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April 2024 
 

Fashion Crimes:  
The European Retail Giants Linked to Dirty Brazilian Co=on 

 
Briefing for EU policymakers 

 
Overview  
 

• The new inves1ga1on Fashion Crimes by the environmental organisa1on Earthsight reveals 
that co=on used by fast fashion giants H&M and Zara is linked to large-scale deforesta1on, 
land grabbing, human rights abuses, and violent land conflicts in the Brazilian Cerrado. 

• The cotton is grown by two of Brazil’s largest agribusinesses – SLC Agrícola and the 
Horita Group – in western Bahia state, a part of the precious Cerrado biome, which has 
been heavily deforested in recent decades to make way for industrial-scale agriculture. 

• Unlike in the Amazon, deforestation in the Cerrado is getting worse. The biome is home 
to five per cent of the world’s species. Many face extinction due to habitat loss if current 
deforestation trends are not reversed. 

• For centuries, traditional communities in Bahia have lived in harmony with nature. 
These communities have seen their lands stolen and suffered attacks by greedy 
agribusinesses serving global cotton markets. 

• The tainted cotton in H&M and Zara’s supply chains is certified as ethical by the world’s 
largest cotton certification scheme, Better Cotton, which has failed to detect the 
illegalities committed by SLC and Horita. Better Cotton’s deep flaws will not be 
addressed by a recent update to its standards. 

• The report includes recommenda1ons for three flagship EU policies:  
1. The Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Direc1ve (CSDDD) needs to be passed. 
2. The Commission should carry out an impact assessment on the inclusion of co=on in 

the commodity scope of the EU Deforesta1on Regula1on (EUDR). Further 
improvements, such as the inclusion of ‘other wooded lands’ in the scope of the law, 
and proper implementa1on and enforcement of the EUDR are also needed. 

3. In its implementa1on of the EU Strategy for Sustainable and Circular Tex1les, the 
Commission ought to ensure that the sourcing of co=on and the related 
environmental and societal impacts are not overlooked. 

 
Key findings 
 
Co$on grown in the Cerrado in the Brazilian state of Bahia 
 
Earthsight has discovered that co=on used by H&M and Zara is linked to large-scale deforesta1on, land 
grabbing, human rights abuses and violent land conflicts in the Brazilian Cerrado. 
 
Over the last decade Brazilian co=on has gained prominence in the global fashion market. The country 
is now the world’s second largest exporter. In the decade to 2023, Brazil’s exports more than doubled. 
Almost all this co=on is grown in the Cerrado.i 
 
The Cerrado lies south of the Amazon and is one of the richest biomes on Earth, home to 161 species of 
mammal. Millions of people are also dependent on its forests and savannahs for their livelihoods. Yet 
the destruc1on being wrought in the Cerrado by industrial agriculture in recent decades has been even 
worse than that seen in the Amazon. 

https://www.earthsight.org.uk/fashioncrimes
https://www.earthsight.org.uk/


 2 

 
About half of the biome’s na1ve vegeta1on has already been lost, mostly to make way for agribusiness 
expansion. And while the latest news from the Amazon is cau1ously posi1ve,ii in the Cerrado the 
problem is ge\ng worse: in 2023 rates of deforesta1on in the biome increased by 43 per cent 
compared to the previous year.iii Clearing Cerrado vegeta1on for agricultural produc1on generates as 
much carbon per year as the annual emissions of 50 million cars. The state of Bahia alone has lost 
nearly a quarter of its na1ve Cerrado – an area the size of Wales – to agricultural expansion in recent 
decades. 
 
Land grabbing and violence against tradi8onal communi8es 
 
Fashion Crimes details how two of Brazil’s largest co=on producers with links to the EU market are 
involved in land grabbing, violence against tradi1onal communi1es and deforesta1on: SLC Agrícola and 
Grupo Horita (Horita Group). 
 
Horita grows co=on, soy and other crops on a third of a mega estate called Estrondo. The Horita Group 
– the largest landholder at the estate – has been closely linked to the violent land disputes pi\ng 
Estrondo against tradi1onal communi1es that have inhabited the area since the 19th century. 
 
Such communi1es, known as geraizeiros, have lived in harmony with nature for genera1ons, hun1ng, 
fishing, growing tradi1onal crops and driving ca=le. They are protected by law and should have the 
right to their tradi1onal lands guaranteed. 
 
In 2018 Bahia’s a=orney general found Estrondo was one of the largest areas of land grabbed in 
Brazilian history. Estrondo’s lands are public lands, which belong to the state of Bahia and should be 
environmentally protected and set aside for geraizeiro communi1es. 
 
Over half of this area has been deforested so far. More than 10 years ago geraizeiros started 
experiencing in1mida1on and harassment by armed men working for Estrondo’s owners and tenants. 
In two violent episodes in 2019, two community members were shot by Estrondo’s security guards. 
 
An ongoing lawsuit against Estrondo by Bahia’s a=orney general aims to recover these public lands. 
 
Another case of land grabbing has afflicted the tradi1onal community of Capão do Modesto. There, 
large agribusinesses have been accused of misappropria1ng public lands to convert them into ‘legal 
reserves’, areas landowners must set aside for environmental preserva1on. But instead of se\ng aside 
part of their produc1ve proper1es as legal reserves, several agribusinesses have acquired land 
elsewhere for this purpose. The Horita Groupand SLC are linked to a legal reserve at Capão do 
Modesto.  
 
Bahia’s a=orney general has referred to Capão do Modesto as "one of the most serious land grabbing 
cases in Bahia,” and requested the suspension and eventual cancella1on of all land 1tles overlapping 
it. The local community has suffered harassment, surveillance, in1mida1on and a=acks carried out by 
gunmen linked to the agribusinesses. 
 
Illegal deforesta8on 
 
Both the Horita Group and SLC Agrícola have a brazen history of illegal deforesta1on and 
environmental infrac1ons in western Bahia. 
 
In 2014 Bahia’s environment agency found 25,153ha of illegal deforesta1on on Horita farms at 
Estrondo. In 2020 the same agency indicated it could not find permits for 11,700ha of deforesta1on 
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carried out by the company between 2010 and 2018. Ibama, a federal law enforcement agency, fined 
Horita over 20 1mes between 2010 and 2019 (totalling $4.5 million) for environmental viola1ons. 
 
Satellite images analysed by Earthsight reveal a Horita farm embargoed by Ibama since 2008 due to 
environmental infrac1ons – a measure to shut off a piece of land from further commercial exploita1on 
and let it regenerate – has grown co=on repeatedly since 2017, in breach of the embargo. 
 
SLC has an equally troubling track record. Two of its farms, which grows co=on, lost at least 40,000ha 
of na1ve Cerrado in the last 12 years. Despite a zero-deforesta1on policy adopted in 2021, the 
company was accused of clearing 1,365ha of na1ve vegeta1on at its Palmares farm in 2022. 
 
Ibama has fined SLC over US$250,000 since 2008 for environmental infrac1ons in Bahia. The 
Norwegian pension fund divested from the firm in 2017 due to SLC’s links to environmental abuses. 
 
The link to the EU market 
 
During the one-year inves1ga1on, Earthsight discovered that the co=on tainted by deforesta1on, land 
grabbing and violence against tradi1onal communi1es is ending up in the supply chains of the world’s 
two largest fashion retail chains: Zara and H&M. 
 
H&M and Inditex, which owns Zara, are the world’s largest clothing companies. They had combined 
profits of around US$41 billion in 2022. H&M has 4,400 shops around the world while Zara and other 
Inditex brands – Pull&Bear, Bershka, Massimo Du\, Stradivarius – have nearly 6,000. H&M and Zara 
are global leaders in the fast fashion industry, churning out numerous clothing collec1ons each year. 
 
Shipment records show the Horita Group and SLC Agrícola directly exported at least 816,000 tonnes 
of co=on from Bahia to foreign markets between 2014 and 2023.iv Other sources of informa1on 
suggestv the true total exports of the two firms during that period was well over 1.5 million tonnes, 
with the difference exported via intermediaries. 
 
We iden1fied eight Asian clothing manufacturers using Horita and SLC co=on while at the same 1me 
supplying H&M and Zara with millions of items of finished co=on garments. 
 
These include PT Kahatex in Indonesia, the largest buyer of Horita and SLC tainted co=on we found. 
H&M is the Indonesian firm’s second largest customer, and has purchased millions of pairs of co=on 
socks, shorts and trousers from it. These items can be found at H&M stores in the US, Germany, UK, 
Sweden, Netherlands, Belgium, Spain, France, Poland, Ireland, Italy, and other countries in Europe and 
elsewhere. Another buyer of Horita and SLC co=on is the Jamuna Group, one of Bangladesh’s largest 
industrial conglomerates. In the year to August 2023 Zara stores in Europe sold €235 million’ worth of 
jeans and other denim clothes, which are made with co=on, manufactured by Jamuna in Bangladesh 
– approximately 21,500 pairs a day. Inditex imports items made by Jamuna to Spain and the 
Netherlands, from where it distributes them to its Zara, Bershka and Pull&Bear stores across Europe. 
A Horita and SLC customer in Pakistan, Interloop, shipped some 30 million pairs of co=on socks to 
H&M in Germany, Sweden, USA, Belgium, Spain, UK, Italy and the Netherlands in 2023. 
 
Failure of cer8fica8on scheme  
 
As part of their sustainability efforts, H&M and Zara rely on a fundamentally flawed ethical supply 
chain cer1fica1on system called Be=er Co=on (BC).vi Most of both firms’ products are made with BC-
cer1fied co=on, making them by far the world’s biggest users of co=on carrying the BC seal of approval. 
Brazil produces the world’s largest amount of Be=er Co=on-licensed fibre, accoun1ng for 42 per cent 
of the global volume. 
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But Earthsight found that the co=on we linked to land rights and environmental abuses in Bahia carried 
the Be=er Co=on label. This should not be surprising. BC has been repeatedly accused of greenwashing 
and cri1cised for failing to allow for full traceability of supply chains. 
 
While Be=er Co=on is pu\ng new standards and procedures in place, the scheme will con1nue to 
suffer from several weaknesses. Requirements for a producer to comply with local laws are excessively 
vague and say nothing about land ownership or land disputes. A new ban on conversion of natural 
ecosystems ater December 2019vii fails to address illegal deforesta1on that took place prior to that 
date. A new traceability system being rolled out in the coming years is woefully inadequate as it only 
traces co=on back to the country of origin, not to individual farms. Rules on mi1ga1ng harm to 
indigenous and tradi1onal peoples only apply to communi1es outside farm boundaries, ignoring 
viola1ons against those whose lands have been stolen. On the other hand, criteria meant to protect 
local communi1es within farm boundaries fail to demand that agribusinesses seek their full consent 
for projects that affect their livelihoods. 
 
Earthsight also iden1fied worrying problems with BC’s accredita1on and compliance systems. In Brazil, 
a na1onal co=on producers’ associa1on (ABRAPA) is in charge of the cer1fica1on programme, a 
serious conflict of interest. Similar issues exist in audi1ng processes where auditors are paid by and 
depend on the cer1fied companies for their business. 
 
H&M and Inditex currently lack the policies and tools to make up for BC’s shortcomings. H&M’s human 
rights and sustainability policies fail to address communi1es’ rights or deforesta1on. Inditex’s 
environmental commitments do not seem to extend to its co=on suppliers. 
 
ImplicaFons and recommendaFons for EU policies 
 
Weak supply chain oversight by companies and an ineffec1ve cer1fica1on system mean regulatory 
ac1on by governments and robust enforcement are needed to reform the co=on and fashion sectors.  
 

1. The Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Direc8ve (CSDDD) needs to be passed. 
 
The CSDDD, if enacted, would require the largest companies opera1ng in the EU, including Inditex and 
H&M, to iden1fy and prevent, mi1gate, minimise or bring to an end adverse human rights and 
environmental impacts in their supply chains. As such, a strong CSDDD could have a posi1ve impact 
for the communi1es affected by large-scale co=on produc1on in Brazil.  
 
However, a last-minute decision by Germany to withdraw support for the law ahead of crucial votes 
on it at the EU Council in February and March 2024viii nearly buried the CSDDD. It was only endorsed 
by the Permanent Representa1ves Commi=ee of the EU Council on 15 March ater weeks of deadlock 
and changes to the text that severely restricted the law’s applicability to the very largest businesses 
while extending the period ater which they would need to comply.ix 
 
Even before the final changes made to salvage the law in the Council, pressure from certain Member 
States – notably Germany and France – during earlier nego1a1ons between the Council and European 
Parliament led to a significantly weakened text. x  Specific rights of indigenous peoples and tradi1onal 
communi1es are not included, for example. xi  Yet the passing of such a law can bring much-needed 
accountability to some European supply chains and allow those nega1vely affected by large 
companies’ ac1vi1es to hold them liable before EU courts. 
 
It is vital that the CSDDD is passed by the European Parliament and the Council.  
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2. The Commission should carry out an impact assessment on the inclusion of co@on in the 
commodity scope of the EU Deforesta8on Regula8on (EUDR). Further improvements, such 
as the inclusion of ‘other wooded lands’ in the scope of the law, and proper implementa8on 
and enforcement of the EUDR are also needed. 

 
Another vital EU law with the poten1al to bring transforma1on to the co=on sector is the EUDR. It 
came into force in June 2023 – although companies will only have to comply with it from December 
2024 – and is arguably the strictest ever of its kind passed in a major consumer market.  
 
It demands that firms trace goods covered by the lawxii back to the land where the raw materials were 
produced. It requires that produc1on not only be deforesta1on-free, but also legal under the producer 
country’s environmental, land and human rights laws. It also requires companies to carry out due 
diligence in order ensure that the risk of breaching the law’s requirements is reduced to a minimum – 
an important shit in the burden of proof, par1cularly given the vast grey areas surrounding legality in 
certain places, including Bahia. 
 
The EUDR, however, does not cover co=on. Unlike be=er known drivers of deforesta1on, including 
beef, soy and palm oil (which are covered), the law will not prevent the co=on supply chains of Europe 
from being tainted by land grabbing, deforesta1on or viola1ons of tradi1onal communi1es’ land rights.  
 
Fortunately, Ar1cle 32 of the EUDR requires that the Commission review the commodity scope of the 
law two years of coming into force and to carry out a general review ater five years. Given the findings 
of Fashion Crimes, the Commission is urged to carry out an impact assessment on co=on when 
reviewing the commodity scope in the future. 
 
Simply adding co=on and derived products to the EUDR may, however, not be enough. Further 
improvements to the EUDR during its review stages and proper enforcement are also needed: 
 

(a) The regula1on needs to go beyond its current, narrow focus on forests to also protect other 
types of ecosystems, including the less densely forested ones common in the Cerrado.xiii  

(b) Enforcement authori1es in EU countries will need to ensure laws protec1ng tradi1onal 
communi1es’ rights are complied with even if local enforcement in the producer country is 
lacking or local governments are being complicit in illegali1es.xiv 

 
3. In its implementa8on of the EU Strategy for Sustainable and Circular Tex8les, the 

Commission ought to ensure that the sourcing of co@on and the related environmental and 
societal impacts are not overlooked. 

 
With its EU Strategy for Sustainable and Circular Tex1les, the European Commission in principle agrees 
that government-led ac1on is needed to ensure the fashion and tex1le industries change their 
prac1ces.xv Adopted in March 2022, the strategy aims to reinvent the lifecycle of tex1le and footwear 
products by changing how fabrics are made, consumed, and disposed of. However, the strategy places 
li=le focus on the environmental and social impacts of co=on produc1on.xvi  
 
The European Parliament’s resolu1on on the strategy stresses the need to cover the en*re value chain 
of tex1le products.xvii While it fails to directly address issues connected with co=on sourcing, in its 
implementa1on of the Strategy, the Commission ought to address the environmental and societal 
impacts of co=on sourcing. 
 
–  END OF BRIEFING –  
 
For ques1ons and queries please email rafaelpieroni@earthsight.org.uk  

mailto:rafaelpieroni@earthsight.org.uk
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