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Forests in Rio: Ignored at our peril  
Forests maintain ecological systems that are essential for all life, including human life, on Earth.1 They are 
home to over half of all land-based species of plants and animals2, as well as millions of indigenous peoples 
and forest communities who depend on them for their survival. Forests regulate water flow and rainfall – 
even at long inter-continental distances.3 Furthermore, forests play a vital role in stabilising the Earth’s 
atmosphere and climate by capturing and storing large amounts of carbon and allowing humans (and other 
species) to better adapt to the impacts of climate change.4  

The Amazon: Brazil’s forest, our future  
The Amazon contains over half of the world’s remaining tropical forests and a quarter of all terrestrial plant 
and animal species on Earth, with many species found nowhere else and new species still being discovered. 
Roughly a fifth of the world’s fresh water comes from the Amazon, and the rain it generates supports 
agriculture as far as the Midwest United States.5 Nearly 24 million people inhabit the Amazon, including 
about 383,000 indigenous people from 180 different groups who depend on the forest for their survival.6  

Our diets and livelihoods are in large part based on foods and materials originating from the Amazon, as are 
numerous medicines (including for cancer).  

Impacts of forest destruction  
Forests are destroyed at the rampant rate of nearly 13 million hectares a year: a forest the size of a football 
pitch is lost every two seconds.7 Tropical forest destruction is responsible for up to a fifth of global 
greenhouse gas emissions – more emissions than from the world’s cars, planes and trains combined.8 
When forests are destroyed, the stored carbon is released into the atmosphere through the rotting and 
burning of vegetation, and the biodiversity and ecosystem services provided by the forest are lost. One 
recent study estimated these losses associated with forest destruction to cost business and the public 
between $2 trillion and $4.5 trillion US dollars a year.9 Deforestation and forest degradation decrease a 
forest’s ability to absorb and store carbon, and the resulting fragmentation increases the risk of further 
deforestation as well as vulnerability to fires, droughts, pest infestation and the impacts of climate change.10 

Forest degradation, even through so-called “sustainable forest management”, selective logging or reduced 
impact logging also increases the vulnerability of forests to climate change, particularly in Intact Forest 
Landscapes (IFLs).11  

Paradise in peril: The host with the most to lose  
Over the last decade, Brazil and its industries have been hailed as global leaders in sustainable 
development for the country’s success in significantly reducing deforestation while undergoing significant 
economic growth. At the UN Climate Summit in Copenhagen, President Lula and his then-chief cabinet 
minister, Dilma Rousseff, pledged to reduce deforestation in the Amazon by 80% by 2020; and by 2011, 
deforestation in Brazil had reached its lowest level in decades. However, recently – for the first time in many 
years – deforestation has increased in certain Amazon States. In May, now-President Dilma signed changes 
that weakened the Forest Code, the primary legal instrument protecting forests in Brazil. The changes will 
decrease the Amazon’s legal reserve and protected areas, provide amnesty to those who illegally logged 
forests in the past, and weaken other protections and registration requirements that have been important to 
the country’s success to date. The changes are expected to result in an increase in deforestation and are a 
massive set back to the country’s claims to sustainable development.  

Corporate laggards in the Amazon  
Industries in Brazil have also benefited from the country’s “green” image, but the recent shortsighted and 
destructive actions of a small but powerful sect of agribusinesses and other companies threaten to 
undermine the successes to date. JBS, the world’s largest beef company, was recently been exposed as 
violating the terms of an historic zero deforestation cattle agreement it signed in 2009 by purchasing from 
farms engaged in deforestation, illegalities, the invasion of indigenous lands, and slave labour.  

 



 
 
 
Cattle ranching is the biggest driver of deforestation in Brazil, and while other companies to the agreement – such as Minerva 
and Marfrig – have made progress in implementing it, JBS has failed to deliver on every one of its commitments.  

The practices of Brazilian pig iron producers Vienna and Sidepar have also been tied to deforestation, illegal logging, the 
invasion of indigenous lands, and slave labour in the Amazon. A Greenpeace investigation has shown how charcoal used to 
make pig iron is produced in camps deep in the rainforest, where slaves work under dangerous conditions. This pig iron is then 
converted to steel, which is purchased by well-known companies including Ford, GM, BMW, Mercedes and Nissan. Greenpeace 
is calling on the suppliers, producers and users of pig iron to commit to zero deforestation and an end to slave labour.  

The “To Do” list for governments at Rio+20 and beyond 
Twenty years after the debate over forests played a major role in the original Rio Earth Summit, one must look with a magnifying 
glass to identify any meaningful words on forests in the current Rio+20 negotiating text. At the same time, President Dilma’s 
recent roll back of the Forest Code’s protections appear poised to reverse the country’s path on sustainable development and 
once again increase deforestation in the Amazon.  

Rio+20 should be about delivering for the people without destroying the planet. Greenpeace therefore calls on the countries and 
companies to:  

• Support Zero Deforestation in the Amazon and other priority regions – including Indonesia and the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo (DRC) – by 2015, and globally by 2020. Greenpeace and a broad coalition of civil society members are calling 
on President Dilma Rousseff and industries with ties to Brazil to commit to achieving Zero Deforestation in the Amazon by 
2015 at the Rio+20 Earth Summit.  

• Greenpeace is also working to obtain the signatures of 1.4 million Brazilians in support of a Zero Deforestation Law. Once 
this threshold is passed, the law will be sent to a vote before the Brazilian parliament, which has thus far acted against the 
expressed wishes and sentiment of the vast majority of the Brazilian public that supports protecting the Amazon. Over 
300,000 Brazilian voters have already signed up in support of the law.  
(Not a Brazilian, but wish you were?  Help out by using the Brazilian Friend Finder (BFF) at 
www.theamazonismyfriend.org). 

• Finally, Greenpeace is convinced that if Rio+20 were to be worthy of the phrase “Earth Summit”, it would adopt a decision 
that supports Zero Deforestation, ends the policies, subsidies and corruption that drive deforestation, and instead fund the 
transition to a zero deforestation economy. Both countries and companies attending Rio must address the industrial 
demand-side causes of deforestation and implement policies and measures to reduce and ultimately stop the production, 
trade, import and consumption of goods stemming from deforestation and degradation (including unsustainable timber, palm 
oil, and other commodities). This includes agreeing to and delivering policies, measures and investments that support 
participatory multi-scale conservation and land use plans, meet the needs and respect the rights of forest dependent 
indigenous peoples and local communities, and support forest uses that protect biodiversity, carbon, and ecosystem values 
and services. 
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