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INTRODUCTION

The interconnected climate and biodiversity crises are two 
of the most pressing challenges facing the world today. 
As a major greenhouse gas (GHG) emitter and the planet’s 
most biodiverse country, Brazil is a key player with regards 
to the stabilization of the Earth system. However, and 
despite the potential it shows for transitioning toward a 
green economy, the country became an environmental 
villain in recent years. The anti-environmentalist and anti-
indigenist administration of President Jair Bolsonaro 
(2019–22) partly dismantled environmental governance. 
The Amazon and its more-than-human populations were 
severely hit by Bolsonaro’s predatory agenda, which sup-
ported and legitimized the interests of the anti-conserva-
tionist forces within economic sectors such as agribusiness 
and mining, and fueled organized crime and violence in 
the region. 
In the period between 2019 and 2022, Amazonian defo-
restation reached levels not seen since 20082). As a result, 
Brazilian emissions increased. While global emissions 
declined by approximately 7% during the COVID-19 forced 
confinement in 2020,3 in Brazil, emissions grew by 10%.4 
In 2021, the country’s emissions grew by over 12% – the 
highest increase in almost two decades. The forest and 
land-use sector represented approximately half of the 
country’s gross emissions; deforestation in the Amazon, 
which reached its highest level in fifteen years (13,038 
km2),5 accounted for almost 80% of the sector’s total 
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emissions. These grew by nearly 20%.6 In 2022, Amazo-
nian deforestation remained high (11,568 km2).7	

The Amazon is a critical element of the Earth system and 
has been losing resilience; growing evidence suggests 
that the forest may be approaching a tipping point whe-
reby large parts of it will turn into a savanna; in fact, some 
areas of the region are already changing from rainforest 
into savanna.8 To put the Amazon on a long-term sustai-
nability path, transformative change is needed. This paper 
provides an overview and analysis of Amazonian politics 
and policy over the period 2019 to 2022, and discusses 
the importance of, and possibilities for, a transformative 
approach to the governance of the region. 

BRAZILIAN	AMAZONIAN	POLITICS	AND	POLICY	UNDER		

THE	BOLSONARO	ADMINISTRATION	(2019–22)

Jair Bolsonaro was elected in late 2018 with the support of those who were disappoin-
ted with Brazil’s main political parties, particularly the Workers’ Party (PT), the country’s 
evangelicals and the business and financial sectors. His government was composed by 
a group of radical market-friendly ministries displaying a predatory vision of develop-
ment, namely economy, agriculture, infrastructure and mines and energy; an anti-
environmentalist minister of environment; a climate skeptical, conspiracy theory 
believer minister of foreign affairs, supporter, alongside the minister of education and 
Bolsonaro, of recently deceased Olavo de Carvalho, a self-proclaimed philosopher who 
distorted historical and scientific facts; and a group of military-led ministries, namely 
defense, science and technology and the presidency’s institutional security office, sup-
portive of resource-extraction projects and the building of infrastructure in the Amazon 
as a means to increase the state’s control over the region.9 Alongside, his government 
denied anthropogenic climate change, rejected any ecological considerations in public 
policy and partly dismantled Brazilian environmental policy and institutions; it delibe-
rately betrayed the basic principles, norms and goals of the environmental sector.10

In that sense, the Bolsonaro administration eliminated the Ministry of Environment’s 
(MMA) Secretariat of Climate Change and Forestry; severely cut the budget of the MMA 
and science spending; handed over indigenous land demarcation to the ministry of 
agriculture; recognized farms established illegally within indigenous lands; terminated 
the most important deforestation control program in the Amazon (PPCDam); tried to 
withdraw financial resources from the Amazon Fund to compensate for land expro-
priation (as a consequence, Norway and Germany suspended payments to the fund); 
exonerated the director of the institute responsible for monitoring and tracking defo-
restation in the Amazon, and removed other scientists and technicians from office; 

lou parcialmente a governança 
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intimidated and restricted civil society participation in environmental policy councils; 
failed to impose environmental fines; put environmental management in the hands of 
the military; loosened regulations on timber exports; eased the registration of occupied 
public lands by transferring land titling and regularization to municipalities; etc.11 The 
government took advantage of the COVID-19 health crisis to advance its environmentally 
destructive agenda.12 As a result, illegal deforestation increased and invasions of indi-
genous lands and violence against environmental and human rights defenders escala-
ted; land conflicts and illegal mining on indigenous and protected lands as well as the 
export of threatened species’ timber boomed.13 In fact, illegal mining and logging and 
land grabbing are now being financed by organized crime in the region; these invest-
ments have expanded rapidly in recent years, as regional governance deteriorated.14

Despite harsh international criticism, the 
Bolsonaro administration stood firm and 
justified its Amazonian policy as being a 
means to promote economic growth and 
protect Brazilian sovereignty over the 
region against foreign interference. It revi-
ved the National Council of the Legal Amazon (NCLA), which had been inactive for 
three decades; the NCLA became the body responsible for fighting illegality in the 
region and the Amazon was militarized. This decision drained resources from the MMA 
into the ministry of defense; at the same time, military officers took the place of public 
career servants and environmental protection programs were eliminated.15 Moreover, 
the military stayed away from deforestation hotspots and there were cases in which 
they intentionally obstructed inspection operations.16  
As a consequence of the Bolsonaro administration’s disastrous response to the pandemic 
health crisis and the resignation of the minister of justice, who publicly accused the 
president of politically interfering in Brazil’s federal police with the purpose of having 
access to police intelligence reports, calls for impeachment mushroomed, leaving Bol-
sonaro isolated. As a result, in 2020 he allied himself to the Centrão	coalition in Congress, 
that is, a group of deputies who, in exchange for political favors, support the govern-
ment in office, and among which are the powerful and most radical, anti-conservationist 
representatives of the agribusiness sector. In early 2021, a Bolsonaro supporter, 
Arthur Lira, became president of the Chamber of Deputies. Within this context, a bill 
severely weakening environmental licensing in the country (PL 3729/2004) and 
another one legalizing the occupation of public lands and amnestying land grabbing 
(PL 2633/2020) were approved; they are now stuck in the Senate.17 
However, from the second half of 2020, criticism of the president’s policy for the Ama-
zon grew internally. This is explained by a number of factors, namely growing European 
opposition to ratification of the EU-Mercosur Trade Agreement, criticism by interna-
tional investors, awareness of Amazonian forests’ potential to provide credits for carbon 

DESPITE	HARSH	INTERNATIONAL	CRITICISM,		
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offsetting and Donald Trump’s electoral defeat, which have empowered Brazilian 
pro-environmental forces and made several sectors of society display a greener posi-
tion. For example, a coalition of organizations in the agribusiness sector, companies, 
non-governmental organizations and academics became vocal against Amazonian 
deforestation. Moreover, the change of presidential administration in the US promp-
ted the resignation of climate skeptical Brazilian minister of foreign affairs in March 
2021, who was accused by Congressmen of having isolated the country internationally. 
The new head of the ministry identified climate change as a pressing problem in his 
swearing speech, thus breaking with his predecessor. In May, amid growing opposi-
tion and having become the subject of a police investigation into alleged favoring of 
businessmen from the timber sector, the minister of environment resigned. His suc-
cessor toned down the discourse, but in practice the MMA’s orientation did not 
change, as the new minister was also close to predatory agribusiness. Within this 
context, as a means to improve the government’s foreign image and profit from forest 
conservation mechanisms, Brazil adopted a more climate-friendly rhetoric interna-
tionally; domestically, it presented a vague green growth program and a renewed 
version of the low carbon agriculture plan, announced increased climate mitigation 
targets (including a carbon neutrality goal for 2050) and began working on a new 
but weak national climate policy as well as on a bill to create the Brazilian Market 
for Emissions Reductions.18

During its last year in office, and faced with divisions within agribusiness and the risk 
of losing the support of part of the sector, which feared an international boycott,19 the 
Bolsonaro administration maintained a more restrained discourse about environmen-
tal issues; nevertheless, attempts at further undercutting environmental governance 
continued, in some cases justified by the war in Ukraine.20 Moreover, a powerful Russian 
government oil and gas company bought drilling rights over 16 blocks in the Western 
part of the Amazon, a vast area of intact forest. A planned highway (BR-319) would 
allow access to three of those blocks; associated side roads (e.g. AM-366) to the other 
blocks could also be built. These would open the area to landgrabbers, squatters, 
loggers, ranchers and other actors.21 In December 2022, two weeks before leaving office, 
the Bolsonaro administration approved logging on indigenous lands.22 
In the context of the October 2022 presidential election, environmental issues gained 
prominence in debates and the propaganda campaigns raised by the coalitions of Lula 
da Silva and Simone Tebet. They became particularly relevant from September onwards, 
when notable environmentalist and former minister of environment Marina Silva annou-
nced her support to Lula after his public endorsement of her ambitious proposals for 
the environmental sector in Brazil,23 and became an active voice in the former president’s 
campaign. In turn, Bolsonaro’s campaign raised the fear that land invasions by landless 
rural workers, which had declined significantly during the president’s administration,24 
would jump up again under a PT government,25 and argued that indigenous land demar-



RELAÇÕES INTERNACIONAIS  SPECIAL	ISSUE	:	2022			 138

cation, at the core of Marina Silva’s environmental agenda, would cause landowners to 
lose their lands and compromise Brazilian food security.26 
On October 30, Lula da Silva won the presidential election with 51% of the popular 
vote. He vowed to promote sustainable development in the Amazon and fight for zero 
deforestation, support low carbon agriculture, create an indigenous ministry and a 
national authority for climate change to coordinate public policies toward a comprehen-
sive, cross-sectoral approach to the pro-
blem, and work toward building 
international partnerships that could help 
the country achieve its socioenvironmental 
goals; he also expressed his wish to host 
the 2025 Conference of the Parties (COP) 
of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in the 
Amazon,27 fully breaking with the Bolsonaro administration. Lula attended COP27 in 
November, a few days after his election, reaffirming his ‘commitment to fight climate 
change with determination’; he appears to see climate change not only as an environ-
mental problem, but also as a social one.28 It seems likely that climate change, and the 
Amazon in particular, will be a priority of Lula’s domestic and foreign policies. However, 
the new government will face significant challenges, which I will briefly address in this 
paper’s conclusion, after discussing the paradigms, goals and values driving the destruc-
tion of the Amazon, and the dire need for transformative change across the region.

WHY	A	TRANSFORMATIVE	APPROACH	TO	AMAZONIAN	GOVERNANCE	IS	NEEDED

Despite its planetary importance, the Amazon is seen predominantly as a source of 
commodities. Amazonian policy has been informed by a predatory development para-
digm according to which modernization and progress mean land occupation and natu-
ral resource exploitation; a paradigm based on an instrumentalist, exploitative, 
utilitarian relationship with the forest. The non-anthropocentric ways of understanding 
and being of the indigenous peoples and other local communities are generally asso-
ciated with underdevelopment and backwardness; smallholder family farmers’ tradi-
tional farming systems, which can be part of a sustainable land use agenda, are seen 
as primitive, inefficient and unproductive. The insights and interests of people living 
in the region as well as nature’s rights are at the margins of decision-making. The 
human enmeshment in and dependence on nature, and the unbreakable link between 
ecological and social concerns, are not considered; accordingly, fragmented policy 
approaches to environmental protection and development prevail. This, in turn, fuels 
social conflicts across the Amazon and hinders the possibility of building alliances that 
might bridge tensions between environmentalism and developmentalism. The prevai-
ling command-and-control regulatory approach to the governance of the region fails 
to mitigate tensions and conflicts29). Moreover, policymakers continue to assume pro-

IT	SEEMS	LIKELY	THAT	CLIMATE	CHANGE,		
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gressive and linear processes of ecological degradation, thus overlooking the likelihood 
of the Amazon’s tipping point being eventually crossed30). In sum, fragmented, exclu-
sionary and anthropocentric policies for the Amazon as well as the policymakers’ dis-
regard for the voices of scientists – who have insistently warned that signs of dieback 
are already visible in part of the region – are jeopardizing the forest’s resilience. Hence, 
it is unsurprising that over half of the population in Amazonas State live below the 
poverty line, half the tree species in the Amazon are threatened with extinction and the 
forest’s vertebrate populations have declined greatly over the last decades.31

A transformative approach to the governance of the Amazon is needed to enable trans-
formative change across the region and to reverse socioecological destruction.32 Visse-
ren-Hamakers and Kok define transformative change as ‘a fundamental, society-wide 
reorganization across technological, economic and social factors and structures, inclu-
ding paradigms, goals and values’,33 and transformative governance as 

‘[t]he formal and informal (public and private) rules, rule-making systems and actor-

-networks at all levels of human society (from local to global) that enable transformative 

change […] towards biodiversity conservation and sustainable development more 

broadly’.34 

It includes five governance approaches, namely integrative, inclusive, transdisciplinary, 
adaptive and anticipatory governance; these should be implemented in conjunction and 
address the underlying causes of nature’s destruction.35 
An integrative approach to governance is ‘operationalized in ways that ensure solutions 
also have sustainable impacts at other scales and locations, on other issues and in other 
sectors’; to be inclusive, governance should ‘empower and emancipate those whose 
interests are currently not being met and who represent values that constitute transfor-
mative change toward sustainability [e.g., indigenous communities]’; adaptive gover-
nance ‘enable[s] learning, experimentation, reflexivity, monitoring and feedback’;36 
governance is transdisciplinary when it ‘recognize[s] different knowledge systems, and 
support[s] the inclusion of sustainable and equitable values by focusing on types of 
knowledge that are currently underrepresented’;37 finally, an anticipatory approach to 
governance ‘appl[ies] the precautionary principle when governing in the present for 
uncertain future developments, and especially the development or use of new 
technologies’.38 According to Visseren-Hamakers and Kok, 

‘[a]ny actor can contribute to transformative governance, and governance mixes can be 

polycentric in character, encompassing initiatives by actors operating in different places, 

sectors or at different levels of governance. All actors can regularly evaluate whether the 

governance mix includes the necessary governance instruments to address the indirect 

drivers underlying a specific sustainability issue, and governance mixes will need to evolve 
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as sustainability transformations progress. Over time, governance will become increa-

singly transformative, and transformative governance will become easier, as societal 

structures increasingly become sustainable’.39

To protect the Amazon and enhance living conditions in the region, Brazil’s current 
development paradigm will have to be transformed. ‘[T]he prevailing understanding 
of the Amazon has been dominated by the study of how the forest could better serve 
us. We need to start finding creative forms through which we can also serve the forest, 
in reciprocal ways.’40 In this process, fighting regional poverty and inequality as well 
as empowering vulnerable populations is critical. ‘This could conceive a mix of inno-
vative and traditional meanings to the forest.’41 To achieve these goals, Brazil will pri-
marily require, not only a new vision of humankind’s relationship with nature, but also 
a cross-sectoral and cross-issue, or integrative, approach to Amazonian policy, which 
can make development harmonious with nature, protecting biodiversity, ensuring the 
flow of ecosystem goods, providing socioeconomic opportunities for local communities, 
enhancing the resilience of ecosystems and regional adaptability to climate change, 
and maintaining and increasing forest carbon stocks.42 This task could be facilitated 
by the creation, in Brazil, of a national authority for climate change, as previously 
mentioned. Second, an inclusive model of governance which allows for the transfor-
mation of power dynamics in the region through ensuring full and effective participa-
tion in decision-making by marginalized populations as well as incorporating the 
transformative sustainability values of indigenous peoples into policies will be equally 
important.43 In this regard, the establishment of an indigenous ministry in Brazil might 
be key. Third, due to the complexity of socioecological systems, and to ensure that the 
Amazon tipping point is not crossed, adaptive governance ought to be part of a trans-
formative governance agenda for the region. Fourth, a transdisciplinary approach to 
governance which integrates indigenous understandings into Western cognitive systems 
might help the country find new directions in perceiving and relating to the forest; the 
creation of adaptive solutions to socioecological problems integrating conventional, 
indigenous and traditional knowledge systems can strengthen Brazil’s capacity to meet 
its socioenvironmental goals.44 Finally, a precautionary stance in uncertain situations 
is crucial when intervening in socioecological systems to prevent potential harm; anti-
cipatory governance is thus necessary. 
The election of Lula opened a window of opportunity for developing a transformative 
approach to the governance of the Amazon. Yet, by the end of 2022, the future remains 
uncertain. 

CONCLUSION

As I have discussed elsewhere45, despite his ambitious discourse, Lula will face major 
challenges, which include the hard task of rebuilding the environmental institutions 
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that have been severely damaged by Bolsonaro, including the MMA itself; a powerful 
organized crime network in the Amazon; Bolsonaro-aligned regional governors; anti-
environmentalist lawmakers in the newly-elected Congress, which is more conservative 
than the previous one;46 a difficult economic situation; conservative agribusiness, which 
still perceives environmental protection as an obstacle to development; and a divided 
country. On the other hand, Marina Silva will again head the MMA, which is a promis-
ing sign47. Moreover, because deforestation control seems to have become a growing 
concern among part of the country’s elites in recent years, Brazilian pro-environmental 
forces may 

‘capitalise on this moment to expose the limitations of entrenched power relations and 

predatory development discourses […], and create alternative, powerful narratives of 

change that can reach the wide public and encourage the questioning of prevailing social-

structuring paradigms. […] [B]uilding and strengthening coalitions of like-minded actors 

representing transformative sustainability values [is critical for developing the necessary 

processes of co-creation with nature]’.48

The international community should join efforts to promote long-term transformative 
change toward sustainable development in the Amazon, and ensure that the region 
does not reach a tipping point. After all, the forest is one of the most important spaces 
for safeguarding the long-term survival of humanity and the sustainability of planetary 
life. At the same time, the Amazon and its local experiences provide valuable insights 
for both questioning and rethinking our place in, and relationship to, the planet at a 
critical time when the global crisis of the Anthropocene is risking humanity’s security 
and survival. 
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