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1. Context 
 

Solidaridad, Argos (formerly Van der Sluijs Groep, and North Sea Group), and WWF Brazil have jointly 

executed the project: Real Benefit Sharing: Improving sustainability of cane ethanol through mainstream 

marketing. The project was co-financed by the Global Sustainable Biomass Fund, managed by Agency NL.  

 

The project goal was to develop a guaranteed sustainable supply chain of sugarcane ethanol that would 

accelerate enhancement of social and environmental conduct in Brazilian sugarcane business. 

 

The project started in August of 2009 and was concluded in June 2013. The project consortium sought to 

realise its goal through five intervention lines: 

 

1. Retraining of redundant cane cutters: Manual cane cutting is being phased out in Centre-South 

Brazil. Mechanical harvesting is taking over, as it helps producers to comply with upcoming legislation 

forbidding pre-harvest burning and as increasing wages make it more competitive. As a 

consequence, more than 90,000 poorly educated cane cutters will lose their job without having the 

qualifications for alternative employment in Brazil’s booming labour market. This intervention was 

focused on retraining redundant cane cutters, so as to improve their employability and create an 

example of responsible mechanisation. 

 

2. Support farmers in applying Better Agricultural Practices: Improving the social and environmental 

impact of sugarcane cultivation is particularly challenging among farmers. They often do not have 

access to the necessary  information and means in the way that large scale plantations do. Still, 

outgrower farmers offer scope for sustainability improvement, and should be included in certification 

initiatives like Bonsucro for sugarcane. This second intervention line sought ways to support the 

inclusion of farmers in a process of continuous improvement, and possibly certification. 

 

3. Assessing the potential for sourcing sustainable sugarcane ethanol from Northeast Brazil: the rate of 

modernization is substantially lower in the traditional cane growing region of the Northeast than it is 

in the more recently cultivated areas of the Southeast and the current expansion states. The 

paradigm of sustainability has not yet rooted in the Northeast the way it has in the Centre-South. 

Still, the region would have logistic advantages as an origin from a European perspective. The 

Copernicus Institute therefore did a study to assess the potential for sustainable ethanol from 

Northeast Brazil. 

 

4. Bonsucro certification of Brazilian ethanol: Argos prefers Bonsucro as a certification mechanism for 

sugarcane ethanol. When the project started, the certification mechanism had not yet been applied 

and there was reluctance in the industry to engage in certification. We aimed to pilot Bonsucro 

certification with at least one mill in this project, to create proof of concept for Bonsucro certification 

and go through the learning curve of Bonsucro certification. 

 

5. Traceability of certified ethanol: As the EU requires ethanol that is blended into gasoline under the 

Renewable Energy Directive to be traceable, Argos and the other partners in the supply chain needed 

to gain experience and build the systems to guarantee traceability. 
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The project Real Benefit Sharing had a total budget of slightly over € 1,000,000. The project has been a 

learning experience for the project partners, subcontractors and a broad network of stakeholders relevant to 

the Brazilian sugarcane sector. The lessons learned have been and continue to be incorporated in the 

conventions that shape this business. 

 

Agency NL has strongly contributed to the project success. The flexibility that Agency NL has displayed 

throughout the project enables the consortium to capitalize on new opportunities and shifting realities. This 

resulted in the consortium’s ability to have a meaningful impact with the provided subsidy, even in the 

setting of a US $ 24 billion industry that the Brazilian sugar-ethanol complex is. 

  

In this paper we would share to list our lessons learned during the project execution as part of our knowledge 

sharing contribution to the broader audience. 
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2. Project implementation plan 
 

After the formal decision of Agency NL to grant subsidy to our Real Benefit Sharing project, we started to 

implement the project according defined activity lines as indicated in the previous chapter.  

 

Below is a graphic representation of the timing of the main activity lines as realized during the project period. 

Although there was some synergy between the activity lines, they have mostly been implemented in parallel. 

The individual project partners made sure that results were combined into the goal of importing certified 

ethanol from Brazil to The Netherlands, which finally took place in November of 2012. 

 

 

2.1 Roles and responsibilities project partners  

Each project partner has been overall responsible for a number of tasks, as per its core competence and 

complementarities. 

A steering committee has been set up to monitor progress and review updates and changes in the 

implementation plan. The Steering committee has been compose of the following members: 

Solidaridad:  Jeroen Douglas, director Solidaridad South America 

Argos:   Bart-Willem ten Cate, biofuels director 

WWF Brazil: Cássio Franco Moreira,  standards director 

 

Please find the project structure chart below. 
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The Steering committee have gathered on seven occasions where the project leader, Sven Sielhorst of 

Solidaridad, has briefed the steering committee on progress and changes. Formal requests on project 

changes have been based on prior Steering committee approval. 

Solidaridad and Argos both have presence in the Netherlands and Brazil, and the Brazil-based activities were 

led from there. This was the majority of activities, excluding only commissioning the study, part of the 

traceability work, and overall project management and communication. WWF Brazil carried out farmer 

support activities, and was only connected to the project on the Brazilian side. 

 

2.2 External support 

The project consortium has contracted several sub-contractors to execute sub tasks as specified in the 

detailed implementation plan, notably: 

 

Name Tasks 

Copernicus Institute, Utrecht 

University 

Produced research report Socioeconomic assessment of sustainable 

sugarcane ethanol production in Northeast Brazil (2011). 

Control Union Certifications Certifying body, performed the Bonsucro audit at Usina Equipav. 

Ambiente Social Consultoria Guided the development of th social section of the Producer Support & 

Loyalty Tool (explained below). 
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The project consortium also engaged new partners in the course of the project, which facilitated the 

realisation of the project objectives, notably: 

Name Involvement 

Projeto RenovAção consortium Projeto RenovAção is a retraining program that was started by UNICA 

and FERAESP, respectively the sugarcane millers association and 

theland workers union of São Paulo state. Our retraining activities were 

integrated into this program, that was furthermore supported by 87 

mills and a range of industry service providers. 

Socicana Socicana is a large farmer association in São Paulo state that 

participated in the pilot and development of the Producer Support & 

Loyalty Tool. 

Raízen Raízen is the world’s largest producer of sugarcane ethanol. The 

company supported the development of the Producer Support & 

Loyalty Tool, and participated in piloting it among its supplying 

farmers. 

Assobari Assobari is a farmer association in São Paulo state that participated in 

the development of the WWF guide for better management practices, 

and in the Bonsucro group certification pilot. 

Zilor Zilor is a mill group that is part of Copersucar. Its extension workers 

participated in a training on forest restoration, and better agricultural 

practices. 

Renuka do Brasil Renuka do Brasil is an Indian owned mill group in Brazil. Its Equipav 

mill was the subject of certification, after working with the project 

consortium to drive improvement. 

  

2.3 Project adjustments 

The initial project proposal has been structured on various assumptions validated and questions to be 

answered. As a “Research and Innovation” type of business development process, adjusting activities based 

on data and insights gathered has been key for a successful outcome. By incorporating our findings directly 

in improving our project implementation plan provided us a much steeper learning curve and the initial fixed 

schedule. AgencyNL’s cooperative role in this process has been highly contributing to the success of this 

project.  

The major project adjustments have been: 

a. UTZ Certified left the original project consortium. The original proposal did foresee a pivotal role for 

UTZ in developing Bonsucro’s traceability system. Bonsucro however decided to organise an open 

tender process for service providers to provide a traceability platform. UTZ tendered for this 
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assignment, but was not selected despite having submitted an excellent proposal. After that, there 

was no longer a clear role for UTZ, and it resigned from the consortium. The remaining budget 

surplus was reallocated to other project activities in the course of the project. 

 

b. Partnership with Projeto RenovAção for the retraining of cane cutters. The original idea was to set up 

a training program, but this proved to be far more expensive than foreseen. In the meantime, UNICA 

and FERAEP had taken the initiative to start a retraining initiative called Projeto RenovAção. The 

project consortium decided to partner up with this existing initiative, so as to minimize development 

and transaction costs and maximize impact given the available budget. Some of the surplus budget 

from UTZ was reallocated to this activity. 

 

c. Development of the Producer Support & Loyalty Tool. The original idea was to support a relatively 

small number of farmers in adopting Better Agricultural Practices and help them move towards 

certification. This has indeed been done, but a significant development was added to this. Together 

with Raízen and Socicana, Solidaridad developed the producer Support & Loyalty Tool – and 

innovative instrument to engage farmers in a process of continuous improvement. A substantial part 

of the remaining budget surplus from UTZ was reallocated to this activity. 

 

d. A smaller amount of certified ethanol has been imported. During the project design phase, the 

expectations were that the Brazilian sugarcane ethanol industry would become the main provider of 

ethanol to the EU market. Quite quickly after the start of the project, however, a combination of 

strong internal demand, and expensive Brazilian Real and an influx of cheap corn ethanol from the 

USA changed the market place significantly. This hampered the development of a continuous large 

volume supply chain. In order to go through the learning curve, the consortium and Argos in 

particular continued to develop a supply chain but on a smaller scale. The first shipment of certified 

ethanol from Brazil reached the port of Rotterdam in November 2012. 
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3. Project execution  

Please find below a detailed overview of the project activities including adjustments based on new insights 

gathered along the project execution. The lessons learned for these main tasks and as overall conclusion can 

be found in chapter 4 and 5 .  

3.1 Retraining of redundant cane cutters 

Cane harvesting in centre-south Brazil is mechanising rapidly. While this has clear environmental benefits and 

increases the quality of work in the sector, an estimated 96,000 cane cutters will lose their job. These people 

are generally poorly qualified, and have limited opportunities in the otherwise booming Brazilian labour 

market. 

 

The sugarcane millers association UNICA, together with labour union FERAESP and several other partners 

and the majority of its members, have started a retraining program called Projeto RenovAção to increase the 

employability of these redundant cane cutters. Part of them are trained for new sugarcane industry jobs in 

mechanized harvesting and handling, and others for jobs outside the industry. This program has been 

running for three years now, and has so far re-qualified 4,550 workers. Research showed that the vast 

majority of retrained workers have found alternative employment. These are better quality jobs, and their 

income increase was between 28% and 62%. 

 

The retraining courses were given by SENAI, and high quality industry training institute in the state of São 

Paulo with a long track record. Courses are generally  300+ hours. Mills selected students, gave them paid 

time off and facilitated transport to training locations – or host trainings on the mill – or estate site.  

 

The project consortium joined this program in 2011. In practice, Solidaridad joined the Steering Board of 

Projeto RenovAção and participated in the design and implementation of two innovations to the program. 

Through our contribution, we were able to promote the inclusion of two underrepresented and vulnerable 

groups of cane cutters. First, we noticed that female participation in the courses was underrepresented. This 

was largely due to practical reasons, such as difficulties to combine the course with taking care of their 

children, and lacking entry qualifications. The reduction of these barriers though our intervention led to 

proportional representation of women in Projeto RenovAção. Second, we noted that cane cutters with very 

low entry qualifications had troubles entering into the program. This concerned functional illiterates in 

particular. In response to this, we set up pre-RenovAção courses to prepare those cane cutters to enter into 

the main curriculum. 

 

The program has been so successful that the São Paulo State government and the federal government have 

copied Projeto RenovAcão and dubbed it Via Rapida and O Compromisso Nacional respectively. This allows 

for rapid upscaling and a broader reach. On top of that, Projeto RenovAcão itself will be continued for three 

more years with the same consortium. Solidaridad will participate in it through a new funding line. We 

believe this private initiative remains necessary so as not to drive programmatic innovation that can later be 

taken over by the government programs. Solidaridad aims to promote similar types of programs in other 

parts of Brazil and South America over the next few years. 

 

For more information and a short film, see: http://www.unica.com.br/projeto-renovacao/ 

 

 

 

http://www.unica.com.br/projeto-renovacao/
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3.2 Support farmers in applying Better Agricultural Practices 

Both Solidaridad and WWF Brazil undertook farmer support activities in the course of the project. The 

Bonsucro production standard was taken as one of the references for on farm sustainability in these 

activities. On top of that, other sustainability issues around farming were taken into consideration, such as 

the Forest Code that was approved by the Brazilian government in the course of the project.  

 

Solidaridad 

 

Solidaridad joined forces with the largest sugarcane ethanol producer in the world – Raízen, a Royal Dutch 

Shell controlled joint venture with Cosan operating a large group of mills in the Centre South of Brazil. Raízen 

has the target to get all of its production Bonsucro certified, i.e. cane under own management and cane 

supplied by third party outgrowers. While it is already challenging to get the former certified, involving 

outgrower farmers in a process of working towards certification is an even bigger challenge. Raízen, like any 

mill group in the Centre-South of Brazil, is in no position to force its supplying farmers into adopting 

Bonsucro certification, as competition for cane is fierce in their operating areas and paying a premium for 

certified cane conflicts with the idea that a good sustainability performance should be mainstreamed. 

 

In response to this challenge, Solidaridad developed the Producer Support & Loyalty Tool (PSLS) to engage 

farmers into a process of performance enhancement  that could result in certification over time. Later on 

Socicana, a progressive farmer organisation in São Paulo, joined the pilot of the PSLS. It was piloted on 

increasingly larger groups of farmers, enabling Solidaridad to check if the language fitted the farmers 

perception, how it was received, etc. The result is a tool that: 

 

 Allows farmers to self assess their economic, social and environmental performance and identify 

areas of improvement. Implicit in this assessment is a number of standards: federal and state 

legislation, the Bonsucro standard, Protocolo Verde and  Instituto Ethos. 

 Allows an assessment can be done on paper or online, and it will take the farmer two hours 

maximum. The farmer then receives an individual recommendation report that is automatically 

generated outlining the steps that he can take to improve his performance. 

 Can generate a group analysis report for a group of farmers – these can be members of an 

association or suppliers of the mill. It shows on an aggregate level where weaknesses in the 

performance of farmers are, and how far the group is from certifiable levels. This allows the mill or 

associating to tailor its extension services more precisely to support farmers. This creates loyalty 

among the farmers to the mill or association and allows for a concerted effort of moving the farmer 

base to certification. 

 Can feed directly into an Integrated Control System, which is a database to make group certification 

of farmers more feasible and cost-effective. 

 

Raízen as well as several mills and farmer associations inside and outside of Brazil are eager to start using 

the system. This means that thousands of farmers will start working with the system to achieve continuous 

improvements over the next few years. 

 

For more information and a short film, see: http://en.ruralhorizon.org/ 

 

 

 

 

 

http://en.ruralhorizon.org/
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WWF Brazil 

 

WWF Brazil promoted Better Environmental Practices in alignment with the Bonsucro Production Standard. 

WWF developed a training manual to this effect and rolled it out in two São Paulo-based farmer associations 

called Assobari and Ascana. WWF trained a small group of farmers directly to gain a better understanding of 

how farmers received the training and information. Subsequently, they trained the extension workers of the 

association so that they are capacitated to disseminate this knowledge to the total membership of the farmer 

organisations. 

Assobari is also involved in a pilot concerning Bonsucro group certification of farmers. Group certification is 

so far not possible according to the Bonsucro certification protocol. Solidaridad and WWF have identified this 

as one of the leading barriers for farmers to get certified, as most farmers are not able to carry the  

certification costs individually. The organisations convinced Bonsucro to develop a group certification 

protocol, which is currently being piloted in Brazil. 

 

The third activity that WWF was involved in is training extension workers to support farmers in forest 

restoration and natural management of riparian zones. WWF has trained extension workers of a mill group 

called Zilor and Assobari. The extension workers are better skilled to advice farmers about their legal 

obligation to manage the natural landscape on their farm.  

 

3.3  Assessing the potential for sourcing sustainable sugarcane ethanol from 

Northeast Brazil 

 

Copernicus Institute, a renowned research group in the field of biomass energy and part of Utrecht University 

assessed the potential for sourcing sustainable sugarcane ethanol from Northeast Brazil. They used 

Input/Output modelling for this, and were supported by the Brazilian Bioethanol Science and Technology 

Laboratory (Laboratório Nacional de Ciência e Tecnologia do Bioetanol: CTBE) in Campinas, Brazil.  

 

The research outcomes were presented by Prof. dr. André Faaij to the North-eastern sugarcane industry and 

its stakeholders at a sustainable sugarcane seminar in Recife, in June 2012. The seminar was cofinanced by 

Agency NL and was considered a great success by the seminar participants (totalling close to 100) and an 

important step to get sustainability higher up the agenda in this part of Brazil. 

 

The research outcomes have furthermore been submitted as a scientific article to Renewable and Sustainable 
Energy Reviews, a leading magazine in biomass energy research. In short, the outcomes are  as follows. 

 

Brazilian sugarcane-ethanol has demonstrated to be one of the most important and competitive renewable 

energy sources. Sustainable bioethanol is not only about mitigation of GHG emissions but also about 

compliance with other sustainability standards. In this context social and economic impacts related to the 

sugarcane-ethanol chain have recently become an important issue in the ongoing international debate. 

 

The NE of Brazil is the second largest producing sugarcane-ethanol-sugar region of the country. However, 

the production in this area is still far behind that achieved in the most efficient and competitive CS region. 

Furthermore, concerns about the sustainability of the production system in the NE (e.g. development of the 

region, quality of job) have risen. 

 

This research analyses the current sugarcane-ethanol production sector in the NE region of Brazil and 

identifies possibilities of achieving a more sustainable production by 2020 and 2030. The socio-economic 

impacts of three scenarios established using a bottom-up approach are evaluated: One business-as-usual 
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scenario (BaU) as a projection of the current practices and two sustainable scenarios that consider more 

efficient practices (scenario A) in addition to the expansion of the sector into new areas (scenario B). Various 

technological changes were considered: Irrigated and mechanically harvested sugarcane, better sugarcane 

management, the use of modern industrial equipment and the generation of surplus electricity by bagasse-

based cogeneration. An extended interregional input-output model has been created to evaluate the direct 

and indirect impacts on GDP, on imports and on employment of the scenarios proposed. 

 

All scenarios have a positive influence on the GDP and imports generated compared with the current 

situation. In 2030 the GDP of the NE region reaches up to 3 billion US$ (BaU scenario), to 5.5 billion US$ 

(scenario A) and to 13 billion US$ (scenario B), where the expansion areas experiment the largest growths. 

The potential electricity that can be generated in the advanced scenarios (A and B) is huge, reaching up to 

33% of the total electricity produced in the NE region. The imports grow with 6% (BaU scenario), 85% 

(scenario A) or 380% (scenario B). The analysis showed that the negative impact on employment by 

introducing mechanical harvest is counterbalanced by the positive effects of productivity gains, the total 

employment in 2030 increases by 16% in scenario A (around 20,500 jobs) and 175% in scenario B (around 

221,400 jobs) compared with the employment nowadays. Indirect effects are larger in the state of Bahia and 

the CS region of Brazil, where most of the industrial activities are concentrated. Large investments, in the 

order of 10 to 30 billion US$ for the advanced scenarios, are required for the production of the additional 

sugarcane, ethanol and sugar. The socio-economic impacts associated to the required investments are also 

large. The impact of the necessary investments on GDP and imports in the NE region represent less than 1% 

of the impacts of producing ethanol and sugar. For the rest of Brazil this is larger (from 10% to 88%, 

depending on the scenario) and more than 60,000 jobs will be created. This is because the CS region 

provides most of the items needed by the investments made in the NE region. This research has shown the 

large positive socio-economic impacts when developing and expanding the sugarcane-ethanol sector in the 

NE under the conditions studied here, not only for the region itself but also for the economy of the rest of 

Brazil. The promotion of adequate policies in a reliable, stable and a long-term manner can improve the 

investor’s confidence, leading to a stronger and more sustainable production model than the current 

production scheme. 

 

For the full scientific article, please look at Chapter 6 of the following link: 

http://dspace.library.uu.nl/bitstream/handle/1874/291976/eijck.pdf?sequence=1 

 

3.4  Bonsucro certification of Brazilian ethanol 

The Bonsucro Production Standard had not even been agreed when this project started with the goal to pilot 

Bonsucro certification. There was sugarcane industry reluctance to engage at certification in those early days. 

Four mills that indicated an initial willingness to be subject of a certification pilot back out for various 

reasons, but most importantly because the industry was going through a rough time and wanted to focus on 

the bottom line. 

 

The project consortium reached out to its network and did a baseline assessment of Bonsucro compliance at 

two mills. The consortium members were capacitated to do so, as they had finished the Bonsucro course for 

auditors of Certifying Bodies. One of the mills was taken over by another group, and the new management 

decided not to follow up with a formal baseline audit. The other mill did. This was the Equipav mill in São 

Paulo State belonging to the Indian-owned Renuka do Brasil group. The baseline audit identified and 

confirmed the non-compliances found by the consortium team. Usina Equipav implemented an improvement 

program to eliminate the non compliances and was certified according to the Bonsucro EU Production 

Standard in September of 2011. Control Union action as the Certifying Body. It was the second mill in the 

world to achieve Bonsucro certification, after Raízens Maracaí mill which got certified two months before. The 

certification of the mill included 20,000 + hectares of cane under own management. 

http://dspace.library.uu.nl/bitstream/handle/1874/291976/eijck.pdf?sequence=1
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By this time the Centre-south sugarcane industry had embraced Bonsucro certification and certification was 

taken of. The consortium decided therefore not to invest in certification of mills any further, as the market 

had pick up the signal that certification was possible and viable. 

 

3.5  Traceability of certified ethanol 

The central challenge of this project was to bring Bonsucro certified ethanol into Europe. Two basic 

conditions needed to be fulfilled to realize this objective. First, there needs to be an affordable supply of 

certified ethanol in the market. And second, that ethanol needs to be traceable through a Bonsucro certified 

Chain of Custody. 

 

As explained before, market conditions were not favorable to fulfill the first condition. Although more 

Bonsucro certified ethanol became available in the Brazilian market  in the course of the project, that ethanol 

was not available to the European market at the right specifications and price. As the consortium wished 

through the learning cycle and Argos wanted to get Bonsucro Chain of Custody certified, Argos purchased a 

batch of hydrous ethanol to be blended into specialty gasoline that it had just launched in the Dutch market, 

called BlueOne 95. The financial benefit of hydrous ethanol is that it is differently priced than anhydrous 

ethanol, which is the specification required for large scale blending into conventional gasoline. 

 

In the meantime, Argos started a trajectory to get its systems certifiable to the Bonsucro Chain of Custody 

(CoC) Standard as well as the ISCC standard, to capitalize on the synergies between those two processes. 

Argos was the first European company to achieve Bonsucro CoC certification in September 2012, and it did 

so for all its blending operations. Argos went through a valuable learning cycle in the process of getting 

certified. It shared its lessons with its peers and Bonsucro in the Bonsucro EU working group. The CoC 

standard was adapted to become more practically compliable as a consequence of this. 

 

The batch of Bonsucro certified Argos ethanol that Argos purchased arrived in the Port of Rotterdam in 

October of 2012, and it was the first batch of Bonsucro certified ethanol to enter into a European port. Argos 

and Solidaridad made a short film to mark this milestone and to challenge other – and larger – oil companies 

to follow the example that Argos had set. Argos also presented its achievement and the wider project at the 

2012 Annual Bonsucro Conference in London. 

 
For two short movies about bringing certified ethanol to The Netherlands, please see:  

 
http://vimeo.com/53021604 

 

and 
 

http://vimeo.com/89493400 (in Dutch only) 

 
  

http://vimeo.com/53021604
http://vimeo.com/89493400
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4. Lessons learned 
 

The implementation of the project Real Benefit Sharing, co-funded under the Global Sustainable Biomass 

Fund managed by NL Agency, has been a learning exercise for all partners involved – inside and outside the 

consortium. As it has been structured as investigating multiple innovative concepts and bringing all 

complementary knowledge together, much insight has been gained on clear obstacles to success and new 

business opportunities along the line. 

 

In the following sections per main activity line (tasks) we would like to list our most important lessons 

learned during the four years of implementation of this project. 

 

4.1 Meta - observations 

 

1. Project Steering Group effective mechanism to keep project relevant 
 

Several major assumptions of the project did not materialise – like the commitment of four mills to 

move towards certification, market demand for sugarcane ethanol in Europe and UTZ Certified 

developing the software package to administer Bonsucro certificates. During the course of the 

project, i.e. four years, the landscape changed substantially with Bonsucro certification picking up 

quickly in Brazil. Under those conditions, the question is how to remain relevant and true to the 

purpose of the project, i.e. to drive learning and innovation. Having to report to a Project Steering 

Group (PSG) on a strategic level forced the implementation team to review where the project and the 

playing field were moving to. It prevented the project from becoming a goal in itself. The team 

provided a strategic assessment to the PSG every six months, and suggested high level interventions 

as a consequence. The subsequent changes to the project were all accepted by Agency NL, and 

allowed the project to remain relevant and purposeful. 

 

2. Limited resources can best be used to give direction and critical mass to existing innovation 
processes. 
 

Although the subsidy provided to the consortium was sizeable, it was small in comparison to the size 

of the Brazilian sugar-ethanol complex that we tried to influence with it. Industry players could 

generally not be interested to partner with us on the basis of grant funding. This led to the question 

of how to meaningfully influence a multibillion euro industry with about one million euro. The answer 

was found largely in linking our activities up with existing or latent initiatives in an effort to give 

direction to them. Linking up with Projeto RenovAcão exemplifies this; spending 180,000 euro from 

this project influenced a much larger project into including vulnerable groups like women and 

functional illiterates. The entire project has been copied and scaled up by the government – making 

this influence even more relevant. The same goes for the partnership with Raízen, Socicana and 

Assobari – where relatively modest investments have paved the way for outgrower farmers to move 

towards certification. 

 

3. It is relevant to work in Brazil from a development perspective. 
 

It is often said that Brazil has become an irrelevant country for the development agenda, as it is now 

an upcoming economy where extreme poverty has almost been eradicated. While it is true that a 

project like this has no direct effect on the reversal of extreme poverty, we believe this position to be 

unjust. Brazil is a country with a lot of prestige in the world of agriculture, and rightly so. As such it 
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provides a good environment and testing ground for the development of tools to support farmers 

and workers in the agricultural sector to improve their perspectives. Take the example of the 

Producer Support & Loyalty Tool. It was developed in partnership with the largest mill group and one 

of the best organised farmer associations in the world. The quality of these organisations steepened 

the development curve of PSLT. Once the basic functionality of the tool was well developed and the 

setting for applying it was well understood, we adapted the tool to less developed sectors in Brazilian 

agriculture (cocoa, cotton and cattle). The tool will also be adapted for sugarcane in less developed 

and more challenging settings (Bolivia, Colombia, Mexico). What started in Brazil as a process, will 

eventually have an impact trickling down to more traditional development settings, where the 

development of a tool like this is severely constrained by lack of a enabling environment for learning. 

Likewise, Solidaridad is making efforts to promote responsible mechanisation such as through Projeto 

RenovAcão in other countries of South America. 

 

4.2 Learnings: Retraining of redundant cane cutters 

Mechanization of sugarcane harvesting has multiple benefits for the environment, e.g. improved soil 

management, and banning of pre-harvest burning. It also leads to a drastic improvement in the quality of 

labor that the sector has to offer. 

 

Mechanization reduces the number of jobs related to the harvest by about 70%. The newly created jobs, like 

combine operator and maintenance mechanics, require skilled professionals. The redundant cane cutters are 

therefore unable to take up those positions. Skilled professionals however prove reluctant to live and work in 

a rural setting, as they often prefer more urban environments where their skills are also in demand. 

Consequently, the lack of skilled workers becomes a barrier for mechanization. 

 

Programs like Projeto RenovAção help overcome these barriers as they provide cane cutters with the skills to 

find employment in mechanized harvesting. They get better jobs, with better pay, and with better prospects 

in the labor market. It is therefore in the industry’s own interest to retrain cane cutters to fill newly created 

positions. Not surprisingly, the industry is often inclined to select the most promising individuals for 

retraining. Non-governmental organizations and governments have a role to play to make sure that 

vulnerable groups, like women and underqualified people, can also be included in this transition, as well as to 

promote training for people who are not returning in the industry. This should be done together with the 

sugarcane companies, who have been able to run their business thanks to these cane cutters for decades. 

Sustainable relationship management and modern labor relations require these companies to support their 

employees in coping with the impacts of major sector changes, like mechanization. 

 

4.3  Learnings: Support farmers in applying Better Agricultural Practices 

 

Sugarcane farmers cannot be forced into certification, as often seems to be the assumption in many 

certification initiatives. This is especially true for sugarcane mills, who cannot get there feedstock from 

elsewhere due to logistical constraints. And it is even more true for the Centre-south of Brazil, where there is 

fierce competition between mills over sugarcane. 

 

Sugarcane farmers can also not be paid substantial premiums in sugarcane to motivate them into 

certification. This would be a denial of the competitive and basically cost-driven market environment in which 

the mills operate. 
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Farmers need to be engaged on the basis of a positive agenda. This can be an agenda of supporting farmers 

in improving their economic, social and/or legal status. Our experience during this project has been that even 

advanced farmers like those who participated in this project can be supported in increased  understanding of 

their own business, enabling them to make better business decisions. 

 

When mills or farmer organizations subsequently support farmers in acting on the basis of those decisions, 

this can result in increased loyalty between them and the farmer. This fortifies a long term beneficial 

relationship between the two that creates an enabling environment to jointly improve the social and 

environmental impact their industry has. 

 

Farmers are best approached through farmer organizations or mills, rather than directly, as it allows for 

benefitting from the communication structures that are already there and it creates a level of trust with the 

farmers. Farmer organizations are mostly democratic membership organizations. Their ‘membership offer’ 

needs to be valid for all of their members, regardless of size and level of sophistication. This means they 

cannot simply help the best to get certified and forget about the rest. The solution for this is a continuous 

improvement package that helps everyone to advance, regardless of their performance levels. For the top 

performance, this may mean certification – but it is an outcome rather than a goal. Understanding these 

kinds of group dynamics in farmer organization, or in a mill supply base is crucial to drive improvement, and 

ultimately certification. It also changes the function of certification from confirming the status quo (i.e. 

certifying the top performers) to driving improvement – making certification the instrument into what it was 

meant to be. 

 

4.4  Assessing the potential for sourcing sustainable sugarcane ethanol from 

Northeast Brazil 

The study by Copernicus Institute showed that the theoretical potential to improve the economic perspective 

of the Northeast sugarcane industry through the sustainability paradigm is there. The subsequent seminar 

organized in Recife showed that there is interest among industry stakeholders to engage in this sustainability 

agenda. One of the challenges here is how to transfer the knowledge and experience from the more 

advanced Centre-south industry to this part of the country. Another one is to find an owner for driving the 

sustainability agenda, like UNICA has been for a long time in São Paulo. 

 

4.5  Learnings:  Bonsucro certification of Brazilian ethanol 

Governments in Brazil are increasingly effective in law enforcement. Reaching legal compliance has therefore 

been a major driver for many farmers in striving towards Bonsucro compliance – as this implies legal 

compliance. A related observation is that legal compliance in São Paulo brings farmers pretty close to being 

certifiable. Our experience has been that the gap between current practices and demonstrable legal 

compliance is bigger than the gap between legal compliance and Bonsucro-compliance. This is however not 

the case for compliance with the Forest Code, where substantial challenges exist. 

 

At the June 2012 sustainable sugarcane seminar, the most prominent mill groups from the centre-south all 

declared that Bonsucro certification had helped their organizations to improve their organizational excellence. 

It helped streamline management processes in the mill as well as in the estates, and improved the quantity 

and quality available for management decisions. It challenged them to take a fresh look at their operations 

through the prism of best-in-class milling and farming and helped them realize where improvements could be 

made. This is consistent with the outcomes of an internal study performed by one of the mill groups recently, 

which demonstrated an 87% return on investment as a result of Bonsucro certification. 
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4.6  Learnings Traceability of certified ethanol 

At the beginning of the project, market expectations were such that Brazil would become the main supplier 

of ethanol to the European Union market in order to fulfill the blending mandate for gasoline. These 

expectations changed dramatically on the back of strong internal ethanol demand in Brazil, tight global 

markets for sugar, unfavorable exchange rates between the euro and  the real and overproduction of corn 

ethanol in the USA that was exported to the EU. While some of these conditions have eased a bit, the total is 

unlikely to shift the overall picture dramatically. 

 

The ethanol market is still an immature and unstable market in which developing dedicated and stable supply 

chains is not economically feasible over the distances intended here. The picture may be different for 

companies with a highly integrated supply chain – but the rest of the market depends on a substantial supply 

base of certified ethanol with good traceability guarantees. This situation is emerging in Brazil, and the 

uptake of Bonsucro was substantially pushed by the EU RED requirements on certification. We must hope 

that this movement got enough movement to self-deliver as political and market signals from the EU are 

such that the Brazilian ethanol industry is shifting focus to other markets. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


