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Forests are essential in mitigating climate change as they absorb and  
store carbon dioxide. Conversely, deforestation releases stored carbon 
dioxide and other greenhouse gases into the atmosphere, accelerating 
global warming. Forests also support local communities and livelihoods, 
preserve biodiversity, and have important environmental functions such as 
regulating rainfall patterns and preventing soil erosion.

In our Strategy2030, we committed ourselves to working towards a tea 
sector which does not contribute to deforestation. Deforestation is one 
of three focus areas within our work on environmental sustainability, 
alongside climate-resilient agriculture and net zero tea. Our aim is to support 
the tea industry in minimising its impact on natural forests and making 
progress towards eliminating all deforestation linked to tea production.

This paper outlines ETP’s position on deforestation in the tea industry.  
It describes some of the challenges related to deforestation in tea and our 
approach to catalysing change.
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Introduction

http://www.etp-global.org/our-strategy
https://ethicalteapartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/Climate-Resilient-Agriculture-position-paper.pdf
https://ethicalteapartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Net-Zero-position-paper.pdf


 

We follow consensus-based definitions agreed upon by the Accountability 
Framework Initiative (AFI) when discussing deforestation. While there  
is no universally accepted definition for deforestation and its related terms, 
the AFI definitions are a widely recognised reference point.

Deforestation

The loss of natural forest resulting from conversion to agriculture or other 
non-forest land use, conversion to a tree plantation; or severe and sustained 
degradation. Any clearing of natural forests that meets this definition is 
deforestation, regardless of whether it is legal. ETP does not consider 
the harvesting of sustainable fuelwood plantations as deforestation. This 
definition aligns with most supply chain commitments on deforestation, 
which typically focus on preventing forest conversion. 

Degradation

Changes within a natural ecosystem that significantly and negatively 
affect its species composition, structure, and/or function and reduce the 
ecosystem’s capacity to supply products, support biodiversity, and/or 
deliver ecosystem services. Degradation can be caused by climate change, 
but it is primarily driven directly by human practices.1

Zero deforestation

Zero deforestation refers to a commitment to preventing any clearing or 
conversion of natural forests. It relates to gross deforestation where ‘gross’ 
means total, without the deduction for reforestation. This is different from 
zero net deforestation, which allows for the removal or conversion of forests 
in one location if an equivalent area of forest is planted elsewhere. We strive 
for zero deforestation in the tea sector; this means preserving existing 
forests without any loss. However, we acknowledge that reforestation 
efforts can be important to revive ecosystems on already converted land.

Terms and Definitions
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1 https://www.worldwildlife.org/stories/what-is-forest-degradation-and-why-is-it-bad-for-people-and-wildlife

https://accountability-framework.org/
https://accountability-framework.org/
https://www.worldwildlife.org/stories/what-is-forest-degradation-and-why-is-it-bad-for-people-and-wildlife


ETP recognises that the consequences of deforestation extend beyond 
biodiversity and climate concerns; deforestation also gives rise to significant 
human rights impacts. For instance, the conversion of forests for agricultural 
purposes can involve encroachment on the lands of indigenous peoples  
and other customary rights-holders, and lead to the violation of land rights. 

Forests can also serve as homes and a source of sustenance for tea 
communities. Deforestation can result in a loss of access to sources of food, 
medicine, and livelihoods. Deforestation is also associated with increased 
instances of conflict and violence – often linked to displacement – and the 
exacerbation of social, political, and economic marginalisation of certain 
groups.2  Deforestation also affects the regulation of rainfall cycles and 
access to clean drinking water, directly contributes to the harmful effects 
of climate change on communities, and reduces local resilience to natural 
disasters such as floods and landslides. As a result, deforestation negatively 
impacts human health and well-being and threatens many basic human 
rights, including the right to life and the right to a healthy environment. 

The relationship between human rights and climate change is highlighted 
in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG15) and the Rio Conventions – 
specifically, the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), 
its Paris Agreement, and the Convention on Biological Diversity. In line 
with the United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights 
(UNGPs), we believe businesses must consider and address deforestation’s 
impacts on people, as well as the environment and climate. 

We encourage our members and tea industry stakeholders to establish zero 
deforestation commitments, develop policies and practices to address 
deforestation, and report on progress in line with the Accountability Framework.
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Human Rights and 
Frameworks

2 https://www.clientearth.org/media/ekobwqpr/upholding-human-rights-in-the-fight-against-deforestation_clientearth-global-
witness_sept-2021_hires.pdf

https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal15
https://unfccc.int/resource/docs/publications/rio_20_forests_brochure.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf
https://www.clientearth.org/media/ekobwqpr/upholding-human-rights-in-the-fight-against-deforestation_clientearth-global-witness_sept-2021_hires.pdf
https://www.clientearth.org/media/ekobwqpr/upholding-human-rights-in-the-fight-against-deforestation_clientearth-global-witness_sept-2021_hires.pdf


Deforestation in the tea sector primarily stems from the heavy dependence on 
fuelwood for energy, but it can also be driven by the expansion of tea estates 
and farms, if natural forests are cleared to make way for additional crops.

The processing of tea leaves in factories, especially during the withering 
and drying stages, typically requires large amounts of thermal energy. In 
many countries, this is provided through the combustion of wood in tea 
factory boiler systems. Wood is also commonly used for cooking in rural tea 
communities, further driving the demand and creating a risk of deforestation. 

Although fuelwood can be a renewable energy source when obtained from 
sustainably managed plantations, there is often an imbalance between the 
increasing demand for fuelwood and the limited availability of sustainable 
supply. A lack of transparency regarding the origin of fuelwood exacerbates 
the problem. Moreover, in certain tea-producing regions, the combination 
of high production costs and low sale prices for tea contributes to an 
incentive to acquire additional land to improve productivity, often leading to 
deforestation. While forest protection laws exist, the enforcement of these 
regulations remains challenging due to limited governmental resources. In 
addition, because tea is a perennial crop, newly planted tea bushes take 
several years to mature and begin yielding harvests, and forest conversion 
for tea crops is more likely to be long-term or permanent.

While tea is not among the major commodities contributing to deforestation 
globally, the industry still faces challenges in this area.
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Challenges



Our approach to achieving zero deforestation in the 
tea industry is focused on reducing the reliance on 
fuelwood and ensuring that everyone in tea production 
has good livelihoods. As part of this, we work on the 
following areas:

Improving energy efficiency  

We believe that improving energy efficiency is  
critical in reducing the sector’s demand for fuelwood. 
We work directly with tea producers to help them 
implement energy-efficiency measures in their 
factories, including developing best-practice resources 
and conducting training with factory staff at all levels  
on monitoring and reducing energy use. Making 
changes to improve energy efficiency can also 
significantly reduce tea companies’ operating costs. 
By embedding understanding and highlighting the 
financial benefits of energy efficiency, we encourage a 
long-term commitment to reducing fuelwood use. 

Promoting alternative energy 
sources  

In addition to our focus on energy efficiency, we are 
committed to promoting the use of alternative energy 
sources and reducing fuelwood consumption in tea 
factories and communities. Through our research, we 
explore incentives for farmers and companies to adopt 
alternatives, and we demonstrate the business benefits 
of using more sustainable fuels in tea production,  
such as biomass briquettes made from waste materials. 
We also support tea-growing communities by 
distributing clean cookstoves and solar technology.
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Our Approach
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Traceability and transparency  

Addressing deforestation requires being able to trace the origins of fuelwood 
and making this information available to tea producers. In response to  
the current transparency gaps, we are partnering with government 
stakeholders and local NGOs in Sri Lanka to develop frameworks to ensure 
fuelwood in grown and sourced sustainably, while also exploring how the tea 
industry can leverage technology to enhance its traceability.

Responsible purchasing practices 

Improving the economics of tea plays an important role in reducing  
pressure on forested areas. One of the ways we do this is by promoting 
responsible purchasing practices. We highlight the negative impact of poor 
practices such as aggressive price negotiation and short-term contracts, 
which can make it difficult for producers to cover production costs and 
increases the risk of social and environmental standards falling. 

We urge our members to evaluate the impact of their purchasing practices 
and establish long-term, trust-based relationships with their suppliers, which 
in turn enable producers to uphold good social and environmental standards. 
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ETP’s aim is to eliminate all deforestation  
linked to tea; however, reforestation efforts on 
tea farms and estates are an important tool 
in helping revive ecosystems and restore the 
benefits of natural forests. 

We are partnering with the UK Government’s 
Work and Opportunities for Women (WOW) 
Programme to develop a Payment for 
Ecosystem Services (PES) project in Malawi 
which maximises tea farmers’ incomes by 
providing financial incentives to reforest areas 
around their farms. 

Knowledge building and influencing 

We seek to establish a regulatory landscape that supports zero 
deforestation by reviewing and evaluating policies and laws that have an 
impact on the cultivation, supply, and use of sustainable fuelwood, 
 and by engaging with governments to influence policy changes that reduce 
the risk of deforestation linked to tea production. 

We also develop information resources and share learnings from our 
projects to raise awareness of the challenges and highlight practical steps 
stakeholders can take to catalyse change.

Improving livelihoods 

When farmers have stable and secure livelihoods, they are less likely to 
encroach on or degrade natural forests as a means of generating  
additional income. At the community level, we help to improve incomes 
by directly supporting tea farmers to increase the quality of the tea 
they produce and explore alternative livelihood opportunities, such 
as beekeeping or growing more economically viable food crops. By 
empowering farmers to generate higher incomes from their existing land, 
we aim to reduce the risk of surrounding forests being degraded.



 

Conclusion
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Deforestation in the tea sector largely occurs due to a dependence on 
fuelwood for energy during tea processing and in local communities, which 
can be obtained through deforestation. The risk is heightened by the 
potential expansion of tea estates and farms. 

Through our projects, policy work, and engagement with the private 
sector, we are dedicated to ensuring sustainable livelihoods for all involved 
in tea production, reducing the industry’s reliance on fuelwood from 
deforestation, and promoting the responsible sourcing of fuelwood to 
alleviate pressure on natural forests.
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