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This case study is part of a broader analysis on key lessons women’s health advocates can learn from the 
environmental movement on effective strategies for driving changes in corporate policies and practices. 
To read the full brief and other case studies, go to http://evidenceproject.popcouncil.org/?p=3034.
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Brazil’s Soy Moratorium (SoyM) was the first voluntary, zero-deforestation agreement 
implemented in the world, and set the stage for supply-chain governance initiatives 
for other commodity drivers of deforestation, such as beef and palm oil (Gibbs et al. 
2015). From the late 1990s through 2004, Amazon deforestation became far more 
sensitive to global influences, as commodity market conditions and technological 
advances favored the first large-scale expansion of soy and other mechanized 

crops into the region (Nepstad 2014). Between 2001 and 2006, 
soybean fields expanded by one million hectares (Mha) in the 
Amazon biome, and direct conversion of forests to soy production 
contributed to record deforestation rates (Gibbs et al. 2015). Until 
2006, Brazil had been the world leader in tropical deforestation, 
clearing an average of 19,500 km2 annually from 1996 to 2005. 
This forest conversion to pasture and farmland released 0.7 
to 1.4 GtCO2e (billion tons of CO2 equivalents) per year to the 
atmosphere (Nepstad 2014). 

In 2006, Greenpeace released a report entitled “Eating up the 
Amazon,” in which it laid out the problem of commodity-driven 
deforestation in the Amazon and specifically targeted major 
agribusiness traders such as Cargill, ADM, and Bunge, but also 
McDonald’s, as a buyer of soy from these traders (Greenpeace 
International 2006). Greenpeace chose to focus its attention 
on McDonald’s in the report and campaign activities – which 
included activists protesting in chicken costumes at McDonald’s 
restaurants in Europe and a blockade activists set up at the 
soybean port of Santarém, Pará on the Amazon River (Brown 
2013) – despite the fact that its supply chain represented less 

than 0.5 percent of soy purchasing from Brazil (Langert 2016). The goal was to get 
McDonald’s, a major global corporation with powerful brand recognition, to pressure 
its suppliers, namely Cargill, to stop contributing to soy-related deforestation in the 
Amazon. Greenpeace’s strategy was to move McDonald’s on the deforestation issue, 
believing that others would then follow their example.
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To the surprise of Greenpeace, not only did McDonald’s move on the issue, but it also 
helped convene and recruit other actors, including Cargill, to meet and work together 
to solve the problem. In response to pressure from Greenpeace and other NGOs, as 
well as the recruitment and convening power of McDonald’s, major soybean traders 
committed to an agreement, later known as the Soy Moratorium, not to purchase soy 
grown on lands deforested after July 2006 in the Brazilian Amazon. The moratorium 
was renewed annually starting in 2008 and, as of May 2016, it has been renewed 
indefinitely or, as the renewal document says, until it is no longer needed (Estrada 
Patino 2016). 

At the time, the leader of the Greenpeace Amazon campaign, Paulo Adario, attributed 
the rapid response and success to the simplicity of the demand, asserting that 
“Simplicity was the key ingredient. Everyone could understand it…We drew a line in 
the sand and said ‘No deforestation here,’ backed by respecting indigenous people’s 
rights, ‘and no slavery.’” (Langert 2016) In the two years prior to the SoyM, nearly 30 
percent of soy expansion occurred through deforestation, rather than replacement 
of pasture or other previously cleared lands. After the SoyM, deforestation for soy 
dramatically decreased, falling to only about 1 percent of expansion in the Amazon 
biome by 2014, even though soy area increased in the area by 1.3 Mha (Gibbs et 
al. 2015). Farms violating the SoyM were identified using a satellite and airborne 
monitoring system developed by industry, NGOs, and government partners, and were 
blocked from selling to SoyM signatories. 

According to Gibbs et al. (2015), the success of the SoyM is due to five overarching factors: 

1.	 A limited number of soy buyers exert considerable control of soy purchasing and 
financing (these include multinational agribusiness companies such as Cargill, 
ADM, Bunge, and Louis Dreyfuss)

2.	Simple compliance requirements
3.	Streamlined and transparent monitoring and enforcement systems
4.	Simultaneous efforts by the Brazilian government to reduce deforestation
5.	Active participation by NGOs and government agencies

While the SoyM is a widely heralded success story of the environmental movement, 
some remain skeptical of its long-term efficacy and replicability beyond Brazil, given 
the unique enabling circumstances. While market-led dynamics were essential to 
the success of the SoyM, the role of the Brazilian government’s sustained focus on 
protecting the Amazon cannot be overlooked. Political priority, allocation of government 
resources, and the implementation of a monitoring and surveillance system created 
an enabling environment for the SoyM. The national government also played a critical 
role in the enforcement of the moratorium. While restrictions on access to markets 
and finance succeeded in decelerating deforestation, these did not address the 
region’s need for private investment, innovation, enterprise, and land titling, which is 
fundamental to landholders’ ability to access credit. Thus, there may be unintended 
consequences for farmers’ negotiating power with purchasers and the engagement of 
livestock and agriculture businesses that have important roles in deforestation.

Nevertheless, the success of SoyM has been widely touted, and there is clear evidence 
that the moratorium has curbed soy-driven deforestation in the Amazon to near zero 
– only about 0.8 percent of deforestation can be attributed to soy as of 2016 (Barrett 
2016)  – while also helping reduce deforestation in the Amazon overall, and serving as 
a model for the 2009 moratorium on deforestation for cattle ranching. 
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