
BAD INFLUENCE 
How  McKinsey  advice  leads  to  rainforest  destruction  in  the  Democratic 
Republic of Congo

Briefing, Greenpeace – April 2011

In a report published on 7th April 2011, Greenpeace exposes the questionable role of 
the reputed consultancy firm McKinsey in the development of national strategies to 
reduce emissions from deforestation and forest degradation (REDD) in a number of 
tropical rainforest countries. 

McKinsey & Company is  recognized worldwide as one of the most prominent and 
most influential players in the consulting industry. The firm serves a wide array of public 
and private institutions, advising them on how to improve their business performance 
and competitive advantage.
McKinsey currently claims to serve more than 70% of Fortune magazine’s list of “most 
admired” companies1. It has more than 95 offices in over 50 countries. 
However, McKinsey has been involved in several large-scale scandals. The company 
advised the giant energy trader Enron for nearly 18 years on basic strategy, before it  
collapsed in 2001. More recently, a McKinsey senior partner was “placed on indefinite 
leave” in 2009 after he was charged (and subsequently arrested) with taking part in the 
largest hedge fund insider-trading scheme ever2. 

Greenpeace  has  scrutinized  the  consultancy  firm’s  significant  influence  in  the 
development  of  national  plans  to  curb  deforestation  in  four  major  tropical  forest 
countries: Papua New Guinea, Guyana, and especially Indonesia and the Democratic 
Republic of Congo. 

Following in-depth investigations, Greenpeace exposes the underlying rationales and 
premises of McKinsey’s advice, and the errors and lack of transparency characterizing 
an  approach  that  systematically  favors  industrial  logging  and  plantations  at  the 
expense of natural forests and local communities. 

History and development of REDD: How McKinsey managed to position itself as the 
adviser of choice 

While covering only  about 10% of  the world’s land surface,  tropical  rainforests are 
home to more than 60% of all terrestrial and freshwater biodiversity. 1.6 billion people 
depend upon them for their  survival.  They also play a vital  role in stabilizing global 
weather  patterns  and  their  degradation  is  a  major  contributor  to  climate  change, 
responsible  for  15% to 20% of  global  emissions.  For  this reason,  the international 
community has identified forest protection as imperative, especially in light of climate 

1  http://money.cnn.com/magazines/fortune/mostadmired/2011/index.html

2  http://www.finfacts.ie/irishfinancenews/article_1018772.shtml
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http://money.cnn.com/magazines/fortune/mostadmired/2011/index.html


change,  and has  included REDD in  the United Nations Framework Convention  on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC) negotiations. REDD is designed to make funding available 
for the developing world to reduce emissions from deforestation and degradation of 
forests. 

Since 2008, McKinsey has risen to prominence, positioning itself as a key player in the 
market of national REDD planning. 

Why McKinsey? For rainforest countries, McKinsey’s international recognition, history 
of  partnerships  with  governments  and  transnational  organizations,  and  excellent 
connections worldwide (major business executives, former clients, etc.) are perceived 
as a guarantee of international credibility and a way of strengthening future negotiating 
positions and securing international funding. 

McKinsey’s flawed advice in the Democratic Republic of Congo: A disaster scenario 
serving industrial interests instead of protecting forests

In 2009, McKinsey was commissioned to produce a study for DRC’s REDD planning. 
Its report,  produced in just five weeks,  was fully  endorsed by the REDD readiness 
proposal subsequently developed by DRC’s government. The study was funded by 
public money poured by several donor countries into a multi-donor trust fund overseen 
by the World Bank. Measures recommended in the McKinsey DRC study include: 

- A significant expansion of industrial  logging,  with an increase of at least an 
additional 10 million hectares of logging concessions in tropical rainforests;

- Significant payments (€750 million) to logging companies for limiting (?) their 
future impact to twice or three times their present impact…

- The allocation of over a billion Euros in subsidies to intensive export-oriented 
agro-industry (mostly palm oil) to locate plantations outside of existing dense 
rainforest;

- The  sedentarization  and  intensification  of  subsistence  agriculture  without 
consideration for traditional ways of life, particularly of indigenous peoples, or 
for the practical challenges associated with such a measure. 

McKinsey systematically favors industrial interests. For example, its ridiculously short 
analysis  of  "deforestation  drivers”  consistently  minimizes  the  destructive  impact  of 
industrial logging, suggesting that small-scale farmers are the only ones to blame for 
forest  degradation,  and at  the same time proposing to  allocate  massive  funds  for 
REDD to industry…
McKinsey uses a highly dubious and rather ingenious argument: it underestimates the 
industry’s current adverse impact on forests and significantly overestimates its potential 
future impact. McKinsey then infers the need to compensate the industry in order to 
avoid  a  worst  case  scenario  –  an  unlikely  scenario  for  the  DRC  due  to  political 
instability and lack of infrastructure, etc. 

Lack of transparency, as well as flaws and errors in the baseline calculations 

McKinsey  owes  its  notoriety  to  the  “cost  curve”  methodology  underpinning  all  its 



strategic recommendations. The cost curve approach to carbon reduction appeals to 
policymakers,  not  least  because it  provides  a  graphic  overall  view of  a  proposal’s 
underlying logic that can be taken in at a glance. 
However, it is unclear how the data underpinning the cost curve is determined.
Indeed, the methodology is characterized by a total lack of transparency, McKinsey 
refusing to disclose the assumptions used in its models in the name of confidentiality… 
Some  essential  factors  such  as  the  implementation  costs  associated  with  the 
measures  considered  (or  ruled  out)  are  deliberately  excluded  from  the  calculation 
(because  of  “too  much  uncertainty”). In  contrast,  the  calculation  includes  other 
parameters, which appear just as uncertain, without providing any explanations.

When considered closely,  this curve and all  resulting analyses are based on seeing 
tropical  rainforests  merely  as  valuable  timber  and  carbon  stocks  or  as  potential 
reserves of land for the expansion of large-scale plantations. 
McKinsey fails to consider the economic, social and cultural value of natural forests for 
the  millions  of  people  who  depend  on  them for  their  survival,  and  the  invaluable 
environmental benefits they provide globally (water cycle, climate, protection against 
soil erosion, etc.). 
McKinsey  considers  forests  exclusively  from  the  angle  of  their  financial  value  (i.e. 
realized  through  their  destruction),  inferring  an  “opportunity  cost”,  i.e.  the  value 
foregone in maintaining standing forests. Using that same rationale, the non-financial 
benefits from protecting the forest are simply ignored.

McKinsey advice not only fails to promote the protection of natural forests, but also 
attaches a great deal of importance to the carbon sequestration potential of industrial 
plantations. However, this analysis is riddled with errors and inconsistencies. 

For example, in the Democratic Republic of Congo, McKinsey proposes to establish 
giant plantations (up to 13 million hectares, about the size of England!) on shrubby 
savannah and forest lands already significantly “fragmented” by farming (forest mosaic) 
without any data on the carbon which is already stored in these ecosystems. Thus, the 
report uses gross sequestration data without taking into account the carbon losses 
resulting from the destruction of savannah and degraded forest lands. 
Even more surprising is the fact that the sequestration potential is calculated based on 
a blatantly exaggerated estimate of the projected biomass of a plantation (presented 
as equivalent to that of a primary forest, in total disregard of all scientific research on 
the subject).

The adverse effects of McKinsey advice: No real alternative to the business-as-usual 
model and a new “Paying the polluter” concept

McKinsey carefully avoids questioning the sacrosanct notion of “economic growth” in 
the  countries  where  it  operates,  regardless  of  principles  such  as  sustainability  or 
fairness  to  local  people.  There  is  no  room  left  for  the  consideration  of  possible 
alternatives. 

All  of  McKinsey’s  estimates  and  recommendations  are  focused  on  payments  to 
industrial players to compensate efforts designed to decrease their impact on forests. 



This applies to the DRC, where a Greenpeace analysis of the McKinsey-inspired REDD 
readiness proposal  has shown that  over  the next 20 years industrial  logging could 
receive more than €750M in compensation for limiting the increase of greenhouse gas 
emissions. In the same vein, over a billion Euros could be paid to the palm oil industry 
for relocating future plantations outside existing dense forest areas. 

In Indonesia, subsidies to the palm oil industry could be even higher, reaching nearly 
$20,000/ha…

Greenpeace Recommendations 

- McKinsey must  publish  all  the data,  calculations,  assumptions and analysis 
underlying its cost curve;

- McKinsey must revise methodologies to reflect international norms in biomass 
carbon accounting;

- McKinsey must extend its analysis to include safeguards for biodiversity and 
the  rights  of  local  communities  and indigenous  peoples  as  provided in  the 
Cancun Agreement on REDD;

- The consultancy firm must disclose all  cases in which it  has simultaneously 
advised companies associated with the drivers of deforestation and assisted in 
the drafting of REDD+ plans, to avoid any conflict of interest in the future;

- Rainforest nations should not commission further work from McKinsey until the 
firm has  corrected all  methodological  flaws  and lack  of  transparency  in  its 
underlying assumptions;

- Rainforest  nations  should  revise  existing  REDD+  plans  to  address  the 
methodological flaws outlined in the report and ensure the plans consistently 
address the major drivers of deforestation; 

- Donor countries and institutions should not fund further work from McKinsey 
until action has been taken to correct such flaws and lack of transparency in 
the  underlying  assumptions  and  eliminate  any  bias  in  favor  of  industrial 
interests;  international  donors  should  not  fund  any  measures  or  policies 
resulting  from McKinsey  recommendations  until  they  have  been  revised  as 
advocated in the foregoing paragraph.

On this topic, see also Greenpeace, Turning REDD into Green in the DRC. 

http://www.greenpeace.org/belgium/nl/pers/rapporten/redd-in-congo/


