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Predictions of the future 
often come to naught. In 
the 1930s, British economist 
John Maynard Keynes 

famously promised we’d all soon 
be working 15-hour weeks. In 1959, 
IBM forecast that the new-fangled 

photocopier might sell “5,000, at 
most”. More recently, Elon Musk 
has been predicting every year since 
2014 that Teslas will become self-
driving “next year” (they haven’t, yet, 
due to regulatory  issues, according 
to the car marker). 

Even so, the following three bets 
on the year ahead are, save for the 
onset of Armageddon, a dead cert. 
First, brands will continue insisting 
that they are taking their social 

and environmental responsibilities 
seriously; second, critics will point 
out the flaws in their performance 
and argue not enough is being 
done; and third, both parties 
will, legitimately to an extent, 
believe themselves correct – to the 
detriment of progress. 

To kick off with brands. Such is 
the slew of public commitments, 
from net zero by 2050 to nature-
positive, that it is almost impossible 

For corporates, 2023 will be  
the year that separates the  
bona fide from the bogus

There will be a slew of new regulations and demands for brands to walk 
the talk on their sustainability commitments

BRAND WATCH

Oliver Balch
Sustainable business 
correspondent
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Workers at an underwear factory in Tunisia. Demand for sustainable fashion labels is set to grow.

https://www.reuters.com/business/autos-transportation/tesla-flags-its-cars-not-ready-be-approved-fully-self-driving-this-year-2022-10-20/
https://www.reuters.com/business/sustainable-business/brand-watch-2023-will-be-year-that-separates-bona-fide-bogus-sustainability-2023-01-11/
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for big companies to row back now. 
True, external pressures might 
complicate progress; double-digit 
inflation and economic recession 
might well cause some “fair weather 
friends” to  slow up, warns Adam 
Carrel, a partner at EY Climate 
Change and Sustainability Services 
and co-author of the recent white 
paper, Enough. But those genuinely 
committed to the cause know the 
issues are too big and the threats 
too imminent to renege entirely 
(note the subtitle of Carrel’s paper: 
“A review of corporate sustainability, 
in a world running out of time”). 

Ill though the economic winds may 
be, the fundamental drivers of brand 
engagement remain unchanged. 
Reputation, above all, remains king. 
The differentiator benefits of being 
seen as eco or ethical is only set to 
grow. Take ethical fashion. If the 
market analysts prove right, demand 
for sustainable labels is set to grow 
by 10.33% in the year ahead (total 
value: $8.25 billion). Nor are the 
advantages just on the high street. 
Sustainable investment is growing 
at a compound annual growth rate 
of 12.9%, according to PwC. That’s a 
lot of capital that needs a home. 

To turn to the critics. Will there be 
targets missed in the year ahead? 
Yes. Will brands employ advertising 
that pushes the good and neglects 
the bad (such as HSBC’s now 
infamous “Climate change doesn’t 
do borders” campaign)? Yes, again. 
Both are as regrettable as they 
are inevitable. Regarding targets, 
if they do what they are designed 
to do (ie stretch companies to the 
limits), then falling short will always 
be a risk. Coca-Cola and PepsiCo 
are among a slew of big consumer 
brands that pledge to make their 
plastic packaging 100% recyclable 
by 2025, for instance – a target that 
looks increasingly unlikely to be 
reached. But is it better they strive 
and reach only 80%, or set a target 

of 40% and “succeed” in reaching it? 
Sustainability folk will say the first; 
lawyers and PR advisers might well 
urge the second.  

One way around the dilemma is to 
get smarter about what targets are 
set and why. Tolerance for plucking 
numbers from the sky is wearing 
thin, says Rory Sullivan, co-founder 
of sustainability consultancy 
Chronos. Equally, working busily 
in one area while avoiding the 
metaphorical – and harder-to-solve 
– elephant in the room won’t wash, 
either. Consider net-zero goals. 
Too many companies shout about 
reducing their direct (Scope 1 and 
2) carbon emissions, while brushing 
those of their supply and value 
chains under the carpet. 

Consumers and investors, he 
argues, are both looking for targets 
and related data that clarify if 
and how a brand is making “a 
meaningful and positive difference 
to society”. To that end, the year 

ahead requires more targets that 
focus on performance-related 
impacts rather than process-driven 
outcomes. The former provide 
“absolute” improvements, while 
those of the latter are only ever 
“relative”, Sullivan states, citing the 
findings of a recent research project 
he co-led into the retail sector.

Disingenuous advertising is less 
easy to defend. Some might argue 
that “such is the nature of the 
beast”, but today’s circumspect, 
hyper-informed consumers don’t 
buy it. For George Ames, director of 
Forster Communications, the fact 
that shoppers and regulators have 
an increasingly watchful eye can 
only be a good thing.

“It keeps the pressure on to be 
proportionate and accurate with 
communications,” he argues. It also 
reminds brands that companies’ 
sustainability messaging needs 
to be rooted in realistic plans and 
corresponding actions. 
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HSBC’s ad campaign that was banned last year by the UK’s Advertising 
Standards Authority for ‘misleading’ claims.

https://www.ey.com/en_au/climate-change-sustainability-services/enough-a-review-of-corporate-sustainability
https://www.ey.com/en_au/climate-change-sustainability-services/enough-a-review-of-corporate-sustainability
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/news-room/press-releases/2022/awm-revolution-2022-report.html
https://www.reuters.com/business/environment/big-brands-set-miss-plastic-sustainability-targets-2022-11-02/
https://www.reuters.com/business/environment/big-brands-set-miss-plastic-sustainability-targets-2022-11-02/
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/mono/10.4324/9781003047124/climate-change-governance-corporations-rory-sullivan-andy-gouldson
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The danger is that we dawdle into 
2023 with both groups doggedly 
continuing as before: ie with brands 
arguing they are trying, and critics 
countering that the scale and pace 
of their efforts are insufficient. If  
so, brands that currently take an 
active stance on sustainability might 
well go quiet, a trend known as 
“green hushing”, while those in  
the shadows will likely stay where 
they are. 

Giles Gibbons, founder of the 
consulting firm Good Business, 
sums up the dilemma succinctly: 
“We must allow business to be 
aspirational, to risk committing to 
the unknown rather than sitting 
at the edge … if we (critics) stop 
companies pushing the envelope, we 
are going to have less ambition and 
less change.” 

So, are there grounds for hope? 
One potentially significant change 
is the development of clearer 
markers on what good looks like. 

Lee Green, senior director at the 
industry-led Sustainable Apparel 
Coalition, points to the European 
Commission’s much-awaited 
substantiating green claims 
proposal. 

Expected to be published 
imminently (the release date was 
initially scheduled for late 2022), the 
initiative aims to provide brands with 
a “common language” (underpinned 
by the EU’s product environmental 
footprint methodology) for 
communicating the eco credentials 
of their goods. Having agreed rules 
should help sort the bona fide from 
the bogus. 

Similar moves are afoot in 
the more regulated field of 
communications. The gradual 
convergence of reporting norms 
should make the information that 
brands provide to financial markets 
“increasingly consistent”, says 
Gerbrand Haverkamp, executive 
director at the World Benchmarking 

Alliance. He points in particular to 
initiatives such as the International 
Sustainability Standards Board 
and the Corporate Sustainability 
Reporting Directive. Again, the more 
harmonised the rules, the tighter the 
parameters for how sustainability 
performance is communicated. 

All the same, brands hoping for 
a smoother ride in 2023 may be 
disappointed. New demands on 
companies are appearing, along 
with new actors demanding them. 
Biodiversity is an apt example. 
Under the Global Biodiversity 
Framework, agreed at COP15 in 
December, for instance, brands 
will be expected to demonstrate 
how they are contributing to the 
initiative’s goals on biodiversity. 
Likewise, under the EU’s proposed 
Corporate Sustainability Due 
Diligence Directive (scheduled 
for a final vote in the European 
Parliament in May), greater 
attention will be turned to the 

PepsiCo’s pledge to make its plastic packaging 100% recyclable by 2025 looks unlikely to be reached.
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https://ec.europa.eu/environment/eussd/smgp/initiative_on_green_claims.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/eussd/smgp/initiative_on_green_claims.htm
https://eurovent.eu/?q=articles/product-environmental-footprint-pef-and-meerp-gen-124800
https://eurovent.eu/?q=articles/product-environmental-footprint-pef-and-meerp-gen-124800
https://www.cbd.int/article/cop15-cbd-press-release-final-19dec2022
https://www.cbd.int/article/cop15-cbd-press-release-final-19dec2022
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2022/12/01/council-adopts-position-on-due-diligence-rules-for-large-companies/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2022/12/01/council-adopts-position-on-due-diligence-rules-for-large-companies/
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supply chains on big brands, 
particularly on environmental and 
human rights issues. 

Patience on all sides is wearing 
thin for talk without action. In a 
telling sign of the times, British 
beer brand BrewDog recently found 
itself ejected from the B Corporation 
community (whose UK members 
now top 1,000) after reports of a 
toxic work culture. The 2023 wish 
list of EY’s Carrel, meanwhile, is for 
greenwashing to become classified 
as fraud, not just unethical PR. “The 
overarching solution,” he maintains, 
“is to decouple sustainability from 
subjectivity and bring it back to a 
fact-based alignment with real-
world outcomes.”

Unfortunately, brands revel in 
subjectivity. It’s the essence of  
the “intangible value” that not  
only sustains them, but also gives 
them their unique power to influence 
and inspire. The best brands stand 
for something that goes beyond the 

physical T-shirt on the rack, say,  
or the hatchback on the forecourt. 
That “something” is difficult to 
quantify in hard facts and figures. 

Yet, as far as sustainability is 
concerned, demonstrate it they 
must. Hopefully 2023 will show 
progress on doing so. ●

British beer brand BrewDog was ejected from the B Corporation community after reports of a toxic work culture.

BRAND WATCH
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A palm oil plantation in Indonesia. Human rights issues in supply chains will 
be a focus this year.
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Environmental, social and 
governance issues were 
central to many of the 
biggest stories of 2022. 

Indeed, ESG investors frequently 
found themselves the story, 
particularly in the U.S., where 
figures such as Florida governor Ron 
DeSantis, as well as other states 
such as Texas and West Virginia, 
accused asset managers of pursuing 
ideological goals through their use 
of ESG to assess risks.

As index provider MSCI points 
out, regulators around the world 
have upped the ante “on everything 
from greenwashed fund names, to 
stricter climate target disclosures, 
while the very idea of ESG investing 
is increasingly politicised”.

These challenges are unlikely 
to go away in 2023. With the new 
year starting with record January 
temperatures in Europe and winter 
storms in almost all of the U.S., 
the impacts of climate change will 
continue to dominate the agenda 
over the next 12 months. 

Yet there are signs of progress. 
Europe continues to rapidly wean 
itself off Russian fossil fuels and 
to increase its renewable energy 

capacity, in a bid to boost energy 
security as much as to reduce its 
emissions. The astonishing growth 
in renewable energy capacity looks 
set to continue in 2023. While the 
impacts of the energy crisis have 
been far-reaching, it has also 
accelerated the decarbonisation  
of the economy in Europe, and 
shown that a fossil fuel-free future 
could be closer than was previously 
thought possible.

Climate regulation is now top 
of mind not just in the EU, but 
increasingly in the United States and 
the Asia Pacific, according to MSCI, 
“from requirements for financial 
institutions to conduct climate stress 
tests, to deforestation-free market-
access rules”.

Pressure to disclose climate risks 
will increase, with the U.S. Securities 
and Exchange Commission’s (SEC) 
proposed disclosure rules set to be 
published in April. 

The International Sustainability 
Standards Board’s disclosure 
standards are also set to launch in 
early 2023, adding to the impetus 
for firms to outline how they are 
dealing with climate impacts, 
and bringing a certain level of 
standardisation to the process. 

The increased transparency this 
disclosure will bring will make it 
harder for companies to get away 
with greenwashing. 

Edelman’s annual trust barometer 
is due to be published next week, 
but it is unlikely to show an 

Nature-related risk to come into 
sharper focus for investors in 2023
The links between 
the biodiversity and 
climate crises will be 
more difficult to ignore 
this year

ESG WATCH

Mike Scott
ESG correspondent
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A resident walks along 
a flooded street, after 
rainstorms slammed 

northern California 
earlier this month. 

https://www.reuters.com/business/finance/florida-pulls-2-bln-blackrock-largest-anti-esg-divestment-2022-12-01
https://www.reuters.com/business/sustainable-business/esg-watch-why-this-year-could-be-watershed-moment-investors-nature-related-risk-2023-01-11/
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improvement on last year’s survey, 
which found that almost half of 
people don’t trust business to tackle 
climate change, so regulators’ 
efforts to crack down on greenwash 
will be welcome. 

But ESG-focused investment 
is set to rebound from last year, 
when inflation and higher interest 
rates weighed on sentiment and 
ESG bond issuance fell by almost 
a quarter from the year before, 
according to Barclays. The bank 
predicts that ESG bond sales will 
almost equal 2021’s $461 billion this 
year, up from 2022’s $362 billion, 
with green bonds driving the market. 

Nevertheless, inflation is set to 
remain a key concern in the coming 
months, and workers struggling 
with the cost of living will be a key 
social issue for many companies. At 
the same time, businesses will have 
to grapple with the higher cost of 
goods and services in their supply 

chains, not least those making and 
providing renewable energy. The 
high cost of energy will further drive 
efforts by businesses to improve 
efficiency and reduce demand. 

The attacks on ESG by Republican 
lawmakers will continue, but the 
attacks should become harder to 
sustain as time goes on: ESG risks 
are not going away, and investors, 
companies and state pension funds 
that ignore them will underperform, 
highlighting the importance of  
these issues.

In a number of key markets, 
climate investment is set to return 
to centre stage. The U.S. passage 
of the Inflation Reduction Act, with 
its $369 billion of climate-related 
funding, is expected to turbocharge 
investment in technologies such as 
renewable energy, electric vehicles, 
heat pumps, carbon capture and 
storage, and hydrogen. 

A new administration in Australia 
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The Saint-Nazaire offshore wind farm, off the coast of western France. Europe is increasing its renewable energy 
capacity as it weans itself off Russian fossil fuels.

Florida̕s Governor Ron DeSantis, 
at his second term inauguration 
this month, is one of the prominent 
Republican figures involved in a 
backlash against ESG investing.
OCTAVIO JONES/REUTERS

ESG WATCH
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is revitalising the clean energy sector 
there, while in Brazil, investors 
will be watching whether the new 
administration of Luiz Inacio Lula 
da Silva will be able to turn the tide 
on the rampant deforestation that 
occurred during Jair Bolsanaro’s 
tenure.

Lula’s appointment of Marina Silva 
as environment minister bodes well. 
Silva, the daughter of a destitute 
rubber tapper, cut Amazonian 
deforestation by up to 70% during 
the previous Lula government, 
but the challenge this time will 
be much greater, something that 
was forcefully underscored by the 
storming of the Brazilian Congress 
by Bolsonaro’s supporters.

While the COP15 biodiversity 
summit in Canada was fairly low 
key, it could have a big impact in 
2023, with more businesses looking 
at their operations with a focus on 
biodiversity risks and opportunities. 

Mark Gough, chief executive 
of the Capitals Coalition, said 
in a statement that the Global 
Biodiversity Framework, to protect 
30% of the world’s land and oceans, 
which was agreed at COP15, would 
provide “new impetus and direction 
for ESG” in 2023, pushing business 
and financial institutions to assess 
and disclose their risks, impacts and 
dependencies on nature. (See How 
business helped drive an historic 
deal for biodiversity at COP15)

“Frameworks and tools such  
as the Natural Capital Protocol 
and those in development, such 
as the Taskforce on Nature-related 
Financial Disclosure (TNFD) and 
Science Based Targets for Nature 
(SBTN) will aid implementation (of 
the framework) in 2023 and beyond.”

Pressure will grow on companies 
to disclose these risks, particularly 
in key sectors such as food and 
beverages, mining, energy, 
infrastructure, pharmaceuticals and 
agriculture. 

The need to build a more 
sustainable and resilient global 
food system is starting to get the 
urgent attention it requires, says 
Maria Lettini, executive director of 
the FAIRR Initiative. “The climate 
crisis, war in Ukraine and COVID-19 
exposed how vulnerable our food 
system is to global shocks and 
placed our food system under the 
spotlight.”

Water, however, remains an 
under-appreciated risk, according 
to CDP. Despite United Nations’ 
statistics that 80% of wastewater 
is released into the environment 
without being treated or reused, 
and almost three-quarters of recent 
disasters are water-related, just 18% 
of financial institutions identified 

water-related issues as a risk to 
their portfolios in 2022, CDP said. 
Greater investor focus on water is 
expected this year, however, with the 
U.N. set to hold a dedicated water 
conference in March, for the first 
time in almost half a century.

“The U.N.'s recent biodiversity 
conference showed that investors are 
starting to recognise how the climate 
and nature crises are inextricably 
linked,” says Cate Lamb, CDP’s 
global director of water security.

 “But we still have a long way to 
go before investors think, or value, 
water in the same way as climate. 
Financial institutions urgently need 
to stop pouring money into projects 
which are putting the world’s fragile 
water systems in grave danger.” ●

ESG WATCH
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Dead fish float in the Oder River at the Polish border with Germany. U.N. 
statistics show that 80% of wastewater is released into the environment 
without being treated or reused.

https://www.reuters.com/world/americas/bolsonaro-supporters-invade-congress-presidential-palace-brasilia-2023-01-08/
https://www.reuters.com/business/sustainable-business/how-business-helped-drive-historic-agreement-nature-cop15-2022-12-21/
https://www.reuters.com/business/sustainable-business/how-business-helped-drive-historic-agreement-nature-cop15-2022-12-21/
https://www.reuters.com/business/sustainable-business/how-business-helped-drive-historic-agreement-nature-cop15-2022-12-21/
https://www.unwater.org/news/un-2023-water-conference
https://www.unwater.org/news/un-2023-water-conference
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Sandwiched between the 
reporting behemoths 
of environment and 
governance, the social pillar 

of an organisation’s ESG strategy 
has always proved something of an 
enigma. Important yes, but what 
does it actually stand for, and how 
can companies demonstrate they 
are making measurable progress 
towards social goals?

But amid greater scrutiny of the 
claims they make, and the fear 
of being smeared by greenwash, 
companies are looking for new 
ways to back up their statements 

around social progress with hard, 
quantifiable evidence.

“Grey and murky,” is how Justin 
van Fleet , executive director of 
the Global Business Coalition for 
Education, describes the social 
element of ESG. But he believes that 
greater investment in education can 
finally bring some clarity. 

A report last year, Unlocking 
Potential and Performance: 

SOCIETY WATCH

Can investing in education 
save the S in ESG?
Companies like Estee Lauder and American Express are funding   
SDG 4 as a metric of progress on social impact, not out of philanthropy 
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A class at the Senator Obama primary school in the village of Kogelo, in Kenya.

Mark Hillsdon
Civil society 
correspondent

https://gbc-education.org/resources/environmental-social-governance/
https://gbc-education.org/resources/environmental-social-governance/
https://www.reutersevents.com/sustainability/society-watch-can-focus-education-save-s-esg
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Recognizing Education’s Position at 
the Core of ESG received the backing 
of a raft of major companies, 
including American Express, beauty 
brand Estee Lauder and Apple. 
It presents a new approach to 
corporate investment in education 
by offering a blueprint that can  
bring benefits for companies 
and investors through a stronger 
intersection of education and ESG, 
from driving economic growth to 
curbing climate change. 

While environmental progress can 
be measured through solid metrics 
around emissions and waste, and 
governance is dealt with in the 
boardroom, it’s easy for a company 
to stall when it comes to the social 
pillar. They are often left casting 
around for success stories, pulling 
together details about charitable 
work or employee volunteering; 
short-term contributions where 
nothing really adds ups, says  
van Fleet.

“There are no metrics around 
how they (businesses) are making 

a systemic contribution to society,” 
he continues. “We think you can 
add some rigour to that, and use 
education as the key social issue to 
underpin the S, which would help 
drive broader ESG priorities.”

Directly linking education and 
ESG would produce more definitive 
methods for measuring social 
progress he says, and in turn  
provide more depth for those  
looking to evaluate corporate  
ESG efforts, with appropriate 
metrics to ensure investments  
have the intended impacts. 

According to the Global Business 
Coalition for Education, a quarter 
of a billion young people are out 
of school and another 600 million 
are in school, but barely learning 
the basics, undermining efforts to 
achieve Sustainable Development 
Goal 4, quality and inclusive 
education for all. 

William Emtage is an associate 
director of sustainable business and 
ESG at RPS Consulting. He agrees 
that quantifying social progress 

can be hard, leading to difficulties 
that may even dissuade businesses 
from exploring that part of their 
ESG strategy. “If you can’t show 
that you’re making a clear impact, 
you’re then open to the accusation 
of making claims that can’t really be 
defended,” he says.

However, things are changing, and 
consultancies are receiving more 
queries from businesses about how 
they both target social progress and 
measure it. Educational attainment, 
he explains, along with other socio-
economic indicators such as income 
inequality, unemployment rates and 
home ownership, offer new ways 
for organisations to measure social 
impact.

The concept of investing in 
education has its roots in altruism 
and philanthropy, he says, but 
“the investment in education that 
drives socio-economic outcomes 
is being done because it also has 
reflective advantage and benefits for 
business itself. The better you can 
educate your workforce ... the more 
productive and innovative they are 
likely to be.”

Estee Lauder has long recognised 
the value of education, using it as a 
lever to drive progress on ESG goals 
around equity and diversity. “We 
don’t think of it as philanthropy. 
This is citizenship,” says Sara Moss, 
vice chair at the company. "We 
see education as a clear business 
imperative, as well as a moral 
imperative.”

The business has a workforce that 
is 84% female, and as a result has 
focussed much of its social impact 
activity on the education of girls 
and women, with the Estee Lauder 
Charitable Foundation investing 
nearly $25 million since 2016 in a 
variety of programmes.

These include the Open Doors 
Women’s Leadership Programme, 
a collaborative learning initiative 
that is helping mid-career women 
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Women fill in job applications at a jobs fair in the Philippines. A study of 20 
economies found that more than 85 million jobs could go unfilled by 2030. 

SOCIETY WATCH

https://gbc-education.org/resources/environmental-social-governance/
https://gbc-education.org/resources/environmental-social-governance/
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advance in the business across 
15 countries. The company is also 
working with author and activist 
Amanda Gorman (who delivered 
her poem “The Hill We Climb” at 
President Biden’s inauguration) on 
its Writing Change programme, 
which is advancing literacy as a 
pathway to equality for American 
women. 

Results are assiduously tracked, 
says Moss, from the progress 
of young girls taking part in the 
company’s inner city coding 
courses, to the career destination 
of black women who take part 
in the company’s professional 
development programme, From 
Every Chair. 

Education can also get to the nub 
of another huge issue for business: 
the search for talent. One study of 
20 economies by Korn Ferry found 
that more than 85 million jobs could 
go unfilled by 2030 because there 
aren’t enough skilled people to take 
them. Yet for many businesses this 
is yet to register as a material issue. 
Investing in education can address 
this risk, create a talent pool for 
the future and at the same offer a 
strong societal impact that can be 
measured.

Estee Lauder is also involved 
in several global programmes, 
including a partnership with 
the Indian activist and Nobel 
Laureate Kailash Satyarthi. The 
project protects children from 
labour exploitation in mica mines 
by providing them with local 
educational opportunities. Mica is 
a key ingredient for many makeup 
products.

The positive effect that investing 
in education can have on ending 
child labour in the supply chain 
is likely to resonate with many 
organisations, says van Fleet. 
Just one year of early childhood 
education can dramatically increase 
the chance of a child moving into 

primary school rather than child 
labour, he adds. By mixing support 
for schools with incentives for the 
families that ensure children attend, 
such as food or money, companies 
can create social impact that again 
can be measured and recorded.

So what needs to happen to push 
education into the ESG mainstream? 

While it is important to avoid 
creating a box-ticking exercise, says 
van Fleet, companies need clear 
and consistent metrics to be able to 
measure education’s impact on their 
ESG priorities. This would support 
more consistent reporting and more 
complete data and risk analysis for 
investors.

He wants to see consultants, 
businesses and the ratings agencies 
coming together to map out 
solutions and set new standards. 
There needs to be incentives too, 
he says, such as education bonds, 
which would operate like green 
bonds and offer the opportunity to 
invest in SDG 4.  

For Emtage, the next step is to 
capture this value. “By forging 
the link between social value 
and business value, you create 
something which is scalable and 
likely to attract repeat investment, 
and that's really the key,” he says. ●
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A girl works at a mine in search of mica, in Jharkhand state, India. Estee 
Lauder has partnered with Nobel Laureate Kailash Satyarthi, below, in  
a project to stop child exploitation in mica mines.

SOCIETY WATCH

LUCAS JACKSON/REUTERS

https://www.kornferry.com/insights/this-week-in-leadership/talent-crunch-future-of-work
https://www.kornferry.com/insights/this-week-in-leadership/talent-crunch-future-of-work
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Spontaneous ovations at any 
high-level negotiations are 
rare and usually reserved for 
an impassioned intervention 

by a climate activist or conservation 
group. Finance Day at the COP15 
biodiversity negotiations in Montreal 
last month was different.

As discussions rumbled on around 
Target 15 of the Global Biodiversity 
Framework, requiring that countries 
ask companies to disclose their 

nature impacts in their corporate 
reporting, the co-chair of the session 
asked Eva Zabey, an observer at the 
meeting and executive director of 
the corporate coalition Business for 
Nature, for an expert opinion. 

Business for Nature had organised 
a petition, signed by more than 330 
companies and investors, calling 
on negotiators to make Target 15 
mandatory for all companies, and 
had led a delegation of some 700-

1,000 companies and investors to 
Montreal, the first time the private 
sector had turned out in force for a 
biodiversity COP. 

“Forward-looking businesses 
are asking you be ambitious, they 
are asking for stronger regulation,” 
Zabey said. “Their impacts, both 
positive and negative, need to be 
recognised, rewarded or penalised. 
We are counting on you, and you can 
count on us,” she added, bringing 

IN FOCUS

How business helped drive an 
historic deal for biodiversity
Business for Nature’s support for mandatory reporting of nature impacts 
was one reason for success at COP15, reports Mark Hillsdon
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The leadership of the U.N.-backed COP15 biodiversity conference applaud after passing the The Kunming-Montreal 
Global Biodiversity Framework in Montreal, Quebec, Canada, December  2022. 

https://www.reuters.com/business/sustainable-business/how-business-helped-drive-historic-agreement-nature-cop15-2022-12-21/
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the room to its feet. 
Although the word “mandatory” 

failed to make it into the final 
agreement, the language around 
Target 15 does charge governments 
with a new responsibility to ensure 
that large and transnational 
companies disclose “their risks, 
dependencies and impacts on 
biodiversity” in their reporting.

In a statement after the Kunming-
Montreal Global Biodiversity 
Framework was agreed, Zabey 
described it as a wake-up call for 
businesses and financial institutions. 
“Those not already assessing and 
disclosing their risks, impacts and 
dependencies, will need to get 
ready,” she said. “This is recognition 
from governments that business as 
usual is economically short-sighted, 
will destroy value over the long term, 
and will no longer be accepted.”

BUILDING A GLOBAL AGREEMENT 
COP15 had been set the task of 
building a Paris Agreement for 
nature, showing that rather than 
being separate crises, climate and 
biodiversity were inexorably linked.

Alongside tightened rules around 
disclosure, the new framework 
also includes agreement on a 
commitment to protect 30% of land 
and seas by 2030, known as 30x30. 
A new fund set up within the Global 
Environmental Facility (GEF) will 
finance $30 billion of annual aid for 
biodiversity by 2030 and there are 
moves to reduce farm subsidiaries 
and the use of pesticides.

Some concerns do remain, 
however, especially the fact that it 
is not legally binding. Another was 
the refusal of several African states, 
led by the Democratic Republic of 
Congo, to support the agreement, 
arguing that developed countries 
should create a separate fund to 
help support conservation efforts in 
developing countries.

But it was clear that companies 

had turned up in Montreal 
determined to play a leading role. 
“The reaction from business really 
has been ground-breaking,” Mark 
Gough, chief executive of the global 
not-for-profit platform the Capitals 
Coalition, said in an interview at 
COP15. “Businesses are calling very 
clearly for mandatory assessment 
and disclosure … and that has taken 
most of the negotiators by shock.”

At COP27 in Sharm el-Sheikh 
there had been criticism that the 
large number of lobbyists from  
fossil fuel companies had had 
an impact on the negotiations. 
In Montreal, while there were 
representatives from sectors such  
as food and agriculture, as well  
as commodity firms, the key 
difference, said Gough, was that 
they were the chief sustainability 
officers and the biodiversity 
managers, “the ones that are inside 
those companies trying to make 
those changes and work on the 
transformation … The blockers aren’t 
here,” he says.

FINANCIAL ACTION
There was further support for the 
push for tougher standards when 
the International Sustainability 
Standards Board (ISSB) announced 
it will incorporate nature in its 
disclosure standards when they are 
released next year. The development 
clarifies that a company’s ability 
to deliver value for its investors is 
inextricably linked to the natural 
resources it draws on.

ISSB chair Emmanuel Faber said 
the move is designed to mend the 
fragmented ESG landscape and 
create a global common language 
of sustainability disclosure. This will 
be bolstered this year, with the next 
update of the Taskforce for Nature-
related Financial Disclosures’ 
(TNFD) draft framework guiding 
companies on reporting their nature 
impacts, due in March, and final 
recommendations to be published in 
September. 

One of the key financial 
developments to come out of  
COP15 was the launch of Nature 

Eva Zabey, executive director of the corporate coalition Business for Nature, 
received a standing ovation for her intervention at COP15.
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Action 100, an initiative backed by a  
group of institutional investors, 
including AXA Investment 
Managers, BNP Paribas Asset 
Management and Robeco.

Like the Climate Action 100+ 
initiative for investor engagement 
on climate action, the Nature Action 
100 initiative will engage with 100 
companies from key sectors that 
pose the most significant threats in 
terms of their biodiversity impacts, 
and provide a clear set of investor 
expectations and sector pathways. 
These will drive greater corporate 
ambition and action to reduce 
nature loss, Peter van der Werf, 
senior manager engagement at 
Robeco, said in an interview.

“There is still confusion at a 
company (level) about the type 
of standards that are being used 
for reporting, and what type of 
biodiversity data investors are looking 
for,” he said. “The more we can 
homogenise those expectations on 
the back of a large group, the clearer 

the signal comes for companies about 
we expect from them.”

Earlier in the COP, 150 financial 
institutions, representing over $24 
trillion in assets under management, 
had called on leaders to adopt an 
ambitious framework that would 
push economic actors to take action 
to halt and reverse nature loss and 
provide a clear mandate for the 
alignment of financial flows with the 
preservation of global biodiversity.

“It was encouraging to see the 
appetite from the global investment 
community at COP15 to play their 
part in protecting our natural world,” 
Katie Leach, head of biodiversity 
at responsible investment NGO 
ShareAction, said in a statement. 
“Now we need to see them come 
together to work out how they can 
use this framework as a foundation to 
drive up more ambitious standards.”  

Separately, Kering and L’Occitane 
showed the importance of cross-
sector collaboration by announcing 
new finance for nature-based 

solutions that will mobilise resources 
from luxury fashion and the beauty 
sector. The Climate Fund for Nature, 
targeted to reach 300 million euros, is 
specially designed to invest in nature-
based solutions in countries where 
they source their raw materials. 

With a mission to also support 
carbon sequestration, explained 
Geraldine Vallejo, sustainability 
programme director at Kering, 
projects will include reforestation, 
mangrove restoration and protecting 
grassland from overgrazing. The 
fund “recognises both sectors, 
beauty and fashion, use ingredients 
and resources from nature and from 
very fragile ecosystems,” she added.

MAINTAINING MOMENTUM
Diane Holdorf, executive vice 
president of World Business Council 
for Sustainable Development, 
speaking at a panel discussion 
on the sidelines of COP15,  said 
business is in a strong position to 
push forward with measures on 

An aerial view shows deforestation near a forest on the border between Amazonia and Cerrado in Mato Grosso, Brazil.
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biodiversity loss because it already 
has so much experience of building 
roadmaps on climate.

“It has the accountability 
frameworks in place; it knows the 
type of data and questions it needs 
to ask,” she said. And this can 
dramatically speed up the creation 
of a pathway for biodiversity. “The 
readiness is going to help leap-
frog the battles we had to fight on 
climate,” she added.

One disappointment in Montreal 
was the failure of the term “nature 
positive” to achieve recognition  
in the final agreement. 

The term had been heavily 
promoted as a north star for both 
business and society, and a rallying 
cry for biodiversity that could 
achieve the same profile for nature 

as net-zero has for the climate.
However, efforts will continue to 

refine the thinking. Conservation 
group Flora & Fauna International 
(FFI), for instance, is part of a 
nature-positive working group that 
has set out to provide businesses 
with the technical principles they 
need to embed nature-positive 
values into their organisations. 

Developing the metrics and 
science-based targets will support 
momentum from businesses that 
want to act, and also close the door 
to misuse and greenwash, Joanna 
Elliott, FFI’s global director, said in 
an interview.

“A lot of people describe it (nature-
positive) as transformative because 
it’s not just about reducing loss … it’s 
about providing that net gain (too).”

She added: “There’s a need to 
challenge whole sectors to lift up … 
It’s not enough to do it just for your 
business but you need to set the 
sample of showing others how to 
do it.” Otherwise, you end up with 
trade-offs, she said, “with the bad 
guys coming in and scooping up the 
benefits that the good guys have 
delivered on”. 

The Kunming-Montreal 
Agreement is a start, but a broader 
cross-section of companies and 
investors now needs to step forward 
this year and start working with 
governments to ensure that what 
has been billed as out last chance 
to save nature succeeds. “The 
avoidance of biodiversity loss should 
be the number one step in every 
decision,” said Elliott. ●
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Fish swim among coral reefs in the waters of Alor, East Nusa Tenggara province, Indonesia. The COP15 framework 
includes agreement on a commitment to protect 30% of land and seas by 2030.
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Michael Okoroafor’s 
resume makes 
impressive reading. A 
PhD in organic polymer 

chemistry from Michigan State 
University, 40 or so patents to his 
name in cutting-edge packaging 
technology, and a string of senior 
roles in blue-chip firms, including 
Coca-Cola and Kraft Heinz, before 
becoming chief sustainability 
officer at the U.S. food company 
McCormick. 

But that’s only the half of it. 
Okoroafor’s achievements are built 
on the back of growing up as the 
youngest of four siblings in a single-
parent household (his father died 
when Okoroafor was four years old) 
in an Igbo-speaking region of rural 
southern Nigeria. 

“My mom was a subsistence 
farmer (who) used to grow yams, 
cassava, corn, bitter leaf, bananas, 
plantains … and she was able to 
make enough money from farming 
to send me to a boarding school, 
and that changed the trajectory of 
my life,” says Oboroafor.

The experience has left him with 
valuable insights when it comes to 
helping deliver on his employer’s 
vision for farmer wellbeing. 
McCormick, which specialises in herbs 
and spices, has pledged to increase 
the resilience of 35,000 farmers in its 
direct supply chain by 2025. 

The target forms part of a 

wider series of supply-related 
commitments, including the 
promotion of female empowerment 
and pursuit of regenerative 
agricultural practices – all of which 
will also be critical to meeting 
McCormick’s Science Based Targets’ 
goal of cutting its emissions from 
purchased goods and services by 
42% by 2030.    

McCormick isn’t alone in 
recognising the centrality of farmers 
in a more sustainable food system. 
In the run-up to November's COP27 

climate summit, Mars, McDonald’s 
and PepsiCo were among a dozen 
or so “big food” brands to publicly 
back a high-profile report from the 
Sustainable Markets Initiative’s 
Agribusiness Task Force calling for 
regenerative farming to become 
more economically compelling for 
small producers. 

Indigenous communities in 
particular are becoming increasingly 
vocal about their omission from 
large-scale nature-oriented 
interventions – an oversight  

INTERVIEW

The subsistence farmer’s son 
who is pushing for a better shake 
for smallholders at McCormick
Oliver Balch meets Michael Okoroafor, chief sustainability officer  
of the U.S. spices brand
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McCormick's chief sustainability officer, Michael Okoroafor, at a vanilla farm 
in Madagascar.

https://www.mccormick.com/
https://www.mccormickcorporation.com/en/responsibility/purpose-led-performance/esg-issues/social,-people-and-communities/farmer-livelihoods
https://www.reuters.com/business/sustainable-business/subsistence-farmers-son-pushing-better-shake-smallholders-spices-brand-mccormick-2022-12-02/
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referred to as “exclusionary 
conservation” by groups such as the 
International Indigenous Forum on 
Biodiversity. 

So, how might companies and 
other influential organisations 
best integrate smallholder farmers 
into their sustainable agriculture 
endeavours? 

Okoroafor’s advice is threefold. 
First, don’t think of farmer support as 
charity. “I don't know any farmer in 
a farming community who is looking 
for a handout. They just want to do 
well … and earn a good living.

To that end, McCormick has set up 
a series of projects that provide key 
inputs such as agronomic know-how 
and cash loans to increase their yields 
and thus derive a higher income. 

The Maryland-based company 
is currently running a pilot scheme 
in Indonesia and Vietnam, for 
example, that provides suppliers 
with discounted rates on short-term 
working capital financing. The pilot is 
linked to McCormick’s sustainability 
standards: the closer the supplier’s 
compliance, the better the rate. 

Set up in conjunction with the 
International Finance Corporation 
and U.S. bank Citi (through its 
$500-million Supplier Finance 
offering), the initiative includes 
a capacity-development and 
empowerment component, which is 
aimed specifically at women pepper 
farmers in Vietnam. 

The project builds on the existing 
work of a large team of agronomists 
that McCormick employs to train 
smallholder farmers in its five 
key supply chains (black pepper, 
cinnamon, oregano, red pepper 
and vanilla) in sustainable farming 
techniques. 

“The misconception about these 
farmers is that people think they're 
waiting for freebies. No, they're not. 
They just need a boost, and then 
they can take care of themselves,” 
says Okoroafor. 

The second insight he takes from 
his childhood experience is to invest 
in truly understanding the on-the-
ground barriers and challenges 
faced by farmers.  

He offers the example of the 
“predatory” role of middlemen. The 
remote location of many farming 
communities makes accessing 
points of sale difficult. As a 
consequence, they frequently sell 
to intermediaries, who collect their 
produce at the farm gate but pay 
significantly below-market rates. 

“Farmers will do their farming 
from morning to night, they harvest 
the crop, and then they sell it to 
a middleman in the village, who 
sells it to another middleman in 
the town, who sells it to another … 
these middlemen will be driving a 
Mercedes Benz, while the farmers 
stay impoverished.”

In response, McCormick requests 
its export partners to source 
directly from farmer cooperatives 
wherever possible. Okoroafor 
declines to disclose the company’s 
payment formula, but he insists that 

smallholders are “now getting more 
than they were getting before”. 

A higher gate price is not the 
only upside. McCormick also offers 
additional services such as health 
insurance, interest-free loans, 
and access to cost-saving inputs. 
Cooperatives certified under the 
Rainforest Alliance standard also 
qualify for premiums, or one-off 
bonuses. 

In the Sava region of Madagascar, 
for instance, this approach has 
resulted in farmers from nearly 50 
villages introducing improvements 
to land management and 
biodiversity protection, as well as 
becoming skilled in value-added 
process such as vanilla curing. 

A similar arrangement in 
Guatemala has led to 500 
smallholder cardamom and  
allspice producers swapping out 
the use of firewood in the drying 
process in favour of a solar-powered 
alternative. 

All these ancillary benefits are 
delivered in alliance with expert  
third parties, which points to 
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A woman harvests chillies in Indonesia's West Java province. 

INTERVIEW

https://iifb-indigenous.org/
https://iifb-indigenous.org/
https://pressroom.ifc.org/all/pages/PressDetail.aspx?ID=26542
https://www.citibank.com/tts/solutions/trade-finance/assets/docs/Citi-Supplier-Finance.pdf
https://www.idhsustainabletrade.com/improving-economic-self-sufficiency-of-vanilla-farmers/
https://www.heifer.org/about-us/media-center/press-releases/heifer-international-and-mccormick--company-announce-partnership-to-support-sustainable-incomes-for-spice-farmers-in-guatemala.html
https://www.heifer.org/about-us/media-center/press-releases/heifer-international-and-mccormick--company-announce-partnership-to-support-sustainable-incomes-for-spice-farmers-in-guatemala.html
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Okoroafor’s third main piece of advice 
– namely, the essential importance 
of working through trusted, local 
implementation partners. 

Again, Okoroafor draws on his 
upbringing. In his home village, 
smallholder farmers don’t grant 
“social license” to companies on 
the back of complex management 
toolkits or detailed contracts, he 
says: “They shake your hand”. 

“If you don't understand the 
culture, you're dead,” he adds, noting 
that “somebody who understands 
India cannot do it (understand the 
culture) in Mozambique.”

As such, all McCormick’s NGO 
partners pursue a policy of employing 
local representatives with an intimate 

knowledge of the target farming 
communities, Okoroafor maintains. 

How far these supplier relationships 
meet the growing demand of farming 
communities for an equitable voice 
remains an open question, however 
– not just for McCormick, but for all 
corporate and government actors.

The inclusion of “adequate, 
horizontal and culturally relevant” 
governance and participation 
mechanisms is essential to 
addressing the inevitable power 
asymmetries in multi-party 
development projects, argues Miguel 
Valderrama Zevallos, author of a 
damning new report from the Forest 
Peoples Programme about the 
impact of forest conservation efforts 

on indigenous communities in Peru. 
The report points to the preamble 

of the United Nations’ original 
Convention on Biological Diversity, 
signed 30 years ago, which affirms 
the “desirability of sharing equitable 
benefits” from efforts to conserve 
the planet’s natural biodiversity and 
to “sustainably use its components”. 

McCormick’s sustainability  
chief says he couldn’t agree more 
with the need for communities to 
fully participate. “At the end of the 
day, nobody cares about what we  
do; what people care about 
is making an impact in these 
communities,” he states. “And  
that's also how you build an 
enduring business”. ●

M
O

H
A

M
M

E
D

 S
A

LE
M

/R
E

U
T

E
R

S

Members of an indigenous group at the COP27 climate summit, in Sharm el-Sheik, Egypt, in November.

INTERVIEW

https://www.forestpeoples.org/sites/default/files/documents/JA-519 Traditional Kichwa forms of occupation and control - ENG v6_0.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/doc/legal/cbd-en.pdf
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When the Cocoa & 
Forests Initiative 
was signed in 2017 
between the world’s 

major cocoa companies, the 
governments of Ghana and Ivory 
Coast, and IDH, the Sustainable 
Trade Initiative, there was optimism 
that the ambitious public-private 
partnership would turn the tide on 
devastating forest loss from cocoa. 

The two African countries have 
lost around 94% and 80% of their 
forests, respectively, in the past 60 

years, one-third of it to make way for 
growing cocoa. 

Low productivity from aging 
cocoa trees grown as a monocrop 
have led scores of impoverished 
smallholder cocoa farmers to make 
illegal incursions into standing 
forests, where the soil is more fertile. 
Along with stronger enforcement of 
national forest policies, the central 
idea of the initiative was to replace 
single-crop cocoa plantations 
with an agroforestry model that 
intercrops cocoa with a mix of shade 

crops, hardwood trees and other 
cash crops. 

This would provide smallholder 
farmers with a second source of 
income, boost food security and 
improve the health of the soil so that 
it sequesters carbon and is more 
resilient.

Five years later, despite some 
progress in sustainable sourcing 
by individual companies, cocoa 
cultivation continues to threaten the 
two countries’ precious remaining 
forest, concedes Matthew Spencer, 

IN FOCUS

The five-year search for the right 
recipe to save forests from cocoa 
Terry Slavin investigates why commodity-driven deforestation continues in 
Ghana and Ivory Coast despite the ambitious public-private partnership

LU
C

 G
N

A
G

O
/R

E
U

T
E

R
S

VIEW ONLINE

A cocoa farm in Soubre, Ivory Coast.

https://www.worldcocoafoundation.org/initiative/cocoa-forests-initiative/
https://www.worldcocoafoundation.org/initiative/cocoa-forests-initiative/
https://www.reutersevents.com/sustainability/five-year-search-right-recipe-save-forests-cocoa
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global director for landscapes at IDH.
“The challenge remains to 

translate increased corporate 
investment into sustainable cocoa 
sourcing and increased government 
support for sustainable agricultural 
production into effective forest 
protection and forest restoration,” 
Spencer says.

So what has gone wrong? A report 
on 2021 activity in Ivory Coast from 
the World Cocoa Foundation (WCF) 
in July said that cocoa companies 
had distributed more than 11 million 
forest trees to cocoa producers 
since 2018, and last year mapped 
over 500,000 farms, achieving 72% 
traceability in their direct supply 
chains. The WCF also said that forest 
disturbances in the cocoa belt in 
Ivory Coast had decreased by 47% 
compared with the previous year.  

However, a different picture is 
presented by the NGO Mighty Earth, 
which provides data for an annual 
sustainability scoreboard of the 
cocoa industry, and has created an 
open source Cocoa Accountability 
Map. It found that between January 
2019 and January 2022 alone Ivory 
Coast lost 19,421 hectares of forest 
within cocoa-growing regions, while 
Ghana lost 39,497 hectares. 

Most striking has been the failure 
of agroforestry efforts, Mighty 
Earth said. Despite numerous 
tree-distribution campaigns in Ivory 
Coast, the survival rate of distributed 
trees is less than 2%. The NGO said 
this was due to a failure to consult 
local communities in designing 
agroforestry projects, distributing 
trees that never got planted, or died 
because they weren’t maintained 
and then were not replaced.

One company the NGO cites for 
success in its agroforestry efforts 
is Nestle, which has invested 2.5 
million euros on a project to promote 
agroforestry practices among farmers 
on the periphery of the  Cavally Forest 
Reserve, one of the biggest stands of 

protected forest in Ivory Coast, and to 
reforest the 43% of the reserve that 
has been degraded. 

Gerome Topka, Ivory Coast 
country head for the Earthworm 
Foundation, which is working with 
Nestle, said the key to success has 
been to involve smallholder farmers 
in decision making, something that 
is often not the case. “The local 
communities are choosing the trees 
and setting up the nurseries. The 
local communities are planting the 
trees in the Cavally Forest Reserve, 
and are involved in all the work we 
are doing on the periphery of the 
forest reserve,” he said.

He said some 150 “infiltration” 
farmers, who had been illegally 
planting cocoa in the reserve, had 
approached Earthworm asking for 
help to make an alternative income. 
One promising enterprise has been 
to breed snails to sell as escargot to 

restaurants in Abidjan, which Topka 
said can earn them far more than 
cocoa.

INCENTIVISING CHANGE
Agroforestry initiatives are only one 
strand of a larger effort by Nestle 
and others to boost productivity of 
cocoa farmers in west Africa, the 
lowest in the world, and reduce the 
pressure on the forest.  

Nestle recently launched an 
income accelerator programme 
to help incentivise cocoa farmers 
in Ivory Coast to adopt more 
sustainable practices. In a pilot 
started last year, more than 10,000 
families received cash incentives 
of up to 500 Swiss francs ($542) 
for adopting good agricultural 
practices, such as pruning,  
engaging in agroforestry, 
diversifying their income through 
growing other crops and sending 

Nestle is incentivising women cocoa farmers to send their children to school.
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https://www.mightyearth.org/wp-content/uploads/2022_Chocolate_Scorecard_English_FINAL.pdf
https://www.nestle.com/sustainability/human-rights/living-income/cocoa
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their children to school.  A key 
feature is that women, who Nestle 
says are the most likely to ensure 
children go to school, get half 
the income, which is paid directly 
through mobile payments.

The programme, which Nestle 
is doing in partnership with IDH, 
is slated to be extended to Ghana 
in 2024, and rolled out to Nestle’s 
global cocoa supply chain of 
160,000 families in Africa and South 
America by 2030.

Similarly, Mars Wrigley, together 
with cocoa supplier Touton, and 
the NGO Solidaridad, are part of 
a project by impact investment 
fund Livelihoods Venture testing 
different combinations of solutions 
with sets of cocoa farmers in Ghana, 
in an attempt to help boost crop 
productivity. 

Kevin Rabinovitch, global 
sustainability vice president for Mars 
Wrigley, said West African cocoa 
farmers get yields of about 400 kg 
per hectare, compared with about 1 
tonne per hectare for Latin American 

smallholders, “If we can find a way to 
help them, they aren’t chasing a 10% 
improvement, it’s 100%”. 

But the right formula of 
interventions needed to unlock 
those productivity gains has 
remained stubbornly elusive. In an 
interview last year, Bernard Giraud, 
president of Livelihoods Venture, 
highlighted the critical need for 
sustainable finance in Ghana, where 
there is a high level of inflation. 
“Farmers need finance to contract 
labour on their cocoa farms and 
buy sustainable inputs to boost 
productivity,” said Giraud. 

“Also, when you look at the interest 
rate for a farmer if he wants to 
finance the replacement of old cocoa 
trees, it is just impossible. There 
is no bank or financial institution 
providing a long-term loan because 
the risk is high,” he said.

Samuel Jinapor, Ghana’s minister 
for lands and natural resources, 
told an event on the Cocoa & 
Forests Initiative (CFI) at the Ghana 
pavilion at COP27 that signatories 

must focus on lifting incomes for 
smallholder farmers. “It’s one 
thing saying farmers must adopt 
sustainable farming methods, but 
how can they do that if they receive 
close to nothing in income from this 
billion-dollar industry?”

The other big barrier to progress 
has been lack of  traceability. A 
report by supply chain transparency 
initiative Trase ahead of COP27 said 
that while companies in the CFI say 
they have mapped over 70% of their 
direct supplies, over 55% of cocoa 
from Ivory Coast is untraceable, 
either because it is indirectly sourced 
by traders from local intermediaries, 
or exported by traders that disclose 
no information about their suppliers. 

Trase said while CFI was a  
positive step, so far it “has done 
little more than bring together a 
handful of individual corporate 
sustainability projects. To halt 
cocoa-driven forest loss, companies 
must go beyond the traceability of 
their own individual supply chains to 
invest in initiatives at the landscape 
level … improving governance and 
land-use planning through formal 
collaboration with stakeholders 
including central and local 
government, farmers, communities 
and civil society organisations, not 
only for cocoa, but all land uses in 
the area.”

Topka at Earthworm agreed that it 
was difficult to see what the CFI had 
achieved in its first five years, which 
he put down to companies taking 
a siloed, competitive approach, 
reporting on their individual 
initiatives, rather than “putting their 
energies together”.  

However, with the European 
Union and the UK both bringing in 
legislation that seeks to ban the 
import of illegally produced forest-
risk commodities, including cocoa, 
there are some positive signs of 
more collaborative approaches in 
both countries. 

Rangers protect the forest inside Banco National Park in Abidjan, Ivory Coast.
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https://insights.trase.earth/insights/chocolate-companies-face-deforestation-risks-from-unknown-cocoa-supplies/
https://insights.trase.earth/insights/chocolate-companies-face-deforestation-risks-from-unknown-cocoa-supplies/
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Violaine Berger, senior advisor 
of IDH, says last March several 
companies in the CFI, along with 
civil society groups and regional 
government, signed a production 
protection inclusion (PPI) agreement 
covering the entire Cavally region, 
with the ambition of ensuring 
products such as cocoa, rubber and 
other agricultural products are not 
associated with deforestation.

“This is the first PPI compact in 
(Ivory Coast) and … the World Bank 
sees it as a model that could be 
implemented in other regions (of the 
country),” she says.

But she added that it was 
critical to get more funding for 
the “protection” element of the 
agreement, with only half a dozen 
agents patrolling 67,000 hectares of 
the Cavally forest. 

In Ghana, too, the UK-government 
funded Partnership for Forests has 
been supporting cocoa trader Touton 
to achieve a deforestation-free 
cocoa landscape in the Juabeso and 
Bia districts, working with partners 
including Solidaridad, Mondelez, 
Ferrero and Mars. 

According to Partnerships for 
Forests, the project, which has 
been piloting dynamic agroforestry 
systems, has brought over 180,000 
hectares of land under improved and 
enhanced management, and by this 
year more than 50,000 farmers are 
expected to have been trained and 
supported to produce climate-smart 
cocoa, with incomes expected to 
increase by nearly 50%.

Daan Wensing, chief executive 
of IDH, told the COP27 event that 
it has taken five years of the CFI 
to put a governance framework 
and framework for action in place, 
and to test different agroforestry 
models, working with the companies 
and governments. The second 
phase will be about moving into 
implementation at scale.  

“Now it’s about tackling the 

difficult issues, and that will require 
courage and real partnership”, not 
only between the companies and the 
two host governments in the CFI, 
but outside partners, including the 
UK and EU, that are legislating for 

deforestation-free cocoa imports.
“It’s crucially important for 

regulators in those markets to 
embrace CFI, to make it work, turn it 
into a delivery agent so we all move 
forward on the pathway.” ●
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Agroforestry projects are one pillar of efforts to boost cocoa farmers’ 
productivity and resilience to climate change.

The Cavally Forest Reserve in Ivory Coast.


