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HIGHLIGHTS

 ▪ Decoupling production and consumption 
of commodities such as soy, palm oil, 
cattle, cocoa, timber, coffee, and rubber 
from forest loss is imperative for meeting 
climate targets. Although the causal link 
between forest loss and traceability and 
transparency is complex, forest loss cannot 
be addressed without understanding where 
and how commodities are produced and 
how sustainability of agricultural value chains 
could be strengthened.

 ▪ This report assesses traceability and 
transparency tools and initiatives based on 
a literature review and interviews. It draws 
out enabling conditions and success factors 
that inform priority actions for expanding 
traceability and transparency.

 ▪ Independent verification is necessary for 
systems to be credible. Definitions need to be 
applied consistently.

 ▪ Traceability and transparency in commodity 
supply chains are achievable, though 
additional investment is required. 

 ▪ Governments should provide an adequately 
resourced policy environment that 
facilitates traceability and transparency 
within the challenges of complex supply 
chains. Investments are rarely one-off 
since continued funding is usually needed. 
Approaches to traceability and transparency 
must consider the needs of smallholders 
to be effective. 

 ▪ Data gaps remain, especially where there is 
a large smallholder component, but equally 
important is ensuring that data are accessible 
and usable. Investments are needed to help 
close these gaps.

BACKGROUND 
Traceability and transparency are increasingly called on to 
help halt and reverse forest loss. In November 2021, 145 
countries restated their commitments to conserve, protect, 
sustainably manage, and restore forests and to work toward 
halting forest loss and land degradation in the Glasgow 
Leaders’ Declaration on Forests and Land Use (COP26 
2021). Close to 90 percent of forest loss is associated with 
expansion of agriculture, resulting in increasing calls for 
better solutions to identify and help manage the risk of forest 
loss associated with commodity supply chains. The role of 
traceability and transparency has been widely recognized 
in the application and enforcement of laws that under-
pin sustainable production, efforts by companies to ensure 
sustainable sourcing of agricultural commodities, and efforts 
by stakeholders and civil society to enhance accountability. 
There is growing momentum of government commitments at 
the national, regional, and international levels; private sector 
commitments and pledges; and requirements for disclosure, 
monitoring, and reporting. Delivering on these commitments 
requires robust traceability and transparency systems. 

OBJECTIVE AND METHODS
This independent research project, undertaken by World 
Resources Institute with technical support of the Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) 
and a team of consultants on behalf of the Forest Data 
Partnership, seeks to provide an updated evidence base on 
traceability and transparency in commodity value chains. 
The report aims to inform collaborative action among gov-
ernments, the private sector, and civil society organizations 
that are working toward enhancing traceability and trans-
parency. It focuses on seven commodities: cattle, palm oil, 
soy, cocoa, timber, coffee, and rubber, but also offers insights 
applicable to other commodities. 

Traceability and transparency can have different meanings 
to different stakeholders in different circumstances. This 
report uses the following working definitions:

 ▪ Traceability refers to the ability of an actor to link a 
product or unit of material with information about its 
history of locations, owners, and transformations between 
points in the supply chain, such as from production site 



to end user. The information associated with commodities 
also includes sustainability aspects at the production site, 
notably forest loss. 

 ▪ Transparency refers to the making available of 
information by any stakeholder. The information that 
is made available will often relate to the traceability of 
commodities, but can include broader information that is 
relevant and useful in the context of halting and reversing 
forest loss such as sustainability policies and practices, 
commitments, land use information, monitoring, or 
outstanding grievances. There can be different levels of 
transparency, ranging from information sharing within an 
organization or peer companies, to sharing with specific 
stakeholders, to sharing publicly. 

Traceability and transparency tools and initiatives, while 
providing much needed information, do not alone lead to 
reduced forest loss. Traceability and transparency are not 
solutions in themselves but are necessary to support deci-
sions by supply chain actors that affect forest cover. While 
the causal link between traceability and transparency on one 
side and forest conversion on the other is complex, increased 
access to information is a precondition for producing com-
modities without inducing forest loss.

This report’s research draws on three sources of infor-
mation collected and analyzed between October and 
December 2022. First, we surveyed 94 tools and initiatives 
that generate, collect, process, and distribute relevant infor-
mation about agricultural and forest commodities through 
a global mapping exercise. Second, we conducted over 70 
interviews with representatives from government, the private 
sector, civil society, and academia. Third, we undertook case 
studies to delve into more detail, covering regions and com-
modities of global importance. The case studies are on palm 
oil in Southeast Asia, cocoa and timber in West and Central 
Africa, soy in Brazil, and cattle in Latin America.

CONCLUSIONS
This report draws out three categories of findings based on 
these information sources:

 ▪ An overview of enabling conditions and success factors 
for traceability and transparency

 ▪ An assessment of how traceability and transparency can 
underpin the ambitious objectives to address forest loss in 
the public and private sectors and identify key gaps

 ▪ Priority actions to improve traceability and transparency

ENABLING CONDITIONS 
AND SUCCESS FACTORS
Enabling conditions can be critical for the success of trace-
ability and transparency.

 ▪ Public funding and civil society involvement in design 
and management lead to higher levels of disclosure 
in traceability and transparency tools and initiatives, 
highlighting the importance of ownership structure and 
funding sources.

 ▪ The regulatory environment requires transparency on 
commodity production (e.g., including due diligence 
requirements and mandatory national or jurisdictional 
standards, reporting standards, or assurance mechanisms) 
and governance structures set up to successfully 
implement and enforce legal frameworks.

 ▪ Reporting standards, definitions, and methodologies 
are consistently applied across a whole sector and 
within initiatives.

 ▪ Governments make data available and accessible, 
supporting traceability and transparency within supply 
chains and facilitating agreement on standards for data 
disclosure and publication. 

Traceability and transparency are not solutions in themselves 
but are necessary to support decisions by supply chain actors 

that affect forest cover. 
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 ▪ Shared goals and trust among actors enable data 
sharing and avoid duplication of efforts, building on and 
expanding the reach of individual supply chain solutions.

 ▪ Collective action relies on agreement among 
companies, governments, financial institutions, and 
civil society on the demands for data. 

 ▪ Equitable cost sharing to set up and maintain 
data collection and traceability systems enables 
broad participation.

 ▪ Continued investment in technical innovation creates 
the conditions for better data quality and usability, which 
are important for tools and initiatives to be effective.

In addition to the enabling conditions, there are also 
common success factors associated with specific tools and 
initiatives, which the report lays out with examples. 

 ▪ Clear scope and corresponding metrics of success 
enable targeted initiatives that can be evaluated.

 ▪ Internal or external verification and audit processes 
assess the validity of reported data and build 
data credibility.

 ▪ Aligned or consistent definitions, metrics, scopes, and 
reporting mechanisms and alignment on what constitutes 
credible evidence make it possible to compare disclosed 
results from several sources. Safeguards for sharing data 
effectively are needed to protect sensitive information, 
reduce duplication of efforts, and enhance transparency. 

 ▪ Clear frameworks and rules for consistent data 
collection and reporting across sectors, commodities, and 
geographies enable broad uptake and reduce cost.

 ▪ When datasets are user-friendly and well-documented, 
and data and methods are accessible (published and 
easy to find) and interoperable (different datasets 
can be used together), target audiences are able to act 
upon information. 

Existing and future traceability and transparency tools and 
initiatives can support policy objectives to halt and reverse 
forest loss by building on existing efforts and closing gaps.

Current traceability and transparency tools and initia-
tives have developed rapidly to meet evolving needs. This 
report lays out a list of successful examples across several 
geographies and commodities that illustrate that enhancing 

traceability and transparency is achievable and can be part 
of efforts to address forest loss. In many cases, changing 
voluntary and regulatory requirements have encouraged 
innovation and the development of solutions to meet these 
requirements. Governments should continue to raise the 
level of ambition reflected in systems, requirements, and 
pledges, while providing the necessary guidance and support 
to help private sector actors navigate these changes.

Despite the rapid progress seen to date in developing 
traceability and transparency solutions, more concerted 
and aligned action from all groups is necessary in the near 
term to address forest loss in agricultural and forest supply 
chains. Individual companies and collaboration platforms 
have adopted pledges to remove deforestation from supply 
chains, but to date only 36 percent of the largest companies 
have commitments and many of these companies are not sys-
tematically monitoring their progress toward meeting them. 
Much of the effort to date has been focused on individual 
supply chains and small pilots. Similarly, governments have 
signed commitments to halt and reverse forest loss, but in 
many cases more funding and staff are needed to meet these 
commitments, and to expand government-owned tracea-
bility and transparency tools and initiatives. There needs 
to be a shift both in the pace and scope of action taken to 
apply traceability and transparency to achieve sector-wide 
transformation. 

The ability to achieve full traceability back to the point of 
origin depends on various factors, including geographic 
complexity, the number of tiers of a supply chain, whether 
the supply is from only direct or also indirect sources, and 
the proportion of smallholders in the supply chain. There 
are examples where full traceability has been achieved, but 
traceability of indirect supply and for smallholder producers 
remains challenging, requiring investments of time, financial 
resources, and effort. For some commodities, individual units 
of products are easier to trace, but for others (e.g., soy, coffee, 
cocoa, palm oil), raw materials and derived products are 
blended in the supply chains. 

Governments play a key role in collecting and sharing data 
and should make more data available to help fill remain-
ing gaps. Traceability and transparency tools and initiatives 
in many cases rely on public sector information, such as 
farm legality and licensing data, as well as forest monitor-
ing systems. Traceability and transparency can be advanced 
more rapidly when private sector traceability data can be 
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integrated with data from government forest monitoring 
systems and sources of information on land tenure, includ-
ing on legality and other contextual information. Further 
improvements can also be made in terms of the accessibility 
and usability of public sector data. For example, even when 
government data are available, systems could be further 
improved to allow integration of relevant datasets and infor-
mation flows across state and federal agencies. Government 
action is needed at the jurisdictional, country, and interna-
tional levels to expand the data and information available 
for use, which is a key component of a conducive enabling 
environment for achieving transparency and traceability on 
commodity production. However, in many cases, providing 
additional data will depend on the provision of adequate 
capacity development support.

While gaps remain, in most instances enough data and 
information exist for supply chain actors to take meaning-
ful steps toward assessing the risk of forest loss in supply 
chains, and to prioritize areas for action. Data gaps remain 
such as in data availability for individual commodities (some 
commodities have been prioritized, and interest in others is 
now rising), for certain producer groups (primarily related 
to smallholder farmers), and for specific types of data (some 
kinds of geospatial data are difficult or expensive to obtain, 
and a lot of contextual data, such as around land tenure, are 
often not available). While continued investments are needed 
to improve data availability, quality, usability, and interopera-
bility, data gaps should not be used to delay action. Solutions 
should start from the problem, not the available technology, 
to avoid limiting ambition to what is already common prac-
tice and avoid bias in selecting tools and resources.

Individual supply chain projects and pilot approaches 
have been a useful source of experimentation and learning, 
but to address forest loss in supply chains, a sector-wide 
transformation is needed. Solutions developed by individ-
ual actors or small consortia remain limited in reach in part 
because data remain siloed or are not shared across actors, 
or because of a lack of adoption by peer companies. Private 
sector–led approaches will cover only a portion of markets, 
typically the activities of the largest enterprises, which are 
subject to international investor and buyer pressure. The 
largest private sector actors engaged in the “visible” econ-
omy, such as major meatpackers, soy traders, and palm oil 
traders, have taken voluntary measures to set up traceability 
systems. However, in all these cases their market shares, 

while meaningful, do not cover all production. More empha-
sis can be placed on recruiting more private sector actors, 
including small and midsize enterprises, to join collabo-
rative efforts aimed at sector transformation. Enhanced 
collaboration within and among supply chains, collective 
action approaches, and scaling up successful strategies are all 
essential building blocks. However, these approaches all rely 
on funding and time to build trust among actors and align 
on definitions and can be harder to fund than new tools and 
initiatives. Rather than creating new systems, a necessary 
focus is on strengthening the linkages of existing systems, 
protocols, and datasets, and the certifications across both the 
public and private sectors.

For a sector-wide transformation, governments in produc-
ing and consuming countries need to continue raising the 
bar with respect to traceability, reporting, and disclosure 
requirements as well as supporting information flows 
across public and private sectors. Relying on private sector 
financing and innovation limits the ability of traceability 
systems to reach full market saturation. Even if these systems 
are strong and fully implemented in these supply chains, 
private sector efforts cannot on their own fully transform 
sectors. The lack of efficient information flows and exchange 
across multiple private sector actors limits effective policy 
design and interventions. Government efforts, regulations, 
and systems, in collaboration with private sector efforts, 
are necessary to ensure that traceability systems cover the 
entire marketplace. Furthermore, the public sector can 
help facilitate information flows and accessibility by and 
for market actors.

Producing countries need support in developing, imple-
menting, and maintaining sector-wide traceability and 
transparency tools and initiatives. Government approaches 
to achieving market-wide uptake of tools and initiatives 
through required standards, certification, or disclosure mech-
anisms are needed to “raise the floor.” However, this may not 
occur unless there is investment from consuming countries, 
philanthropies, and private sector sources to accompany 
changing market requirements. Such investments enable 
producing countries to pursue traceability and transparency 
tools and initiatives—both for public sector purposes, such 
as improving governance, enhancing revenue collection, and 
meeting national-level commitments and climate targets, and 
to improve market access for producers. Improved market 
access is particularly important in supporting vulnerable 
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actors that may otherwise be excluded from markets and 
supply chains. The interests and needs of vulnerable actors 
such as smallholders need to be considered in traceability and 
transparency tools and initiatives starting in the design phase.

Broad uptake of transparency and traceability initiatives 
rests on collaborative approaches that manage to ensure 
that all supply chain actors participate and that collected 
information is of a high quality. The credibility of tools and 
initiatives will derive from their broad uptake, as long as 
strong mechanisms are in place for systematic quality control 
and data verification. Such quality management is essential 
to achieving public trust in systems that self-reported data 
will not always enjoy. 

International dialogue can advance traceability and 
transparency by setting expectations and creating guid-
ance. International fora such as the Forest, Agriculture 
and Commodity Trade (FACT) Dialogue; the Amsterdam 
Declarations Partnership; and the Forest and Climate 
Leaders’ Partnership can advance discussions around topics 
that require government participation or support. This 
includes finding an equitable cost-sharing mechanism to 
avoid the burden of traceability and transparency being 
placed on smallholders or other upstream actors. Interna-
tional alignment would also be useful in agreeing on best 
practices for data gathering undertaken in an inclusive 
manner, considering current power imbalances in supply 
chains, and safeguarding privacy concerns and ownership 
of data collected, especially when it concerns data collected 
about individual producers. These fora could agree on best 
practices for funding traceability and transparency tools and 
initiatives, which should include a requirement for robust 
impact evaluation and a mandate to learn from and build 
on existing experiences. Government dialogue could also 
serve as a useful avenue for sharing lessons about efforts to 
implement traceability and transparency at the national or 
jurisdictional level. Further, governments can assess existing 
and planned initiatives in-country based on the key ele-
ments and success factors identified in this report and apply 
the lessons from collaborative approaches presented in this 
report. Government dialogue can help align on methods 
for data gathering and reporting, and on what constitutes 
credible evidence based on existing initiatives such as the 
Accountability Framework initiative and the Science-Based 
Targets Network.

Government, the private sector, and civil society need to 
expand the ambition and scale of action now to improve 
and increase traceability and transparency while engage-
ment and dialogue continue. Making progress on some 
issues, such as definitions and specific data requirements, may 
take time and should not distract from the urgency of the 
forest loss crisis. There needs to be a dual approach to simul-
taneously pursuing better alignment on standards, reporting 
requirements, and datasets, while putting into place tracea-
bility systems. Today’s existing solutions can be used more 
fully while work progresses in parallel to define and establish 
tomorrow’s approach to traceability and transparency among 
the public and private sectors and civil society.

This report draws out the following priority actions by 
category of actor to improve traceability and transparency.

Private sector actors in supply chains should make the 
necessary effort to collect information, build up traceability 
systems, and disclose information where appropriate. Private 
sector actors should, jointly with other stakeholders, pur-
sue an equitable solution to the additional costs created by 
increasing demands for traceability and transparency; collab-
orate with other actors to find ways to ensure that cost does 
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not cut out vulnerable upstream producers from markets; and 
put in place safeguards to protect privacy. They should, jointly 
with other stakeholders, work toward aligned standards for 
data disclosure and publication. They should support greater 
consistency within the objectives and reporting standards set 
in policy measures. They should work toward coherent and 
aligned commitments and take measures to address specific 
challenges facing smallholders and small and medium-sized 
enterprises in supply chains. 

Governments of consuming countries should closely 
work together with those of producing countries. This will 
often include a range of activities, from providing tech-
nical and financial support to setting up and rolling out 
approaches to traceability and transparency. They should 
prioritize funding coordinated and integrated approaches 
and initiatives that build on and expand existing successful 
projects. They should carefully work with producers and 
supply-chain actors toward meeting consistent objectives and 
reporting standards.

Governments of producing countries should “raise the 
floor” by setting up assurance systems for commodity 
production and create market signals by setting national 

standards for traceability and transparency. They should 
provide the necessary data to create effective traceability 
and transparency systems. They should, jointly with other 
stakeholders, work toward consistent objectives and report-
ing standards set in policy measures. Where they provide 
tools and platforms, governments should ensure that cost 
does not limit access to tools and platforms, especially among 
vulnerable upstream producers, and put in place safeguards to 
protect privacy. They should also set up support mechanisms 
to prevent smallholders from being excluded from markets. 

Civil society organizations should continue developing 
technical solutions to integrating datasets, tools, and sys-
tems. They should ensure that cost does not limit access to 
tools and platforms, especially among vulnerable upstream 
producers, and put in place safeguards to protect privacy. 
They should leverage innovation and learn from other sectors 
to facilitate data sharing. They should support consistent 
objectives and reporting standards set in policy measures. 
They should bolster efforts to collaborate with existing initia-
tives, and support smallholders and other vulnerable actors in 
targeted projects. 
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