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How European trade deals will 
propel destructive agribusiness 
in the Mercosur region
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AGRIBUSINESS PROPELS DEFORESTATION  
IN AMAZON TO TIPPING POINT 

The destruction of the Amazon has likely reached a crucial tipping point1, that would replace 
it with a dry savannah, with profound consequences for biodiversity, carbon sequestration, 
precipitation, and the livelihoods of communities.. Over the last four years, deforestation in 
the Brazilian Amazon grew 59.5%  – while Jair Bolsonaro was President of Brazil – compared 
to the four years before that. Under his administration (2019-2022), the country saw the 
highest increase in deforestation during a presidential term since the beginning 
of satellite measurements in 1988. 2

26% of the forest shows signs of degradation and deforestation,  
while 20% has already suffered irreversible losses,  

and another 6% is extremely degraded
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The people and lands of Brazil are facing a legacy of destruction. 
Four years of Jair Bolsonaro’s presidency have left Brazilian ecosystems 
and human rights protections in a precarious state. Bolsonaro’s anti-environmental
agenda ranged from dismantling key environmental policies to undermining 
government agencies that combat illegal deforestation and land grabbing. 
The result? Skyrocketing levels of deforestation, greenhouse gas emissions, 
rural conflicts and contemporary slave labour.  

Now Bolsonaro’s mandate is over but the problems are not. The economic 
structures that allowed such devastation are still there. Major agribusiness 
corporations which profit from the export of Brazilian commodities have got 
a chokehold on the Mercosur region and continue to exploit natural resources 
and communities to meet business demand. Many of the human rights violations, 
land grabbing and environmental crimes are linked directly to European company 
supply chains for Brazilian soy and cattle. While Bolsonaro is gone, it is unlikely 
that levels of deforestation, greenhouse-gas emissions and labor and human rights 
violations will go down significantly, as the negative impacts 
of his policies and measures will continue.

Nevertheless, the European Union continues to push for a free trade 
agreement with Mercosur that would only increase pressure on the region. 
The deal, which was signed in 2019 is incompatible with the revival of the 
Amazon, bringing down climate emissions and the defense of human rights. 
In this factsheet we show why scrapping the EU-Mercosur deal is the 
only way to begin repairing the damage done by agribusiness. 
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DEFORESTATION - LEGAL AMAZON

The environmental impact of this devastation is that in the 847-million-hectare territory, 26% 

of the forest shows signs of degradation and deforestation, while 20% has already suffered 

irreversible losses, and another 6% is extremely degraded.3  If deforestation doesn’t slow down 

in 2023, another 11,805 sq. km of native forest could be lost.4

One of the driving forces behind deforestation, cattle-ranching, increased substantially  

in Brazil in 2021 - 3.1%. That was the highest growth since 2004, and the country already has 

224.6 million head of cattle.5 Several studies have linked this issue with global production chains 

that supply large companies and world-renowned brands such as Carrefour6 and McDonald’s7.

Researchers have estimated that 20% of soy exports and at least 17% of beef exports  

from the Cerrado and the Amazon to the EU may be contaminated with illegal deforestation.8

The Cerrado, the most biodiverse savannah on the planet,9 is the source of the majority 

of European Union soy-related deforestation - 65% of the total. Deforestation rose by 25% 

between August 2021 and July 2022, compared to the same period of the previous year.10 Also, 

more than one third (37%) of beef-related deforestation is concentrated there.11 The situation 

of that biome is critical, since only 8.21% of its total area is legally protected by conservation units.12
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The Pantanal wetland, sprawling from Brazil into Bolivia and Paraguay, is the world’s largest tropical 

wetland and one of the most biodiverse environments globally. Infrastructure development, agricultural 

activities, and water pollution are threatening the biome.14 Cattle ranching and other

farming activities have taken over about 16% of the Pantanal. The wetland is polluted by vast amounts 

of agrochemical residue washing into its waterways from farmland in Mato Grosso state to the north.15

Forest fires to clear land for other uses, such as cattle ranching, increased by 14% in 2022. Most 
of the fires, 95% of them, happened in the Amazon and Cerrado - together, the two biomes have 
95% of the area cleared with fire.16

Sources: PRODES / INPE.13 

DEFORESTATION - CERRADO BIOME

DEFORESTATION - PANTANAL BIOME
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In 2021, Brazil’s greenhouse gas emissions saw their highest increase in almost two decades.  
The country emitted 2.42 billion gross tons of CO2, a 12.2% increase over 2020, when  
2.16 billion tons were emitted.17

Almost half of the country’s emissions are the result of land use changes and forestry  
activities. This includes deforestation in the Amazon, which accounts for 77% of those changes.18 
Agriculture in Brazil also reached its highest emissions levels in the same timeframe. 
In 2021, 25% of Co2 emission were linked to the agricultural sector.19

Energy consumption, in turn, had its largest increase in 50 years, after the peak of the Covid-19 
pandemic in the country. In fact, in the midst of the pandemic in 2020, polluting gas emissions in 
Brazil rose by 9.5% compared to 2019 while they reduced in the rest of the world during the economic 
slowdown. While Brazil also experienced the shutdown of the economy during  
the pandemic, the rise in deforestation in the country in that year was so severe it offset 
the reduction in emissions.20

EMISSIONS FROM DEFORESTATION 
UNDERMINE CLIMATE TARGETS 

These rising emissions mean Brazil 

is not on track to meet the climate targets 

proposed by the Paris Agreement. 

To comply with them, the country would

 have to reduce 37% of its net emissions 

by 2025, and 50% by 2030 – over 2005. 

So far, the opposite has happened.21 

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS BY ECONOMIC ACTIVITY 
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Rural  conflicts and exploitation go hand in hand with environmental destruction driven by agribusiness. 

In the first half of 2022, there was a 33% increase in violence against rural workers over the same 

period of the previous year.23 The number of land conflicts regarding land ownership and use have 

increased constantly since 2016, and even more rapidly after the election of Bolsonaro. The regions 

where most conflicts occur match the areas suffering from agribusiness activities, generally led by 

loggers, land grabbers and gunmen.24

Meanwhile, some of the worst forms of labour rights violations have also been on the rise. At least 

2,468 workers were rescued from forced labour by Federal Government inspectors in 202225 – 

the highest figure since 2013. Cases of human rights violations have been directly linked to the 

exportation of commodities. 

FORCED LABOUR AND CONFLICT DIRECTLY CONNECTED  
TO MAJOR AGRIBUSINESS SUPPLY CHAINS

Historically, livestock is the sector where most of the cases are found, 
accounting for 29% of the total cases between 1995 and 2022.
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Statistics and Information Dashboard of Labor Inspection in Brazil

These violations are present throughout many key company soy and cattle supply chains. For example, 

a company that supplies a joint-venture coowned by French company Louis Dreyfus Company 

(LDC) is involved in a land conflict in the Cerrado26. Leading grain traders such as Bunge and Cargill 

have repeatedly sourced soybeans from suppliers linked to indigenous rights violations.27 In  other 

cases, Brazilian companies have exported live cattle from farms that were included in the Brazilian’s 

government public register of employers caught using modern slavery28.

Sugarcane is another relevant sector, accounting for 21% of the total. In the last year alone, 458 

workers were found in slave labor conditions in sugarcane cultivation.The number of actual cases 

is even greater than those monitored by the government, as successive budget cuts during the 

Bolsonaro government affected the number of inspections, especially in rural areas.29

PEOPLE RESCUED FROM SLAVE LABOUR IN BRAZIL



The severe human rights violations and environmental crimes driven by agribusiness did not begin 

and will not end with the Bolsonaro administration. Agribusiness accounts for 25% of Brazil’s GDP

and holds strong political and economic influence.30 Within the National Congress, the Parliamentary 

Agricultural Front (FPA), a powerful agribusiness bloc that encompasses more than a third of the 

congress and has a notoriously anti-environmental and human rights agenda, already promises 

a strong opposition against the new ministry of the Environment, Marina da Silva.

The EU-Mercosur agreement will be a disaster for sustainable agriculture and undermine a just  

agro-ecological transition. The deal will also increase intensive agriculture in the Mercosur region  

by growing monocultures and multiplying factory farms - and in doing so, further drive climate change, 

deforestation and human rights violations.

The European Commission promises environmental annexes but no annex will fix the root 

problems. Intensive agriculture, fueled by trade deals like EU-Mercosur, depends on the 

overexploitation of natural resources and unsustainable production. The Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) stresses the urgent need to move away from intensive agricultural 

practices towards more sustainable approaches like agroecological farming and agroforestry. 

To do this successfully means dropping deals like EU-Mercosur and aligning trade policy with effective 

climate action and human rights defence.31 

This factsheet is part of a series that will cover the most recent data and research regarding the state 

of agribusiness in Mercosur throughout 2023. 

P
ho

to
: B

ru
no

 K
el

ly
P

ho
to

: F
er

na
nd

o 
M

ar
ti

nh
o

8

CONCLUSION
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