
NATURE  LOSS 

T
he health of our global food system 
exists in a mutual relationship with the 
health of the planet’s natural ecosystems. 
Research by the Economist Intelligence Unit 
across countries representing 80% of the 
world’s population found that nature loss is 

being increasingly recognized as a dual crisis along-
side climate change, by investors, regulators, busi-
nesses and consumers—one cannot be solved with-
out confronting the other. 

But where to begin? Few in the private sector are 
as well placed as Jenny McColloch to speak about 
the potential path to progress. McColloch studied 
earth systems at Stanford, has spent her entire career 
focused on sustainability and biodiversity—includ-
ing an early post teaching children about marine 
environments—and today she serves as Chief Sus-
tainability Officer for McDonald’s. 

Her tenure—McColloch joined the company a 
decade ago—and role give her a unique view on how 
the conversation around nature has shifted. At a time 
when many companies have yet to set out mean-
ingful targets related to nature—according to S&P 
Global research, four out of five S&P 500 companies 
haven’t made a biodiversity pledge yet—McColloch 
and her team can share decades of lessons from the 
ground. The good news: making progress is possible. 

Biodiversity isn’t an issue on every—or even a 
majority of—companies’ radars. Why is it such a 
priority for McDonald’s? 
We’re in an interesting moment in time where there 
is an increasing focus from almost every sector of 
society on this issue as critical to our future—even 
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NATURE  LOSS 
though we’re still figuring out what all the right 
answers are for the path forward. The experience of 
the pandemic caused a lot of people to think more 
about how resilient any of our systems are—the 
infrastructure or food systems or natural ecosystems 
that our lives depend on.

We are deeply tied to these conversations at 
McDonald’s. We’re a food business and our restau-
rants and supply chain have a significant presence 
in communities and landscapes around the world. 
Together with franchisees and suppliers, our busi-
nesses depend on nature and ecosystems, as well 
as the people who manage those resources. And 

consequently our brand depends on those people, 
and those systems. If we weren’t focused on man-
aging the risks where they are, and managing and 
working toward the opportunities where they exist, 
then we wouldn’t be managing the McDonald’s 
brand and our System’s growth strategy properly. 

Fundamentally, we have to manage our way for-
ward here because McDonald’s is a global food 
and restaurant company. This conversation is also 
heightened for us because McDonald’s is a brand 
often in the spotlight, and a lot of different people 
around the world have strong opinions about what 
we need to do in this arena.

Based on latest public 
disclosures in 2020 
and 2021, McDonald’s 
was able to report that 
almost all of its beef, 
soy, palm oil, coffee, 
and fiber supported 
deforestation-free  
supply chains.
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BUSINESS ACTION
MCDONALD’S

How did you land on “supporting deforestation-
free supply chains” as your ambition? It seems 
like carefully chosen language. Does it come from 
a lack of confidence about simply committing to 
being deforestation-free?
We considered it very carefully when we set out to 
communicate metrics progress against our Com-
mitment on Forests. When you look across the vari-
ety of commodities that we source, and the variety 
of measurement and tracking systems that are out 
there, there’s a very different measurement approach 
and traceability opportunity, depending on the prod-
uct in question. It’s hard to measure such a complex 

landscape. And there can be a tendency to focus on 
a single metric, rather than the broader direction of 
travel and progress across all priority products.

As we learned from advisors in this area, what we 
found in setting a vision for eliminating deforesta-
tion—and then working toward it over the last eight 
years—is that how you go from a vision to actually 
measuring and monitoring specifics over time looks 
different depending on where you are and what 
you’re sourcing.

So for us, “supporting deforestation-free produc-
tion” can encompass the variety of measurement 
approaches that are out there while also embedding 
this notion of continuous improvement. It was our 
answer to: How do we move everybody in the right 
direction while holding ourselves accountable across 
our highest-priority commodities for tracking and 
reporting progress over time? 

Is that complexity increased by your scale? 
Yes. We have the privilege of scale within the system 
we operate with our partners. We have a footprint 
and exposure in nearly every geography around 
the world in some way, shape or form. We have an 

IDENTIFYING PRIORITIES
opportunity and a responsibility to send a signifi-
cant market signal—because of our scale. 

We’re a restaurant company that operates nearly 
40,000 restaurants in over 100 countries around the 
world. Approximately 93% of those restaurants are 
owned and operated by independent franchisees 
or developmental licensee partners. Together with 
those owners, we employ about 2 million people 
under the Arches. And we all collectively depend on 
an entirely third-party supply chain. All the farms, 
ranches, supplier facilities and transportation sys-
tems that deliver the food and packaging we serve 
to our customers—they’re all managed by indepen-
dent supplier partners. 

So, when you look at sustainability at McDonald’s, 
and particularly a conversation on nature, biodiver-
sity and resiliency, you have to see it through what 
we call our McDonald’s “system” lens. Or another 
frame for it is the three-legged stool of the franchi-
sees, the company and our supplier network, which 
has many layers, all the way back to the producers 
who are actually the land managers.

How do you make progress as a company when a 
lot of that progress depends on the collaboration 
and cooperation of such a vast network of suppli-
ers, farmers and franchisees, spread out across 
the world?
The goal-setting and strategies start within McDon-
ald’s: We must create the momentum here by embed-
ding nature into our approach to sourcing. But how 
we do that is informed by and executed through part-
nerships and collaboration with our suppliers, with 
our producers, with our communities of farmers and 
ranchers, and with input from external advisors. 

Along with that come pretty significant expecta-
tion-setting and standard-setting in terms of the cri-
teria through which we hold ourselves and our sup-
ply-chain partners accountable. An important part 
of that involves working with our strategic sourc-
ing teams to create a forward-looking and two-way 
learning journey that’s inclusive and invites people to 
join us—rather than one that’s merely transactional 
or punitive. This approach is especially important 
when producers and suppliers face so many different 
pressures and surface such important learnings on 
any given day, in any given geography.

How have you approached driving change across 
a supply chain as large as yours?
From the early 2010s through to 2020, we focused 
on driving commodity-specific strategies. As you’d 
expect for a burger company, those include beef, 
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Beef Soy Palm oil Co�ee Fiber

For chicken
feed

Beef Soy Palm oil Co�ee Fiber

97.2% 100% 100% 98.7% 96.3%

Volume supporting deforestation-free supply chains in 2021.

Argentina1

Ecuador Paraguay1

Brazil2

Venezuela

Colombia

Costa Rica

Honduras

Guatemala

Russia*

China

Vietnam

Papua New Guinea

Australia3

Indonesia

Malaysia

Thailand

India Laos

Cambodia

   Priority biomes/regions:
1 The Chaco in Argentina and Paraguay
2 The Amazon and Cerrado in Brazil
3 Queensland in Australia

*McDonald’s exited the Russian market 
in 2022, ceasing local sourcing.

IDENTIFYING PRIORITIES Working with NGOs, including the World Wildlife Fund, McDonald’s identified the key commodities in its  
supply chain that have the greatest impact on the planet and/or human rights and prioritized those for action.

In 2020 and 2021, McDonald’s marked major milestones in its journey toward  
supporting deforestation-free supply chains: reporting near 100% compliance  

with third-party criteria for key commodities.  

chicken and the soy-based feed for chickens. There’s 
also the fish we serve in our Filet-O-Fish; the palm 
oil we source that’s used as an ingredient in some 
baked goods; coffee; and the fiber for our packaging.

We worked with partners like the World Wildlife 
Fund, Conservation International, Environmental 
Defense Fund and other stakeholders and academic 
advisors with whom we identified impact areas and 
commodities that had the highest potential for us to 
drive impact for the planet and people—and priori-
tized where we should invest first.

We layered in more specific criteria related to sup-
porting deforestation-free supply chains, reducing 
the emissions profile across that entire supply chain, 
promoting animal health and welfare, and support-
ing the communities of workers who produce the 
food. We set ourselves the goal of eliminating defor-
estation completely from our supply chain by 2030. 

In some commodity chains, there were—and 
are—third-party criteria and coalitions that have 
defined standards for measuring and reporting 
against supporting deforestation-free supply chains 
that we could lean on. A variety of the mechanisms 
of the Roundtable for Sustainable Palm Oil allow us 
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to verify that the palm oil we source is responsibly 
produced. The Rainforest Alliance offers a similar 
verification with coffee, particularly in areas of high 
deforestation risk, and supports robust tracking 
opportunities in the coffee-production chain. Such 
third-party certifications are not a perfect, be-all, 
end-all strategy on their own, but they really helped 
us get going.

And in 2020, when we were able to report nearly 
100% compliance with those criteria on our priority 
commodities, it was a major milestone for us.

“Supporting deforestation-free supply chains” refers to commodities that are either sourced from low-deforestation priority regions, or comply with  
 the certification or verification schemes as defined on the McDonald’s Conserving Forests web page.  SOURCE: McDonald’s data (2021). 
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BUSINESS ACTION
MCDONALD’S

So let’s talk about beef, which is one of the key 
challenges for McDonald’s. What have you been 
doing there?
Beef production is different; there were no criteria 
or definitions around responsible, sustainable beef 
production when we began on this journey. That’s 
why we became a founding member of the Global 
Roundtable for Sustainable Beef; we wanted to gather 
a sector-wide view and multi-stakeholder coalition 
to help define those terms and clarify standards. We 
then invested with third parties—including suppli-
ers, NGOs like Proforest, and technology providers 
like Agrotools—in tracking and monitoring systems. 

That allowed us to measure more consistently for 
the first time, to set baselines, to track where defor-
estation risk may be escalating in the beef farms and 
ranches, to set cut off dates, and then monitor how 
the progress is going. Those systems simply didn’t 
exist when we set out on this journey. They’re what 
allow you to see if things are moving in the right 
direction, and if they aren’t, you can decide to either 
set a corrective action plan for suppliers and produc-
ers or move away from them.

Some say beef production itself is the problem 
and needs to be stopped. What’s your view?
I take the philosophy, having worked within this sys-
tem as long as I have, that simply moving away from 
something won’t always deliver the desired outcome. 
I’ve had people tell me, for instance: “McDonald’s 
should just move everybody away from beef; that’ll 
solve a lot of environmental problems.” But along-
side offering delicious non-meat alternatives where 
customers want them—which we’re also working 
on—we see our role as helping empower customers 
around the world who do eat beef to expect products 
that are produced through brands, suppliers and pro-
ducers that prioritize responsible production, who 
have measures and programs in place to improve, 
and who protect our nature, ecosystems and commu-
nities in the process. I think that’s a better outcome 
than customers purchasing a burger from a company 
that doesn’t share that level of commitment. 

Coming out of 2020, over 99% of our beef was 
sourced from regions supporting deforestation-free 
production. We’re proud of that progress, but it’s 
something we have to keep measuring and monitor-
ing each year. The landscape’s evolving, there are a 
lot of different pressures and incentives for produc-
ers to make decisions based on what the regulatory 
and market-demand environments ask of them. 
And there is always more to learn from our world’s 
farmers and ranchers. 

So where is the next level of progress coming 
from—because it’s not all fixed yet? What are the 
opportunities to do more?
When well-managed, farming can be regenerative 
and part of climate solutions. Farmers and ranchers 
are some of our best advocates in helping to protect 
and promote biodiversity. So it’s important to be 
learning and thinking about both sides. How can we 
minimize environmental damage? Yes, that’s critical. 
But we also need to be asking: How can food produc-
tion enhance nature and ecosystems? How can pro-
tecting biodiversity go hand in hand with improving 
the livelihoods of farmers and communities?

We’re partnering in a whole host of different 
projects and production contexts to help add more 
examples and data into this conversation. We have 
projects active or in the works in the US looking 
at different rotational grazing programs, and the 
soil health, biodiversity and carbon sequestration 
opportunities that different grazing practices can 
have in cattle ranching. We also have work under 
way in France, the UK, Ireland and the US around 
regenerative agriculture adoption to show how 
responsible production can be a positive, regenera-
tive force for both the communities and producers. 

So, it is important to acknowledge that responsible 
cattle grazing can be a real enhancer to a landscape, 
both in biodiversity and carbon sequestration oppor-
tunities, as well as resiliency to floods and droughts, 
the climate events that we’re seeing. And it’s also key 
to the viability and success of our rural communities. 

An emphasis of yours has been to help spark 
sector-wide initiatives; to encourage others to 
act. But outsiders might look at the work you’re 
doing, see the nature problem getting worse on a 
global scale, and wonder, “what’s the point?” 
No amount of individual action can substitute for 
the power of collective action. The commitments we 
make as McDonald’s and our partnership network 
are not the entire global food economy. Nor do we 
have the ability to affect change alone. These systems 
are big; they are slow to change. In McDonald’s, we 
have set commitments for our sourcing, our volumes, 
our brand and partnership approach and, at the same 
time, we have been deliberate all along to try to influ-
ence sector-wide conversations and advancement. 

We also look at how we can collaborate on land-
scape scale initiatives that don’t just seek to influ-
ence the volumes that we source or the suppliers we 
source from, but the wider landscape that they and 
we are involved in. For a few years now we’ve sup-
ported the Jaguar Conservation Fund in Brazil, for 
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instance. It looks at the environment in some specific 
areas where we source, and how that can be farmed 
in a way so that an apex predator like the jaguar—a 
sign of a healthy ecosystem—can thrive along with 
cattle production. That, as you can imagine, is a com-
plicated issue for cattle farmers. But it’s an example of 
how we can collaborate with others to affect change 
beyond our suppliers and on the specific landscapes 
that we source from.

Few companies have got going on nature-based 
solutions as yet and are asking: How do we begin?
What we can all do is motivate through our supply 
chains and partnerships to help move the system. 
All companies should be asking suppliers, “How are 
you managing climate risks? How are you safeguard-
ing forests and biodiversity? How are you empower-
ing farmers?” That’s how to get started: learn more, 
understand the exposure and opportunities. It is 
down to the retail and consumer-facing brands at the 
front of these supply chains to ask those questions 
and hold themselves accountable.

What’s your response to the suggestion that one 
solution to make the global food system more 
sustainable is to make it more local?
It’s easy to talk about one food system when, really, 
there are many food systems globally. Except for a 
few geographies in the world, anyone who drinks 
coffee depends on a global food system and global 
trade; anybody who enjoys McDonald’s fries around 
the world depends on global production, because 
there are very specific climatic and geographic eco-
system zones where we can grow certain crops that 
are consumed the world over.

Other food production systems can certainly be 
more local in nature. There are a lot of benefits to 
local food production where that’s appropriate—we 
saw a lot of those benefits at the peak of the pan-
demic. Food culture is so variable around the world, 
and people enjoy eating different foods produced 
in different regions, which is a good thing. So it’s 
important to consider the interconnectivity between 
the production for individual farmers and ranchers, 
the management context depending on how big or 
small their operations are, and then the wider regula-
tory and trade context in which they operate. 

However much we produce and source locally, 
most people in the world will still always have con-
nections to our “global food systems” realities.

You’ve mentioned these issues vary by region, by 
commodity. That seems at odds with the push 

alastair morton 
is a Partner in Brunswick’s 
Business & Society prac-
tice, based in London.

to simplify and consolidate ESG reporting and 
frameworks into a single global standard.
We’re a member of the working group for the Science 
Based Targets initiative’s Forest Land & Agriculture 
project, which is looking at the targets and practi-
calities of accounting in global supply chains—what 
can we measure and how can we reduce emissions? 
And we’re collaborating with others through the 
Taskforce on Nature-related Financial Disclosures 
Forum to find common ways to assess and address 
our impacts and dependencies on nature. 

This isn’t easy. As you say, there are challenges to 
focusing on one metric at a time. If you only focus 
on carbon reduction, for instance, you can over-
index on a conversation about carbon budgets and 
lose some of the local context and principles needed 
for supporting nature-enhancing decisions. With 
beef production specifically, it’s easy to focus on the 
carbon emissions rather than the regenerative, biodi-
versity- and soil-health enhancing aspects of respon-
sible cattle grazing and adaptive management. 

We have to find ways to weave in regionalized, 
commodity-specific approaches. Some of the con-
siderations around responsible beef production, for 
instance, are going to look different in Ireland than 
they do in Australia or Brazil or the US. At mini-
mum, it would be great if we can work toward more 
explicit acknowledgment that nature and food are 
key parts of our global climate agenda. It’s impor-
tant, as we look at metrics and frameworks, to talk 
to companies and brands about how they’re actu-
ally managing this in practice and driving action at 
scale. Because any single framework, methodology 
or metric isn’t going to be enough. 

With the extent of forest being lost, the numbers 
of species facing extinction, the outlook is deeply 
alarming. Are you at all hopeful?
It’s very alarming. Just pick up the latest issue of 
Nature or Science and you’ll find plenty that’s deeply 
worrying. I recognize the challenge that we have; I’ve 
been in this line of work for a long time. We could 
get bogged down discussing the challenges forever. 
But we have to put our energy toward driving action. 
We have to ask: “How can we take responsibility col-
lectively as a private sector, as individual companies, 
as individuals, for the ecosystems that we depend on 
and communities that depend on those ecosystems?”

I’m encouraged by the energy around the con-
versation right now. We have the world’s attention. 
I try to be hopeful and optimistic because I feel we 
have to; we don’t have a choice. We’ve got to work 
together to change the status quo, and we can. u
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