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This report updates and extends our 2017 
assessment, Risky Business i, which focused on the 
impacts resulting from the UK’s trade in the same 
seven agricultural and forest commodities: beef & 
leather, cocoa, palm oil, pulp & paper, rubber, soy, 
and timber. We present new analyses including 
estimates of the greenhouse gas emissions and the 
biodiversity impacts associated with the production 
of these commodities in producer countries. Our 
main analysis includes data up until 2018, which 
was the most recent available at the time of our 
analysis. As such, our assessment does not consider 
the large increase of deforestation and conversion 
rates in a few major producer countries (such as 
Brazil) that have occurred during the last year.

i	 WWF and RSPB report Risky Business: Understanding the UK’s overseas footprint 
for deforestation-risk commodities (2017) wwf.org.uk/riskybusiness

SUMMARY
The UK’s overseas land footprint, a key element of 
the UK’s total environmental footprint overseas, 
has increased by 15% on average compared to 
our 2011-15 analysis. Between 2016 and 2018, an area 
equivalent to 88% of the total UK land area was required to 
supply the UK’s demand for just seven agricultural and forest 
commodities – beef & leather, cocoa, palm oil, pulp & paper, 
rubber, soy, and timber. This rise is in response to increasing 
demands for agricultural and forestry products, including 
those led by shifts in UK policy (notably, the greater 
demand for fuel wood as a source of renewable energy).

Growing demand for forest and agricultural commodities 
drives greenhouse gas emissions and can have negative 
impacts on biodiversity overseas, but current UK legislation 
does not require these impacts to be monitored or mitigated. 
Greenhouse gas emissions arising from imported commodities are 
included in UK environmental accounts, but not in the UK carbon budget 
or climate strategy – so there are no requirements to mitigate them.

Globally, we are facing biodiversity and climate emergencies, being 
brought about by the destruction of nature and the greenhouse gas emissions 
generated by human activities. More than 50% of deforestation and land 
conversion is the result of commercial agriculture and forestry to produce the 
commodities ii  we consumers take for granted and indeed increasingly demand.

These problems have been understood for some time. In fact, progressive 
companies and governments have made time-bound commitments to halt 
�G�H�I�R�U�H�V�W�D�W�L�R�Q���V�L�Q�F�H���������������L�Q�F�O�X�G�L�Q�J���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���D�F�W�L�R�Q�V���V�X�F�K���D�V���F�H�U�W�L�¿�F�D�W�L�R�Q����
market incentives and support for sustainable agriculture) iiiivv . But 
despite this, rates of deforestation and land conversion remain high and 
so do the associated negative impacts on local people and nature.

The Covid-19 pandemic has put our complex relationship with nature 
in the spotlight – including the role that converting and degrading ecosystems 
plays in increasing the risk of emergence of zoonoticvi diseases, and the fragility 
of our global supply chains (especially our food supply chains). Stopping the 
destruction of nature and protecting and restoring natural ecosystems is vital 
in securing wildlife habitats, addressing climate change and reducing the 
overall risk and frequency of future pandemics. It’s also critical for securing 
resilient agricultural supply chains – for example, maintaining the provision 
of essential ecosystem services such as carbon sequestration and clean water.

ii	 Curtis, P.G., et al., (2018). Classifying drivers of global forest loss. DOI: 10.1126/science.aau3445

iii 	 The Consumer Goods Forum. https://www.theconsumergoodsforum.com/initiatives/
environmental-sustainability/about/our-commitments+and+achievements

iv	 The New York Declaration on Forests. https://forestdeclaration.org/about

v	 The Amsterdam Declarations. https://ad-partnership.org/about/

vi	 Diseases that are transmitted from animals to humans.

+15%
INCREASE IN THE UK'S
OVERSEAS LAND 
FOOTPRINT COMPARED TO 
OUR 2011-15 ANALYSIS
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KEY FINDINGS
The UK’s overseas land footprint continues to expand: between 2016 
and 2018, an average annual area of 21.3 million hectares (Mha) 
was required to supply the UK’s demand for the seven commodities 
assessed. This is an increase of 15% compared to our 2011-15 analysis. 
The new figure is equivalent to 88% of the UK’s total land area.

The greenhouse gas emissions associated with the conversion of natural ecosystems and changes in land 
cover for the production of just four commodities vii  (cocoa, palm oil, rubber and soy) amounted to an 
average of around 28 million tonnes of CO2 equivalent (MtCO2e) a year between 2011 and 2018. For a sense 
of scale, this is 7-8% of the UK’s entire overseas carbon footprint in 2016viii . It is worth stressing that these 
overseas land-use change emissions are accounted for by the UK government, but they are not included 
in the UK national carbon budget or climate strategy, so there is no requirement to mitigate them.

vii	 Assessment could only be done for these commodities given the lack of comparable global data for calculating the GHG emissions for forest products and livestock.

viii 	 WWF’s 2020 report Carbon Footprint — Exploring the UK’s Contribution to Climate Change found the total GHG emissions 
embodied in UK imports was 364 MtCO 2e of a total UK carbon footprint of 801 MtCO 2e in 2016; that analysis did not include 
emissions from land-use change (WWF, 2020). https://www.wwf.org.uk/updates/uks-carbon-footprint
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FIGURE ES1:
THE UK’S ANNUAL LAND 
FOOTPRINT AREA OVERSEAS 
IN MILLION HECTARES (MHA) 
FOR THE SEVEN FOREST AND 
AGRICULTURAL COMMODITIES 
ASSESSED, FOR THE PERIODS 
BETWEEN 2011 AND 2015, 
AND 2016 AND 2018

TIMBER 
7,941,083 HA

PULP & PAPER
5,417,581 HA

PALM OIL
1,098,938 HA

RUBBER
 226,280 HA

SOY 
1,726,888 HA

COCOA
1,064,731 HA

BEEF & 
LEATHER
3,828,391 HA

FIGURE ES2:
THE UK’S LAND FOOTPRINT 
OVERSEAS IN HECTARES 
(HA) FOR EACH OF THE 
SEVEN COMMODITIES 
SUPERIMPOSED ON THE UK 
MAP FOR COMPARISON. 
TOGETHER THEY AMOUNT TO 
88% OF THE UK’S LAND AREA
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In landscapes in high risk countries that grow products exported to the UK, 
we counted how many species could be exposed to threats associated with 
commodity production and expansion. We found that UK demand for and 
�W�U�D�G�H���L�Q���W�K�H�V�H���F�R�P�P�R�G�L�W�L�H�V���F�R�X�O�G���E�H���D���H�F�W�L�Q�J���P�R�U�H���W�K�D�Q���������������V�S�H�F�L�H�V���D�O�U�H�D�G�\��
threatened with extinction (including orangutan populations in Sumatra 
and wild cat populations in South America, such as the northern tiger cat).

By far the largest of all the land footprints are those associated with 
both the timber commodities and those of pulp & paper imported 
to the UK between 2016 and 2018 (7.9 and 5.4 Mha, respectively). 
For timber, even though more than 80% of this land footprint is located 
in lower risk countries, the sheer scale concerned means that the land 
footprint in high and very high risk locations ix (e.g. Russia) still represents 
a huge area of land. As for the lower risk countries, some, including the US, 
remain a concern in terms of deforestation and habitat destruction.  

We ranked the countries from which the UK imports directly according to 
their risk, using a composite of four factors: extent of tree cover loss, rate 
of deforestation, rule of law, and labour standards. Of the UK’s total land 
footprint overseas (21.3 Mha), 28% (or around 6 Mha – three times the size 
of Wales) is located in those countries which our assessment assigned a very 
high or high risk score. This means there is still a high risk that the commodity 
supply chains operating within these countries continue to be associated with 
deforestation, conversion of natural ecosystems and/or human rights abuses.

The UK’s share of the global land footprint is sizeable for cocoa (9% 
of global cocoa land footprint), palm oil (5%) and pulp & paper (5%). 
This is especially notable considering the UK accounts for slightly less than 1% 
of the global population and around 2% of global gross domestic product (GDP).

ix	 We assigned a risk score to each UK sourcing country, based on their deforestation/conversion rates 
(Global Forest Watch and FAO), labour rights (International Trade Union Confederation) and rule of 
�O�D�Z���L�Q�G�L�F�H�V�����:�R�U�O�G���%�D�Q�N�������6�F�R�U�H�V���Y�D�U�L�H�G���I�U�R�P�������W�R�����������Z�L�W�K���2�������Y�H�U�\���K�L�J�K���U�L�V�N���D�Q�G�������������K�L�J�K���U�L�V�N��

TIMBER IMPORTS HAVE DOUBLED SINCE OUR 
PREVIOUS STUDY, MOSTLY DUE TO A 110% INCREASE 
IN THE IMPORTS OF FUEL WOOD, AS A RESULT OF 
INCREASED DEMAND FOR BIOENERGY PRODUCTION

BETWEEN 63% AND 89% OF THE UK’S LAND 
FOOTPRINT OVERSEAS FOR COCOA, PALM 
OIL, RUBBER AND SOY IS LOCATED IN COUNTRIES 
CONSIDERED TO HAVE HIGH AND VERY HIGH RISK  

28%
OF THE UK’S TOTAL LAND 
FOOTPRINT OVERSEAS IS 
LOCATED IN COUNTRIES 
ASSIGNED A VERY HIGH 
OR HIGH RISK SCORE

© NATUREPL.COM / EDWIN GIESBERS / WWF

Orangutan baby (Pongo pygmaeus). Semengoh 
Nature Reserve, Sarawak, Borneo, Malaysia.



GLOBAL SNAPSHOT
From 2016-18, the UK had an annual estimated overseas 
land footprint of 21.3 million hectares for just seven imported 
commodities – 28% of which (~6 Mha) was located in high and very 
high risk countries. The top 11 high and very high risk countries 
supplying commodities to the UK are shown on this map.

INDONESIA
RISK SCORE: 12

IVORY COAST
RISK SCORE: 10

465,502 HA
PALM OIL

58,954 HA
RUBBER

MALAYSIA
RISK SCORE: 10

 320,219 HA
PALM OIL

 44,053 HA
RUBBER

AUSTRALIA
RISK SCORE: 9

 509,592 HA
BEEF & LEATHER

RUSSIAN 
FEDERATION

RISK SCORE: 10

 788,661 HA
TIMBER

 504,078 HA
COCOA

 17,680 HA
RUBBER NIGERIA

RISK SCORE: 12

 163,237 HA
COCOA

PAPUA 
NEW GUINEA*

RISK SCORE: 10

 193,970 HA
PALM OIL

PARAGUAY
RISK SCORE: 11

 147,735 HA
SOY

ARGENTINA
RISK SCORE: 10

 573,365 HA
SOY

BRAZIL
RISK SCORE: 10

CHINA
RISK SCORE: 9

 398,292 HA
SOY

 55,058 HA
TIMBER

 63,096  HA
PULP & PAPER

 315,152  HA
BEEF & LEATHER

 610,476 HA
TIMBER

 177,540 HA
PULP & PAPER

 26,475 HA
RUBBER

 529,438 HA
BEEF & LEATHER

*	 Papua New Guinea is not rated by International 
Trade Union Confederation, so is not scored 
for the labour rights indicator. We have scored 
it as medium risk for labour rights.

12 - 11: Very High

�����������������+�L�J�K

FIGURE ES3:
RISK SCORE KEY
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ACHIEVING GREENER
SUPPLY CHAINS

The UK, including the devolved governments, has shown 
willingness to take steps towards addressing its impacts 
overseas. This includes public recognition of the need to 
reduce its global footprint (for example through its 25 Year 
Environment Plan, the Global Resources Initiative (GRI) 
taskforce, the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act, 
and the Scottish Environmental Strategy). In addition, it has 
undertaken work that aims to provide incentives for market 
demand for certified sustainable commodities and has been 
promoting private sector action (for example through the UK 
Roundtables on Sourcing Sustainable Palm Oil and Soya).

We have also seen an increase in the number of commitments from the 
private sector to be deforestation- and conversion-free, and in action 
towards further transparency and sustainability in supply chains. 
Nevertheless, despite some encouraging progress within certain commodity 
supply chains (e.g. palm oil) there are still substantial risks embedded 
within the UK’s supply chains that need to be addressed – and a large 
‘implementation gap’ remains between pledges on deforestation and 
conversion-free supply chains and tangible progress on the ground.

Despite these worrying trends, the UK has the opportunity to demonstrate 
global leadership towards driving sustainability across commodity 
supply chains around the world. This can be achieved, especially for 
cocoa, palm oil, and pulp & paper supply chains, for which the UK’s 
�V�K�D�U�H���R�I���W�K�H���J�O�R�E�D�O���O�D�Q�G���I�R�R�W�S�U�L�Q�W���L�V���P�R�V�W���V�L�J�Q�L�¿�F�D�Q�W����������������

Our data demonstrates that the UK is heavily dependent on international 
�V�X�S�S�O�\���F�K�D�L�Q�V���W�R���V�D�W�L�V�I�\���L�W�V���G�H�P�D�Q�G���I�R�U���I�R�R�G���D�Q�G���¿�E�U�H�����,�Q���D�G�G�L�W�L�R�Q���W�R��
managing demand, this dependence could, in theory, be marginally 
reduced for some commodities (i.e. beef & leather, pulp & paper, and 
timber) by increasing production domestically. However, for climatic, 
biological and other reasons it is not possible to grow most of them in the 
UK. Therefore, the UK must help to strengthen the resilience of its global 
supply chains and ensure they do not contribute to greenhouse gas emissions 
and the destruction of nature, or cause harm to people overseas.

�*�O�R�E�D�O���W�U�D�G�H�U�V���D�Q�G���¿�Q�D�Q�F�L�D�O���L�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�L�R�Q�V���K�D�Y�H���P�D�M�R�U���O�L�Q�N�V���Z�L�W�K���L�P�S�D�F�W�V���R�Q��
producer landscapes, so they could play a key role in bringing about changes 
to improve sustainability. But there are currently no incentives for doing so.

International trade that respects the environment and human rights can 
play a positive role in enhancing equitable global prosperity. As the UK 
negotiates new trade agreements, it is important to ensure that these deliver 
on UK commitments to support the transition to resilient, reliable and 
�V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�O�H���F�R�P�P�R�G�L�W�\���V�X�S�S�O�\���F�K�D�L�Q�V���W�K�D�W���E�H�Q�H�¿�W���S�H�R�S�O�H���D�Q�G���Q�D�W�X�U�H��

�:�H���X�U�J�H���W�K�H���8�.�����L�Q�F�O�X�G�L�Q�J���G�H�Y�R�O�Y�H�G���J�R�Y�H�U�Q�P�H�Q�W�V�����E�X�V�L�Q�H�V�V�H�V���D�Q�G���¿�Q�D�Q�F�L�D�O��
institutions, to take bold actions to bring about the rapid transition 
towards greener, more sustainable and resilient supply chains.

THE UK MUST HELP TO 
STRENGTHEN THE RESILIENCE 
OF ITS GLOBAL SUPPLY CHAINS 
AND ENSURE THEY DO NOT 
CONTRIBUTE TO GREENHOUSE GAS 
EMISSIONS AND THE DESTRUCTION 
OF NATURE, OR CAUSE HARM 
TO PEOPLE OVERSEAS 5-9%

THE UK’S SHARE 
OF GLOBAL LAND 
FOOTPRINT FOR 
COCOA, PALM OIL 
AND PULP & PAPER

© CHRIS J RATCLIFFE / WWF-UK

Young and mature oil palms in front of natural jungle in the state of Sabah, Borneo. 
WWF is supporting oil palm growers to adopt more sustainable agricultural 
practices and localinitiatives with replanting to create wildlife corridors linking 
existing forests which will allow species to move more freely.






















































































































