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Executive Summary  
 

This report, published on the eve of the Round Table on Responsible Soyôs third 

conference in Buenos Aires, warns that rather than promoting more sustai nable 
production methods in the soy industry, the Round Table is in fact legitimising the 
existing environmentally and socially destructive practices which have drawn 

widespread concern from around the world.  

 
The damaging impacts of the booming trade in South American soy are already widely 
recognised in many parts of the world. Extensive research has shown how the intensive 
agricultural model being used by soy producers destroys rural economies, reduces biodiversity, 
depletes the soil and leads to increases in deforestation.  Associated pesticide use damages 
human health and contaminates  water supplies. The violence produced by the agroexport 
model of soya results in the violation of the Economic, Social and Cultural Rights of the 
population in the producing countries.  
 
But demand for soy is increasing as a result of the growing appetite for meat and a new 
European market for biofuels. And soy producers and investors, while paying lip service to the 
need for responsible production methods, are working behind the scenes to minimise 
environmental standards and increase access of their commodities to European markets. 
 
Evidence from so-called ñresponsible soyò projects in Paraguay suggests that the Round Table 
will make little difference to the day-to-day activities of soy producers.  The criteria being put 
forward are too weak, too superficial and to narrow focused on technical issues to make a real 
difference to the social and environmental damage being done by soy. In addition, the 
economical impunity of the agribusiness in the producing countries makes it unlikely that even 
these weak ñsustainableò measures are to be enforced. 
 
But the criteria, which incomprehensibly have the backing of some conservation NGOs, will be 
hugely beneficial to the soy producers seeking to provide reassurance to European governments 
and consumers who are concerned by the damage being done.  The Round Tableôs criteria will 
provide a valuable coat of greenwash, legitimising the damaging practice on the ground.  
 
If the Round Table members from industry have their way, it will mean a massive expansion of 
intensively produced genetically modified soy across South America - exacerbating the damage 
already caused - and a vast increase in the quantities of GM soy imported into Europe for use of 
animal feed and agrofuels, allowing contamination with GM varieties which have not been 
approved in Europe.  
 
This will exacerbate the existing imbalance in the global food chain.  European countries already 
have lost their food sovereignty with the intensive model of import of animal feed and depend 
heavily on developing countries for vegetable oils, including crucial vegetable proteins for animal 
feed.  The report questions this model of feeding the world and urges a shift to a regional 
approach based on food sovereignty principles. 
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Resumen Ejecutivo  
 
Este informe, publicado en vísperas de la tercera conferencia de la Mesa Redonda de Soja 
Responsable en Buenos Aires, advierte como esta institución en lugar de promover métodos de 
de presión sobre la industria de la soja, es más bien de hecho, una herramienta para legitimar 
las prácticas destructivas sobre el medio ambiente y la sociedad.  
 
Los efectos perjudiciales del floreciente comercio de soja de América del Sur son ya 
ampliamente reconocidos en muchas partes del mundo. Numerosas investigaciones han 
demostrado como el modelo de agricultura intensiva utilizado por los productores de soja 
destruye las economías rurales, reduce la biodiversidad, causa el agotamiento de los suelos y 
aumenta la deforestación. Además, el uso asociado de plaguicidas, daña la salud humana y 
genera la contaminación de los cursos hídricos. La violencia generada por el modelo 
agroexportador de la soja resulta en la violación de los Derechos Económicos, Sociales, 
Culturales y Ambientales de la población rural y urbana de los países productores.  
 
La demanda de soja es cada vez mayor debido a la creciente industria cárnica y el nuevo 
mercado europeo para los biocombustibles.  Los productores de soja y los inversores, mientras 
sostienen los ñesfuerzosò de la necesidad de m®todos responsables de producci·n, en realidad 
están paralelamente cabildeando en el escenario político internacional para reducir al mínimo 
las normas ambientales y aumentar el acceso de las commodities a los mercados europeos.  
 
Los estudios de casos de los llamados proyectos en Paraguay de "soja responsable" indican 
que la Mesa Redonda hace poca diferencia en el contexto ambiental y social de los productores 
de soja. Los criterios que están siendo planteados , que tienen el respaldo de algunas 
organizaciones no gubernamentales de conservación, son demasiado débiles, superficiales y de 
visión estrecha basada en tecnicismos como para crear una verdadera diferencia a nivel del 
impacto ambiental y social que genera el modelo agroexportador de la soja. Además, la 
impunidad económica de los agronegocios en los países productores de soja  genera una 
situaci·n donde es muy improbable que ni siquiera estas medidas de  ñsustentabilidadò se 
cumplan.  
 
Pero estos criterios serán enormemente beneficiosos para el agronegocio que intenta 
desesperadamente proporcionar  una pantalla de seguridad a los gobiernos europeos y a los 
consumidores que se preocupan por el daño producido en los países productores. La Mesa 
Redonda y sus criterios de sustentabilidad proporcionarán un valioso escudo de maquillaje 
verde, la legitimación de la práctica perjudicial en el terreno.  
 
Si la Mesa Redonda con sus miembros de la industria del agronegocio logra apaciguar el 
debate político y público sobre las consecuencias del modelo sojero, significa que habrá una 
masiva expansión de los monocultivos de soja genéticamente modificados en toda América del 
Sur ïlo cual exacerbará el daño ya causado - y un gran aumento en las cantidades de soja 
transgénica importada a Europa por el uso de animales. Los piensos y los agrocombustibles, 
serán la entrada para la contaminación con variedades transgénicas aún no aprobadas en 
Europa. Esto solo resultará en la profundización del desequilibrio existente en la cadena 
mundial de alimentos.  Los países europeos también han perdido su soberanía alimentaria con 
el modelo intensivo de importación de forraje, dependen absolutamente de los países en 
desarrollo para el consumo de las proteínas vegetales para la alimentación animal y en gran 
medida de  los aceites vegetales para la industria alimentaria. El informe cuestiona este modelo 
de mercados globalizados y corporatizados de la alimentación del mundo, e insta a un cambio 
necesario con un enfoque regional según los principios de la soberanía alimentaria. 
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Introduction  
Nina Holland,  CEO 
 

The third conference of the Round Table on 
Responsible Soy (RTRS) takes place at the 
Hilton hotel in Buenos Aires, Argentina, from the 
23-24th April 2008.  The event is intended to help 
the soy industry move towards more responsible 
practice, but organisations and movements from 
across Latin America have criticised the very-
existence of the Round Table saying it merely 
seeks to legitimise the irresponsible and 
unsustainable practice of industrial soy 
production and justify even greater expansion, 
regardless of the human and environmental 
costs. 
 

This briefing seeks to highlight some of the 
concerns around the soy industry and the 
Round Table, focusing on the impacts of soy 
production in Latin America and on the activities 
of the corporate members of the RTRS in 
Europe and Latin America, including their on-
going push for further expansion and greater 
use of GMOs.  
 
The briefing highlights the role of the RTRS as 
ñgreenwashò - providing the soy industry with a 
framework within which they can talk about 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) without 
actually providing any solutions for the real 
victims of soy production and expansion.  
 
Commodity ce rtification  
 

The development of a Round Table on 
Responsible Soy follows the establishment of 
certification systems or Round Tables in other 
high impact / damaging agro-industrial sectors 
such as wood (Forest Stewardship Certificate 
and others) and palm oil (Roundtable on 
Sustainable Palm Oil). Most of these systems 
have struggled to involve or include a broad 
range of representatives. The RSPO, for 
example, has 202 industry members and 18 
NGOs, of whom only a couple are based in the 
region, and even less directly represent 
communities that are affected by oil palm 
expansion.1 
 
Monoculture production, as used for soy and 
palm oil, excludes small producers, in contrast 
to more successful schemes such as the ófair 
trade coffeeô sector. Big land owners and 

                                                 
1
www.rspo.org 

agribusiness have a huge competitive 
advantage in the soy and palm oil markets; not 
only in production, but ironically also in 
óresponsibleô or ósustainableô certification, 
because they can much better deal with the 
costs and bureaucracy involved.  All these 
initiatives are voluntary, and intended for a 
market that is willing to pay a premium.  
  
Certification as an instrument does not put a 
stop to expansion. Companies selling certified 
produce can at the same time still be involved in 
bad practice and expansion operations 
elsewhere. Many FSC certified tree plantations 
have been criticised for ignoring the interests of 
local communities; RSPO members like Wilmar 
Group have been found to continue illegally 
logging rainforests, setting forests on fire and 
violating the rights of local communities in 
Indonesia.2  

 
Certification initiatives like the Round Table on 
Responsible Soy could even support the  
expansion of the industry, for example by 
certifying soy for agrofuels, thereby legitimising 
agrofuel targets being set in  Europe and 
elsewhere3. 
 
The History of the Round Table on 
Responsible Soy  
 
The RTRS was formally established as an 
organisation in November 2006, following initial 
conferences bringing together different 
stakeholders in the industry. Members come 
from three constituencies: soy producers; 
industry, trade and finance; civil society 
organisations, with some members opting for 
observer status. (See www.responsiblesoy.org) 
 
Soy producers are represented by nine 
associations plus the very large producers such 
as APROSOJA (from Mato Grosso, Brazil), 
AAPRESID (Argentina), Grupo DAP (Paraguay) 
and Grupo Andre Maggi (Brazil). RTRS 
outreach activities have recently led to two 
smallholder cooperatives joining, one from India 
and one from Brazil.  
 
Industry is represented by 39 companies 
including food producers like Unilever, banks 
(Rabobank, ABN AMRO), and animal feed and 
vegetable oil federations. The IFC, the private 

                                                 
2
http://www.foeeurope.org/publications/2007/Wilmar_Palm

_Oil_Environmental_Social_Impact.pdf 
3
 See: óPaving the way for agrofuelsô, TNI et al 
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lending arm of the World Bank, is also 
represented - and indeed its support for soy in 
the past has opened the door for much larger 
loans from private banks4. The recent rush to 
develop agrofuels has brought oil and energy 
companies on board, including BP, Shell and 
Greenergy. 
 
There are 12 civil society organisations involved, 
of which five are either international or from the 
North, including WWF and The Nature 
Conservancy. Other NGOs come from 
producing countries including three from 
Argentina (FUNDAPAZ, WWF partner 
Fundación Vida Silvestre and Fundación Habitat 
y Desarrollo); two from Paraguay (Birdlife 
Paraguay (Guyra) and Fundación Moisés 
Bertoni) and two from Brazil (IPAM and Instituto 
ETHOS).  
 
Conflict and Opposition  
 

The RTRS has faced opposition from the outset 
from grassroots organisations and campesino 
movements who say that this industrial model of 
agriculture is leading to rural migration, violence 
and the marginalization of their way of life. It is, 
in their eyes, a violation of their economic, 
social, cultural and environmental rights. 
 
During the first RTRS event in March 2005, civil 
society organizations held a counter-conference 
in Foz de Iguazu to discuss the problems 
caused by soy production. They concluded that 
ñsustainability and monoculture are 
fundamentally irreconcilable, as are the interests 
of peasant societies and agribusiness.ò5  
 
During the second RTRS conference in 
Asuncion, a declaration against the ñ2nd Global 
Conference on Responsible Soyò received 
supported from a range of civil society 
organisations in Paraguay and many took part in 
protests6. 
 
According to Obdilón Espinola from the National 
Peasant Federation in Paraguay, the soy 
industry is responsible for ñthe eviction of 
peasants from their plots, the contamination of 
the environment, the migration from rural areas 
to the cities and abroad and on top of this there 
are many peasants who are have been taken to 

                                                 
4
 Paving the Amazon with Soy ï World Bank bows to audit 

of Maggi loan, Special to CorpWatch, December 2004 
5
http://www.grr.org.ar/iguazu/docfinal-en.html 

6
http://www.grr.org.ar/ceparaguay/ 

court, imprisoned and murdered because of this 
production model.ò 
 
This has made it difficult for the RTRS to 
persuade small farmers and NGOs to be 
involved in the Round Table process and the 
membership is dominated by a growing number 
of companies. The people directly affected by 
soy monocultures and their expansion are not 
represented at all.  
 
The RTRS was initially set up by WWF and 
some NGOs have chosen to work with the 
RTRS, but for the organisations demonstrating 
in Foz do Iguazu and Asuncion the entire RTRS 
process is illegitimate including the involvement 
of NGOs. 
 
Broad membership however is crucial for the 
legitimacy and the success of the RTRS.  As 
Jeroen Douglas of Dutch NGO Solidaridad told 
a business seminar in Brussels: ñThe broader 
the alliance, the more inevitable the RTRS 
becomesé There is still an imbalance in 
participation.  We strive to become a global 
institution having inevitability as a target.ò7 
  
The RTRS, through the Dutch Task Force on 
Sustainable Soy and Solidaridad, is currently 
working to try and reach out to potential new 
members in China, India, the US, Argentina, 
Brazil, Paraguay and Bolivia.   
 

Photo 1. 2006. Protest in Asuncion against the 2
nd

 
Round Table on Sustainable Soy.  

Photo: An Maeyens 
 
Conflicting views of ñresponsible soyò 
 

Another problem facing the Round Table is a 
lack of consensus among members as to what 

                                                 
7
 RTRS Business Seminar, Brussels, 19 March 2008 

http://www.grr.org.ar/iguazu/docfinal-en.html
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constitutes ñresponsible soyò, with some still 
refusing to recognise any problems relating to 
deforestation.  
 
These views were paraded at a business 
seminar held in Brussels in March 2008 to 
promote RTRS membership among European 
companies.   
 
At one end of the spectrum is the International 
Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN), 
one of the NGOS that works inside the RTRS. 
The IUCNôs Tamas Marghescu warned the 
seminar of the consequences of the current 
model: "We are importing and exporting 
unhealthy environments. We are heading for a 
collapse.ò 
 
He highlighted the problems caused by illegal 
deforestation, the misuse of labour and the 
misuse of land. But he said by co-operating, a 
solution could be found. All parties should ñcome 
out of the trenchesò and start creating ñwin-win 
situationsò for both business and social and 
environmental interests.  
 
WWF promotes RTRS membership as a way for 
business to reduce the risk to its reputation from 
being involved in damaging practices, pointing 
out on its website that soy traders in Europe and 
soy producers in Latin America are under attack 
for deforestation, displacement of small farmers 
and violating labour laws. "These allegations 
carry serious risks. By joining the RTRS, you 
commit your company to carry out sustainable 
activities, avoid illegal practices, which allows 
you to reach new markets for responsible soy", it 
says.8 
 
But industry speakers at the seminar ñaccuseò 
NGOs of spreading misinformation on the 
impacts of soy. Some even argue that soy 
production is playing no part in deforestation in 
the Amazon, that there is no need for a 
moratorium on soy production in the Amazon 
and that farmers who are legally there should be 
entitled to increase their production. 
 
Industry figures such as Agustin Bianchini of 
AAPRESID, Argentinaôs large RoundupReady 
soy producers, blame population growth and 
changing diets for the expansion problems and 

                                                 
8
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/what_we_do/forests/our_

solutions/responsible_forestry/forest_conversion_agricultur
e/roundtables_soy_palmoil/round_table_on_responsible_s
oy/index.cfm 

suggest that Latin America currently has the 
ñbiocapacityò to fill this demand..  
 
RTRS members, such as AAPRESID and 
APROSOJA, are involved in other certification 
projects. AAPRESID has developed its own 
óCertified Agriculture ï an evolution of ñNo Tillò 
(óno tillô referring to the combined technique of 
direct sowing with chemical weed control and 
herbicide-resistant seeds - using Roundup 
Ready) and APROSOJA is working with the 
Nature Conservancy, on ñGreener Soyò - whose 
only aim appears to be compliance with 
Brazilian environmental legislation. 
 
What about the smallholders?  
 

The RTRS has suffered from the beginning from 
a lack of representation from small holders (who 
supposedly might benefit from óresponsibleô soy 
production) and from other stakeholders, 
including communities affected by soy farms. 
FETRAF, a Brazilian family farmersô 
organisation, pulled out of the RTRS because it 
was not sufficiently addressing concerns it had, 
including the production of GM soy.  
 
But some within the industry do not think there is 
a place for the smallholders, because 
ñsustainable soyò from small-scale producers is 
not considered feasible.  
  
ñYou have to benefit from economies of scale,ò 
Van Mierlo from the Dutch bank, Rabobank, told 
Milieudefensie Magazine in 2006. ñOtherwise 
you get products in the supermarket that are 
three times the price. And people primarily take 
the cheapest products, unfortunately not the 
sustainable onesò. Rabobank has a long track 
record in investing in large scale agribusiness 
and with 12% of its investments ($580 million) in 
the soy sector.  
 
Many of those within industry continue to claim 
that soy production brings jobs and rural 
development to the countryside.  So called ñSoy 
townsò in Brazil, they say, have the highest 
Human Development Index in the country.  They 
choose to ignore the expulsion of the rural poor, 
those without land and the small holders who 
now eek out their existence living on the edges 
of cities, where they struggle to get by. 
 
Third time around: Bu enos Aires  
 

The third RTRS conference takes place under 
the slogan: ñFood, feed and fuel for a future 

http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/what_we_do/forests/our_solutions/responsible_forestry/forest_conversion_agriculture/roundtables_soy_palmoil/round_table_on_responsible_soy/index.cfm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/what_we_do/forests/our_solutions/responsible_forestry/forest_conversion_agriculture/roundtables_soy_palmoil/round_table_on_responsible_soy/index.cfm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/what_we_do/forests/our_solutions/responsible_forestry/forest_conversion_agriculture/roundtables_soy_palmoil/round_table_on_responsible_soy/index.cfm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/what_we_do/forests/our_solutions/responsible_forestry/forest_conversion_agriculture/roundtables_soy_palmoil/round_table_on_responsible_soy/index.cfm
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worldò. The agenda includes looking at the draft 
RTRS principles and criteria; the debate around 
feed, food and fuel, developments in the retail 
sector, and new technological developments. No 
smallholder representatives (and very few 
NGOs) are scheduled to speak.  
 
One contentious issue that is not on the agenda 
is GM soy. As things stand, the RTRS draft 
principles and criteria do not discriminate 
between GM and non-GM soy. This means that 
GM soy is likely be certified as ñresponsibleò by 
the Round Table.  
 

Photo 2. ABN-AMRO's classic greenwash. ABN-AMRO 
advertisement for the 2nd RTRS conference in Paraguay 
"..Supporting activities that contribute to a sustainable 
future". 
Photo: From Newspaper, Nina Holland, 2006. 
 

 

Given the organisations represented on the 
Round Table, this is not surprising. AAPRESID, 
the organisation representing Argentinaôs 
producers of GM Round-up Ready (RR) soy 
(who produce 95% of all Argentinean soy), are 
on the Steering Committee. As Kees Vis of 
Unilever has pointed out, excluding GM soy 
from the criteria would effectively exclude most 
of the worldôs soy growers.  
 
Social movements and organisations worldwide 
have published a counter-declaration ahead of 
the third RTRS conference in Buenos Aires, 
rejecting: ñall attempts by corporations and 
NGOs to mobilize public opinion in support of 
their notion of sustainable or responsible GM 
soy monoculture. We disapprove the projects of 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) that 
through roundtable dialogues and voluntary 
measures attempt to cover up the crimes 
committed by corporations... ñWhere there are 
monocultures, there cannot exist sustainability!ò9 
 

Photo 3. ABN-AMRO in the real world of soy 
monocultures. Encarnacion, Itapua Paraguay: "Reliable in 
Agriculture". 
Photo: Nina Holland, 2006. 
 

                                                 
9
  http://www.grr.org.ar/mesaredonda/ingles.pdf 


