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ABSTRACT
In the Anthropocene, practicing diplomacy with a renewed
emphasis on strategy is critical. However, the implications of the
planet’s new geological reality – of which climate change is the
primary indicator – have not been internalised into policy and
practice thus far at both the domestic and international levels.
Brazil is no exception. In this article, the strategic diplomacy
framework is applied to the Brazilian case as a policy proposal
and diagnostic tool to (a) identify the country’s strategic climate
interest, (b) propose a diplomatic strategy capable of addressing
the gravity of the climate crisis, and (c) analyse the factors
blocking the development of a national agenda and policy
consistent with a climate security scenario. Despite Brazil’s vast
natural capital, powerful interests in the agribusiness and energy
sectors, lack of vision among the ruling elites, and a poorly
educated population in a society still marked by high levels of
poverty and income inequality have precluded the country from
developing a leading role in the global climate arena.
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Introduction

The major features of anthropogenic climate change as a global, fluid, long-term, and
highly complex phenomenon that defies conventional political paradigms are well sub-
stantiated in literature (Gupta, 2016; Keohane & Victor, 2011; Steffen, 2011), as it is its inte-
gral relationship to the framework of the Anthropocene (Biermann et al., 2012; Dalby,
2014; Pereira & Viola, 2018; Steffen et al., 2015) – an unstable, uncertain, and dangerous
new geological epoch in which humanity has become the predominant agent of environ-
mental change on a planetary scale (Crutzen & Stoermer, 2000). Anthropogenic climate
change is ‘strong evidence that humanity can overwhelm important (…) processes that
modulate the functioning of the Earth system’ (Steffen et al., 2011, p. 740); global environ-
mental changes such as climate change ‘are perturbations of the stable Holocene state of
the Earth System’ (Id., p. 755), pushing the planet further into the Anthropocene.

Under the Earth’s new geological and climate conditions, practising diplomacy with a
renewed emphasis on strategy is crucial. In the planetary climate crisis of the
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Anthropocene, Strategic Diplomacy (SD) – i.e. ‘diplomacy undertaken with purposeful
strategic rationale, with a long-term focus on shaping the complex international
system that nation-states must operate in’ (Goh & Prantl, 2017, p. 2) and effectively
‘navigat[ing] the fog of uncertainty in a world filled with ‘unknown unknowns’’ (Prantl
& Goh, 2016) has, as shall be seen in this article, a significant role to play. However, the
implications of the planet’s new geological and climate reality have not been internalised
into policy and practice thus far, at either domestic or international levels. Brazil is no
exception, even though it is the world’s seventh largest greenhouse gas (GHG) emitter
(Olivier & Peters, 2018) and a key player with regards to the stabilisation of the Earth
system, holding the planet’s most important forest carbon stock, the largest biodiversity
and reserve of agricultural land, and the third largest reserve of fresh water (Viola & Fran-
chini, 2018).

In this article – part of the special section ‘Strategic Diplomacy in a Changing World
Order: The Curious Case of South America’ – the SD analytical framework is applied to
the Brazilian case as both a diagnostic and policy proposal tool. As a diagnostic framework,
SD identifies (a) what actors and factors should be prioritised when dealing with complex
policy issues, ‘shifting analysis and policy planning from the traditional focus on what con-
stitutes ‘the national interest’ (Raison d’État) to a new emphasis on how to strategize hyper-
connected socio-ecological systems (Raison de Système)’ (Prantl, 2021), and (b) what the
final goal of a strategic diplomatic approach in a given policy area should be. As a policy
framework, SD’s ultimate aim is to design and implement the best strategy to maximise
policy space and influence the system towards achieving the strategic objective defined,
engaging deeper with Raison de Système. The potential role of SD in the context of the pla-
netary climate crisis of the Anthropocene is first addressed in this article to identify the stra-
tegic interest and objective of Brazil as well as the actors and factors that should be
prioritised, and present a set of possible pathways for the country’s diplomats to shape
the global governance of climate change, with an emphasis on Raison de Système.
Second, considering that the framework’s analytical lens ‘explicitly recognises that the
boundaries between domestic and international politics are inherently porous’ (Prantl,
2021), SD’s limits are examined by tracing Brazilian climate policy from the negotiations
that led to the adoption of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC), in 1992, to 2019, evidencing Brazil’s lack of strategic thinking and behav-
iour in the climate change issue-area, as well as domestic factors hindering SD and external
factors impacting the country’s thinking, goals, and diplomatic stance. Here, SD is once
more used as a diagnostic framework to identify key strategic factors and actors. The
article concludes by contrasting the strategy proposed in the first section with the analysis
made in the second to highlight the abyss between Brazilian climate policy and the possi-
bility of building any strategic diplomatic strategy to address the planetary climate crisis of
the Anthropocene in the near future. It is demonstrated that Brazil has neither strategized
nor internalised Raison de Système into policy and practice thus far.

The analysis of Brazilian climate policy is based on the authors’ previous extensive
research on the topic as well as on a comprehensive and systematic search and examin-
ation of governmental publications and data; legislation; public speeches and declara-
tions by presidents and ministers; studies conducted by national and international
scientific institutions, consortiums, and organisations; public opinion surveys; and news
reports (analysed for facts) published in credible national and international newspapers
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and magazines. A small number of interviews with national environmental NGOmembers
and public officials were also conducted.

SD for addressing the planetary climate crisis of the Anthropocene: what
role for Brazil?

The planetary climate crisis of the Anthropocene brings with it the need for long-term,
effective domestic and foreign strategies that are capable of dealing with the complexity
and uncertainty of the Earth and social systems, and the multiple interactions between
the two, i.e. Raison de Système. As argued by Keys et al. (2019, p. 667),

the potential consequences of cross-scale systemic environmental risks with global effects are
increasing. (…) current descriptions of globally interconnected systemic risk poorly capture
the role of human-environmental interactions. This creates a bias towards solutions that
ignore the new realities of the Anthropocene.

As the environment is no longer stable, rethinking traditional policymaking core beliefs
and strategies is a critical step in ensuring climate security. First, the risk of crossing
thresholds that trigger sudden, non-linear, and irreversible environmental changes
capable of destabilising the entire international system is real (Rocha et al., 2018) and
should be given priority. In fact, the core planetary boundary for climate change might
have already been crossed – the planet may be closer to a potentially dangerous or
even catastrophic level of climate change (Henley & King, 2017; Steffen et al., 2015,
2018). As noted by Mabey et al. (2011, p. 79),

decision makers are used to thinking in terms of low-probability but high impact events, and
those that are high-probability but low impact. However, the clear existence of climate
system tipping points means that – unless global emissions are dramatically reduced –
high impact events will have high probability. This unfamiliar scenario often seems hard
for decision makers to absorb.

Second, threats to security are no longer restricted to outside agents – the climate crisis is
the result of dominant production and consumption patterns. Accordingly, instead of pro-
viding security for something ‘out there’, policymakers must focus on transforming the
human development paradigm (Dalby, 2017).

Third, since climate change is not a structured, short-term, direct cause and effect
problem, simple solutions that produce immediate effects will prove unsuccessful. A
proactive approach that anticipates multiple potential threats and the implementation
of iterative, flexible policies that are able to address possible unexpected effects and/or
changes emerging during their implementation is an essential condition for navigating
uncertainty (Pereira & Viola, 2018; Underdal, 2010). In short, policies must be innovative
and adaptive.

Fourth, responding to the challenges created by a changing planet and climate
demands a move to a broader national interest interconnected with the interests of
humanity and the Earth as a whole. Such an exercise would be the result of a rational cal-
culation of long-term benefits in favour of oneself (Viola & Basso, 2016).

As a phenomenon that knows no borders and cannot be solved individually, anthro-
pogenic climate change requires systemic reforms to the global order. In the face of
the planetary climate crisis of the Anthropocene, one key goal of SD should thus be to

CONTEMPORARY POLITICS 3



shape the international system towards a political, economic, and social order that favours
low carbon development and mitigates anthropogenic interference with the Earth system
at a level that prevents dangerous or catastrophic changes in global environment, thus
ensuring climate security. To be successful, any diplomatic response to the crisis must
consider the four basic points mentioned above. The framing and pursuit of such a strat-
egy at the global scale would be particularly relevant for Brazil, a country which is highly
vulnerable to climate change (Nobre et al., 2019). In other words, Brazil would greatly
benefit from employing a diplomatic strategy designed to promote a shift from Raison
d’État to Raison de Système in global governance.

The Brazilian economy is founded on activities that depend to a great extent on
environmental goods. Agribusiness, the country’s main exporting sector, directly
depends on weather conditions and availability of water resources. Unless these are pre-
served, activities will be severely affected. In addition, and in spite of Brazil’s strong foun-
dations for low carbon development through the elimination of Amazonian deforestation
and the promotion of low carbon agriculture and renewable wind and solar energy, the
country lags behind its peers in the fields of innovation and technology (Cavalcante, 2018;
Rapini et al., 2017). Brazil is poorly positioned in relation to the main trends of the global
economy – global production chains, the Fourth Industrial Revolution, the accelerated
expansion of solar energy/smart grids/batteries, and the interconnection between
advanced services and manufacturing (Viola & Franchini, 2018; Fundação FHC, 2018) –
which means that, in the short- to mid-term at a minimum, the country will remain depen-
dent on commodity exports.

Within this context, the endpoint of Brazilian SD – if it was to be deployed – should be
to contribute to mitigating global climate change and ensuring climate security, and to
creating the conditions for building a low carbon economy in the country. Brazil’s inter-
national standing should be guided by the urgency of preserving the climate and ecologi-
cal conditions that enable life on the planet to thrive.

To influence the system, Brazil could:

− Ally itself to the most reformist parties within the climate change regime (e.g. the Alli-
ance of Small Island States, the European Union, and Costa Rica) as well as pressuring
for an immediate and ambitious revision of the nationally determined contributions
(NDCs) made under the Paris Climate Agreement, and for the establishment of solid,
objective, and independent mechanisms to measure, report, and precisely verify the
parties’ performance towards achievement of their NDCs;

− Stimulate the debate on planetary boundaries in general1 and climate change in par-
ticular beyond the UNFCCC (especially within the World Trade Organization, the
World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, the United Nations Security Council,
the World Health Organization, the G-20, the BRICS New Development Bank, Merco-
sur, and the Organization of American States), drawing attention to the intrinsic
relationship between economy, security, health, and environmental degradation/
climate change as well as to the need for a new economic and trade paradigm
driven by sustainability concerns (starting, for example, by imposing tariffs that
reflect the environmental costs of goods and services);

− Promote the formation of an international consortium gathering the most important
climate science communities (the USA, the European Union, Canada, Japan, China,
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India, Russia, Brazil, and Mexico) for advanced cooperative research on (a) low carbon
technologies, (b) how to communicate the complex, long-term, and uncertain risks of
the Anthropocene to the global elites and mass public, and (c) innovative and adap-
tive policies that are capable of responding to the challenges presented by a chan-
ging planet;

− Foster South American regional integration at economic, commercial, financial and
supply chain levels according to low carbon and environmental sustainability
patterns;

− Work towards real global recognition of the Amazon rainforest as a key element in the
Earth’s climate system and a global asset for averting dangerous or catastrophic
climate change whose resilience is at risk (see Pereira & Viola, 2022). Additionally,
aim to prevent global warming from reaching a level that severely compromises
the forest’s ecological functions, and to attract international investments to
develop a new development paradigm in the region – one that combines the revolu-
tionary physical, digital, and biological technologies of the Fourth Industrial Revolu-
tion with the knowledge of indigenous peoples and rural populations, and recognises
and respects the intrinsic value of the Amazonian biome (see Nobre & Nobre, 2019);

− Promote the regional integration of the Amazon through the Amazon Cooperation
Treaty Organization (ACTO) – an institution that currently plays a very marginal
role in its members’ foreign policy agenda (see Pereira & Viola, 2020) – as a means
to (a) overcome the direct challenges facing forest conservation in the region
(weak law enforcement, organised crime, and limited financial resources), (b) create
favourable conditions for investments and sustainable forest projects, and (c)
increase the influence of the Amazonian countries in global environmental and
climate governance;

− Become an active member within the Convention on Biological Diversity, ratify the
Nagoya Protocol, and pressure for close articulation between the climate and biodi-
versity regimes, as climate change is one of the main drivers of biodiversity loss and
the loss of primary forests exacerbates climate change.

As shall be seen, for the reasons that are examined below, Brazil has followed a very
different strategy over the past three decades, and the election of Jair Bolsonaro in late
2018 has stalled any possibility of deploying SD to promote climate security at the
global scale.

Brazilian domestic and foreign climate policy (1992–2019)

In the core area of climate change, deforestation, agriculture, and energy are key strategic
issues for Brazil.

The evolution of the land use, land-use change, and forestry (LULUCF) sector, particu-
larly in the Amazon, is pivotal to the understanding of the political economy of climate
change in the country for two reasons. First, it has accounted for approximately 75% to
25% of Brazilian total GHG emissions since 1992 (with major variations in different
periods); second, as shall be seen, it has profoundly influenced Brazilian domestic and
foreign climate policies.
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Agriculture is another critical area contributing to the trajectory of the country’s GHG
emissions – over the past two and a half decades, Brazil has become an agribusiness
powerhouse and the sector directly impacts deforestation activities in the Amazon and
Cerrado ecosystems.

In the energy sector, the country has one important singularity when compared with
other major emerging economies: the high share of renewables in the energy matrix. In
2018, renewable energy sources accounted for nearly 45% of the country’s primary
energy supply, with biomass from sugar cane (17.4%) and hydropower (12.6%) represent-
ing the biggest shares of that percentage. In the electricitymatrix in particular, hydropower
was the major source, accounting for almost 67% of the total (EPE, 2019). This renewable
path did not, however, result originally from any environmental or climate considerations.
The construction of hydroelectric power plants was promoted by themilitary regime in the
early 1970s as a means of deepening the government’s control over the Amazon’s per-
meable borders and enhancing energy security in a context of fossil fuel scarcity. This
was also the case regarding ethanol, the country’s other major clean energy asset.

In the following pages, Brazilian forest, agriculture, energy, and foreign climate policies
between 1992 and 2019 are addressed. Four distinct periods are identified:

− 1992–2004, a period marked by (a) irrationally high levels of deforestation (especially in
the Amazon), (b) the expansion of agribusiness activities at the expense of forest pres-
ervation and land conservation imperatives, (c) significant carbonisation of the
energy matrix, and (d) a number of relevant foreign policy initiatives within the
UNFCCC, in spite of climate inaction at the domestic level;

− 2005–2010, when (a) public and political attention to nature conservation and climate
change mitigation issues, and the power of pro-environmental forces in Brazil grew as
a result of stable economic and political conditions, (b) deforestation rates decreased
dramatically, (c) agribusiness activities incorporated forest preservation and land con-
servation considerations, and (d) the country’s foreign policy displayed a more coop-
erative stance in international climate negotiations despite ambiguous trends in the
energy sector, having presented Brazil’s first voluntary emissions reduction
commitment;

− 2011–2018, a period characterised by (a) deteriorating economic conditions, (b) increas-
ing political and social instability, (c) the rise of anti-environmentalist forces (particu-
larly in the agribusiness sector), (d) public and political environmental neglect, (e) the
comeback of deforestation, (f) continued ambiguous trends in the energy sector, and
(g) the decline of Brazil’s foreign policy activism in global climate governance;

− 2019, a year that witnessed an abrupt shift in Brazilian environmental and climate policy
at both domestic and international levels, marked by climate change scepticism and
an explicit rejection of environmental sustainability imperatives.

Climate inaction (1992–2004)

Between 1992 and 2004, Brazil’s total GHG emissions increased by 80%, including LULUCF,
and by 40%, excluding LULUCF.2 This period was marked by extremely high levels of
deforestation, particularly in the Amazon, where forest loss reached an annual average
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rate of 19 200 km2.3 Emissions from LULUCF doubled; in 2004, LULUCF accounted for
approximately 75% of total Brazilian emissions. In the agriculture and energy sectors,
emissions grew by 28% and 52% respectively. No climate change mitigation policies or
measures were implemented during this period.

The very high and rising emissions from the LULUCF sector were the result of powerful
economic interests in the logging and agribusiness sectors, short-term economic devel-
opment considerations, high levels of rural poverty, and weak law enforcement.

First, the growing demand for timber in the 1990s and the 2000s for international and
domestic markets respectively encouraged the inefficient and predatory activity of the
logging industry. In the agriculture sector, the market reforms of President Fernando Hen-
rique Cardoso (1995–2003) paved the way for the expansion of agribusiness,4 whose
activities resulted in high rates of forest loss in the Amazon and Cerrado regions (Margulis,
2003). Both sectors firmly resisted a reform to the Forest Code by the Cardoso adminis-
tration, which aimed to raise the protected area of land on private properties in the
Amazon from 50% to 80%. This was sent to Congress in the form of an executive order
in 1996, after a dramatic peak in Amazonian deforestation rates in the previous year,
but the reform would only be approved in congress in 2002. The law was virtually not
enforced until 2005 (Stickler et al., 2013).

Second, the pressure for land and resources was further aggravated by illegal logging
and forest conversion activities by a poor, growing rural population. Third, as a conse-
quence of the expansion of organised crime cartels from Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo,
growing local corruption, and the intensification of the civil war in Colombia, the
Amazon became an area of transit for narco-trafficking and other forms of transnational
illicit activities (weapons trafficking, illegal goldmining, and money laundry) that
impacted negatively on deforestation (Viola et al., 2013).

In the energy sector, the decline of investment in hydroelectricity projects – a conse-
quence of the deep fiscal crisis that the country had been experiencing since the early
1980s – in a context of growing energy demand, translated into the expansion of fossil
fuel thermoelectric power plants. Additionally, the ethanol sector – which had provided
a substitute for petroleum derivatives, mainly gasoline, since the oil shocks of the
1970s – suffered a severe crisis which was triggered by a dramatic supply shortage in
the late 1980s, and exacerbated by the fall in oil prices. The growth of the car fleet and
the dramatic decrease in the production of ethanol-engine cars resulted in the expansion
of oil derivative consumption. Consequently, the Brazilian energy matrix experienced sig-
nificant carbonisation (Viola, 2002).

This was, however, a period of medium to high visibility for Brazilian foreign policy in
international climate negotiations. In 1992, the country hosted the United Nations Con-
ference on Environment and Development (UNCED) and facilitated agreements. Brazil’s
cooperative, globalist position – in sharp contrast with the past – was encouraged by Pre-
sident Fernando Collor de Mello (1990–1992), who perceived the event as an opportunity
to project himself and his government internationally, and to gain the support of the
public in Western democracies, an essential condition for attracting foreign funding
and investment to pursue his market-friendly economic agenda. In the months preceding
the conference, the ministry of foreign affairs, which had historically seen the inter-
national environmental agenda as a threat to national economic growth and sovereignty
over territory and natural resources (particularly regarding the Amazon), and to whom the

CONTEMPORARY POLITICS 7



G77 should be a policy priority, was partially defeated by the reformist forces of Collor de
Mello’s government (Viola, 2002). The former’s vision would nevertheless prevail during
the negotiations for the Kyoto Protocol (1996–2001).

Although President Cardoso consolidated President Collor de Mello’s foreign policy
shift toward the deepening and reinforcement of Brazilian relations with the developed
world, in the environmental governance arena the country continued to pursue a leader-
ship role within the G77+China group. Accordingly, based on a radical interpretation of
the CBDRRC principle, the country’s diplomacy consistently opposed discussing climate
change outside the UNFCCC and the possibility of any mitigation commitment, even if
voluntary, by the developing world, stressing not only the historical responsibility of
developed states in creating the problem, but also sovereignty and the right to develop-
ment (Johnson, 2001). In particular, considering the very high emissions coming from
unrestrained deforestation in the country, Brazil strongly rejected the inclusion of forest
management – especially avoided deforestation – in the protocol’s regulatory instru-
ments, to avert any international interference in the Amazon or questioning of the econ-
omic use of the forest (Vieira, 2013).

Despite its extremely low level of climate commitment, Brazil had a relevant role during
the Kyoto Protocol negotiation process. In 1997, the country worked in close collaboration
with the US and presented what would become one of the major innovations of the pro-
tocol: the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) – an adaptation of an earlier Brazilian
proposal – which allowed developed countries to meet part of their emissions reduction
obligations by financing climate change mitigation projects in the developing world (La
Rovere et al., 2002). In addition, after the US withdrawal of the Kyoto Protocol in 2001,
Brazil exercised its historical leadership role within the G77+China group to support
the European Union in guaranteeing the signing of the protocol by the emergent
countries (Viola et al., 2013), who only participated in the agreement because it did not
require them to reduce emissions.

Climate activism (2005–2010)

Between 2004 and 2010, Amazonian deforestation rates in Brazil declined by nearly 75%,
from 28 000 km2 to 7 000 km2.5 As a result, the country’s total net GHG emissions fell by
nearly 47%; nevertheless, when excluding LULUCF, Brazil’s emissions grew by 13%.6 In
2010, LULUCF accounted for approximately 50% of total Brazilian emissions. In the agri-
culture and energy sectors, emissions grew by 4% and 22% respectively.

Deforestation control and significant climate policy developments, particularly
between late 2008 and 2010, made Brazil a constructive leader among the developing
countries. The government established the country’s first National Plan for Climate
Change in 2008, sanctioned a national climate law in 2009, and regulated five sectoral
mitigation plans in 2010. At the international level, Brazil moderated its rigid interpret-
ation of the CBDRRC principle and abandoned its long-standing defensive position
regarding forest conservation within the UNFCCC mechanisms.

A significant improvement of economic conditions and social achievements as well as
wide public support for the government marked most of this period, allowing both pol-
itical and public attention on sustainability issues to grow in Brazil (Pereira & Viola, 2020).
Meanwhile, at the international level, awareness of the threats posed by climate change
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was increasing. In this favourable context, Marina Silva, a renowned Brazilian environmen-
talist and minister of the environment for President Lula da Silva’s administrations (2003–
2011) between 2003 and 2008, mobilised a vast coalition against forest devastation.
Silva’s work was continued by her successor, Carlos Minc (2008–2010), another leading
environmentalist. Their vigorous action resulted in a profound shift in Brazilian Amazo-
nian politics and policies: strengthened law enforcement, improved institutional capacity,
new national parks and conservation units, and enhanced cooperation between the
federal and Amazonian state governments (Hochstetler, 2017). In addition, during the
same period, under pressure from domestic and international environmental NGOs –
whose action was critical in promoting public awareness of the irrational situation of
deforestation in the Amazon – and retailers, the Brazilian government and several stake-
holders signed a successful soy moratorium opposing the consumption of soy beans pro-
duced in deforested areas (Girardi, 2016).

Since both public opinion and market forces such as international retailers strongly
opposed production with high levels of deforestation, the agribusiness sector partially
assimilated the new rules. During this period, agricultural output in the country grew stea-
dily, while the area reserved to the activity remained relatively stable (Viola & Franchini,
2018).

In the energy sector, however, this period was marked by ambiguous trends: the
resumption of hydroelectricity projects; the initial development of the wind energy indus-
try; and the encouragement of ethanol production on the one hand, and the expansion of
the oil industry, growing fossil fuel consumption, and the carbonisation of the electricity
matrix on the other hand.

The low-carbon nature of hydroelectricity and the relatively low cost of hydroelectric
energy explain the decision to reinvest in new hydroelectricity projects in the country.
Nevertheless, this move was heavily resisted by large segments of the environmental
movement, as the construction of large reservoirs would affect the ecological dynamics
of ecosystems and dislocate indigenous populations (Tundisi et al., 2014; Vieira & Dal-
gaard, 2013). The government was thus pressed to opt for run-of-the-river hydroelectric
power plants with presumably lower environmental impacts, whose electric production
was dependent on the river’s run-off flow. Since most of the remaining hydroelectric Bra-
zilian potential lies in the Amazon, a region which has high rainfall variability and severe
vulnerability to droughts, fossil fuel thermoelectric power plants were applied to compen-
sate for the intermittent energy generation capacity of the new plants’ small water reser-
voirs (Pereira, 2019).

Regarding wind energy, and notwithstanding the absence of state subsidies, from 2008
onwards projects began to be competitive in public energy auctions (Viola & Franchini,
2018).

In the ethanol sector, production increased exponentially as a result of the expansion
of the country’s car fleet, the development of flexible-fuel vehicle technology – allowing
consumers to alternate between fossil fuel and ethanol – and high international oil prices
(Pereira, 2019). Biofuels became an integral part of Brazil’s international insertion strategy.
In 2006, aiming to develop a global market for Brazilian biofuels, President Lula da Silva
launched the ‘ethanol diplomacy’, which involved exporting the country’s know-how to
several countries, particularly in Africa (Afionis et al., 2016). Nevertheless, this strategy
started to fade in 2007, after the discovery of the pre-salt offshore oil reserves. President
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Lula’s discourse then rapidly shifted from the defence of ethanol to the promotion of an
international image of Brazil as a future major oil producer and exporter. Public invest-
ment in the oil industry increased (Vieira & Dalgaard, 2013). In addition, in the aftermath
of the financial crisis, oil prices were used as a heterodox policy tool by the Lula admin-
istration to artificially maintain high economic growth rates. Substantial government price
subsidies stimulated gasoline consumption during this period and reduced the competi-
tiveness of ethanol (Viola & Franchini, 2018).

Accordingly, and despite the substantial decline in GHG emissions, Brazil did not
experience a low-carbon revolution; it simply controlled illegal deforestation, whose
levels were excessively high for a modern consolidated democracy. However, deforesta-
tion control played a pivotal role in the wave of climate activism that marked this period.

As deforestation rates declined, the Amazon state governors saw the UNFCCC REDD+7

programme as an opportunity to access international climate financing, and pressured
the Brazilian delegation to the 2009 Copenhagen COP – a meeting for which there
were high expectations of achieving a new climate deal – to accept the inclusion of
REDD+ into the market mechanisms of the Kyoto Protocol. Moreover, as a reaction to
the passing of the Waxman-Markey bill in the US House of Representatives in June
2009 – which included tariffs on imports from countries that do not impose their own
carbon taxes – powerful corporations exporting to the American market and/or other
markets in the West demanded that Brazil committed to a voluntary mitigation target
and supported the REDD+ mechanism with carbon offsets for developed countries.
These events, alongside (a) the growing influence of the ministry of environment
(MMA) over the core of the federal government; (b) the fact that the Amazon was no
longer a burden but an asset for Brazilian negotiators, and that deforestation control
had become an important source of soft power for the country with very low economic
and political costs; and (c) the candidacy of Marina Silva to the 2010 presidential elections,
which brought the environmental and climate change agenda into the spotlight during
campaign discussions, resulted in significant domestic climate policy developments,
support for the REED+ mechanism, and the country’s first voluntary emissions reduction
commitment (36–39% from business as usual by 2020), submitted to the UNFCCC in
January 2010. Brazil presented itself as a climate leader and a global role model for miti-
gation governance, although it continued to advocate the irreducible right to develop-
ment over environmental considerations. At the Copenhagen COP, in alliance with its
traditional partners in international climate negotiations – China, India, and South
Africa – the country resisted a legally binding agreement containing mandatory mitiga-
tion targets for the developing world (Hochstetler & Milkoreit, 2014; Hochstetler &
Viola, 2012).

Climate negligence (2011–2018)

Between 2011 and 2017, Brazil’s total net GHG emissions remained roughly the same;
excluding LULUCF, they increased by 6%.8 Amazonian deforestation rates continued to
fall until 2012, when forest loss reached an all-time low of approximately 4 500 km2;
however, the average annual deforestation rates in the region increased by 25% during
the 2013–2015 period and by 63% between 2016 and 2018.9 Between 2011 and 2017,
emissions grew by 2% and 11% in the agriculture and energy sectors respectively.
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Meanwhile, domestic climate policy stagnated and regressed while, at the international
level, Brazilian climate activism declined. This period culminated with the election of
right-wing conservative candidate Jair Bolsonaro to the country’s presidency, a figure
manifestly hostile to environmental policy.

Sustainability issues played a peripheral role in the federal political agenda during this
period. Short-term economic growth was the main political priority of Lula da Silva’s suc-
cessor, President Dilma Rousseff (2011–2016), who appointed Izabella Teixeira, a compe-
tent technocrat with no history of environmental militancy, as minister of the
environment.

In 2011, the MMA supported a reform to the country’s Forest Code. Promoted by the
agribusiness coalition (the ‘ruralists’) – whose number of deputies accounted for 28% of
the representatives in the national congress, 7% more than in the 2007–2010 legislature –
it largely reduced environmental protections. Consequently, the coalition of NGOs that
had supported the Workers’ Party (PT) since 2003 became an opposition force. The organ-
isational robustness and political power of the ruralists over both the legislative and
executive branches of government became evident. The agribusiness sector, accounting
for approximately 50% of Brazilian exports and thus playing a critical role in the country’s
trade balance, would further increase its political strength over the next few years – the
support of the ruralists would become pivotal in passing legislation, which would allow
them to lead a hostile policy against environmental legislation. The approval of the
new Forest Code demonstrated that a significant part of the agribusiness coalition had
not assimilated the new status quo of controlling deforestation in the Amazon
(Authors). Moreover, following the failure of the Waxman-Markey bill to pass in the US
Senate and the Democratic defeat in the 2010 mid-term elections – significantly reducing
any possibility of passing climate legislation in the country – the business sector in Brazil
abandoned the activist role it had played in the previous period (Hochstetler & Viola,
2012).

Additionally, in sharp contrast with the former years, most of this period was marked by
economic and political turmoil. As a result, public and political attention on environ-
mental issues decreased dramatically in Brazil. Campaign discussions for the 2014
general elections were dominated by issues such as economic growth, inflation control,
public spending, unemployment, and corruption (Pereira, 2019). Facing a declining econ-
omic performance, a wave of public demonstrations, and a massive corruption scandal
(‘Operation Car Wash’) nearly costing her her re-election, President Rousseff appointed
Kátia Abreu, the president of the Brazilian Confederation of Agriculture and leader of
the agribusiness caucus in the national congress, as minister of agriculture in 2015
(Kröger, 2017). During both Rousseff administrations, protected forest areas were
reduced and environmental federal agencies weakened (ISA et al., 2012). The decline in
forest protection policies – particularly the amnesty granted in the new Forest Code to
those previously involved in illegal deforestation activities (Castelo, 2015) – encouraged
organised criminal groups and vulnerable forest populations hit by fast-growing unem-
ployment to engage in forest conversion activities (Davies, 2015).

In 2016, facing a severe economic recession, substantial evidence of the systemic cor-
ruption exercised within her party, and charges of fiddling government accounts, Presi-
dent Rousseff lost control of her coalition and was impeached. Michel Temer, Rousseff’s
vice-president, assumed the country’s presidency in August. During his tenure in office
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(2016–2019), emissions from the LULUCF sector increased. Supported by the agribusiness
caucus, and facing presidential approval rates below 10%, accusations of corruption, and
two impeachment votes, Temer signed a set of laws, decrees, and provisional acts that
severely affected the Amazon (Pereira & Viola, 2020), and released large sums of pork-
barrel allocations to several federal ruralist deputies (Fearnside, 2018). Unsurprisingly,
more than 50% of the votes that defeated the impeachment motions against Temer
came from the Agribusiness Parliamentary Front.10 The situation was further aggravated
by severe budget cuts in the MMA –which critically affected the work of the Brazilian Insti-
tute of Environment and Renewable Natural Resources (IBAMA) and the Chico Mendes
Institute for Biodiversity Conservation (ICMBio), pivotal environmental federal agencies
working in the Amazon – as part of the new president’s strategy to reduce the country’s
fiscal deficit (Observatório do Clima, 2017a). In this context, deforestation control, the only
actual success of Brazilian climate performance, which supported the entire structure of
the country’s pledges and mitigation policies, suffered a severe setback.

Despite the anti-environmentalist movements in politics, on the ground, the agricul-
ture sector continued to increase productivity and emissions efficiency, and incorporate
the most recent technological improvements (Viola & Franchini, 2018).

In the energy sector, problems and delays in the construction of new hydroelectricity
power plants, the ethanol crisis in 2011–2012, and the continued growth in fossil fuel pro-
duction and expansion exacerbated the country’s emissions. Conversely, the wind indus-
try consolidated itself during this period (Hochstetler & Kostka, 2015), although
production was below the sector’s potential (FGV Energia & Konrad Adenauer Stiftung,
2016).

Heavy resistance by socio-environmental NGOs and indigenous communities to the
construction of new dams in the Amazon (Campos, 2015); reasonable suspicions of vio-
lated environmental regulations and local communities’ rights as well as of corrupt prac-
tices (ISA, 2013; Scherer, 2016); and limited budgets as a result of the economic crisis
delayed the most important hydroelectricity projects. Consequently, fossil fuel thermal
energy generation capacity continued to increase. In the ethanol sector, production
suffered severely from the government favouring the oil industry and the federal subsidis-
ing of gasoline prices (Santos, 2016). However, the reduction and removal of those sub-
sidies over the following years as a result of the country’s deteriorating fiscal situation had
a positive effect on the ethanol sector. Additionally, the signing of a law in 2017, establish-
ing RenovaBio, a new national biofuels policy aiming to expand production so that
ethanol, biodiesel, and other biofuels account for 18% of the country’s energy matrix
by 2030 (Pereira, 2019) – as stated in the Brazilian NDC under the Paris Climate Agreement
(Federative Republic of Brazil, 2015) – has opened new perspectives for the sector. The
minister of agriculture for Temer’s administration, Blairo Maggi, a powerful business
man and owner of one of Brazil’s largest companies in the soy segment, was committed
to making policy friendlier for business in the sector, and reviving biofuel production and
export.

Internationally, Brazilian negotiators argued that the country had already exceeded its
mitigation obligations because of the sharp decline in emissions in the previous period
and the high share of renewables in its energy matrix (Federative Republic of Brazil,
2015). The more nationalistic standing of Rousseff’s foreign policy and the marginal
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role that the environmental agenda played in public and political discussions allowed the
conservative vision of the ministry of foreign affairs to prevail (Viola & Franchini, 2018).

As a result of pressure from its developed peers during negotiations leading to the
Paris Climate Agreement, Brazil – aiming to maintain differentiation on the table and to
exempt the emerging powers from assuming enhanced mitigation obligations while por-
traying itself as an active player within the climate change regime – advanced the idea of
‘concentric circles’, a corollary to the CBDRRC principle (Albuquerque, 2019). The proposal,
presented at the Lima COP in 2014, influenced subsequent negotiations. It divided
countries into three circles: in the centre were the wealthy economies, which would
commit to economy-wide absolute GHG emissions reduction targets; in the middle
circle were the developing countries, with fewer obligations (e.g. economy-wide intensity
targets or economy-wide business-as-usual deviations); in the outer circle were the
poorest economies, which would not have any obligations. Over time, according to
their CBDRRC, all countries would be expected to migrate to the inner circle. Although
celebrated as a ground-breaking proposal by Brazilian negotiators, it simply restated
the country’s foreign policy tradition of dividing the world into rich and poor countries.

Under the Paris Climate Agreement, Brazil has pledged to reduce its overall emissions
by 37% and 43% by 2025 and 2030 respectively, compared with 2005 levels. According to
the Brazilian government, the country’s NDC is remarkably impressive (Federative Repub-
lic of Brazil, 2015). However,

while nominal reduction targets appear to be challenging and ambitious at first glance, after
taking into account that the base year for the NDC targets (2005) was a year with particularly
high emissions, the real target represents very little effort beyond current ambition levels. (…)
the NDC effectively translates to a decrease of only 7% in emissions incl. LULUCF below 2012
levels by 2030 (CAT, 2019).

In 2016, at the Marrakesh COP, Brazil launched the ‘Biofuture Platform’, a strategy similar
to President Lula’s ‘ethanol diplomacy’ of the mid-2000s oriented towards the develop-
ment of a global market for biofuels. The platform was announced by the Temer admin-
istration’s minister of the environment, José Sarney Filho, a figure close to the
environmental movement (Viola & Franchini, 2018).

In 2017, at the Bonn COP, the country’s diplomacy played a constructive, facilitative
role in the negotiations for the ‘Paris rulebook’ – a deal on implementing the new
climate agreement – acting as a mediator between different positions. However, one
year later, at the Katowice COP, Brazil, influenced by former Petrobras engineer José
Miguez, blocked agreement on carbon market mechanisms (article 6), namely on the
rules to ensure that parties do not double count emissions reductions – that is, that no
country paying another to lower emissions would be allowed to count those lower emis-
sions towards its own emissions reduction targets. Miguez firmly advocated exempting
developing nations from rules to prevent double-counting. Consequently, the country
was highly criticised.11

Climate scepticism (2019-…)

The year 2019 inaugurated a new cycle in Brazilian environmental and climate policy –
one marked by scepticism about anthropogenic climate change and the need for
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integrating environmental considerations into policy formulation and planning. With an
explicit anti-environmentalist discourse and agenda, President Jair Bolsonaro and his gov-
ernment have been actively eroding the country’s environmental policies and inter-
national image. Despite having pursued an insufficient or negligent policy in this
domain, all Brazilian administrations of the past three decades recognised climate
change as an important issue and worked to build an environmentally-friendly image
of the country. The current administration, however, has abruptly abandoned the
foreign policy position of its predecessors – a shift first evidenced in November 2018
by the country’s decision to withdraw from hosting the UNFCCC’s COP25 – aligning
itself with the openly anti-environmentalist US President Donald Trump. This subsection
analyses the election of Bolsonaro and the first nine months of his government to shed
light on the reasons behind such shift.

The election of Bolsonaro was the result of four main factors: widespread desire for pol-
itical renewal; anti ‘PT-sentiment’; growing public security concerns; and conservative
social principles (namely against abortion, gay marriage, and drug legalisation, and for
the promotion of family values).12 The economic, political, and moral crisis hitting Brazil
since 2013 has delegitimised political parties, especially the PT. Within this context, Bol-
sonaro was able to create a narrative against the country’s political system, a discourse
that spoke directly to most voters’ main concerns – unemployment, corruption, substan-
dard public health care, and public criminality and violence13 – and saw him emerge as
the only candidate capable of defeating Fernando Haddad, PT’s presidential candidate.
In addition, by declaring the intention to appoint Paulo Guedes, a renowned market-
friendly economist, as minister of economy of his future government early in his cam-
paign, Bolsonaro attracted the vote of the country’s business and financial sectors (Braut-
zer, 2018), which feared a new PT government. Finally, Bolsonaro’s socially conservative
ideas earned him the support of almost 70% of Brazilian evangelicals,14 which account
for approximately 30% of the electorate.

The strategic core of Bolsonaro’s government is formed by (1) the market-friendly min-
istries of economy, agriculture, infrastructure, and mines and energy, headed respectively
by Paulo Guedes, Tereza Cristina (former leader of the Agribusiness Parliamentary Front),
engineer Tarcísio Freitas, and Admiral Bento Albuquerque, whose strategic vision for Bra-
zilian development (Costa, 2019) in several areas contradict environmental protection
imperatives; (2) the ministry of justice, led by former Operation Car Wash judge Sérgio
Moro, who defined the fight against corruption, organised crime, and violence as the min-
istry’s priority for the 2019–2022 period; (3) the nationalist-nativist ministries of environ-
ment, foreign affairs, and education, headed respectively by Ricardo Salles, a lawyer close
to the ruralists who was convicted for environmental fraud in December 2018, and ola-
vists15 Ernesto Araújo, an explicit climate change denier,16 and Abraham Weintraub;
and (4) the military-led ministries of the presidency’s institutional security office,
defence, and science and technology, whose ministers’ willingness to deepen the
state’s control over the Amazon threaten nature conservation. President Bolsonaro
himself and his three sons – federal deputy Eduardo, senator Flávio, and municipal repre-
sentative Carlos – are olavists, thus belonging to the nationalist-nativist group.

During the first nine months of its mandate, the Bolsonaro administration took several
measures and actions that revealed a clear intention to disrupt the country’s environ-
mental policy inscribed in the 1988 Brazilian Constitution. Among them, are
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− the extinction of the MMA’s Secretariat of Climate Change and Forestry (Moraes, 2019);
− severe cuts to the budget of the MMA;17

− the creation of a regulatory body with the power to revise or quash environmental fines,
thus neutralising IBAMA’s role in the process18 – the fact that the number of environ-
mental fines for deforestation fell by 34% between January and May compared with
the same period of 2018, reaching the lowest number of at least the past eleven years
(Observatório do Clima, 2019), is symptomatic of the governmental quest against
what the president and his minister of environment repeatedly call ‘the environ-
mental fines industry’ (Observatório do Clima, 2018);

− the restructuring of the National Environmental Council (Conama), which involved a
drastic reduction in the number of representatives of civil society;19

− the approval, and relaxation of control, of the use of several pesticides already banned
in the European Union (Phillips, 2019);

− the exoneration of the director of the INPE (the federal institute responsible for moni-
toring the Amazonian space by satellite to track deforestation) after public release of
deforestation data for the April-June period (Ribeiro, 2019) – which revealed a 25%
increase compared with the same period of the previous year – and the MMA’s sub-
sequent intention to contract a private company for monitoring deforestation in the
Amazon (Watanabe & Amaral, 2019); and

− the attempt by Salles to change the destination of the Amazon Fund – the main fund for
preventing, monitoring, and combating deforestation in the region – with the aim of
indemnifying land expropriation, an action that led to the fund’s suspension by its
donors, Norway and Germany (Borges, 2019).

The measures and actions mentioned above, alongside the administration’s aggressive
and radical discourse against indigenous peoples and their lands20 and environmental
protection considerations21 and permanent criticism of IBAMA’s inspectors,22 have
created a climate of impunity and encouraged illicit activities by land grabbers, petty
miners, and criminally organised loggers, thus contradicting Bolsonaro’s campaign
promise to fight criminal activity.

For minister Salles, Brazil’s environmental problem is urban (e.g. basic sanitation), not
rural; accordingly, the MMA’s current priority is the urban environment.23 The ministry’s
policy is supported by the Brazilian Rural Society (SRB, an association of rural producers)
– in May, after the release of a joint letter24 by eight former Brazilian ministers of the
environment, condemning the anti-environmentalist actions of the Bolsonaro adminis-
tration, the SRB defended the MMA’s environmental policy in a public note.25 The ruralists,
accounting for 53% of the Brazilian congress in 2019, are dominated by the most conser-
vative forces; the modern, reformist branches of the agribusiness sector, although con-
cerned about potential international boycotts to Brazilian agricultural products as a
result of the disastrous environmental policy of the Bolsonaro administration (Paraguassu,
2019), remain very limited.

Unsurprisingly, the number of deforestation alerts in the Amazon has increased dra-
matically – 90% in June, 278% in July, and 222% in August compared with the same
period in the previous year.26 In August, deforestation and forest degradation in the
Amazon increased by 63% and 675% respectively, compared with the same month of
the previous year.27
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TheAmazon, as thepoorest region in Brazil, needs urgent socio-economic development.
According to Salles and Bolsonaro, development is undermined by excessive environ-
mental protection restrictions.28 The government plans to build new infrastructure in
the region, namely dams, highways, and bridges (Monteiro & Borges, 2019), to legalise agri-
business leasing of indigenous lands,29 and to allowmining on these territories. In late Sep-
tember, the government was working on a proposal on the latter, a strategy that, if taken
forward, will not only increase the country’s revenues, but also strengthen governmental
control over those territories. Concerns that indigenous landsmight become independent
states or supranational territories under the aegis of the United Nations have long been a
reality in Brazil (Tigre, 2017), and territorial integrity anxieties (Dias, 2019) have increased,
especially within the military sector,30 after the devastating Amazon fires of August-Sep-
tember and the resulting international pressure on the country.31

The fires – which were reported and followed with interest around the world, raising
deep political and public concern – were the most visible result of the anti-environmen-
talist project of the new administration in 2019. The governmental response to the crisis –
accusing environmental NGOs of promoting the fires,32 denying the global importance of
the Amazon,33 questioning and refusing foreign aid,34 offending European countries,35

devaluing the seriousness of the situation,36 and repeatedly reaffirming Brazil’s sovereign
right to govern the region against ‘ideological’ environmental protection consider-
ations,37 the ‘abstract global interest’,38 and the ‘savage and unfair’ ‘international cam-
paign’ against the country39 – led to a global wave of indignation. The fires and, more
importantly, the government’s stance before the problem (the fires in the Bolivian and
Colombian Amazon were proportionally larger, but both governments acted very differ-
ently, admitting the gravity of the problem and asking for help) have damaged the inter-
national image of the country, undermining three decades of diplomatic efforts to paint a
picture of Brazil as an environmentally-concerned nation.

Despite the gravity of the situation, the Amazon fires have not mobilised significant
societal support for the conservation of the forest. In 2019, environmental protection
issues continued to be a marginal concern for most of the population. Popular discontent
with the country’s economic situation persisted – economic stagnation and very high
levels of unemployment kept diverting public attention away from sustainability issues.
In addition, anti-corruption investigations were stalled due to strong opposition from
both the political right and left; presidential accommodation of a bill40 intended to
punish the crime of abuse of authority in the country more severely have generated
resentment among those who voted for Bolsonaro because of his anti-corruption
agenda. Within this context, Sérgio Moro, one of the most important ministers of Bolso-
naro’s government when it was formed, has lost relevance.

There are twenty-eight parties represented in the country’s congress, and the new pre-
sident did not form a coalition – the ministers of Bolsonaro’s government have no party
affiliation –which means that his administration (especially ministers Guedes and Moro) is
limited in its capacity to pass legislation and, as a consequence, to address some of the
population’s main concerns. Moreover, and although international investors see opportu-
nities within Brazil, namely in the infrastructure sector, they also view the country as a risk
due to Bolsonaro’s erratic governance (Canzian, 2019), which further complicates Guedes’
action in the ministry of economy. In September 2019, Bolsonaro was the least popular
elected president in a first mandate in Brazil’s history, with a disapproval rate of 38%.41
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Under these circumstances, it seems likely that environmental issues will continue to be
overlooked by the public.

In the energy sector, the outlook is as negative as in the forest domain. Oil and gas
exploration are the government’s priority (Sant’Ana, 2019) – the strategy, also followed
by all oil corporations and many countries in the world, is to quickly explore Brazil’s
deep offshore reserves before shrinking global carbon budgets lower demand and
prices (Observatório do Clima, 2017b). In addition, the ethanol sector in Brazil and all
over the world is now confronting a major challenge. Following a recent announcement
by most car manufacturers of their decision to halt the production of internal combustion
engines by around 2030 and to switch to electric engines, thus drastically reducing any
prospects for the use of ethanol in the sector, the future of the ethanol industry does
not look as promising as some may have predicted.

At the end of 2019, the future remains uncertain about how far the Bolsonaro admin-
istration might advance in eroding Brazil’s environmental policy.

Conclusion

This article has presented the foundations for Brazil to construct an SD aligned with the
reality of the planetary climate crisis of the Anthropocene and analysed the country’s
erratic climate governance of the past three decades. It has identified the factors blocking
the development of a vision, agenda, and policy consistent with a climate security scen-
ario, and demonstrated the profound gap between the current Brazilian administration’s
discourse and practice and the action needed to mitigate the crisis and achieve the coun-
try’s (and the global) interest in the climate change domain. The perception of Brazilian
elites, particularly those in the economically powerful and politically influential agribusi-
ness and energy sectors, is that the country’s wealth lies not in its unique ecosystems, but
in food production and fossil fuel and mineral extraction. Additionally, Brazil’s diplomats
have always perceived the international environmental agenda as a threat to national
economic growth and sovereignty over territory and natural resources, and none of the
country’s presidents have in reality truly understood the strategic importance for Brazil
of the climate change issue. The MMA, when headed by the environmentalists Marina
Silva and Carlos Minc, had a strategic vision for Brazil’s foreign climate policy; taking
advantage of a national favourable context, both ministers were able to advance the
country’s environmental agenda. Nevertheless, following their departure from the minis-
try, and in a more difficult and turbulent political and socioeconomic context, the conser-
vative, developmentalist vision of Brazilian economic and political elites prevailed. One
cannot lose sight of the fact that Brazil has built itself as a country through deforestation
and the destructive use of natural resources – the country’s extractivist history has created
path dependencies and deeply shaped the mindset of Brazilian elites and the ruling class.
These factors, alongside a poorly educated population in a society still marked by high
levels of poverty and income inequality, have precluded the country from developing a
leading role in the global arena of decarbonisation, despite its vast natural capital.

From the negotiations of the Kyoto Protocol to 2018, Brazil allied itself to conservative
developing countries in the UNFCCC’s negotiations, advocating the right to development
over environmental protection considerations. In 2019, the country aligned itself with the
US and climate change sceptic Donald Trump, discarding environmental and climate
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change mitigation imperatives, adopting a highly nationalistic stance, and explicitly
rejecting the consideration of humanity’s general interests. Brazil has never joined the
most reformist parties within the regime to press for an ambitious treaty which is
capable of effectively addressing the problem.

For more than half of the period analysed, Brazil rejected the possibility of any mitiga-
tion commitment, even if voluntary, by the developing world – a necessary condition for
achieving global climate security – a position that the country’s diplomacy abandoned in
the late 2000s. However, the NDC that Brazil presented under the Paris Climate Agree-
ment – which the Bolsonaro administration’s forest and energy policies will make hard
to achieve – is incompatible with the goal of preventing dangerous anthropogenic inter-
ference with the climate system. This fact, alongside the country’s continued refusal to
address the climate issue beyond the UNFCCC, demonstrates that Brazilian leaders
have continued to fail to recognise the fact that solving the planetary climate crisis is inse-
parable from the implementation of new policies which are oriented towards the con-
struction of a development paradigm that considers the Earth’s boundaries. The focus
has remained on short-term considerations that overlook the long-term character of
anthropogenic interference with the planet, and the instability of the environment.

Regarding the Amazon in particular, the significant improvements in forest governance
in the second half of the 2000s, which translated into a sharp decline in deforestation
levels, and which could open the way for building an alternative model of development
in the region, have been significantly reversed since 2013, and partially dismantled in
2019. Bolsonaro and his cabinet not only ignore that one of the greatest threats to the
country’s security and integrity does not lie outside but inside the country, in their
anti-environmentalist policies – which may lead to the dieback of the Amazon and pre-
cipitate a global warming catastrophe (see Pereira & Viola, 2022) – but also that the
best strategy to avoid any undesirable foreign interference in the region is to protect
the forest. In addition, instead of working towards real recognition of the global impor-
tance of the Amazon and the creation of favourable conditions to attract investments
and partnerships for sustainable low carbon development projects, the Bolsonaro admin-
istration is doing the exact opposite, by denying the fundamental role of the Amazon in
the stabilisation of the Earth system; underestimating the risks facing the biome; ques-
tioning and refusing international aid; opposing national interests to the global interest;
prioritising environmentally destructive projects; encouraging illicit activities in the
region; and despising the people whose welfare and survival directly depend on the
forest as well as the non-human living beings that sustain the forest ecosystem.

It is very likely that Brazil will remain a laggard in global climate governance, at least
until the Bolsonaro administration leaves office. However, even if better policies are
implemented under a new administration, that does not mean that Brazil will adopt
SD. For this to happen, dramatic transformations in the mind-sets of the mass public
and the country’s elites will be necessary.

Notes

1. Planetary boundaries – particularly climate change and biosphere integrity – are tightly inter-
connected. Consequently, ensuring climate security requires considering the dense network
of interactions between them.
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2. Data from the Brazilian Greenhouse Gas Emission Estimate System (SEEG): http://plataforma.
seeg.eco.br/total_emission.

3. Data from the Brazilian State Institute for Space Research (INPE): http://www.obt.inpe.br/OBT/
assuntos/programas/amazonia/prodes.

4. The market reforms of the Cardoso administration created the conditions for a capitalist revo-
lution in agriculture in Brazil. As economic stabilization occurred, land prices fell and the
business environment improved. The wide availability of agricultural lands and biotechnolo-
gical improvements developed by the Brazilian Agricultural Research Corporation (Embrapa)
further set the stage for the rise of the agribusiness sector (Correa & Schmidt, 2014).

5. Data from INPE: http://www.obt.inpe.br/OBT/assuntos/programas/amazonia/prodes.
6. Data from SEEG: http://plataforma.seeg.eco.br/total_emission.
7. Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation and the role of conservation,

sustainable development of forests and enhancement of forest carbon stocks in developing
countries, a mechanism that emerged in 2005 during COP11.

8. Data from SEEG: http://plataforma.seeg.eco.br/total_emission.
9. Data from INPE: http://www.obt.inpe.br/OBT/assuntos/programas/amazonia/prodes.

10. Data from the Brazilian Agribusiness Observatory: https://deolhonosruralistas.com.br/2017/
10/26/55-dos-novos-votos-favor-de-temer-sairam-da-frente-parlamentar-da-agropecuaria/.

11. Interview conducted by the authors with a Brazilian environmental NGO member who
attended COP24, 17 Sep. 2019.

12. Datafolha survey: http://media.folha.uol.com.br/datafolha/2018/10/22/86573009cfde5a6de
64bd00cc1bd94a3.pdf.

13. CNI/IBOPE survey: http://www.portaldaindustria.com.br/estatisticas/rsb-41-problemas-e-
prioridades-para-2018/.

14. Ideia Big Data survey: https://epoca.globo.com/eleitores-evangelicos-de-bolsonaro-25-
consideram-governo-ruim-ou-pessimo-23767126.

15. An olavist is a person who believes in olavism – a set of ideas compiled by former Brazilian astrol-
oger and self-proclaimed philosopher Olavo de Carvalho. Olavists demonise the political left,
believe in conspiracy theories (e.g., the climate change agenda is a Chinese invention to under-
mine the power of the West), and distort historical and scientific facts. The ministers of foreign
affairs and education in Bolsonaro’s governmentwere recommended byOlavo de Carvalho itself.

16. See, for instance, https://www.metapoliticabrasil.com/blog/sequestrar-e-perverter and
https://exame.abril.com.br/blog/david-cohen/a-diplomacia-do-incompreensivel/.

17. Decree no. 9.741/2019: http://www.planalto.gov.br/ccivil_03/_ato2019-2022/2019/decreto/
D9741.htm.

18. Decree no. 9.760/2019: http://www.planalto.gov.br/ccivil_03/_ato2019-2022/2019/decreto/
D9760.htm.

19. Decree no. 9.806/2019: http://www.planalto.gov.br/ccivil_03/_Ato2019-2022/2019/Decreto/
D9806.htm.

20. See, for instance, https://oglobo.globo.com/sociedade/bolsonaro-diz-que-reservas-indigenas-
buscam-inviabilizar-brasil-23908043 and https://www.bbc.com/portuguese/brasil-49363387.

21. See, for instance, https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/ambiente/2018/12/bolsonaro-diz-que-
licenca-ambiental-atrapalha-obras-e-que-vai-acabar-com-capricho-de-fiscais.shtml.

22. See, for instance, https://noticias.uol.com.br/meio-ambiente/ultimas-noticias/redacao/2019/
09/09/mentalidade-sindicalista-arrebentou-o-brasil-diz-salles-sobre-ibama.htm and https://
www1.folha.uol.com.br/ambiente/2019/04/bolsonaro-desautoriza-operacao-em-andament
o-do-ibama-contra-madeira-ilegal-em-ro.shtml.

23. Salles’ declarations at the Brazilian Senate in March 2019: https://www12.senado.leg.br/radio/
1/noticia/prioridade-do-ministerio-do-meio-ambiente-e-gestao-ambiental-urbana-afirma-
ministro.

24. See http://www.observatoriodoclima.eco.br/comunicado-dos-ex-ministros-meio-ambiente-
sobre-politica-ambiental-brasileira/.

25. See https://revistagloborural.globo.com/Noticias/Politica/noticia/2019/05/globo-rural-srb-
divulga-nota-em-apoio-a-acoes-de-ricardo-salles-no-meio-ambiente.html.
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26. Data from INPE’S DETER System: http://terrabrasilis.dpi.inpe.br/app/dashboard/alerts/legal/
amazon/aggregated/.

27. Data from Imazon: https://imazon.org.br/publicacoes/boletim-do-desmatamento-da-
amazonia-agosto-2019/.

28. Interview with Ricardo Salles, BBC Brasil, 15 August 2019: https://www.bbc.com/portuguese/
brasil-49363387; see also https://oglobo.globo.com/sociedade/estao-acabando-com-brasil-
diz-bolsonaro-sobre-restricoes-da-preservacao-ambiental-23881657

29. Tereza Cristina’s declarations at the Senate, 27 February 2019: https://www12.senado.leg.br/
noticias/materias/2019/02/27/tereza-cristina-defende-integracao-de-terras-indigenas-ao-
agronegocio.

30. See, for instance, the public declarations of General Augusto Heleno, chief minister of the pre-
sidency’s institutional security office: https://www.dn.pt/mundo/interior/-e-bobagem-dizer-
que-a-amazonia-e-patrimonio-da-humanidade-diz-ministro-brasileiro--11277119.html.

31. French President Emmanuel Macron declared the Amazon fires an ‘international crisis’ and
urged G7 action on the problem.

32. Public statement from Jair Bolsonaro when leaving the Palace of Planalto, 21 August 2019:
https://exame.abril.com.br/brasil/sem-provas-bolsonaro-diz-que-ongs-podem-estar-por-tras-
de-queimadas/.

33. Interview with Ricardo Salles, Estadão, 24 August 2019: https://sustentabilidade.estadao.com.
br/noticias/geral,essa-historia-de-que-a-amazonia-pertence-a-humanidade-e-bobagem-diz-
ricardo-salles,70002980379.

34. See https://oglobo.globo.com/sociedade/bolsonaro-questiona-ajuda-internacional-amazo
nia-que-eles-querem-la-23904409.

35. See https://oglobo.globo.com/sociedade/pega-essa-grana-refloreste-alemanha-ta-ok-diz-bo
lsonaro-em-recado-angela-merkel-23877808.

36. Jair Bolsonaro’s speech to the United Nations General Assembly, 24 September 2019: https://
www.bbc.com/portuguese/internacional-49808632.

37. See, for instance, the public declarations of Onyx Lorenzoni, chief minister of the Civil House:
https://www.jornaldocomercio.com/_conteudo/politica/2019/08/699780-em-porto-alegre-
onyx-atribui-repercussao-internacional-a-cobica-por-amazonia.html.

38. Jair Bolsonaro’s speech to the United Nations General Assembly, 24 September 2019: https://
www.bbc.com/portuguese/internacional-49808632.

39. Ernesto Araújo on Twitter: https://twitter.com/ernestofaraujo/status/1164714467109822464.
40. PL 7596/17: https://www.camara.leg.br/proposicoesWeb/fichadetramitacao?idProposicao=

2136580.
41. Datafolha survey: http://datafolha.folha.uol.com.br/opiniaopublica/2019/09/1988394-sobe-

reprovacao-a-governo-bolsonaro.shtml.
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