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The massive expansion of soy production in Brazil has contributed to a loss of access for local communi-
ties to land and water, particularly in highly dynamic frontier regions in the Cerrado. Soy certification
standards like the Roundtable on Responsible Soy (RTRS) contain principles that are supposed to prevent
such problems. In this paper, we examine the extent to which certification and auditing have served to
protect local communities’ access to land and water in western Bahía state in the Cerrado’s Matopiba
region. We draw on findings from field research in Brazil and western Bahía, 72 semi-structured inter-
views with corporate, state and civil society actors, and a systematic analysis of audit reports from
RTRS-certified farms in Bahía.
We find that auditing practices are not effective in protecting the rights and access of local communi-

ties to land and water due to three inter-related sets of factors: 1) the business-dominated nature of the
drafting and content of the RTRS standard, 2) the structural limitations and everyday practices of audit-
ing, and 3) domestic and local contextual factors in Brazil and western Bahía.
This study aims to contribute to a re-thinking and re-assessment of certification and auditing practices

and suggests that new approaches are required to govern global commodity chains in a more environ-
mentally just way. We advocate for a locally embedded and community-sensitive perspective in research
on certification and auditing, to complement previous research in the fields of critical political economy
and sustainability governance.

� 2020 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

Global land area under soybean production has doubled over
the past three decades. The great majority of soy is processed into
livestock feed, which underpins the production of meat, fish and
dairy products in Europe, China, and elsewhere (Lenschow,
Newig, & Challies, 2016; Oliveira & Hecht, 2016). Demand for soy
will likely continue to grow, as global consumption of animal-
based food products continues to increase (Buckley, Newton,
Gibbs, McConnel, & Ehrmann, 2019).

Brazil and the United States are the largest soy producers
worldwide, and within Brazil soybeans are by far the leading agri-
cultural commodity in terms of crop area, traded volumes, and
export revenues.3 Soy production in Brazil has attracted much atten-
tion from scholars, policymakers and activists due to its association
with environmental problems such as deforestation and biodiversity
loss (e.g. Barona, Ramankutty, Hyman, & Coomes, 2010; Van der Ven,
Rothacker, & Cashore, 2018). Deforestation in the Amazon in partic-
ular has attracted significant media coverage because of its impor-
tant implications for global climate politics (Pereira & Viola, 2019).
However, the link between soy and land use change has been much
clearer and stronger in the Cerrado’s ‘Matopiba’ region, which covers
parts of the states of Maranhão, Tocantins, Piauí and Bahía (see Map
1 below), than in the Amazon (Bastos Lima & Persson, 2020).

The expansion of the agribusiness frontier in Matopiba has also
led to increasingly unequal distribution of land, and the alienation
of local communities and smallholders from territories they inhab-
ited and used (Nogueira, 2017). Conflicts over water have also mas-
sively increased in recent years, especially in the state of Bahía
where most large-scale irrigation is located (CPT, 2020). Rights to
land and water are critical for local communities in Bahía (and
ay 2020.
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Map 1. Left: Map of Eastern Brazil wherein the research area is highlighted. Right: RTRS-certified farms in Bahía, data from audit reports available at the webpage of RTRS.
(Jonas Weber for the authors).
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elsewhere) for realizing a much wider set of rights, including rights
to food, health and self-determined development.

In response to the negative externalities of a globalizing soy
sector, a variety of mainly private governance arrangements have
emerged. These have followed a broader governance response to
global agri-food systems, which has fostered voluntary, market-
based instruments to address negative social and ecological
impacts (Lambin et al., 2014). The main private governance instru-
ments currently governing the soy supply chain from Brazil are the
Soy Moratorium,4 zero-deforestation commitments from multina-
tional corporations, and private and multi-stakeholder certification
standards such as ProTerra and the Roundtable on Responsible Soy
(RTRS). Among these initiatives, only the certification standards go
beyond combatting deforestation, and seek to safeguard access by
local communities to land and water.

To date, little is known about the implementation and auditing
of these standards, despite their potential importance for local
4 The Soy Moratorium was initiated by the Brazilian Association of Vegetable Oil
Industries (ABIOVE) and the National Association of Grain Exporters (ANEC) together
with environmental NGOs, in response to Greenpeace’s 2006 ‘‘Eating Up the Amazon”
and has since become a public–private partnership. The Soy Moratorium established a
cut-off date after which deforestation in the Amazon was to be prohibited. This date
was switched from 2006 to 2008, to align it with the revised Forest Code of 2012. Any
producer planting soy on a recently deforested area is added to the soy moratorium
list, and embargoed by the Brazilian environmental ministry. Farmers on this list are
no longer able to access credit, and retailers are prohibited from buying from them.
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development. We seek to address this research gap by drawing
on insights from field research in western Bahía, including 72
semi-structured interviews, and a systematic analysis of public
audit reports of RTRS certification in Bahía. Our analysis focuses
on local communities, assessing the extent to which RTRS certifica-
tion and auditing have contributed to protecting local communi-
ties’ access to land and water resources. We also assess how far
stakeholders have been able to participate in auditing processes,
and whether appropriate communication channels and grievance
mechanisms exist. We find that auditing practices are not effective
in protecting the rights and access of local communities to land
and water due to three inter-related sets of factors: 1) the
business-dominated nature of the drafting and content of the RTRS
standard, 2) the structural limitations and everyday practices of
auditing, and 3) local and domestic contextual factors in Brazil
and western Bahía.

After briefly reviewing the literature on certification and private
auditing in global agro-commodity chains (Section 2), we describe
ourmethods of data collection and analysis (Section 3). In Section 4,
we first provide important information about soy production and
land and water politics in Brazil and western Bahía, and then we
analyze the drafting process and content of the RTRS standard.
Therein, we focus on the principles and criteria relevant to local
communities. In Section 5, we present an in-depth analysis of
auditing practices in Bahía, examining how RTRS auditors have
dealt with: 1) land rights and land conflicts; 2) water use and water
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conflicts; and 3) stakeholder involvement. In the final section, we
discuss our main findings and their implications for broader
debates on private governance, auditing and local development.
5 An exception to this observation is the study by Silva-Castañeda (2012) of the
auditing of RSPO-certified palm oil in Indonesia. In this study the author showed how
the claims of local communities about the existence of land conflicts were
disregarded in audits, while the formal documents presented by companies were
considered as valid evidence.
2. Agro-commodity certification and private auditing

2.1. Agro-Commodity certification

The current global food regime has been described as a ‘corpo-
rate food regime’ or a ‘food from nowhere’ regime, characterized by
invisibility and distance, on account of the dominance of complex
global agro-commodity chains (McMichael, 2009). According to
Dauvergne (2017: 138) ‘‘[t]he long, complex supply chains of the
world’s leading multinational companies hide environmental and
social costs in hundreds of thousands of locations all around the
world”, which hampers effective governance. Against this back-
ground and in the absence of binding global business regulations,
certification schemes, often backed by third-party audits, have
been seen as evidence of corporate due diligence and social respon-
sibility in addressing negative externalities (Friedmann, 2005;
Sikor et al., 2013).

There is a growing volume of literature examining certification
standards in agro-commodity sectors like coffee, biofuels, forestry,
palm oil and soybeans. Especially multi-stakeholder initiatives like
the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) and ‘roundtables’ – such as
the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO), the Roundtable
on Sustainable Biomaterials (RSB), various roundtables on sustain-
able beef and the RTRS – have attracted much scholarly attention
(e.g. Cheyns, 2011; Schouten, Leroy, & Glasbergen, 2012; Fortin,
2018; Buckley et al., 2019; Pye, 2019). Roundtables base their legit-
imacy on their supposed capacity to ensure balanced representa-
tion and participation of ‘all categories of stakeholders’ within
inclusive processes by means of consensus-oriented dialogue
(Ponte, 2014).

However, empirical research into the working of roundtables
has challenged their openness and legitimacy, drawing attention
to unequal power relationships between standard-setters and
retailers from the Global North, and producers from the Global
South (Ponte, 2014; Schleifer, Fiorini, & Fransen, 2019). For
instance, Glasbergen (2018) studied smallholder engagement with
RSPO certification in Indonesia and found that, despite having to
make many changes in their production processes, smallholders
profited less than all other actors from the added value created
through certification. Research has also examined unequal power
relations between industry and finance on one hand, and civil soci-
ety organizations and affected communities on the other, in the
drafting and management of sustainability roundtables (see
Cheyns, 2011; Elgert, 2012; Schouten et al., 2012; Challies, 2013).
Studies of national interpretations of the RSPO standard in Colom-
bia (Marin-Burgos, Clancy, & Lovett, 2015) and Ecuador (Johnson,
2019) drew similar conclusions, observing that local communities
and grassroots organizations had been largely absent from these
processes.

The effectiveness of private sustainability standards has been
widely debated, but there remains a lack of data on how such stan-
dards function in specific contexts. For instance, with reference to
FSC certification, Van der Ven and Cashore (2018: 104) observe:
‘‘After almost twenty-five years of certification, broader evidence
of social, environmental and economic impacts remains elusive
owing to data challenges and methodological issues”. In this study
we aim to overcome these gaps by zooming into certification pro-
cesses and the auditing of certified farms to find out how they have
dealt with principles and criteria that are of particular importance
for local communities. This evidence and the identification of the
3

reasons for respective shortcomings will add substance to wider
discussions on the impact of private certification standards.
2.2. Private audits

Audits have come to play an integral role in society with the
emergence of non-traditional forms of governing ‘through and
with information’ (Cook, van Bommel, & Turnhout, 2016). This
has both driven, and been enabled by, a proliferation of procedures
and technologies to label, measure, evaluate and compare all kinds
of products and processes (Shore et al., 2015). Power (2010) char-
acterized contemporary society as an ‘audit society’, describing the
proliferation of standards and auditing of larger industries as an
‘audit explosion’. The auditing processes that are applied to sus-
tainability certification schemes have been conceived as a way to
demonstrate and promote corporate accountability in global com-
modity chains (see LeBaron, Lister, & Dauvergne, 2017). On account
of the multi-stakeholder nature of these initiatives, the ‘audit
regime’ has become widely regarded as a legitimate mechanism
to enforce social and environmental standards in global supply
chains (ibid.). Through supposedly independent and objective
audits based on verifiable and measurable indicators, accredited
third-party auditors assess a firm’s performance against a given
standard, in order to grant (or not grant) the certificate
(Amundsen & Osmundsen, 2019).

However, research on private auditing has documented sys-
temic flaws inherent in the use of private audit firms to monitor
compliance along supply chains. In particular, the independence
of auditors has been challenged, as auditors are usually paid by
the entity seeking certification (Le Baron, Lister and Dauvergne,
2017). As private auditors have very limited formal investigative
powers, their work largely relies on relations of trust and coopera-
tion with the producers to be certified (Hatanaka & Busch, 2008).

The techno-scientific approach to auditing, which demands
conversion of complex realities into unambiguous and quantitative
measures, has also been broadly criticized for neglecting different
forms of knowledge, and for being inadequate for capturing the
broad and complex principles contained in certification standards
(Amundsen & Osmundsen, 2019; Fortin, 2018). A more compre-
hensive and inclusive approach to auditing would be time-
consuming and costly, and almost certainly mean fewer certified
companies. Another criticism is that there has been very little over-
sight of auditors, who are in general not legally liable for ‘substan-
dard auditing’ (Terwindt & Armstrong, 2019). Given these
shortcomings, scholars have argued that audits are designed and
conducted in ways that conceal problems rather than bring them
to light, and that the ‘audit regime’ disproportionally benefits the
multinational companies controlling global supply chains, along
with the auditing industry – the organizations and NGOs that
profit from the regime (LeBaron et al., 2017).

Previous research in this field has focused on the functioning of
the ‘audit regime’, the nature of the ‘audit society’, and ‘audit cul-
ture’, as well as on the audit systems of specific certification stan-
dards (e.g. Fortin, 2018 on the RSB; Piketty & Drigo, 2018 on the
FSC; Pye, 2019 on the RSPO). Much of the auditing literature
focuses on technicalities of auditing and on the actors directly
involved in certification. Therefore, broader socio-political issues
that are of concern for local communities, such as land rights and
access to water, are often overlooked (see Vos, 2014).5 Our study
draws on previous certification and auditing research in the fields
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of critical political economy and environmental governance, but we
also ground our empirical research in the context of key issues of
concern for local communities. We therefore adopt a place-based
and problem-centered perspective that foregrounds the serious
problems that the expansion of soybean production has created for
local communities’ access to land and water in western Bahía.
7 FAOSTAT: http://www.fao.org/faostat. Accessed on 24 May 2020.
8 AGROSTAT: http://sistemasweb.agricultura.gov.br/pages/AGROSTAT.html and

FAOSTAT: http://www.fao.org/faostat. Accessed on 10 November 2018.
9 For details on the global soy supply chain from Brazil, see https://trase.earth/
3. Research design and data collection

To explore whether certification and auditing of soy farms serve
to protect access to land and water for local communities, and in
order to explain why or why not this is the case, we adopted a
context-sensitive and community-centered approach to our case
study of soy production and auditing practices in western Bahía.
Our study will analyze the extent to which private audit processes
provide for the substantive rights of local communities to access
land and water resources, and their procedural rights to be
involved in decision-making on certification. We operationalize
the procedural dimension by distinguishing mechanisms for stake-
holder participation in auditing, communication between soy pro-
ducers and communities, and raising and addressing grievances.
Our analysis is set in the wider context of certification and auditing
as increasingly integral elements of flow-based sustainability gov-
ernance (Sikor et al., 2013), which is unfolding differently between
localities in Brazil in interaction with domestic policy and gover-
nance and local issues.

To address our research questions, we draw on three key
sources of data: 1) field research in western Bahía in Brazil’s Mato-
piba region; 2) semi-structured interviews with corporate, civil
society and state actors; and 3) a systematic analysis of RTRS cer-
tification audit reports for soy farms in the state of Bahía. Three
field visits were made between June 2018 and March 2020, includ-
ing field research in western Bahía. Western Bahía was selected for
field research because it is the most dynamic agricultural frontier
in Brazil (Eloy, Aubertin, Toni, Lúcio, & Bosgiraud, 2016), and an
area where conflicts over land and water between large-scale soy
producers and local communities have been severe (CPT, 2020;
see Section 4 below). Hence, western Bahía is a particularly infor-
mative case through which to explore audit practices and pro-
cesses in soy certification, and their implications for local
community rights to land and water.

The International Trade Center (ITC) database on sustainability
standards, records more than twenty different certification
schemes relevant to the global soy sector.6 The multi-stakeholder
initiatives RTRS, ProTerra and ISCC (International Sustainability
and Carbon Certification) are the most stringent and comprehensive
of these standards according to ITC, and include specific principles
for protecting the access of local communities to land and water.
We focus our analysis on RTRS because it has been the standard with
the largest share of certified soybeans (together with ProTerra), and
is the only standard that has been transparent regarding its audit
procedures by publishing its audit reports. We therefore expect that
if private auditing is delivering certification that safeguards commu-
nity access to land and water, this should be evident in RTRS
processes.

We analyzed all publicly available RTRS audit reports relating to
farms in our study area. These reports, which applied to fourteen
farms (see Map 1), were produced by different auditing organiza-
tions, and written in Portuguese. We systematically analyzed the
audit reports for evidence as to how auditors had dealt with issues
directly affecting local communities, in particular conflicts over
land and water. In conducting this analysis, it was essential to also
understand specific forms of stakeholder involvement in the audit
6 See https://sustainabilitymap.org/home. Accessed on 7 January 2020.
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process, as well as mechanisms for communication and addressing
grievances between local communities and certified producers.

The first author conducted seventy-two semi-structured inter-
views between June 2017 and March 2020. Most of these inter-
views were conducted in person and a few were carried out by
phone or via video conference. The great majority of interviews
were recorded with the consent of the interviewees, but in some
cases written notes were taken instead. We spoke with Brazilian
agribusiness associations, traders, retailers and processors of soy-
beans, certified and non-certified soy producers, RTRS personnel,
and different private auditing firms. As the impacts related to the
soy sector are most heavily felt by people living in the vicinity of
farms, field visits and interviews were conducted with family
farmers, local communities and grassroots organizations such as
rural workers’ unions and NGOs working at the community level.
We also conducted interviews with environmental and social
NGOs in Brazil and Europe. In addition, to understand how Brazil-
ian domestic policies on agriculture, land and water relate to soy
production and certification, we interviewed representatives from
different Brazilian state agencies (e.g. officials from the Public Min-
istry, the Ministry of Agriculture, and the Ministry of the Environ-
ment). Finally, we attended the RTRS annual meeting in Lille in
2018, and the World Social Forum 2018 in Salvador de Bahía.

We coded the interview data according to our key analytical
categories (such as land rights and land conflicts; water use and
water conflicts; stakeholder involvement: participation in audit-
ing, communication channels and grievance mechanisms; RTRS
standard’s drafting, content and management; structural and oper-
ational characteristics of auditing; domestic politics, local context)
with the support of the software ATLAS.ti. The (anonymized) cita-
tions from Portuguese interviews and public audit reports repro-
duced in this article were translated into English by the authors.
4. Brazilian domestic politics, soy production in western bahía
and RTRS certification

4.1. Soy production and socio-environmental politics in Brazil

In 2017, Brazil produced 104 megatons of soybeans, which is
almost one third of global production (353 megatons).7 Brazil
exports the majority of its soy meal to the European Union, while
China is by far the largest importer of Brazilian soybeans.8 Currently
six firms control over 75 percent of the global agricultural inputs
market, and the transnational firms ADM (Archer Daniels Midland),
Bunge, Cargill, and Dreyfus control 85 percent of soy exports from
South America (Clapp & Scott, 2018; Wesz, 2016). They supply soy
to processors, who process it into oil, animal feed and other prod-
ucts.9 Transparency and traceability represent major challenges in
Brazil’s soy supply chain and certification has not yet significantly
improved this situation (see Section 4.4).

Clapp and Scott (2018) have argued that the dominance of
transnational corporations in the agro-food sector has contributed
to its socio-environmental unsustainability, by perpetuating an
agricultural model that relies on monoculture, genetic modifica-
tion and massive agrochemical use.10 Indeed, the expansion and
intensification of Brazil’s soy sector has directly and indirectly driven
deforestation and land use change, biodiversity loss, land disposses-
sion of local communities and family farmers, and environmental
flows. Accessed on 20 May 2020.
10 Brazil accounts for approximately 20% of global agrochemical use, and more than
half of this is used in the production of soy (Bombardi, 2017).

https://sustainabilitymap.org/home
http://www.fao.org/faostat
http://sistemasweb.agricultura.gov.br/pages/AGROSTAT.html
http://www.fao.org/faostat
https://trase.earth/flows
https://trase.earth/flows
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and human health impacts from pesticides (Baletti, 2014; Barona
et al., 2010; Bombardi, 2017).

Corporate concentration in the global soy chain has gone hand
in hand with increasing land concentration in Brazil. The most
recent national agricultural census, in 2017, recorded 235,766
farms producing soybeans in Brazil.11 A comparison of data from
the 2006 and 2017 censuses reveals a process of land concentration
in the sector, with the number of large farms (>2,500 ha) increasing
from 2,070 to 4,144 – i.e., doubling – over the eleven-year period.12

Much research has explored how land use policy in Brazil has
served the interests of export-oriented agribusiness. However,
the needs and interests of smallholders and local communities
have remained relatively under-researched. The dispossession
and alienation of local communities from their lands and resources
is not new in Brazil. Especially since the 1970s, lands that were
deemed ‘unoccupied’ or ‘insufficiently occupied’ have been colo-
nized with state support (Hecht 2005). In addition, as in other Latin
American countries, deforestation has served as a means to estab-
lish rights to land in Brazil. Former President Lula da Silva (2003–
2010) established a program for granting titles to smallholders
who claimed rights to non-designated public lands (‘terra legal’).
Such land claims have often followed forest clearance and conver-
sion to ‘productive’ use (e.g. cattle farming) in certain areas. This
program has not only issued fewer titles than planned, but has also
favored wealthier landholders and agribusiness, and exacerbated
land speculation (see Greenleaf, 2020). Under the presidency of
Temer (2016–2018), the government adopted law number
13.465 in July 2017, which increased the maximum area of land
that qualifies for regularization (i.e. formalization) of occupied
lands to 2,500 ha. In December 2019, President Bolsonaro adopted
Provisional Measure 910, which stipulates that a person can bene-
fit frommore than one process of land regularization. Furthermore,
this policy provides that regularized lands no longer must be phys-
ically visited, but can be assessed solely with satellite technology.
The above-mentioned regulations on land tenure have fueled
deforestation, land concentration and land grabbing in Brazil
(Sauer et al. 2019, 2019).

In the Matopiba region, the process of land concentration, inter-
connected with widespread ‘land grabbing’, has been particularly
stark (Eloy et al., 2016). While the average farm size in Brazil in
2017 was 129 ha, the average size in Bahía was over fifteen times
larger i.e., 1,946 ha. Land concentration in the area has contributed
to conflicts over land and water between large-scale farmers, local
communities and family farmers, many of whom have lived there
since long before export-oriented agribusiness became established
in the area.
4.2. Land conflicts in western Bahía

As a result of the expansion of large-scale agriculture in western
Bahía, almost one million hectares of native vegetation (nearly 40
percent of western Bahía territory) were cleared between 2002 and
2010 (Salmona et al. 2016 cit. after Da Silva, Sousa Passos, Eloy, &
De Souza, 2018). Most agricultural expansion has occurred in
places with native vegetation and/or on lands occupied or used
by peasants or traditional people, who are subsumed under the
Portuguese term geraizeiros.13 The Gerais is a local name for the Cer-
rado and geraizeiros are the people who have historically inhabited
11 Data from the Brazilian Institute for Geography and Statistics IBGE: https://sidra.
ibge.gov.br/Busca?q=soja. Accessed on 15 May 2020.
12 Data from the Brazilian Institute for Geography and Statistics IBGE: https://sidra.
ibge.gov.br/Busca?q=soja. Accessed on 15 May 2020.
13 The term geraizeiros encompasses quite heterogeneous local actors such as family
farmers and peasants, indigenous communities and traditional communities, which
do not necessarily consider themselves as indigenous.
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and made use of the land and resources of this place (Nogueira,
2017).

The Cerrado has often been represented as ‘idle’ land, but in fact
around 25 million people live there, including numerous indige-
nous groups and traditional communities, whose livelihoods
depend on the use of diverse landscapes and ecosystems (Eloy
et al., 2016). The geraizeiros typically combine subsistence farming
with a range of other activities, such as the harvesting of fruits and
plants, and cattle ranching in upland plateau areas. Although most
of these people do not possess formal land titles, Brazilian law rec-
ognizes their right to occupy and utilize the lands (their posse).
However, in recent decades most of the upland plateau areas have
been occupied by large-scale producers of soybeans and other
commodities (e.g., cotton), while the territories used by and acces-
sible to geraizeiros have shrunk. Hence, it has been difficult or
impossible for most geraizeiro communities to uphold their posse
against the land titles of large producers, even though the latter
are often the result of non-transparent and illegal land deals
(Nogueira, 2017). An interviewee from a Catholic grassroots orga-
nization recalled:

When lands were sold to large farmers in the 1970s and the
1980s, there were always settlements of family farmers, who had
lived there for generations. They were forced to leave. Many fam-
ilies just left, but others resisted. Their houses were destroyed,
their cattle were expelled, and people were killed. [. . .] Behind all
of this was the pressure from the agribusiness producers who
bought land in the region under the condition that it must be unin-
habited (interview, 13 August 2018).

As the geraizeiros have largely lost access to the plateau areas,
they have increasingly been forced to limit their land use to natural
reserves close to local rivers, which are not suited to large-scale
agriculture (Eloy et al., 2016). Many of these families are now
struggling to protect what remains of the biodiverse landscapes
that they have relied on for their survival. According to Brazil’s
revised Forest Code of 2012, farmers in western Bahía must set
aside an area equivalent to 20 percent of their property as a ‘legal
reserve’ (reserva legal) for biodiversity and forest protection. This
means that each soy farmer must be able to prove that they have
set aside a portion of their property for conservation purposes.
Agricultural production is prohibited on legal reserves. However,
legal reserves do not need to be located within or adjacent to a
farm, and landholders can buy lands with native vegetation else-
where and declare these as their legal reserves. Given the context
of contested land tenure and the lack of land titles among geraizeiro
communities, large-scale farmers who have already converted all
of the native vegetation on their properties to agricultural produc-
tion, now increasingly claim the lands inhabited by the geraizeiros
as ‘legal reserves’ to comply with the Forest Code (interview with
officials from the Public Ministry, 17 August 2018). According to
our interviews with grassroots organizations in western Bahía,
these areas have been at the heart of most of the recent land con-
flicts. Land conflicts involving local communities in Bahía have
grown from 57 documented conflicts in 2011 to 139 conflicts in
2019 (CPT 2018, 2020).

4.3. Water conflicts in western Bahía

The expansion and intensification of large-scale agriculture in
western Bahía has also been linked to changes in surface water
flows and groundwater resources. The national water agency,
Agência Nacional de Aguas (ANA), found that the conversion of
native vegetation to large-scale irrigated monocultures has led to
reduced surface water flows and groundwater levels in the Mato-
piba region (ANA (Agência Nacional de Aguas), 2017).

A number of factors have fueled water conflicts in the area.
First, areas under monocultural crop production have had less

https://sidra.ibge.gov.br/Busca%3fq%3dsoja
https://sidra.ibge.gov.br/Busca%3fq%3dsoja
https://sidra.ibge.gov.br/Busca%3fq%3dsoja
https://sidra.ibge.gov.br/Busca%3fq%3dsoja
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capacity to filter and retain water for aquifer recharge than areas
under native vegetation. This is expected to have long-term
impacts on groundwater availability and quality. Second, irrigated
land area in Brazil has grown significantly, from 462,000 ha in
1960 to over 6 million hectares in 2018, and most irrigated farms
are located in Bahía (CPT, 2018). In 2014, there were 1,400 central
pivot irrigation systems in western Bahía (ANA 2016 as cited in Da
Silva et al. 2018). The water use of each central pivot is equivalent
in volume to that of tens of thousands of local inhabitants. Third,
water permits for the use of river water have been granted to
large-scale farmers despite a lack of research and understanding
of the hydrological and ecological impacts, and weak compliance
monitoring and enforcement (Da Silva et al. 2018).

The belief that large-scale agriculture has driven a reduction in
water quantity and quality in western Bahía has become widely
shared in the region (interviews with rural workers’ unions from
Barreiras and São Desiderio, 14 and 19 September 2018). In 2019,
the CPT recorded 101 conflicts over water in Bahía involving
12,930 families, more than in any other Brazilian state (CPT,
2020). While most of these cases have remained rather low-
profile, in 2017 a massive protest movement against water licenses
for agribusiness emerged in reaction to water shortage in the
municipality of Correntina. Thousands of people from this munic-
ipality protested against a new license to an agribusiness corpora-
tion granting rights to a volume of water 100 times greater than
the allocation for the entire municipality (CPT, 2018). Thereafter,
several protest leaders were intimidated and/or prosecuted (ibid.).

In response to growing local resistance, the irrigators’ associa-
tion in western Bahía (AIBA) has financed a study to produce
new data about the regions’ water sources. Civil society organiza-
tions expected the findings of the study to be biased in favor of
agribusiness and irrigation interests (interviews with local grass-
roots organizations, 13 and 19 September 2018). In an effort to
deter local resistance to irrigation development, AIBA has also
begun to fund small irrigation projects for family farmers (inter-
view with AIBA sustainability manager, 19 September 2018).

4.4. The RTRS standard and local communities: Establishment and
management

In response to growing criticism of soy production, in particular
regarding its links to Amazon deforestation, the RTRS standard was
created (Schleifer, 2017). In March 2005, the World-Wide Fund for
Nature (WWF) hosted and coordinated the first meeting of the
Roundtable on Sustainable Soy in Brazil, which later was renamed
the Round Table on Responsible Soy (RTRS), following debates over
whether large-scale soy cultivation can be ‘sustainable’. Local com-
munities, grassroots organizations and social NGOs were clearly
under-represented in the consultation processes on the RTRS stan-
dard in Brazil (Steward, 2007). A representative of a Brazilian NGO
who has worked closely with traditional and indigenous communi-
ties affected by the soy industry reflected:

I remember when the RTRS initiated their first consultation
meetings in Brazil. At that time, we had internal discussions on
whether we should participate. We decided not to do so, because
participation in the meeting was expensive and everything was
organized in a way that excluded the representation of the inter-
ests of local communities. For instance, the main language of the
meetings was English (interview with a representative of a Brazil-
ian NGO, 5 March 2020).

Due to the under-representation of affected communities and
the business-oriented nature of the RTRS process, Via Campesina,
the international peasant’s movement, organized a protest event
against this standard in Brazil (Steward, 2007). Many of our inter-
viewees from grassroots organizations shared a critical perspective
on RTRS certification. While acknowledging that certified produc-
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ers might be more responsible in relation to certain issues (e.g.
pesticide storage, waste recycling, employee safety), they often
rejected large-scale soy production in principle, arguing, for
instance:

The major impact of soy production has been because of its
large-scale nature. This form of agriculture reduces biodiversity,
contributes to land concentration and reduces the capacity of soils
to filter and store water [. . .] even if a soy producer complies with
all principles and gets certified, this system cannot be sustainable.
(interview with a representative of a Brazilian grassroots organiza-
tion, 13 September 2018).

Cheyns (2011) discussed the absence of smallholders and local
communities from RTRS regular meetings, while noting a predom-
inance of industry, trade and finance stakeholders. Indeed, in 2019
civil society only accounted for 12 percent of all RTRS members.14

Although RTRS voting rules give equal weight to each of its three
‘chambers’ (i.e., industry, trade and finance; civil society; and pro-
ducers), power asymmetries between these chambers have been
marked, and decision-making has favored the interests of transna-
tional agricultural input providers and retailers (interview with
WWF Germany representative, 27 March 2018).

Global production of RTRS certified soybeans increased from 1.2
megatons in 2013 to 4.5 megatons in 2018, of which Brazil
accounted for 3.9 megatons (RTRS 2019). This quantity, however,
only represented approximately four percent of the country’s total
soy production (ibid.). As soy is to a great extent a ‘hidden com-
modity’ that is mainly used as animal feed, the demand for certi-
fied soybeans has been rather low overall, and RTRS has had
problems with high surplus production. In 2018, 2.8 megatons of
RTRS-certified soy were sold, of which almost 90 percent were pur-
chased by importers based in Europe (ibid.).

The greatest share of RTRS soybeans has been certified under
the weakest form of traceability, termed ‘book and claim’ (RTRS
2019). In this model there is no physical connection between the
soybeans bought by an importer and the certified farms; instead,
certified products are traded on digital platforms that do not track
points of origin (Mol & Oosterveer, 2015). Importers buy soy from
the global non-certified market, while directly paying price premi-
ums to certified Brazilian producers. Only 11 percent of Brazilian
certified soybeans were sold through the ‘mass balance system’
(RTRS 2019), wherein the traded volume of a certified product is
administratively monitored and traced along the entire value chain
to ensure the downstream volume equals the upstream volume of
certified production (Mol & Oosterveer, 2015). Given the lack of
traceability of soybean flows ‘from farm to fork’, private audits
assume a crucial role, as they are supposed to reassure importers
of compliance on the part of farms and the sustainability of
production.
4.5. The content of the RTRS standard

The RTRS standard is concerned with ‘good conduct’, but it
remains fully compatible with the expansionist and monocultural
logic underlying the global soy commodity chain and the domi-
nance of large corporate actors therein. The standard does not
aim for systemic change of the way soy is produced, for instance
by establishing stringent rules on biodiversity, or by fostering
organic or smallholder production. RTRS permits the use of pesti-
cides that are prohibited in the importing countries, the use of
genetically modified seeds, and the practice of aerial spraying.

Nevertheless, a close examination of the content and coverage
of the RTRS standard reveals that it is relatively comprehensive

http://www.responsiblesoy.org/about-rtrs/members/%3flang%3den
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regarding requirements for ‘good conduct’. The standard contains
the following five main principles: 1) legal compliance and good
business practices; 2) responsible labor conditions; 3) responsible
community relations; 4) environmental responsibility; and 5) good
agricultural practices. In addition, a national interpretation of the
RTRS standard, drafted by a national expert group and tested by
producers and auditors, provides guidance on auditable principles
and criteria specific to Brazil (RTRS 2017).

The main point of contention in negotiations over the stan-
dard’s content – and the reason why Brazil’s largest soy business
associations withdrew from RTRS even before the standard was
finalized – is related to its principles on ‘responsible expansion’,
which go beyond the requirements of Brazil’s Forest Code (see
Schleifer, 2017). In the following, however, we focus on those RTRS
principles and criteria that are directly relevant for protecting local
communities’ access to water and land. These are the principles
that specifically address issues of land rights and land conflicts,
the principles on ‘responsible community relations’ and those
relating to water use and possible water conflicts. Table 1 below
provides an overview of the principles and criteria that are the
basis for our further analysis, including the guidance principles
established in Brazil’s national interpretation of the RTRS standard.
5. Auditing practices in western Bahía

5.1. Audit reports and audited farms

The publicly available audit reports on farms from Bahía were
produced by three auditing companies, namely Control Union,
Foodchain ID, and Schutter Argentina (for detailed information
see the online appendix). The reports contain information on three
main assessments and eight surveillance assessments carried out
between 2012 and 2019. The main assessments are required for
certification or re-certification every five years, while the annual
surveillance assessments are less rigorous.

Our sample is composed of three ‘group’ or multi-sited certifica-
tions, and one ‘individual’ certification. According to RTRS, ‘‘Group
Certification is a mechanism designed to increase access to RTRS
certification for smaller producers. Group certification allows
group members to share the costs of the certification assessment
[. . .] by applying for a single certificate” (RTRS 2018). However,
in fact the average size of the audited farms in our sample
(11,825 ha) was six times larger than the average for soy farms
in Bahía (1,946 ha).

The auditing process consists of two stages. First, farm docu-
mentation and internal reports are checked for completeness and
adequacy. Next, site visits are conducted with a random sample
of farms, where auditors conduct interviews with farm manager
(s) and employees, and inspect facilities on the farms (e.g., storage
of agrichemicals, bathrooms, waste management). Auditors also
visit stakeholders or organizations in the surrounding area to dis-
cuss these actors’ experiences regarding the farms. In a group cer-
tification, each member of the group should be inspected at least
once over the five-year duration of the certificate.

The comprehensiveness and specificity of the different audit
reports varies considerably, depending on specific auditors and
auditing organizations. Some auditors are more rigorous than
others and, depending on their profession (e.g. agronomist, envi-
ronmental engineer), they tend to pay more attention to issues that
fall within their field of expertise (interview with a group leader of
certified farms in Matopiba, 20 September 2018).

In its audit report, Schutter Argentina reported 11 instances of
non-compliance across the certified farms, including the absence
of a baseline and indicators for evaluating the farms’ continuous
improvement (Argentina, 2012). Going beyond minimum criteria
7

for compliance, this auditor argued that the farms should be more
proactive in the restoration of native vegetation and in the devel-
opment and use of biological pest control. This report was the only
one that contained specific information about consultations with
local stakeholders. Interestingly, the farms audited by Schutter
Argentina did not hire this auditor again and instead switched to
(the apparently less demanding) Control Union.

Control Union is the largest auditor for soybeans in Brazil, and
also audits several other certification standards. The Control Union
audit reports were comparatively brief, containing almost no farm-
specific information, very few points of non-compliance, and
mainly generic statements to indicate compliance of the RTRS-
certified farms. Foodchain ID also produced relatively brief reports,
although these did include specific information about the
inspected farms and reported several points of non-compliance,
for instance regarding the use of agrichemicals.

With the issuance of a report citing non-compliance with some
aspect of the standard, the farmer has a certain timeframe in which
to respond and show that appropriate action has been taken to
address the reported problems, for instance by establishing an
action plan. In interviews with experienced RTRS auditors, they
did not recall cases in which the identified points of non-
compliance were so significant that the certification was declined
or withdrawn (interview with RTRS auditors, 18 July 2018).

5.2. Land rights and land conflicts

The RTRS standard requires that ‘‘legal use rights to the land are
clearly defined and demonstrable” and that ‘‘in areas with tradi-
tional land users, conflicting land uses are avoided or resolved”
(RTRS principles 1.2 and 3.2). The standard stipulates that commu-
nication requirements must be adequate for identifying any dis-
putes with traditional land users and outlines how to proceed in
case that land disputes are detected, e.g. by carrying out a ‘‘com-
prehensive, participatory and documented community rights
assessment” (Brazilian interpretation of principle 3.1 and principle
3.2.1 of the RTRS standard). However, we find structural and oper-
ational limitations regarding the RTRS standard’s contribution to
protect local communities’ access to lands.

As shown above, RTRS certified farms have been much larger
than the average soy farms in Brazil and in Bahía. RTRS auditors
explained:

If you check the lists of RTRS certified farms there are almost no
small farms. In the past we had one group of small farms from
Paraná. They got money from Europe and everything was paid
for them. But when the project finished the farmers stopped partic-
ipating. These farms were one to two hundred hectares each and
the premium on their soy was neglectable. They could not pay
the fees for certification with that money. (interview, 18 July 2018)

The RTRS standard mainly caters to large farms, which are part
of a rather unsustainable agricultural system that contributes to
processes of land concentration and, in consequence, to the dispos-
session of local communities from their lands. Such broader sys-
temic issues, however, fall out of scope of the auditors’ work.

As mentioned above, the RTRS standard stipulates that land
rights must be clear and demonstrable and land conflicts should
be avoided. The auditors’ assessment of compliance with these
principles is primarily based on the documents supplied by audited
farmers and on their brief on-site inspections. The auditors first
verify a farm’s documentation of land titles and check whether
the farm is involved in any legal land dispute. However, as men-
tioned above, formal land titles have proven to be problematic in
settings like western Bahía, where existing titles may be the result
of forgery, fraud or violent dispossession in the past. Data on gerai-
zeiro communities in western Bahía are scarce and these commu-
nities usually do not have formal land titles. Hence, there is no



Table 1
RTRS principles and criteria and their national interpretation concerning land, water and stakeholder involvement (authors’ own elaboration).

RTRS Standard Responsible Soy Production 3.1 (2017) Brazilian National Interpretation of RTRS Standard 3.1 (2017)

Land rights and
land conflicts

1.2: Legal use rights to the land are clearly defined and demonstrable: There
is documented evidence of rights to use the land (e.g. ownership document,
rental agreement).

Guidance 1.2: Acceptable evidence of legal use rights to land and
appropriate methods of proving such rights: deeds, rural
property identification, lease contract, court order.

3.2 In areas with traditional land users, conflicting land uses are avoided or
resolved.
3.2.1 In the case of disputed use rights: a comprehensive, participatory and
documented community rights assessment is carried out.
3.2.2 Where rights have been relinquished by traditional land users there is
documented evidence that the affected communities are compensated
subject to their free, prior and informed consent.
3.2.3 Procedures are required to respect the rights, customs and culture of
indigenous peoples as defined in the United Nations Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007) and ILO Convention 169 (1989)

Guidance 3.1: Communication requirements must be adequate
for identifying any disputes with traditional land users as
referred to in 3.2.
Guidance 3.2: When applying for certification producers will
identify local communities and traditional land users. Traditional
land users will provide reasonable proof that they have been
exercising use or access rights on the property area or on
ecosystem services derived from the area over the last ten years,
prior to May 2009. In the case of indigenous communities,
articles 14–18 of ILO Convention 169 also apply.
Guidance 3.2.1: Description of the aims of community rights
assessments
Guidance 3.2.3: Checked through public consultation

Water use 5.1 The quality and supply of surface and ground water is maintained or
improved
5.1.4 Where irrigation is used, there is a documented procedure in place for
applying best practices and acting according to legislation

Guidance 5.1.4: When using irrigation, attention should be paid
to other potential uses such as household use or use by other
food crops and if there is a lack of water, priority should be given
to human consumption

Participation,
communication
and grievances

3.1 Channels are available for communication and dialogue with the local
community on topics related to the activities of the soy farming and its
impacts
3.1.1 Documented evidence of communication channels and dialogue is
available

Guidance 3.1: Communication channels need to use local
languages and appropriate means
It is important to include interviews with members of the
community to evaluate the existence of the communication
channels and their appropriateness
Guidance 3.1.1: Examples of documented evidence: Information
plates/signboards with telephone number of the farm or of
persons responsible for receiving or submitting claims or via the
local rural workers union
The farm notifies the rural workers union of the name of contact
person and his/her telephone number for eventual claims

3.3 An effective mechanism for resolving complaints and grievances is
implemented and available to local communities, employees and traditional
land users
3.3.1 The complaints and grievances has been made known and is accessible
to the communities and employees

3.3.2 Documented evidence of complaints and grievances is
maintained
Guidance 3.3.2: If the producer receives complaints, he/she is
required to send an answer within 30 days of receiving such
complaints to offer feedback of reception of such complaint and/
or start addressing the issue.
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easy way to check for overlap between the lands inhabited or used
by local communities and the soy farms to be certified. In addition,
many land disputes are not recognized by the courts, but rather
represent social conflicts. The grassroots organization CPT main-
tains a database of a broad array of land conflicts, which has not
yet been systematically consulted in private audits.15 However, this
database only includes reported and open violent conflicts, whereas
many land conflicts in western Bahía can be classified as low-
intensity or latent conflicts.

Such conflicts could, in theory, be identified through more
extensive auditing in the vicinity of soy farms, including through
comprehensive consultations or interviews with local organiza-
tions. However, as outlined in Section 5.4, our research suggests
that consultation with stakeholders has been deficient, as it has
often been conducted in an arbitrary and tokenistic manner. Nev-
ertheless, in their reports auditors often repeated the assertion that
‘‘during the auditing process no traditional land user was encoun-
tered in the area to be evaluated” (see for instance Control Union
2018, 2019).

Another important limitation of RTRS auditing is that it does not
involve field visits to the legal reserves of the certified farms, but is
confined to production sites. Thus, auditors do not encounter land
conflicts in the legal reserves, which are often located far from sites
of soy production. As discussed in Section 4.2, the majority of on-
going land conflicts between large-scale agricultural producers
and geraizeiros in this area have centered on these biodiversity-
rich landscapes, which are inhabited by local communities but
15 RTRS public audit reports can be accessed here: https://responsiblesoy.org/
public-audit-reports?lang=en. Accessed on 10 October 2020.
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claimed by farmers to meet their obligations under the Forest
Code. Auditors only assess whether RTRS-certified farms comply
with the requirement of holding legal reserves, and do not further
investigate whether there are unresolved conflicts with these or
claims by local communities.

None of the audit reports that we analyzed mentioned any land
conflict. More generally, as land conflicts have usually gone unde-
tected or unacknowledged in RTRS auditing, the related RTRS prin-
ciples and provisions on how to deal with land conflicts (e.g. by
carrying out community assessments) have not been activated to
date (interview with RTRS representative from Brazil, 19 March
2019). It is, however, difficult to know whether land conflicts have
actually been absent from the audited farms, or whether such con-
flicts have been overlooked by the auditors due to the limitations
outlined above.

5.3. Water use and water conflicts

With regard to water use, the RTRS standard stipulates that ‘‘[t]
he quality and supply of surface and ground water is maintained or
improved” and ‘‘[w]here irrigation is used, there is a documented
procedure in place for applying best practices and acting according
to legislation” (RTRS principles 5.1 and 5.1.4). The Brazilian
national interpretation of principle 5.1.4 further provides that ‘‘
[w]hen using irrigation, attention should be paid to other potential
uses such as household use or use by other food crops and if there
is lack of water, priority should be given to human consumption”.
How do RTRS auditors deal with these issues in a region like west-
ern Bahía, where irrigation has expanded dramatically, and water
use for large-scale agriculture has been highly contested?

https://responsiblesoy.org/public-audit-reports%3flang%3den
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Analysis of the audit reports revealed that several audited farms
were seen to be demonstrating good agricultural practices such as
control of soil erosion, no-till farming, and rainwater retention.
Such practices are considered to support groundwater recharge
and help maintain surface water and groundwater quality. In addi-
tion, auditors check whether the required legal permits for water
use and irrigation are in place. However, as noted above, the state’s
approach to granting water permits and licenses to large farms in
Bahía has been widely criticized as unsustainable and has pro-
voked widespread resistance from organized civil society. Despite
these unresolved issues, and a lack of oversight of water conflicts
in western Bahía, RTRS auditors continue to certify large-scale
soy farms.

5.4. Stakeholder involvement: participation in auditing,
communication and grievance mechanisms

The RTRS standard foresees different types of local community
involvement: the participation of local stakeholders during the
auditing process, communication and dialogue between soy pro-
ducers and communities, and raising and addressing of grievances
and complaints via dedicated mechanisms (RTRS standard’s princi-
ple 3.1).

With regard to stakeholder involvement in the auditing process,
stakeholders are invited to participate in a public consultation
phase via the RTRS website prior to any field visit. Auditors
explained that these public invitations usually go unacknowl-
edged, and they instead tend to schedule individual meetings with
selected stakeholder organizations near the soy farm (interview, 18
July 2018).

Our analysis of the audit reports reveals that in four of the ten
assessments no specific stakeholder is listed as having been con-
sulted. Moreover, although the national interpretation of the RTRS
standard identifies the rural workers’ unions as an important actor
to be taken into account, consultation with this organization was
only mentioned twice in the reports (Union, 2018; Foodchain,
2019). Auditors explained that in the first years of RTRS certifica-
tion in Brazil ‘‘[a]ll rural workers’ unions wanted to be consulted.
Now we try to talk with them. We send an invitation and in almost
one hundred percent of the cases they do not reply” (interview, 18
July 2018). The sindicato rural (i.e., the organization representing
soy producers) was consulted three times according to the reports.
Other stakeholders that were selectively consulted by auditors are
the military police, health centers, schools and educational centers,
religious groups and an agency for transportation and tourism.

Exactly how stakeholder consultation should proceed seems to
be largely up to the auditors in charge. For instance, in a surveil-
lance assessment carried out by Control Union in 2019, only stake-
holders that had directly benefited from corporate social
responsibility initiatives of the certified farms were visited. The
report states:

In an interview with a nurse from the local health center, we
were informed that the audited farm donates money and necessary
items [. . .] In an interview with police officers they informed us
that the police station and the gasoline used by the police cars
are sponsored by the association of rural producers of which the
audited farm is part (Union, 2019).

In another surveillance assessment from 2018, the auditors
reported that they contacted a representative of the sindicato rural
as the only party to the stakeholder consultation, and that this
interviewee emphasized the ‘‘importance of the professionaliza-
tion of farms through the certifications” (Union, 2019).

Two interviewees explained that prior to farm visits and inspec-
tions, soy producers often make agreements with local stakehold-
ers to ensure that no complaints are voiced (interviews with an
auditing organization and a Brazilian environmental NGO, 18 July
9

2018 and 29 August 2018). In addition, representatives of grass-
roots organizations explained that they are hesitant to participate
in auditing processes, as their participation might contribute to
legitimizing an agricultural model that they deeply reject (inter-
view, 14 September 2018).

Asked whether they had ever observed a case where local stake-
holders had criticized an audited farm, experienced auditors
responded:

We found one problem in the past. We were in a school and the
lady we interviewed said ‘Here we only have one problem. The
vegetables we cultivate for the children never grow and always
die blah, blah, blah’. For us, we thought, ok, this was normal. But
then, we went out and an airplane from the farm was just passing
above us, above our heads, spraying pesticides. We were in the car,
but it was like rain. This was a non-compliance (interview, 18 July
2018).

According to the RTRS standard, communication channels and
grievance mechanisms should be in place for the resolution of dis-
putes with local communities. In practice, however, auditors tend
to simply check whether the contact details of the audited farmer
are made available (phone number, email address) as evidence of
appropriate communication channels. Moreover, to confirm that
grievance mechanisms are in place, auditors typically verify
whether farmers have provided feedback boxes at the entrance
to their property and on their websites. The quality of communica-
tion between farmers and local communities is generally not
assessed. Most audit reports claim that the farmers in question
had not received any complaints prior to the audit (Union, 2019;
Foodchain, 2019). Similarly, a representative of RTRS Brazil
observed that communication channels and grievance mechanisms
have mainly been used for the purpose of seeking employment or
investment opportunities, rather than for making complaints (in-
terview, 19 March 2019).

There could be numerous reasons for the inadequacies in stake-
holder involvement. Among the possible explanations we find that
many local communities and grassroots organizations neither
know which farms are certified, nor realize that a complaint mech-
anism exists (interviews with grassroots organization and rural
workers’ union in Barreiras, 13 September 2018 and 14 September
2018). Certification has not always been a visible process and it is
often not apparent from the outside whether a farm is certified or
not. The owners of large farms very often do not live on their farms,
but rather are entrepreneurs who live in the city. Hence, there use
to be a big social distance between local communities or small-
holders and large soy farmers. In addition, given the perceived lack
of legitimacy of soy certification among local communities and
grassroots organizations, these actors tend to be hesitant to get
involved with this standard. Moreover, local stakeholders nega-
tively impacted by the activities of large-scale soy producers are
usually hesitant to criticize soy farmers, in order to avoid open con-
flict with their much more powerful neighbors (interview with
auditors, 18 July 2018; interview with smallholders, 30 July
2018). Indeed, as assassinations and violence against family farm-
ers and traditional communities have been very common in Bahía
and many other places in Brazil, there are real risks associated with
laying a formal complaint against a specific farm (CPT, 2020).

Table 2 below summarizes the main findings of our study.
6. Discussion and Conclusion

Previous research has mainly examined the internal workings of
the audit regime as such, or the role of private audits in relation to
specific certification standards, without focusing on affected local
communities. Our study contributes to ongoing debates by empha-
sizing the importance of embedding analyses of auditing practices
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in specific local-national contexts, and thereby accounting for com-
plex realities, historical injustices, structural sustainability prob-
lems, and power relations. The performance of certification
standards in terms of addressing negative externalities that mani-
fest in particular places has to be assessed with careful considera-
tion of local conditions. We have sought to put those most severely
affected by the expansion of soy production – local communities –
at the center of our focus. These local actors have not only been
marginalized from the drafting, management and auditing of soy
certification standards, but they have also received relatively little
attention in research on the governance of global commodity
chains.

This study finds that auditing practices in RTRS certification
have been insufficient for meaningfully assessing the compliance
of farmers with the standard and its provisions concerning local
communities. Our findings indicate that three sets of reasons lar-
gely explain the shortcomings observed: 1) the business-
dominated nature of the drafting and content of the RTRS standard,
2) the structural limitations and everyday practices of auditing,
and 3) local and domestic contextual factors in Brazil and western
Bahía, which go beyond the scope of certification instruments
themselves (see Table 2). Below we briefly discuss each of these
aspects.

Our analysis shows that the dominant position of industry,
trade and finance stakeholders in the drafting and management
of RTRS has contributed to a standard that focuses on ‘good con-
duct’ of soy farms, without fundamentally challenging the unsus-
tainable aspects of global soy production and trade. Local
communities and grassroots organizations in Brazil have largely
shared a rather critical perspective towards RTRS and other soy
certification standards, seeing them as instruments that legitimize
an agricultural model that they not only reject, but also often
encounter as a threat to their access to land and water resources.
There has, thus, been a tension in the functioning of the RTRS stan-
dard between the unsustainable soy complex that it has supported,
and its social principles aiming to protect the rights of local
communities.

The auditing of RTRS social principles has, however, mainly
focused on mere compliance with established indicators, by col-
lecting thin evidence in order to check the required boxes. This
approach has been of limited use in assessing land and water con-
flicts and stakeholder involvement. In investigating the existence
of land conflicts, site visits have not extended to farmers’ legal
reserves, where most land conflicts have been concentrated, due
to the farm-centric logic and focus of auditing practices. In assess-
ing farms’ water use, auditors have focused on legal compliance
and implementation of good agricultural practices, while neglect-
ing highly political and conflict-laden questions of long-term envi-
ronmental sustainability and unequal water distribution. With
regard to stakeholder involvement, audit reports merely confirm
the existence of mechanisms and channels for stakeholder consul-
tation, communication and grievances, without assessing the qual-
ity or adequacy of the existing instruments. Some of the limitations
described here could perhaps be overcome via design improve-
ments: more rigorous audits including meaningful stakeholder
consultation; stronger oversight of auditors and sanctions for
clearly deficient audits; visits not only to sites of production, but
also to legal reserves; assessment of the quality of communication
channels; and the establishment of an independent grievance
mechanism.

However, considering the structural and systemic limitations of
private audits, it is doubtful whether such improvements will be
forthcoming. Indeed, many of them do not seem compatible with
an audit system that is profit-driven and characterized by compe-
tition between auditors. In addition, global demand for certified
soybeans has remained rather low. Transnational retailers and
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supermarkets have not been willing to pay higher price premiums,
which might be a precondition for funding more rigorous farm
assessments (author’s notes, RTRS annual meeting 2018). As the
RTRS standard leaves much room for interpretation in terms of
how to operationalize specific principles and criteria, there has
been considerable variability in the comprehensiveness, specificity
and transparency of audit reports. The vagueness of principles and
criteria, coupled with a lack of oversight of auditing practices,
opens the way for a possible weakening of auditing practices over
time. Our case study suggests that there may even be a trend
towards producers hiring ever less demanding auditors.

With regard to the importance of local and national contexts in
analyses of certification and auditing practices, our study finds that
soy certification in western Bahía – where land tenure has been
unclear and highly contested, and where water use by agribusiness
has increasingly fueled conflicts – has been particularly problem-
atic. Standard auditing practices have failed to account for historic
and ongoing processes of land dispossession in the region. Progres-
sive requirements, providing for community rights assessments
and free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) processes to address
land conflicts are meaningless as long as such conflicts go unde-
tected or unacknowledged.

The strong focus of certification schemes on compliance with
domestic legislation might not always work in favor of protecting
local environments and human rights. The Brazilian case study
reveals that when existing policies regularize ‘land grabbing’ and
incentivize land speculation, or grant legal permits for unsustain-
able and highly unequal water use, compliance with the law might
not be a good indicator of ‘responsible’ production. Even if soy pro-
ducers would fully comply with domestic laws and the RTRS stan-
dard, in places like western Bahía, which face serious sustainability
problems related to the expansion of large-scale industrial agricul-
ture and massive water use, these farms could hardly be character-
ized as ‘responsible’ or ‘sustainable’. Just how certification
standards might better account for the gaps between legal compli-
ance on the one hand and environmental integrity and social jus-
tice on the other, merits further research and deeper discussion
by scholars and policymakers. Our research has shown that imple-
mentation of the RTRS principles on meaningful stakeholder
involvement tends to be undermined by the (very asymmetric)
relationship between soy producers and local communities. Local
communities and grassroots organizations have been hesitant to
participate in consultations, or to use communication channels or
grievance mechanisms, for different reasons ranging from a lack
of information, to reluctance to participate in a certification stan-
dard that they reject, to fears of possible reprisals in response to
criticism. From a regional perspective, certified soybeans still rep-
resent a very small part of the large-scale agribusiness that has
expanded and consolidated in western Bahía. While it seems that
soy certification has neither significantly improved nor worsened
the situation of local communities in terms of access to land and
water, the question of which alternative approaches might be more
effective, remains open.

For instance, several scholars have convincingly argued that
integrated landscape planning would be more sustainable than
the certification of individual farms (Glasbergen, 2018; Pye,
2019). While this seems promising in principle, we should also rec-
ognize that the effectiveness of such jurisdictional approaches,
which rely on territorial planning or landscape-scale governance,
usually strongly depends on the politics and power relations at
work. There is no guarantee that through broader landscape
approaches, with state involvement, local communities will be
fairly represented and their rights and interests taken into account
(see, for instance, Gustafsson & Scurrah, 2019; Bastos Lima &
11
Persson, 2020). In this context, the perspective offered by
Bebbington, Abdulai, Humphreys Bebbington, Hinfelaar, and
Sanborn (2018: 6) is applicable – namely that institutions should
not be conceived as an independent ‘mediating variable’, as they
are ‘‘themselves a product of the same relationships that they
mediate and have to be accounted for historically”. The extent to
which jurisdictional approaches can safeguard local communities’
access to land and water in Brazil thus remains an open question
deserving of further empirical investigation.

Disputes between local communities aiming to secure and con-
trol their territories, and large-scale agricultural producers
involved in a global corporate food regime, are evolving on a highly
unequal playing field. Therefore, reform of the audit regime needs
to be complemented by measures to promote local empowerment.
Such initiatives might be led by different types of actors (public,
private, civil society) at multiple scales. Examples of potentially
helpful initiatives in this direction are the recognition of local com-
munities’ land use via a database currently being developed by
Brazil’s Public Ministry; programs to formalize land titles among
geraizeiros and to support them in the development of economic
opportunities; and new supply chain rules promulgated by import-
ing countries to protect human rights at sites of production. We
hope that our insights will help enrich academic and political
debates, and encourage approaches to sustainability governance
that more effectively integrate social and environmental dimen-
sions. Research that applies a context-sensitive and community-
centered approach will help us to better understand the impact
of such policy and governance initiatives by providing contextual-
ized and grounded insights into the functioning of transnational
sustainability governance on the ground.
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