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INTRODUCTION

The companies that promote industrial tree plantations would like us to believe that the
increasing consumption of pulp and paper products is a global destiny, an unavoidable
and irreversible result of development.

They claim their role is to cater to such an ever-growing demand by expanding plantations
and building more mills to process timber into pulp. In reality, the main beneficiaries
are wealthy, often billionaire, plantation company owners, while the communities and

territories they depend on are left to bear the destructive consequences.!

But is increased demand truly the key driver of the huge global expansion of industrial
monoculture tree plantations, mainly in the Global South —-from 75.2 million hectares in
1990 to 131 million in 2020? This figure is likely to be even higher today and most of the

wood is destined for pulp and paper production.?

This WRM briefing examines the plantation companies’ discourse that the world requires
more paper, revealing it as yet another of the many falsehoods they circulate.? It further
analyses the strategies these companies, and the pulp and paper industry as a whole, use
to stimulate both demand and consumption.

21 September, 2025, International Day of Struggle against Monoculture Tree Plantations

1 WRM: What could be wrong about planting trees? The new push for more industrial tree plantations in the Global South,

2020. https://www.wrm.org.uy/publications/what-could-be-wrong-about-planting-trees-the-new-push-formore-industrial-

tree-plantations-in-the-global-south

2 Between 1990 and 2020, industrial tree plantations in South America nearly tripled, expanding from 7 to 20 million
hectares. For the same period, plantations in Africa increased by approximately 28%, from 6 to 77 million ha. Southeast
Asia and India together accounted for the greatest expansion during this period, from 8.2 to 25.1 million ha (FAO, Global

Forest Resources Assessment 2020) https://openknowledge.fao.org/handle/20.500.14283/ca9825en

3 WRM: 12 Replies to 12 Lies about Industrial Tree Plantations, 2022 https://www.wrm.org.uy/publications/12-replies-to-12-lies
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NEED FOR PAPER OR
GREED FOR PROFITS?

Industrial tree plantation companies are always expanding or planning to do so. And
they argue that this is their response to an increasing demand for paper products. The
Indonesian paper company APP, for instance, which controls millions of hectares of
plantations, states on its website: “APP has been growing together with you, innovating and
delivering quality products to meet the growing global demand for fine printing and writing

paper, consumer and industrial packaging products, and tissue paper.™

However, plantation companies seek to grow not to supposedly meet greater paper
demand, but to boost profit margins. Moreover, company owners and investors need
their business to be more profitable than their competitors. Under capitalism, such
competition drives companies to constantly raise productivity. This they do by investing
far more in machines and technology than in labour, in relative terms. In the pulp and paper
sector, for instance, new pulp mills are always bigger, never smaller. Thus they are able to
produce increasingly more tons per

year, while employing increasingly

fewer workers than before.

The pulp and paper sector in Brazil
provides a clear example. In 1989,
Aracruz Celulose produced 502,000
tons of pulp per year, employing
1,329 direct workers at its pulp mill
complex in the state of Espirito
Santo. A new mill opened in 2002,
producing nearly 800,000 tons
annually, but employing a much
smaller workforce of just 173 direct

workers.” In 2024, the Suzano

Suzanos’ pulp mill in Ribas do Rio Pardo,
Mato Grosso do Sul, Brazil. Photo: Suzano

4 APP Indonesia: https://app.co.id/about-us

5 “Alert against Green Deserts” Network and WRM: Promises of Jobs and Destruction of Work. The case of Aracruz

Celulose in Brazil, 2005. https://www.wrm.org.uy/publications/promises-of-jobs-and-destruction-of-work-the-case-of-aracruz-

celulose-in-brazil
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company set a global record by opening a pulp mill with a capacity of 2.55 million tons per
year. The company claims to have created 3,000 jobs; however, this figure includes both
direct and indirect employment, including not only mill workers but also those working in
plantations and logistics associated with the project.®* Now, the Chilean company Arauco
aims to ‘break a world record’ again by building an even larger mill in Brazil, with a planned

annual capacity of 3.5 million tons, scheduled to start operations in 2027

In other words, larger equipment, advanced automation, and digital control have enabled
massive increases in production, with the share of capital invested in technology—
machines, infrastructure, and energy —growing increasingly larger than what companies
allocate for wages. The contradiction is that the more “productive” the system becomes,
the harder it is for companies to maintain profitability. This makes the pulp production
sector subject to periodic crises, which companies often compensate for by overexploiting

their workers as well as the territories they invade with plantations.®

This mandatory and uncontrollable expansion of plantations and pulp mills also poses
a significant risk. If paper demand and consumption do not grow at the same pace as
plantations and pulp mills, the inevitable result is overproduction, falling prices, and loss
of profits, often accompanied by smaller companies being taken over by larger ones.’
This risk of low demand has been a major concern for all plantation companies since they

established their first plantations, as well as for the pulp and paper industry as a whole.

6 Suzano officially inaugurates the world'’s largest single-line pulp mill, October 2024, https://www.suzano.com.br/news/

suzano-officially-inaugurates-the-worlds-largest-single-line-pulp-mill

7 Mato Grosso do Sul Goverment, Arauco Board approves R$25.1 billion investment for pulp mill in Inocéncia, September

2024, https://agenciadenoticias.ms.gov.br/conselho-da-arauco-aprova-investimentos-de-r251-bilhoes-para-a-fabrica-de-

celulose-em-inocencia/

8To generate commodities, capitalists must invest in both machinery and labour. However, machines -whether a chainsaw
or a giant paper press- do not generate new value by themselves; they merely transfer their own value into the products.
Capitalists therefore depend on workers to operate the machines, as only labour can create new value and, consequently,
profit. The figures from the pulp and paper sector clearly illustrate how the share of capital invested in machinery
increasingly outweighs what is allocated to wages. The result is that, despite rising production, the profit derived from
labour tends to decline in relation to the total capital invested. This is a simplified way of describing what Marx called the

“tendency of the rate of profit to fall”

9 During such a ‘crisis’ period, less profitable companies are often swallowed up by the more profitable ones. The “crisis”
comes to an end whenever pulp prices start to rise again. Then, a new round of plantation expansion and plans for new

pulp mills can be initiated, often with fewer but also bigger companies than before.
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This is why they do not sit back passively waiting for paper consumption to increase.
Back in 1994, European paper executive David Clark stated: We shall have to fight for our
future and create our own growth.... total demand has to be stimulated. The alternative, to
do nothing, could lead to static or even falling demand, with serious implications for the

industry, its reputation, its technology and the quality of the people it attracts.™

Current global paper consumption figures show that the industry’s efforts since then have

not been in vain: three decades later, paper consumption has increased by about 70%.

LOBBYING FOR GREATER
DEMAND AND CONSUMPRION

Companies that establish and manage industrial tree plantations supply the pulp industry,
while some also produce pulp and even paper themselves. They are therefore considered

part of the wider pulp and paper sector.

To better defend their interests, plantation companies first of all organise themselves
in associations in the countries where they are based, in order to lobby governments
and obtain the best incentives and
subsidies they can. In Brazil, for
instance, the plantation companies
created the Brazilian Tree Industry
(Iba) with the mission “to defend
the institutional and commercial

interests of the sector™

10 Carrere, R.; Lohmann, L. Pulping the South:
Industrial Tree Plantations in the World Paper

Economy, 1996: https://www.wrm.org.uy/

publications/pulping-the-south-industrial-tree-

plantations-in-the-world-papereconomy

Photo: Volvo Trucks.
11 Iba: https://iba.org/en/iba/ourwork/
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Iba also has a special section on its website to propagate what it calls “forest products” -
in reality monoculture tree plantation products. One of these is ‘paper, that Iba promotes
as “an integral part of our daily lives.” Alongside other groups from the Global South such
as the Chilean Timber Corporation (CORMA), and the Paper Manufacturers Association
of South Africa (PAMSA), as well as pulp and paper company associations from the Global
North, Iba participates in the Steering Committee of the International Council of Forest
and Paper Associations (ICFPA).

ICFPA describes its role as working towards stimulating more paper consumption, which
it euphemistically describes as “optimizing the use of environmentally-friendly wood and
paper-based products” One of the ways it describes that role in practice is “leading the

development of innovative products and processes.

However, most of these so-called “innovative products,” as the next section will show,
are not more advanced, as the word innovative might suggest. Rather they represent
one of the most problematic and reprehensible uses of paper: disposable, throwaway items
that generate vast amounts of waste. This is why the IFCPA, while creating demand for its
“innovations,” also seeks to convince the public that paper consumption is in their best
interest, framing its mission as meeting “human needs for information, packaging, housing,
hygiene, energy..” In the United States -the country with the highest per capita paper
consumption- the American Forest and Paper Association (AF&PA), a member of ICFPA,

promotes “cardboard boxes, paper cups, ... and paper bags” as “essential, everyday products.”

12 International Council of Forest and Paper Associations (ICFPA), Global Forest and Paper Industry Focuses on Innovation

and New Forest-Based Products, February 2018: https://icfpa.org/global-forest-and-paperindustry-focuses-on-innovation-

and-new-forest-based-products/

13 International Council of Forest and Paper Associations (ICFPA): http://ifcpa.or
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PAPER IN THE DIGITAL AGE:
PACKAGING AND WASTE

In the 1990s, when computers began replacing paper-consuming typewriters and digital
files started to replace filing cabinets full of paper, expectations arose of a future with
“paperless offices” and even a “paperless society™ This, of course, represented a huge

threat to the pulp and paper industry.

After 2010, the steadily increasing global consumption of newsprint, writing and printing
paper not only stalled but even began to fall; for the paper industry, this triggered off
loud alarm bells. In response, companies and their associations scrambled to defend their
interests (and profits), deploying every persuasive argument they could to slow or reverse

the decline.

The American Paper Association, for example, advertises that “paper continues to offer
many advantages,” arguing that “many digital files are susceptible to accidental deletion,
data corruption, or technology failures” They also claim that “studies show reading on
paper helps readers better comprehend information,” adding that “Braille paper provides

an opportunity to learn through touch™

While most people in their right mind would
not disagree with these assumptions, what
is really at stake in paper consumption is
something the American Paper Association
prefers to ignore: the culture of unlimited
consumption of disposable, throwaway
paper. A stark example is the 57.5 billion
pieces of marketing mail sent by the US
Postal Service in 2024.° The problem,

14 lbid 10

15 American Forest and Paper Association: https://www.

afandpa.org/paperwood-products/paper

) . Photo: Artem Labunsky / Unsplash
16 Postal Facts: https://facts.usps.com/marketing-mail-volume/
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therefore, is not the use of paper
for educational purposes, but the
vast consumption of throwaway
paper -being products that are far
from “essential” or “an integral part

of our daily lives.

The massive consumption of paper One of the world’s largest paper machines, in Germany.
in industrialised, urbanised societies Photo: Palm Group.
of the Global North -and increasingly

in urban centres of the Global South- is largely driven by a single-use product: packaging
paper. By promoting packaging paper, the pulp and paper industry has successfully
ensured that overall paper consumption continues to rise -roughly fivefold over the
past 50 years— with a further 32% increase forecast for 2022-2032, much of it linked
to the growth of e-commerce and food packaging. In the EU, for example, paper-based
packaging is now the largest segment of the packaging market, increasingly used for food
and beverages, and accounts for two-thirds of total packaging.” The industry promotes
its main innovation -packaging paper - as a “sustainable alternative” to plastics. In Brazil,

the industry association Iba further claims that paper packaging helps to “protect food.”s

In reality, paper packaging is highly problematic. Not only because it still incorporates
plastics, but also the toxic chemicals widely used in such packaging materials may

contaminate the food consumed and thus harm people’s health, rather than protect it.”

What is more, the tremendous increase in disposable paper consumption has made waste
paper the second largest waste stream in the European Union. The Global South, and
Brazil in particular, is the main supplier of paper and pulp imported by the EU, while the
Global South has also become the primary destination -especially India and Indonesia-

for paper waste exported from the EU.%

17 European Environmental Bureau, Disposable paper-based food packaging: the false solution to the packaging waste

crisis, September 2023: https://eeb.org/library/disposable-paperbased-food-packaging-the-false-solution-to-the-packaging-

waste-crisis

18 Iba: https://iba.org/en/the-sector/florest-products/paper/

19 lbid 17

20 Ibid 17



Neither does the pulp and paper industry have to carry out campaigns to promote packaging
paper alone; it counts on many allies. For example, the global fast-food chain McDonalds, a
specialist in single-use disposable packaging, funded a study on the environmental impact
of throwaway packaging, claiming that systems for re-using such paper are actually worse
for the climate. A similar study by the European Paper Packaging Alliance, unsurprisingly,
reached the same conclusion: their “independent” researchers found that single-use,

throwaway packaging is better for the environment than reusable alternatives.”

BEYOND PAPER: CONCOCTING
NEW DEMANDS FOR WOOD
AND PULP-BASED PRODUCTS

For a number of years, the plantation and pulp industry has been seeking other uses for
products derived from wood fibres supplied by industrial tree plantations —and not only

new paper products, but also other, non-paper products.

The ongoing global push towards a so-called “low-carbon economy, one without fossil
fuels, represents the main area of growth now being targeted by the plantation industry.
This is why the Brazilian industry association Iba describes the pulp and paper sector as
“the industry of the future” Likewise, the Indonesian pulp and paper association APKI
organises seminars promoting the idea that a future economy based on “renewable” tree
plantations, rather than fossil fuels, is

a viable alternative-what the industry

calls a “bio” or “circular” economy.?*

Besides promoting packaging paper

21 FERN and Environmental Paper Network
(EPN); Unwrapping a disaster, The human cost

of overpackaging, 2023: https://www.fern.org/

publications-insight/unwrapping-a-disaster-2659

22 APKI, Seminar Internasional APKI tentang

Ekonomi Sirkular: https://apki.net/seminar

internasional-apki-tentang-ekonomi-sirkular

Biomass: Enviva wood pellet mill in Northampton, NC,

USA. Photo: Dogwood Alliance


https://www.fern.org/publications-insight/unwrapping-a-disaster-2659
https://www.fern.org/publications-insight/unwrapping-a-disaster-2659
https://apki.net/seminar-internasional-apki-tentang-ekonomi-sirkular
https://apki.net/seminar-internasional-apki-tentang-ekonomi-sirkular

as a substitute for plastics, the industry also advertises, among other uses, timber as a
source of biomass energy-an alternative for electricity generation. Plantations are also
promoted as a supposed solution to the climate crisis due to their capacity to absorb
CO2 from the atmosphere,? and wood fibres are marketed as raw materials to produce

textiles.?

GREENWASHING THE EXPANSION
OF TREE PLANTATIONS

One major challenge for plantation companies has always been how to reconcile their
goal of increasing paper demand and consumption, with the fact that their activities
inevitably cause serious harm and violations, including land grabbing, community

evictions, deforestation, and destruction of water sources.

To greenwash their destructive operations, plantation companies and their allies created
so-called voluntary “certification” schemes for tree plantations. The Forest Stewardship
Council (FSC), established in 1993, is the most well-known example of this internationally.
These schemes claim to “transform” heavily criticised monoculture plantations -such
as eucalyptus, which the Pataxo Indigenous People in Brazil call “dead forests that kill
everything” - into supposedly “sustainable” landscapes. By actively shaping and funding
these schemes, plantation companies effectively control the supposed “independent”
certifiers, ensuring that they hand out “sustainability” certificates to the very plantations

causing environmental and social harm.

With their plantations certified by FSC
and other schemes, the companies
concerned have made every effort to
“‘cover up” their devastating impacts,

23 WRM, Tree Plantations for the Carbon Market. Why,
how, and where are they expanding? 2024: https://www.

wrm.org.uy/publications/briefing-tree-plantations-for-the-

carbon-market-why-how-and-where-are-they-expanding Acacia plantation on cleared and drained peatland ins

Sumatra, Indonesia. Photo: Greenpeace.

24 |bid 3
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a practice dating back to the plantation boom in the Global South that started in the
1970s. Examples abound: the criminally-negligent environmental devastation caused by
the Indonesia-based companies APP and APRIL, with their large-scale deforestation in
Sumatra and Kalimantan. Likewise, the Brazilian company Suzano, and its interventions
that destroyed 157 streams in the northern region of Espirito Santo. And yet once certified,
these same companies rebrand their plantation products as having originated from
activities with supposedly beneficial impacts on people and nature.

For almost 30 years now, the FSC has been deceiving paper consumers by certifying some
of the world’s largest plantation companies, despite their long track record of plundering
territories and violence against communities. Many of these companies hold illegal land
titles, while FSC routinely ignores historical land claims, particularly those of peasant
and traditional communities. By also endorsing, through certification, large-scale
monoculture plantations, the massive impacts of the plantation and pulp industry
remain unaddressed, such as the heavy use of toxic agrochemicals and intensive
consumption of energy and water. At the same time, thanks to the lobbying of plantation
companies, environmental protection legislation in key countries such as Brazil and In-
donesia, has been drastically weakened in recent years, paving the way for even more

plantation expansion.




AND WHAT ABOUT RECYCLING?

Paper recycling poses an ongoing threat to plantation companies as paper and
cardboard can be recycled up to eight times, which in theory could significantly reduce

the demand for new plantations.

But as mentioned, the pulp and paper sector’s growth is driven mainly by packaging
paper, a form of production that always requires a significant amount of virgin fibre. In

the case of food and beverage packaging, for example, coatings and composites prevent
high levels of recycling.® This may help explain why pulp and paper industry

associations publicly defend recycling and even celebrate increased recycling rates.*

The international industry association ICFPA, for instance, defends recycling only under
one condition: without state intervention.”” On the one hand, its members work tirelessly
lobbying governments to adopt public policies - read: demanding state interventions
that benefit the industry. On the other hand, they reject any rules that would oblige the
industry to recycle the paper waste it is responsible for creating, which could significantly
reduce the need for new plantations, while also preventing the further destruction of
lands and livelihoods that communities depend on. Their argument: state intervention

would “distort” market forces.

But even if all the technical problems preventing the full recycling of paper waste
were to be solved, it is still unlikely that plantation expansion would slow down. As men-
tioned earlier, the plantation and pulp industry is constantly seeking new uses for
wood fibre beyond paper, thus ensuring both its continued growth and the ongoing

expansion of plantations.

25 Ibid 17

26 International Council of Forest and Paper
Associations (ICFPA), Forestry and Forest Products
Sector Releases Global Sustainability Progress

Report, May 2023: https://www.icfpa.org/

forestry-and-forest-products-sectorreleases-global-

sustainability-progress-report-3

27 ICFPA, Resources: https://icfpa.org/resources/ Photo: Bas Emmen / Unsplash
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FINAL REMARKS

The global pulp and paper industry is driven by the capitalist imperative to continually
increase profits, rather than by any genuine growth in the demand for paper.

The damaging impacts of monoculture tree plantations and ever-larger pulp and paper
mills have been extensively documented and denounced for decades: the invasion of
peasant, Indigenous, and traditional community lands; pollution and depletion of water
sources; soil degradation and destruction; and violence against communities,
particularly women, who are often responsible for tending the land, growing food, and

providing water for their families.

The industry justifies all of this in the name of meeting “the growing global demand for
fine printing and writing paper, consumer and industrial packaging products, and tissue
paper”” This briefing argues, however, that in reality the industry actively works to create
and sustain an ever-increasing demand for wood fibres through marketing, lobbying, and
the promotion of disposable paper and new wood-based products. Claims of sustainability
or a so-called “bio-economy” serve as additional excuses for relentless expansion, while

distracting from the very real and damaging environmental and social impacts.

Recognising these patterns and raising them in public debates and information tools is
an important step, not only to further challenge the false narratives of the industry, but
also to strengthen the numerous struggles of communities, as they defend life and dignity
by reclaiming lands and livelihoods usurped by plantation companies, or protecting the

territories they depend on from further plantation expansion.
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