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FROM THE EDITORS

The Long 2022:  
The Year We Breathe Again
Fernanda Cimini

This fourth issue of  CEBRI-Journal closes its first quarterly publication cycle, 
which started in 2022. Not long ago we were building the pillars of  this 
journal surrounded by the uncertainties of  a seemingly endless pandemic. 

Science allowed us to develop a vaccine, and Brazil’s Unified Health System (SUS) 
allowed us to gradually reclaim our freedom to occupy public spaces and breathe. 

We use that breath of  fresh air to focus on the urgent discussion about our survival 
in the Anthropocene period,1 heeding Professor Bruno Latour’s tireless warning (he 
sadly left us in October 2022). Among so many “Latourian lessons,” I emphasize 
the need to overcome two assumptions that pervade the current climate debate: (a) 
the opposition between humankind and nature that underlies the anthropocentric 
fiction that we are the sole agents in action in contrast to the passivity of  the earth 
and of  other living things; and (b) the abstract vision of  a globalized planet Earth 
disconnected from the place we live in (Latour 2020a). According to Latour, these 
assumptions hinder rather than help think about the current climate mutation as they 

1. The Anthropocene is a concept that remains incipient in the scientific arena. It refers to a new geological era supposedly underway that sees 
the end of the relatively stable climate that allowed humans to develop agriculture and livestock farming and, with it, to spread around the planet. 
In this new era, the degree of human intervention supposedly reached a deeper biogeochemical level to cause instability throughout the Earth 
system: geosphere, biosphere, anthroposphere, and technosphere (Junges 2021, Veiga 2019).

Fernanda Cimini   is Professor at the Department of  Economics at Minas Gerais Federal University  
(UFMG) and a senior researcher at the Brazilian Center for International Relations (CEBRI). She is a 
Fulbright Visiting Professor at Columbia University (2022). She has a PhD in Sociology from the Rio de 
Janeiro Federal University (UFRJ), with additional training in Political Science (MIT), Master and Bachelor 
in International Relations from Minas Gerais Pontifical Catholic University (PUC-MG) and Bachelor in 
Social Sciences (UFMG). She works in the areas of  Comparative Political Economy, International Political 
Economy and Latin America.

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2170-6443
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see nature as a distant and apolitical landscape. That is why Latour invited us to 
“ground ourselves,” that is, to build a new perception as earthlings, to learn that we 
are part of  this tangle called Earth and to realize that we have nowhere to run to – 
even if  some insist in denying that (Latour 2020b).  
We have now reached the mark of  eight billion earthlings.2 Eight billion of  us share 
this planet with not the slightest guarantee that we will ever return to the “world as it 
was before.” For some, that farewell is in full swing. Climate change displaced some 
60 million people in 2021 alone, more than the number of  refugees due to armed 
conflicts in the same period, according to a warning issued at an Instituto Igarapé 
report (2022), we have “nowhere to run to.” The number of  climate refugees may 
reach 1.2 billion as early as mid-century, most of  them in the developing world 
(idem). 
While the world celebrates the increase to one billion inhabitants, earthlings of  the 
highest economic, social, and political echelons meet in Egypt to discuss whether 
the goal of  keeping global warming at no more than 1.5°C already is a chimera. 
A United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) report published on the eve 
of  COP 27 predicts the continuation 
of  current emissions patterns will cause 
an increase of  2.8°C by the end of  the 
century. An optimistic scenario where 
emission reduction promises are fully 
kept will likely see an increase of  about 
1.8°C (UNEP 2022). 
That is a hard but unsurprising truth. 
The hurdles to progress in climate 
negotiations have long been known: the 
need to invest in renewable energy, path 
dependence on fossil fuels, unequal 
access to clean technologies, inadequate 
institutional capabilities, etc. And if  
unlocking negotiations requires diplo-
matic dexterity and political pragma-
tism, here’s some good news: Brazil can 
take the lead. 
The authors of  this issue point in this 
direction in their contributions to the 

2. https://www.unfpa.org/8billion.

The hurdles to progress in 
climate negotiations have 
long been known: the need to 
invest in renewable energy, 
path dependence on fossil 
fuels, unequal access to clean 
technologies, inadequate 
institutional capabilities, etc. 
And if  unlocking negotiations 
requires diplomatic dexterity 
and political pragmatism, 
here’s some good news: 
Brazil can take the lead.
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“geopolitics of  climate change” theme. The symbolism of  2022 is a starting point. 
We commemorate the bicentennial of  Brazil’s independence, the thirtieth anniver-
sary of  the 1992 Rio de Janeiro Earth Summit and the fiftieth anniversary of  Bra-
zil’s diplomatic environmental efforts. In his text, Ambassador Rubens Ricupero 
reports the nuances of  negotiations since Stockholm in 1972 and their subsequent 
developments such as the Amazon Cooperation Treaty (TCA), his assignment to 
coordinate the organization of  the 1992 Earth Summit and his tenure as Minister 
of  Environment (1993-1994). Ricupero offers a passionate testimony and shows his 
mettle by shunning a “win or lose” approach in favor of  an apocalyptic truth: “the 
game of  life has a time limit.”

Diplomat Eugênio V. Garcia subsequently looks at the last 200 years to reflect on 
Brazil’s foreign policy (PEB, as the acronym is used in Portuguese) for the next 
one hundred years. If  social and economic pragmatism is maintained, the coming 
agenda should be dominated by technology and sustainability based on a green-dig-
ital economy. PEB must be urgently aligned with the Brazilian innovation ecosystem 
while the digital transformation continues in full swing. The great challenge for the 
new PEB is to go beyond the social and economic substrate based on the production 
of  commodities. The decade of  2021 will define the direction Brazil must take at the 
risk of  being trapped in a “late smartization” trap.

Reflecting on this immediate future, the strategic agenda proposed in researcher 
Karin Costa Vazquez’s policy paper rests on three pillars: (i) acceleration of  public 
policies within the scope of  the 2030 Agenda; (ii) repositioning Brazil to better react 
to major global transformations such as Asia’s increased geopolitical significance, 
the technological-digital revolution and the energy transition; and (iii) regaining Bra-
zil’s international leadership by re-engaging with regional and multilateral forums. 
Vazquez thinks that achieving these objectives will require reactivating institutional 
players left dormant in the preceding administration, including not only the Minis-
try of  Foreign Affairs but other entities that have the experience and administrative 
capabilities to act at the strategic, tactical and operating levels. 

Ricupero, Garcia and Vazquez offer an overview of  the historical and institutional 
bases of  Brazil’s diplomatic capacity to regain international protagonism by rec-
onciling development and sustainability. The empirical substrate for Brazil to take 
the lead in the climate regime is examined by Matilde de Souza & Leandro Gomes 
Ferreira, Larissa Basso & Eduardo Viola, and Gilberto Câmara et al., who discuss 
Brazil’s current energy transition status and emissions from deforestation. 

Brazil’s relatively low-carbon energy mix puts us in a uniquely favorable position in 
the decarbonization path in comparison both with BRICS and with South Amer-
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ican countries. If, on the one hand, energy self-sufficiency and the abundance of  
renewable sources confer natural advantages on Brazil, on the other hand, political 
oscillations in governance and funding arrangements for the low-carbon transition 
raise obstacles to achieving bolder and more effective goals. 
In Souza & Ferreira’s opinion, Brazil is in a “moderate” transition scenario in which 
natural gas functions as a short-term substitute for hydropower plants and “dirty” 
road transportation continues to prevail. For them, the slow progress of  wind and 
solar power generation is due to Brazil’s current energy mix, which discourages 
new investments; territorial extension, which increases the cost of  transmission lines; 
and, finally, to the lack of  clear political incentives for the transition. 
Basso & Viola consider deforestation the major culprit for Brazil’s greenhouse gas 
emissions. In their analysis, policies to regulate land use and agriculture, monitoring 
and enforcement are key for Brazil to remain on a favorable decarbonization path. 
Indeed, Câmara et al. report that deforestation rates decreased by 84% between 
2004 and 2012, when Brazil implemented a more active environmental control pol-
icy. That success allowed the country to present at the 2015 United Nations Frame-
work Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) climate targets that were more 
ambitious than those of  other BRICS countries. But the subsequent rapid increase 
in deforestation rates jeopardized our ability to honor the goals set in Paris. 
An unprecedented survey to identify 
illegal deforestation areas reported by 
Câmara et al confirms that. Comparing 
maps made by the National Institute 
for Space Research (INPE) with Rural 
Environmental Registry (CAR) and 
National Institute for Colonization and 
Agrarian Reform (INCRA) databases, 
the survey found legal and illegal defor-
estation to have significantly increased 
from 2019 to 2021 as a direct result of  
the Bolsonaro administration pulling 
down environmental control frame-
work. Câmara et al. also use the statu-
tory reserve deficit and surplus profile to estimate Brazil’s capacity to honor its com-
mitments under the Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC). This diagnosis is 
crucial for the next administration to put adequate incentives in place that enforce 
the Forestry Code, as it will face resistance from large and medium-scale landowners 
challenged by significant restoration costs.

In contrast with other BRICS 
countries, Brazil will gain 
an ever-greater leading role in 
the climate regime if  Brazil 
manages to overcome those 
challenges and to retake the 
path followed from 2004 
to 2012. That is what 
the world expects of  us..
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In contrast with other BRICS countries, Brazil will gain an ever-greater leading 
role in the climate regime if  Brazil manages to overcome those challenges and to 
retake the path followed from 2004 to 2012. That is what the world expects of  us. 
In the interview included in this issue, Professor Jeffrey Sachs posits that President 
Lula’s election as Brazil prepares to assume the G20 presidency in 2024 puts Brazil 
in the spotlight thanks to the synergy between Biden’s environmental policy and 
Lula’s favorable view of  regional and multilateral climate cooperation. Although 
prospective funding by the U.S. government remains uncertain, Brazil can benefit 
economically and politically and position itself  as a regional leader in negotiations 
concerning the Amazon region. 

There is also room for improving relations with Africa. Mozambican Minister of  
Economy and Finance, Ernesto Max Elias Tonela, also interviewed in this issue, 
draws attention to Mozambique’s significant natural gas output and huge reserves 
(the third largest in the world). Mr. Tonela further mentions other renewable assets 
that, jointly with Mozambique’s gas potential, can boost energy transition in the 
Southern African region. Mozambique faces a great challenge in the conflicts in 
Cabo Delgado and has received the support of  the international community to 
implement projects that promote social and economic stability in the region. Brazil 
has a long history of  bilateral cooperation with Mozambique and can become a 
strategic partner in stabilizing Mozambique and in pushing for climate justice.

All of  the above takes place on a geopolitical chessboard that will require peripheral 
countries such as Brazil to use finely balanced diplomacy to deal with the opposing 
interests of  Washington and Beijing. That requirement is discussed in the policy 
paper written by fellow editors of  this journal, Hussein Kalout and Feliciano Guim-
arães. In their opinion, Brazil must urgently regain its regional protagonism so that 
Brazil can implement a pendulum hedging strategy at the extra-regional level. As 
the climate regime turns from a soft to a hard politics issue with direct implications 
for the survival of  States, the capabilities associated with this agenda tend to gain 
more weight in the pendulum logic of  the game. 

Our special section theme also includes a review of  Mary Robinson’s book Climate 
Justice (2018), an important work on the topic. The review by Professor Pascoal 
Teófilo Carvalho Gonçalves highlights the author’s emphasis on women’s role in the 
search for solutions to mitigate or adapt to climate change and in sustainable devel-
opment initiatives. The reviewer draws attention to the daily concerns of  those who 
will be directly affected by the changes underway and underscores the urgency of  
coordinated action by world leaders.

The matters addressed in this special issue – protection of  the Amazon region, Bra-
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zil regaining leadership in the environ-
mental regime, search for climate jus-
tice – are aligned with CEBRI’s climate 
agenda. Throughout 2022, CEBRI 
organized debates with leaders from 
the government, academia, civil soci-
ety, the private sector, and indigenous 
and environmental activists to support 
the construction of  proposals to guide 
Brazil’s reintegration into climate geo-
politics. I refer the reader to the Policy 
Paper publication Development and Climate 
Change: Brazil’s role in the environmental-cli-
mate agenda, written by Minister Izabella 
Teixeira et al. (2022), whom I wish to 
thank for providing valuable insights for 
this issue. 
In the academic papers section, Ariel 
González Levaggi continues the debate 
initiated in our preceding issue about 
the war in Ukraine. Levaggi describes 
the risks and challenges the conflict cre-
ates for the South Atlantic region focus-
ing on three dimensions: the risks the 
strategic competition between major 
powers involves, how regional players 
respond to the Russian-Ukrainian con-
flict, and how the conflict affects the 
economic development agenda.
This issue also includes Ambassador 
Gelson Fonseca Jr.’s homage to the diplomatic and intellectual work of  José Augusto 
Lindgren Alves, who left us in this long year of  2022. It is in part thanks to Ambas-
sador Lindgren’s intellectual and diplomatic contributions, including at the United 
Nations, that we today see human rights and sustainable development as part of  
the same struggle. I am particularly grateful to him for, when I was an undergrad-
uate student, introducing me through his book International Relations and Social Issues: 
The Decade of  Conferences (Alves 2001) to the profound transformation international 
relations went through in the 1990s. Gelson Fonseca Jr. describes Ambassador Lind-

Assuming the responsibility to 
lead such a complex agenda 
does not mean turning a 
blind eye to our many social, 
economic, and political 
challenges or relinquishing 
our sovereign interests. On 
the contrary, it means Brazil 
should legitimately use its 
capabilities and duties to 
assume an independent 
position in claiming rights 
and justice. That is what the 
world expects of  a nation like 
Brazil, that which boasts an 
ancestral legacy and such a 
rich biodiversity. That is what 
the world expects of  humans 
grounded in their territory 
and willing to assume the 
position of  earthlings.
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gren’s tireless efforts in the struggle for human rights and his sensitivity to social 
injustice, which are indispensable legacies for current times. 

Finally, our last issue of  2022 could not fail to refer to the Doctor Honoris Causa degree 
the São Paulo State University Board (UNESP) granted to Celso Lafer, CEBRI 
Founder and Member of  this journal’s Advisory Board. To mark that event, Lafer 
shared with us the speech he gave in the ceremony of  November 23, 2022, making 
reference to his diplomatic career and to the two times he held the office of  Min-
ister of  Foreign Affairs. At a time of  academic-scientific denialism and anti-demo-
cratic actions, Lafer stresses the value of  knowledge for decision-making in public 
policy. Lafer himself  is an example of  excellence in connecting knowledge with 
diplomatic action. 

The legacies of  Lindgren Alves and Lafer and the thoughts developed in our special 
section show how important it is to fight the obscurantism that haunts our democ-
racy. Recovering our capacity to think about public policies is a sine qua non condi-
tion for Brazil to realistically regain a responsible international role. Assuming the 
responsibility to lead such a complex agenda does not mean turning a blind eye to 
our many social, economic, and political challenges or relinquishing our sovereign 
interests. On the contrary, it means Brazil should legitimately use its capabilities 
and duties to assume an independent position in claiming rights and justice. That is 
what the world expects of  a nation like Brazil, which boasts an ancestral legacy and 
such a rich biodiversity. That is what the world expects of  humans grounded in their 
territory and willing to assume the position of  earthlings. 
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Hedging Between the U.S.  
and China: Brazil Protecting 
Itself  to Survive
Hussein Kalout
Feliciano de Sá Guimarães

Abstract: This policy paper argues that Brazil should carry out a hedging foreign 
policy in the face of  growing Sino-American rivalry by simultaneously exer-cising 
bandwagoning  (following  the  leader) and balancing (balancing  against the leader) 
actions to create a cross-network of   formal and informal protective agree-ments 
against the potential adverse effects of  and to extract gains from that rivalry. Brazil 
can play a pivotal role in that bipolarization as a BRICS founder and an OECD 
prospective member. The U.S. and China see Brazil as a key ally in their dispute and 
seek to attract the country to their sphere of  influence.
Keywords: bandwagoning; balancing; hedging; Brazilian foreign policy, hedging 
foreign policy.

POLICY PAPER
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In the words of  the most influential Chinese scholar of  International Relations, 
Yan Xuetong (2021, 40), “China believes that its rise to great-power status enti-
tles it to a new role in world affairs—one that cannot be reconciled with unques-

tioned U.S. dominance.” U.S. political scientist John Mearsheimer (2021, 1) argues 
that “since a mightier China would surely challenge the U.S. position in Asia and 
possibly beyond, the logical choice for the United States was clear: slow China’s rise.” 
What choice do peripheral countries have in this environment of  pressing rivalry? 
Choose sides or protect their autonomy? Gause (2011) argues that the behavior of  
middle and regional powers can stabilize the international system’s balance. 

This paper begins with a question: can Brazil use an updated version of  its 
hedging foreign policy of  World War II in the current global power scenario? More 
specifically, can Brazil use a hedging foreign policy to obtain political gains and to 
avoid high costs in a newly bipolar international system? Indeed, the contemporary 
global order recalls the “Atlantic system” of  the 1930s and 1940s in at least two 
aspects: first, there is growing rivalry between two major powers due to the rapid rise 
of  one of  them; second, the rise of  the rival power increases the chances of  military 
conflict between them by reinforcing the security dilemma. The rivalry between 
Washington and Beijing may reproduce the historical Thucydides trap pattern – 
fear of  Athens’ rapid rise led Sparta to declare war.

But the current global order and that of  the 1940s or the Cold War differ 
significantly. Today, the number of  regional and middle powers is much higher. 
Several countries – Brazil, Japan, Germany, France, Indonesia, South Africa, India, 
Japan, etc. – have some capacity to impose constraints on superpowers, either in 
their regions or in their issues of  preference. Moreover, none of  the said countries 
is comfortable with the new bipolarization. Furthermore, hundreds of  international 
organizations and multilevel coalitions bind countries – superpowers included – to 
international law. Taking decisions that go against international law will be more 
costly to China or the U.S. today than in the interwar period.   

In any event, the key question for Brazil’s foreign policy to answer in the com-
ing decades is: what should be Brazil’s long-term strategy for both scenarios, war 
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or accommodation between the U.S. and China? Brazil must prepare for either cir-
cumstance by designing a foreign policy that simultaneously helps build a multipolar 
order and protects Brazil against any harmful effects of  the growing rivalry. Brazil 
cannot afford to make the same strategic mistake Australia made when closely align-
ing itself  with the U.S. (hard bandwagoning) by simultaneously joining the QUAD 
(Quadrilateral Security Dialogue) alliance in 2007 and the AUKUS (Australia, 
United Kingdom, and United States) military alliance in 2021 to contain China. 

We propose here that Brazil reacts to the growing global rivalry with pendu-
lum movements: simultaneous balancing actions (balancing against the leader – pro-
China efforts) and bandwagoning (following the leader – pro-U.S. efforts) distributed 
across different international relations issues and fields with the dual objective of  
protecting itself  against the potential adverse effects of  said rivalry and building a 
beneficial multipolar order. Such a pendulum strategy is a hedging foreign policy 
mechanism that operates as an insur-
ance strategy to protect Brazil against 
systemic crises due to bipolarization.

We specifically suggest that each 
time Brazil bandwagons with the U.S. 
on some political-strategic issue, the 
country simultaneously balances this 
action with China on a trade issue and 
across a full range of  issues and sce-
narios. It will be a strategic mistake for 
Brazil’s foreign policy to align itself  
with one side entirely. Such a pendulum 
will create a protective cross-commit-
ment network that will increase the cost 
for Beijing and Washington to isolate 
or punish Brazil (economic sanctions, 
trade manipulations, investment con-
trols, withholding vital military technology, etc.). In other words, pendulum hedging 
will seek to create a deterrent effect and contain any forceful action by one or both 
superpowers against Brazil’s national interest.

However, for a pendulum hedging strategy to succeed, Brazil must first acquire 
a position of  regional leadership in South America. By assuming the role of  regional 
power recognized by its neighbors and at the same time rebuilding regional political 
coordination mechanisms, Brazil will likely blunt any superpower pressure – Brazil 
must show it can stabilize the region and shield it from outside influences. Brazil’s 

Can Brazil use an updated 
version of  its hedging foreign 
policy of  World War II 
in the current global power 
scenario? More specifically, 
can Brazil use a hedging 
foreign policy to obtain 
political gains and to avoid 
high costs in a newly bipolar 
international system?
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regional leadership will not only protect 
South America from harmful U.S. or 
Chinese pressure. It will also be a spring-
board for Brazil to operate a pendulum 
hedging strategy at the extra-regional 
level. Without a decisive regional foreign 
policy, the rear will be left unguarded, 
South America will become more open 
to pressure from Beijing and Washing-
ton and Brasília will be relegated to a 
peripheral role within the region.  

Implementing a pendulum for-
eign policy can be done at a relatively low 
cost for three main reasons: first, Brazil is 
one of  the few countries that can access 
the Organization for Economic Coop-
eration and Development (OECD) and 
Brazil, Russia, India, China and South 
Africa (BRICS) groups without strong 
inner political antagonisms; second, 
Brazil has no geopolitical problems with 
the U.S. and with China and may be the 
only significant pivotal player among 
OECD and BRICS countries. The 
superpowers in both alliances perceive 
Brazil as a relatively reliable and attrac-
tive member. The U.S.-China rivalry for power in all regions and international orga-
nizations puts Brazil in the privileged position of  being sought by both superpowers 
as a preferred partner in the BRICS and OECD groups; third, Brazil is not involved 
in any regional dispute strong enough to dramatically weaken its international posi-
tion. The cost to rebuild Brazil’s leadership position in South America and after that 
engage in hedging actions is relatively low because all countries in the region already 
expect Brazil to assume said role. Although opposition to Brazil’s regional leadership 
has always existed, it has never been as weak and ineffective as it is now.

To support our argument, we divided this text into five parts: in the first, we 
discuss the U.S.-China rivalry; in the second, we address Brazil’s privileged position 
amid the antagonistic BRICS and OECD alliances; in the third, we explain what a 
hedging strategy is and why it serves Brazil’s interests; in the fourth, we describe the 

By assuming the role of  
regional power recognized 
by its neighbors and at 
the same time rebuilding 
regional political coordination 
mechanisms, Brazil will 
likely blunt any superpower 
pressure – Brazil must show 
it can stabilize the region 
and shield it from outside 
influences. Brazil’s regional 
leadership will not only protect 
South America from harmful 
U.S. or Chinese pressure. It 
will also be a springboard 
for Brazil to operate a 
pendulum hedging strategy 
at the extra-regional level. 
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pendulum mechanism and its possible configurations; finally, we explain why Brazil 
must regain regional leadership.

THE U.S.- CHINA RIVALRY
Scholars often mention two dilemmas regarding hegemonic transitions: the 

Thucydides trap and the Kindleberger trap. The U.S.-China rivalry is most often 
associated with Thucydides. Much publicized by Graham Allison’s influential work 
Destined for War - Can America and China Escape Thucydides’s Trap? (2017),1 the trap 
is based on the idea that status quo powers often go to war with ascending and 
revisionist powers to maintain their supremacy. Alisson draws on several historical 
examples to show that conflict propensity is greater than peaceful accommodation. 
The second trap took after economist Charles Kindleberger’s book, The World in 
Depression 1929-1939 (1973). Kindleberger argues that the political collapse of  the 
1930s was caused by the U.S. replacing the United Kingdom as hegemonic power 
and by Washington’s inability to provide collective goods to stabilize the system. The 
key question to ask is: if  China replaces the U.S. as the world’s major power, will it 
be able to provide collective goods and security for the entire system?

Those views on hegemonic rivalries are far from dominant among scholars 
and decision-makers. Indeed, Frieberg (2005) reported at least four dominant inter-
pretations of  the U.S.-China global competition.

First, liberals believe that, despite the Thucydides dilemma, increasingly 
interdependent trade between countries and the pull of  international organizations 
strongly dampen the possibility of  open war. These thinkers feel the mutual depen-
dence between the U.S. and China and the huge tangle of  international agreements 
weigh on them to increase the costs of  conflict, pushing decision-makers to seek 
accommodation (Lamptom 2001, Economy and Oksenberg 1999, Johnston and 
Evans 1999, Paul 2016).

Second, constructivists hold that rivalry or cooperation are social constructs, 
so State interaction is not the product of  purely objective and material factors, such 
as the balance of  military power, but of  social identities. Concerning the U.S.-China 
relationship, constructivists generally emphasize the possibility that China’s grow-
ing participation in various international organizations will lead Beijing to change 
its strategic culture, which governs what rules of  international behavior its leaders 
are prepared to accept and, ultimately, its conception of  national identity (Johnston 
1995). Such a change would deflate China’s propensity to challenge the liberal order 

1. See the review written by Gelson Fonseca Jr. (2022) in the second issue of CEBRI-Journal.
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and, therefore, its willingness to compete with the U.S. That said, repeated interac-
tions do not necessarily erode old identities. They may, on the contrary, reinforce 
them in the long run and strengthen China’s exceptionalist view of  history and for-
eign policy, increasing the likelihood of  conflict with the U.S.

Third, unipolarism realists argue that, despite China’s rise, Beijing is far from 
challenging U.S. political and military supremacy within the international system. 
They see a huge difference between systemic incentives to balance out the U.S. (a 
China-Russia alliance, for example) and those countries’ real ability to balance the 
system effectively. China will be a greater power than Russia, Germany, or Japan, but 
it will not have the same capacity as the sole global superpower – the U.S. (Brooks & 
Wohlforth 2016, Zhao 2021, Shambaugh 2018). Kindleberger’s dilemma is linked 
to that interpretation insofar as his analysis focuses on the ability of  a single hege-
mon to provide collective goods and stabilize the system. The cost of  achieving such 
dominance is very high and China is not yet prepared to assume that responsibility.

Finally, bipolarism realists believe the international system is marked by a his-
torical constant, to wit, hegemony creates strong incentives for challenging powers 
to seek domestic growth (internal balancing) and alliances (external balancing) to 
protect themselves from the threat posed by the hegemon. Those scholars think 
unipolar systems are transient and unstable because challenging powers are driven 
to ally with each other to contain the dominant power (Waltz 1979, 2002). The 
conclusion is that China inevitably will challenge the U.S. Even those realists less 
likely to defend the bipolarization of  the system agree that the China-U.S. dispute 
for regional supremacy first and for global hegemony later will inevitably lead them 
to war (Mearsheimer 2021, Kaplan 2019). Graham Allison’s model resembles the 
latter view.

Each model thus provides very different predictions for the outcome of  the 
rivalry. While optimists see room for accommodation and change by the rival power, 
pessimists see a growing rivalry doomed to flare up in war. The descriptions above 
indicate that pessimism is more predominant than hope. Despite the relevant differ-
ences, Brazil cannot afford to wait and see how the U.S.-China power struggle will 
unfurl. Regional powers need to take precautions and to buy insurance policies for 
an uncertain future.

THE OECD AND BRICS ANTAGONISTIC ALLIANCES
One way peripheral States react to bipolarization is by forming and maintain-

ing alliances. According to Stephen Walt (1997), the key element to creating and main-
taining an alliance is a common commitment against a threat. Alliances stem from 
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threats from major powers whose search for supremacy triggers at least two types of  
rational behavior by weaker States – bandwagoning and balancing. Either States ally 
with the preponderant power and expect some protection against rivals, or they seek 
counter-hegemonic alliances to balance out the power concentrated in the hands of  
the decisive global player. In other words, when facing a significant external threat, 
peripheral States can either balance the leader out or follow the leader.

According to Chius (2002, 13), alliances tend to form when the relative power 
of  States shifts, precisely when the level of  development of  major powers declines 
sharply or when rival powers grow vigorously. Those changes alter the perception 
of  threats and, consequently, the motivations to form alliances. Those tipping points 
involve factors that are often cited as contributing to crises: changes in relative power 
(and, therefore, in the balance of  power), changes in economic growth rates and 
heightened perception of  threats. The opportunity cost of  choosing goes up because 
decision-makers progressively lose their ability to see paths and trends and to cal-
culate risks as critical transition moments include more and more of  the factors 
mentioned above.

In our view, that is precisely the current arrangement of  global power. The 
current polarity transition and the ensuing rejuggle of  alliances put peripheral coun-
tries in the dilemma of  positioning themselves in relation to the dominant alliances 
in the system – OECD and BRICS – both from a strategic and a values point of  
view. That is because the three transitional factors mentioned above – changes in the 
relative power of  superpowers, economic growth rates and the perception of  threats 
– occur simultaneously and make it difficult to read trends and risks. Peripheral 
countries have to choose between balancing and bandwagoning without the benefit 
of  clarity on long-term trends.

Worse, the balancing and bandwagoning strategies of  peripheral States can 
spark conflict between major powers as they compete to influence the momentary 
strategic choices of  those States to delay their decline or to consolidate their rise in 
relation to the rival power. By winning peripheral States to its cause, a major power 
may slow its decline or accelerate its rise.  

Peripheral countries should see alliances not only as a form of  protection but 
as a field of  contention between major powers. Major powers seek to attract new 
members and/or keep the current ones by providing collective gains and protection 
to increase their relative power. When a certain member moves from one alliance 
to another or defects, the major power affected loses relative power to its rival. On 
the other hand, that arrangement makes room for peripheral countries to play the 
hegemonic dispute to their benefit.
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A HEDGING FOREIGN POLICY
Hedging can be a very effective strategy for peripheral countries amid systemic 

disputes. It is a short- and medium-term course of  action that simultaneously pur-
sues several foreign policy options to reduce risks. Those options intend to produce 
mutually opposing effects in a high-uncertainty and high-stakes situation. Those 
conflicting actions aim to extract the most gains from major powers when diplo-
matic relations are positive and to balance out the long-term risks when relations 
are negative (Cheng-Chwee 2008, 163). More specifically, hedging involves a set of  
strategies aimed at avoiding a situation in which peripheral States cannot decide on 
direct alternatives such as balancing, bandwagoning, or neutrality (Foot 2006, 88).

Peripheral States may consider hedging as a third option, an intermediary 
strategy between balancing and bandwagoning. States use hedging as a counter-at-
tack policy – sometimes balancing and other times bandwagoning – to strengthen 
economic and military cooperation with various partners while preparing for diplo-
matic and/or military encounters with potentially hostile powers (Koga 2018, 633). 
In other words, it is an insurance policy that gives the relevant country room for 
maneuver and weaves protection networks against potential tragedies.

Both the U.S. and China have great influence on Brazil’s domestic policy. 
While China has become Brazil’s largest trading partner and second largest inves-
tor, the U.S. has broad political and cultural influence. It is our second largest trad-
ing partner and largest direct investor. The interests of  both superpowers resonate 
broadly across Brazilian society (Kalout & Costa 2022). Any hard balancing (pro-
China) or bandwagoning (pro-U.S.) option will entail great economic losses to Bra-
zil, not to mention the negative reaction the losing power may take to Brazil’s choice. 
That is another element that leads us to believe that a hedging strategy is the best for 
Brazil’s contemporary foreign policy. In other words, if  the balancing and bandwag-
oning risk exceeds the hedging risk, then a hedging strategy will maximize Brazil’s 
security and autonomy.

According to George Kennan’s (1947) classic paper, the containment strategy 
the U.S. used against the Soviet Union (USSR) was based on the assumption that 
a challenger could be contained or constrained through different coercive mecha-
nisms, including economic and political deprivation and military denial. A hedging 
strategy will similarly use dual strategies against major powers seeking to entice or 
weaken weaker countries in order to contain their rivalry’s negative effects.

Several countries have recently pursued a hedging strategy. There is evidence 
that Iran uses this strategy with the atomic bomb (Bowen & Moran 2015); Malaysia 
and Singapore (Cheng-Chwee 2008) and India (Boon 2016) in relation to China’s 
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rise in Asia; and Japan against pressure from North Korea (Fouse 2004) and China 
(Koga 2018). Despite heated debate about the different types of  hedging (Ciorciari 
& Haacke 2019), the literature lacks a precise description of  how a hedging mech-
anism would work for a country that is very far away from the loci of  dispute. In 
our opinion, this mechanism will be a pendulum foreign policy inspired by Brazil’s 
position during World War II.

A PENDULUM FOREIGN POLICY 
FOR THE 21ST CENTURY

In his classic interpretation of  
Brazil’s foreign policy of  the 1930s, 
Stanley Hilton coined the term “pen-
dulum diplomacy” to describe Brazil’s 
position at that time. According to Hil-
ton (1975), Brazil played the great pow-
ers – the U.S. and Germany – against 
each other, using pressure or supposed 
pressure as a lever to obtain conces-
sions.” Later, Gerson Moura in a sem-
inal work coined the term “pragmatic 
equidistance” to describe Brazil’s position in relation to the U.S. and to Germany. 
According to Moura (2012, 255), “during the process of  relative democratization 
of  the 1930s, Brazil played a game of  equidistance or pragmatic balance in relation 
to the major powers (...) On the other hand, those countries soon became aware 
of  Brazil’s importance for the war effort (...), a circumstance that clearly magnified 
Brazil’s negotiation capacity in its international relations.”

Indeed, the idea of  a Brazilian pendulum foreign policy was associated with 
the existence of  two antagonistic powers within a highly combustible and competi-
tive environment – different from today’s scenario. There is nothing to indicate that 
an open and global conflict akin to World War II will ignite, but, as discussed above, 
there are many reasons to believe that the China-U.S. relationship tends to worsen. 
That will inevitably have negative consequences for Brazil’s foreign policy and will 
require Brazil to find the ability to deal with and to operate simultaneously in multi-
ple fragmented, complex and competitive arenas. To a large extent, the maximiza-
tion of  the national interest will depend on how well Brazil can decipher individual 
gains and losses in each geostrategic arena.

In her classic study on Brazil’s main foreign policy strategies, Maria Regina 
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Soares de Lima (2005, 07) argues that “the pendulum character of  Brazilian diplo-
macy (...) is achieved by multilateral means and not by show of  military force. Medi-
ation between the strong and the weak is the only path available for Brazil to be 
recognized as a significant power (our translation).” In other words, the pendulum 
strategy is not just some historical quirk in our foreign policy but an almost structural 
practice that impels Brazilian governments to choose bandwagoning or balancing. 
Different Brazilian administrations always choose only one option. While Fernando 
Collor’s administration favored alignment with the U.S., Lula’s went for soft balanc-
ing. In other words, governments choose either alignment or autonomy.

In contrast, this paper proposes using both strategies concomitantly. The pen-
dulum should achieve the ultimate goal of  the hedging strategy, namely dual, pro-
portional and simultaneous engagement with both superpowers for deterrence and 
profit. Brazil’s pivotal position vis-à-vis the BRICS and OECD groups allows for 
the dual strategy option. Brasília can use pendulum movements between balancing 
and bandwagoning to anticipate potential negative scenarios. By making no hard 
choice for this or that side, Brazil will have more room for maneuvering to retreat 
or advance according to the circumstances and implement a strategy that avoids 
exaggerated risks or losses.  

We have identified five types of  pendulums that are likely to become prevalent 
in the coming years:

1.	 Political-strategic pendulum: the political-strategic arena is the key 
locus for a pendulum hedging policy because it concentrates the attention 
of  China and the U.S. It requires well-thought-through decisions, planned 
and calibrated. By simultaneously becoming a BRICS and an OECD 
member, Brazil already uses a pendulum strategy in political-strategic 
issues. Brasília signals it is willing to use its privileged position as a BRICS 
and OECD member to negotiate secondary agreements on a wide array 
of  issues, thereby making China and the U.S. seek to win Brazil over to 
their respective sides. Brazil will also have to use a sophisticated pendulum 
strategy in relation to the United Nations (UN) Security Council decisions 
and discussions when holding a non-permanent seat.      

2.	 Defense and security pendulum: the second most important arena 
is preponderant in Brazil’s relationship with the U.S. and with Europe 
because the U.S. and Western European countries (France, Germany, Swe-
den, Italy, and the United Kingdom) concentrate the defense industrial 
base and the source of  our armed forces’ arsenal, as well as their technical 
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and educational cooperation agreements and their joint military exercises. 
The BRICS platform may incrementally expand the scope of  defense and 
security cooperation with China to balance out the current bandwagoning 
with the U.S. The U.S. will automatically respond to such an action either 
to entice or pressure Brazil into reviewing its strategic preference. Brazil 
can exploit that opportunity to its benefit.

3.	 Technological pendulum: the technological arena undoubtedly is a 
major locus of  U.S.-China rivalry. Both governments’ huge Research & 
Development (R&D) investments will increasingly affect topics such as arti-
ficial intelligence, communications, and cybersecurity. Brazil has already 
seen this in the dispute regarding its 5G network. Even so, the relation-
ship between Brazilian businesses and universities with their Chinese coun-
terparts is far below potential. Brazil and the U.S. have a denser relation-
ship and a broader partnership track record in R&D. A closer relationship 
between Brazil and China in cybersecurity and artificial intelligence could 
give Brazil greater autonomy and balance Brazilian dependence on the U.S.

4.	 Trade pendulum: the trade arena has dramatically changed in recent 
decades. China has become Brazil’s largest trading partner, and there is 
almost nothing the U.S. can do to change that given the complementarity 
between the Brazilian and Chinese economies. In any event, it is possible to 
balance out Brazil’s over-reliance on Chinese purchases of  agricultural and 
mineral commodities through denser trade agreements with the European 
Union (EU) – ratification of  the MERCOSUR-EU agreement, with the 
Association of  Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) or even with India – the 
current preferential agreement between Mercosur and India needs to be 
expanded. Brazil should diversify its trade and market access alternatives. 
In addition, the completion of  agreements between MERCOSUR and 
Singapore, South Korea, Canada, and Indonesia may reduce the share 
of  Brazilian exports that now go to China. As the U.S. has not indicated 
any interest in a bilateral trade agreement with MERCOSUR, Brazil must 
look elsewhere to reduce its dependence on Beijing.    

5.	 Financial pendulum: this arena symbolizes the post-2008 crisis of  West-
ern economies, and Brazil has enhanced its participation through its G-20 
and BRICS membership, notably with the creation of  the New Develop-
ment Bank and the Contingent Reserve Arrangement (NDB/CRA) and 
the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB). At the same time, Brazil 
shares historical ties with the U.S. in the Inter-American Bank, in addition 
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to its participation in the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and in the 
World Bank, organizations where U.S. preponderance is paramount. The 
advent of  the NDB/CRA and AIIB helped Brazil balance its position in 
global financial discussions. Brazil’s history of  balance of  payments crises 
and dependence on the U.S. are a thing of  the past so that Brazil now 
has more room to swing its strategic pendulum as circumstances dictate. 
Brasília must, in no circumstance, renege on its commitments to the NDB/
CRA and the AIIB or Brazil may lose its financial mobilization capacity 
and once again fully retreat into the U.S. financial sphere of  influence.    

A relatively simple illustration can best exemplify the interactions in a pendu-
lum hedging strategy. Figure 1 (positive interaction) shows a four-phase interaction 
in which China and the U.S. seek to attract Brazil to their side in reaction to pendu-
lum actions.

Figure 1. Positive interaction.

China and the U.S. make attraction efforts (offers) in response to Brazil’s almost 
simultaneous balancing and bandwagoning movements so Brazil gets two profitable 
offers without ceasing to be pivotal. The cost of  attracting Brazil is relatively low for 
superpowers, especially in comparison with the next scenario.

Figure 2 (negative interaction) shows a punishment scenario. In other words, 
a negative U.S. reaction to Brazil’s balancing action forces Brazil to make a hard 
balancing movement toward China in the next phase.

Figure 2. Negative interaction.
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Brazil’s pivotal position gives it the option to move toward any side and a pen-
dulum hedging strategy raises the cost for a superpower to punish Brazil because of  
the risk that it will lose Brazil to the rival superpower. The high cost of  punishing 
Brazil as opposed to the low cost of  the offer makes superpowers think twice before 
punishing Brazil and, most often than not, choose to make an offer.

Implementing and operating a pendulum hedging strategy will be neither an 
easy nor a short-term task. Poorly executed tactical movements here may cause losses 
there. Three core strategic principles must be clear to avoid this outcome. Brazil must:

1.	 use simultaneous and proportional bandwagoning and balancing strategies;
2.	 create cross-commitments with the U.S. and with China at several levels; and
3.	 use its pivotal position between the BRICS and OECD groups in its favor.

A pendulum hedging strategy plays out in transversal, segmented and multilevel 
fashion. Although the political-strategic level is predominant, this is not a two-dimen-
sion game. Somebody who plays two-dimensional chess on a multidimensional board 
will inevitably lose. China and the U.S. command great weight in military or strategic 
matters but other powers that feel threatened by bipolarization have a say in issues 
such as technology, trade and finance. Those variable geometries work in our favor.  

 
BRAZIL’S REGIONAL LEADERSHIP AND THE U.S.-CHINA RIVALRY

The last aspect of  Brazil’s potential pendulum hedging strategy to discuss is 
the South American context. That strategy will be most effective if  operated from 
a springboard and China’s growing clout and the U.S.’s traditional influence in the 
region are significant challenges. There is nothing new in major powers scrambling 
for South America. Brazil growing apart from its regional surroundings may very 
well have been the most unusual aspect of  recent years. Brazil must regain its posi-
tion of  regional leader not only for economic reasons or for the sake of  Latin Amer-
ican solidarity but because it is a necessity for survival amid a systemic and multidi-
mensional rivalry.

In politics, power vacuums last but an instant so that the U.S. and especially 
China have expanded their political influence in the region without much effort. 
Brazil risks becoming a regional power instead of  a middle power at the interna-
tional level. Increased U.S influence has squeezed Brazil out of  the Northern por-
tion of  South America so our influence is now restricted to the River Plate area. The 
integration of  the subcontinent’s most dynamic economies into China’s production 
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chains has degraded Brazil’s ability to spearhead the development process (hence 
Argentina’s and Uruguay’s growing dependence on Beijing). In the absence of  any 
other regional power capable of  standing up to Brazil, Brazil’s current diffidence has 
opened the door for Beijing to, similarly to the U.S., become a major extra-regional 
reference for most South American countries.

China would certainly have increased its power in the region even if  Brazil had 
not been so diffident. Brazil will not regain its regional leadership by pushing China 
or the U.S. out – not least because Brazil does not hold or has not created effective 
means to exercise containment power. Brazil has limited resources to mitigate the 
effects of  the hegemonic dispute in South America. Robert Russel and Fabián Calle 
(2022) show that the waxing and waning of  U.S. interest in Latin America is closely 
associated with the activities and presence of  extra-regional powers in the region. It 
was so in the 1960s-1970s with the USSR and may be so again with China. In other 
words, the new strategy to regain regional leadership ought to exploit the current 
competition between the U.S. and China.

The regional leader will be expected to engage in political coordination and to 
provide collective goods for the region in similarity to the hegemon, albeit to a lesser 
extent. Brazil did have relative success in political coordination but found it difficult 
to provide collective goods even at the zenith of  its influence in the 2010s. Compe-
tition with the U.S. or with China in the provision of  collective goods is a recipe for 
failure but greater emphasis on political coordination, whether by revamping the 
Union of  South American Nations (UNASUR) or by creating a new organization 
for the Amazon region, may help Brazil regain its leadership position in South Amer-
ica. That will show our neighbors that Chinese or U.S. supremacy in the region – or 
the prison of  a binary choice between the two superpowers – harms each country’s 
interests and collective interest of  all. Preserving the region from dependence or the 
pervading influence of  both sides will be more beneficial in the long run, especially 
for regional security and stability.

CONCLUSIONS
The key lesson of  hegemonic disputes is that peripheral countries should 

avoid the exaggerations of  cataclysmic analyses, which typically lead to miscalcu-
lations. Countries located far away from the flash points of  the conflict will benefit 
more from a rational and careful review of  viable strategies than from accurate 
predictions on whether the U.S. and China will slide into war or find some accom-
modation. The risk of  war and the collapse of  the international system may be 
considerable, yet that outcome remains unlikely. Unlike the Cold War, when the 
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U.S. and the USSR were economically 
isolated and the containment strategy 
was viable, the China-U.S. interdepen-
dence impedes a hard containment 
strategy because the costs for its imple-
mentation are simply too high. Any 
mutual containment the superpowers 
may seek will unfold very differently 
from its Cold War equivalent.

Our challenge is to decide what 
to do in this vexing environment. Bra-
zil’s political forces undoubtedly dis-
agree on what foreign policy strate-
gies are best suited in relation to the 
rivalry. While Brazil’s Labor Party (PT) 
administrations used a soft-balancing 
approach through alliances with coun-
tries seeking to review the global order 
(BRICS), the Bolsonaro administra-
tion preferred – especially in its first 
two years – a strong bandwagoning 
strategy through alliances with status 
quo powers (OECD). It is extremely 
unlikely that any administration will 
completely abandon the OECD and 
the BRICS alliances or fully align with the U.S.A or with China. The question is: 
what strategic choice supports approaching both superpowers simultaneously?

As we said earlier, if  the balancing and bandwagoning risk exceeds the hedg-
ing risk, a hedging strategy will maximize Brazil’s security and autonomy. Choos-
ing between alignment and autonomy is no longer possible: we must seek both. By 
remaining a partial or full member of  both alliances – OECD and BRICS – Brazil 
may use a pendulum strategy to exploit the China-U.S. rivalry to its benefit and 
avoid punishment. That will require great skill and diplomatic sophistication sup-
ported by short-, medium- and long-term planning.

At the end of  the day, the pendulum hedging strategy seeks to avoid what 
Thomas Schelling (1960) defined as the “reciprocal fear of  a surprise attack.” That 
is, it seeks to prevent China and the U.S. from punishing Brazil for fear that the other 
side will punish Brazil first and thereby anchor Brasília in its sphere of  influence. 

Brazil’s political forces 
undoubtedly disagree 
on what foreign policy 
strategies are best suited 
in relation to the rivalry. 
While Brazil’s Labor Party 
(PT) administrations used 
a soft-balancing approach 
through alliances with 
countries seeking to review 
the global order (BRICS), 
the Bolsonaro administration 
preferred – especially in its 
first two years – a strong 
bandwagoning strategy 
through alliances with status 
quo powers (OECD).



Year 1 / No. 4 / Oct-Dec 2022   ·   33

Hedging Between the U.S. and China: Brazil Protecting Itself to Survive

By increasing the cost for China and the U.S. to punish Brazil, pendulum hedging 
operates as a deterrent that alone can ensure Brazil’s autonomous survival in a novel 
and increasingly complex, competitive and fragmented international order. 
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I

AI am deeply honored to receive the degree of  Doctor Honoris Causa that the 
Board of  the São Paulo State University (UNESP) has generously awarded 
me. UNESP is a large public university in São Paulo focused on teaching, 

research, and extension education activities. The decentralized efforts of  its  multi-
ple units give UNESP a major role in disseminating and consolidating knowledge in 
our state. I have personal experience of  those indisputable merits: during my many 
years at the São Paulo Research Foundation (FAPESP), I had the fortunate opportu-
nity to work alongside and learn from UNESP’s top-notch teaching staff.

The names of  Professors Marcos Macari, Herman Voorwald, Maria José Soares 
Mendes Giannini, and Marilza Vieira Cunha Rudge come to mind. They were 
members of  the Superior Council of  our great research support agency, which 
contributed so much to make the state of  São Paulo nationally and internation-
ally known for its great contribution to knowledge. I can’t fail to mention the 
late Professor José Arana Varela, who chaired FAPESP’s Technical-Administra-
tive Council from 2012 to 2016. UNESP housed the Institute of  Economic and 
International Studies (IEEI), created and conceived by my dear friend, the late 
Gilberto Dupas. 

Once again, I would like to say that the honor given me today is suffused with my 
intellectual esteem and personal appreciation for UNESP. I am grateful for the 
support I received from the University during the stimulating time when I chaired 
FAPESP and sought to emphasize its internationalization as an expression of  sci-
ence diplomacy.

II
I see the degree I receive today as a recognition of  my dedication to interna-

tional relations through my efforts to make them an institutionally organized aca-
demic area in our country, through my university career as a scholar in this field of  
knowledge and through the role I played in conducting our country’s foreign policy. 
I shall now share some nuggets of  my experience on how to mix thought with action.

Celso Lafer is a CEBRI founding member. He served as the Brazilian Minister of  Foreign Affairs on two 
occasions (1992/2001-2002), as well as Minister of  Development, Industry and Trade (1999). He was 
Brazil’s ambassador to the UN and the WTO in Geneva. He is professor emeritus at University of  São Paulo 
(USP), at its Institute of  International Relations and its Faculty of  Law. Until recently, he was president of  
the São Paulo Research Foundation (FAPESP) and is a member of  Klabin’s Administrative Board.
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I will go down memory lane as a means to organize the narrative thread of  my 
career in international relations. My interest in international relations came early, 
inspired by my own family – Horácio 
Lafer was Foreign Minister in the Kubits-
check administration –, and stimulated 
by the atmosphere of  the University of  
São Paulo (USP) School of  Law, where 
I studied from 1960-1964, a time of  
heated debate on the country’s destiny 
and on the direction of  our foreign pol-
icy. These ingredients led me to pursue 
graduate work in the United States at 
Cornell University, where I earned my 
PhD in Political Science in 1970.

One of  the textbooks for Cornell’s 
International Relations program was a 
collection edited by James Rosenau. It 
contained an article by Henry Kissinger 
(1959) titled The Policy Maker and the 
Intellectual, the full version of  which is 
included in his 1961 book The Neces-
sity of  Choice. Kissinger noted that 
intellectual analysis and government 
political action operate within differ-
ent timeframes. The latter looks to the 
future and seeks to satisfy a demand that 
is time-constrained, for to govern is to 
choose; the former operates within the longer analytical timeframe, involves consid-
ering the myriad factors that affect international life, and seeks at a more leisurely 
pace to find the broader meaning of  things (Kissinger 1961, 367). 

In the first volume of  his Memoirs, dealing with when he was a prominent 
player in U.S. foreign policy, Kissinger states that a period of  high government 
responsibilities teaches us how to decide but not the substance of  the decision. That 
substance is related to the perceptions, experiences, and prior knowledge of  the per-
son who assumes, in the urgency of  time, the responsibilities of  governing (Kissinger 
2013, 27).

I tell you this because knowledge was a major factor that led me to take on 
diplomatic responsibilities. On the two occasions when I was Foreign Minister and 

Kissinger noted that 
intellectual analysis and 
government political action 
operate within different 
timeframes. The latter looks 
to the future and seeks to 
satisfy a demand that is time-
constrained, for to govern 
is to choose; the former 
operates within the longer 
analytical timeframe, involves 
considering the myriad factors 
that affect international 
life, and seeks at a more 
leisurely pace to find the 
broader meaning of  things.
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Brazil’s Ambassador to the World Trade Organization, in Geneva and the United 
Nations, the repertoire of  my knowledge as a scholar of  international relations was 
the backdrop to my decision-making process. 

On the challenges of  the relationship between theory and practice, I refer to 
two courses I taught, at the request and with the collaboration of  Professor Pedro 
Dallari, at the University of  São Paulo Institute of  International Relations – which I 
helped create and organize. These courses revisited my diplomatic post vita activa to 
assess what was pertinent and what was not for the performance, as an intellectual, 
of  my foreign policy activities. 

In summary, much was useful and much not because general conclusions 
obtained in the theoretical sphere within the analytical timeframe do not automat-
ically adjust to the complexities of  specific circumstances. One needs what Isaiah 
Berlin (1996) called “the sense of  reality,” which benefits from theoretical knowledge 
but also requires the ability to identify what may or may not work in the urgencies 
of  policy time. Hence the epistemological peculiarity of  diplomatic judgment as a 
reflexive, Arendtian judgment, committed to extracting its wider meaning from con-
crete circumstances and focused on enhancing Brazil’s international role and on the 
foreign policy task of  translating internal needs into external possibilities.

III
Norberto Bobbio (1993) in Doubt and Choice: Intellectuals and power in contemporary 

society – whose Brazilian edition was published by UNESP – notes that modern sec-
ular and democratic societies give intellectuals a specific role in political life. Given 
the complexities of  the contemporary world, intellectuals may be tasked with find-
ing paths and principles to tackle the uncertainties of  transformation or to provide 
technology and knowledge – indispensable means to implement guidelines. Both 
roles are necessary for political action, for government action, and to overcome the 
inertia of  routine. These intellectuals interested in public life can play different roles, 
such as criticizing power, legitimizing it, influencing it, advising it – and, what is 
rarer, taking responsibilities in exercising power. In my own way and with my limita-
tions, I have played all those roles. 

As an international relations scholar, I have dedicated myself  both to find-
ing directions for our foreign policy and researching knowledge – both necessary 
to implement diplomatic guidelines. I refer to my 1973 book in cooperation with 
Felix Peña, Argentina and Brazil in the International Relations System, where I explained 
the importance of  a strategic partnership with Argentina and its significance for 
our standing in Latin America. I also refer to an essay included in my 1982 book 
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Paradoxes and Possibilities, in which I reviewed the gap between order and power 
in international life and described how that gap opened the door for Brazil, which 
is not a major power, to go beyond the defense of  its specific interests and to earn a 
voice in shaping the world order with an eye on its general interests. 

I further refer to the idea, also from the 1980s, included in my book on peace/
war in the contemporary world, Brazil and global crisis (1984), that peace should be 
the governing idea (vis directiva) amid the growing risks and destructiveness of  nuclear 
weapons. Hence the importance of  an 
actively pacifist diplomacy geared, inter 
alia, toward peaceful dispute resolution 
and feasible disarmament negotiations 
that could contain the arms race. These 
are examples of  analyses that contrib-
uted to my diplomatic judgment when 
I had responsibilities in conducting Bra-
zil’s foreign policy. 

In my work dedicated to the aca-
demic institutionalization of  interna-
tional relations study in our country, I 
noted the importance of  multidisci-
plinary interaction between different 
fields of  knowledge and that one should 
be attentive to the contributions of  our 
contemporaries without neglecting the 
lessons of  the classics. I emphasized the 
role of  Law in my analysis of  multidis-
ciplinarity and its transversality. Law, 
which I taught for forty years at the USP 
School of  Law, was the discipline that 
encouraged me to develop the knowl-
edge-means I used to enhance the effec-
tiveness of  my diplomatic action. 

I refer to my studies on the role of  
reciprocity in International Economic 
Law, the dynamics of  mutual collaboration rules at the international and regional 
levels, and how they can contribute to settling disputes when not affected by the ten-
sions of  conceptual conflicts in the organization of  world affairs. I addressed that, 
inter alia, in my 1977 book on Public International Law presented at the USP School 

[Bobbio] notes that modern 
secular and democratic 
societies give intellectuals 
a specific role in political 
life. Given the complexities 
of  the contemporary 
world, intellectuals may 
be tasked with finding 
paths and principles to 
tackle the uncertainties of  
transformation or to provide 
technology and knowledge 
– indispensable means to 
implement guidelines. Both 
roles are necessary for political 
action, for government 
action, and to overcome 
the inertia of  routine.
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of  Law (livre-docência), which described the role of  International Law as an integral 
part of  the field of  knowledge of  international relations. Mastery of  that repertoire 
proved very useful in my activities as Brazil’s ambassador in Geneva, especially as 
Brazil’s ambassador to the World Trade Organization. 

In response to the extremes of  totalitarianism, the Charter of  the United 
Nations enshrined normative aspirations that resulted in the development of  Inter-
national Human Rights Law, which our 1988 Constitution affirmed as one of  the 
key principles that govern Brazil’s international relations. The ideas I developed in 
my thesis in Philosophy of  Law submitted to the USP Law School in 1988 were of  
great value to me in operationalizing Brazil’s Human Rights diplomacy. I revisited 
Hannah Arendt’s work and her idea of  the “right to have rights” to discuss the 
internal and external reconstruction of  human rights in the contemporary world 
(Lafer 2020).

My contact with Brazil’s top-notch diplomatic staff, for which I have the high-
est esteem and respect, was intellectually stimulating and proved very significant in 
the course of  my studies on international relations, both before and after my two 
times as Foreign Minister. The texts I elaborated on the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs 
and many of  its leading figures, included in my 2018 book International Relations, For-
eign Policy, and Brazilian Diplomacy, bear witness to that. 

IV
Brazil’s foreign policy naturally is the expression of  a point of  view on the 

world and how it works. In Brazil’s case, that point of  view has been consistent, and 
its persistence is associated with what Renouvin and Duroselle call “deep forces.” 
Among them: the geographical fact that we are in South America, our continen-
tal size, the fact that Brazil is involved in no territorial dispute and that its borders 
are settled and consolidated, our peaceful relationship with our many neighbor-
ing countries, our linguistic unity, our distance, since independence in 1822, from 
international tension points, the issue of  world stratification and the challenges of  
development.

Thanks to that persistence, Brazil has accumulated a very coherent and con-
sistent diplomatic capital as Brazil faced the challenges History has thrown its way. 
In a 2001 book, later expanded, I noted that persistence is one of  the ingredients of  
Brazil’s international identity. The adequate and consistent execution of  Brazilian 
foreign policy demands safeguarding that diplomatic capital and its repertoire, with 
the adjustments required by changing internal and external circumstances. 
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V
The responsibility of  conducting foreign policy, as a public policy focused 

on the task of  translating internal needs into external possibilities, presupposes an 
appropriate assessment of  the world’s mechanics dynamics operation and its trans-
formations. Indeed, conflicting and associative patterns coexist simultaneously in 
the international arena, with more or less emphasis. 

Brazil’s diplomacy must be able to, in light of  Brazil’s perspectives in a het-
erogeneous international system, pick from among the peculiarities of  specific cir-
cumstances and interests that are common and that can be shared when facing the 
asymmetries of  power and to reconcile the differences in values in the contemporary 
Tower of  Babel. I shall give examples based on my experiences from 1992 and 2001 
to 2002.

The end of  the Cold War and its polarities triggered widespread diplomatic 
repositioning and created an international scenario conducive to cooperation. That 
was the environment in which I was appointed Foreign Minister for the first time 
in 1992, during the Collor administration (1990-1992), and I was able to act in 
the great United Nations Conference on Environment and Development: the 1992 
Earth Summit.

The Earth Summit was a solar moment for Brazilian diplomacy. It expanded 
Brazil’s international credibility and opened up space for Brazil to creatively address 
a persistent global issue. The Earth Summit consolidated the environment and its 
interconnection with sustainable development on the international agenda and 
managed to overcome the North/South polarity problems that limited the reach of  
the 1972 Stockholm Conference.

A diplomacy of  knowledge, attentive to science’s role in explaining the chal-
lenges of  the environment, guided Brazil in preparing for the Earth Summit. Brazil 
operated as a force for diplomatic balance by helping solve pending problems in the 
larger construction of  consensus on key environmental and development issues. 

The more Grotian world circumstances of  that time allowed me, in the capac-
ity of  Brazil’s Foreign Minister and acting as ex-officio Vice-President of  the Sum-
mit with the collaboration of  an exceptional team of  experienced and qualified 
diplomats, to find ways and solutions that ultimately helped increase our country’s 
diplomatic capital. 

In my second time as Foreign Minister – 2001-2002 – I witnessed the unex-
pected shift in the diplomatic tectonic plates caused by the September 11, 2001 
terrorist attacks on the United States. They marked the appearance on the interna-
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tional arena of  a revolt of  particularisms and showed the limited but no less cruel 
potential for violence of  terrorism as an expression of  fanaticism and despair, with 
its consequences on the international security agenda. They made international 
cooperation at the world level more elu-
sive, in contrast with 1992, and made it 
more difficult to operationalize the con-
stitutional principles that govern Bra-
zil’s international relations in alignment 
with Brazilian diplomatic tradition. 

The nature of  Brazil’s interna-
tional engagement led the Fernando 
Henrique Cardoso administration 
(1995-2002) to, since its inception, raise 
the level of  our country’s presence in 
the world based on consistency between 
“internal” and “external” issues and 
seek greater autonomy through partic-
ipation in international and regional 
organizations – to use the words of  
Gelson Fonseca Jr. I participated in that 
effort as Ambassador in Geneva from 
1995 to 1998, an experience I reported 
in my 1999 book Trade, Disarmament and 
Human Rights. 

As the second Cardoso admin-
istration (1999-2002) drew to a close, 
I contributed as Foreign Minister by 
shifting our diplomatic focus to increas-
ing Brazil’s diplomatic capital in align-
ment with the efforts made during the Cardoso presidency. Hence, inter alia, my 
activities in economic diplomacy in multilateral and regional negotiations and my 
efforts to provide the technical skills Brazil needed to tackle trade disputes and 
the challenges of  our participation in an economically interdependent world; the 
attentive care I gave to MERCOSUR issues and cooperation with our neighbors; 
my commitment to help South American economic development; my attention to 
environmental challenges in the wake of  the 1992 Earth Summit; the importance 
I gave to human rights on the international agenda; my defense of  economic and 
political multilateralism; my search for new diplomatic partners for Brazil and my 

The Earth Summit was a 
solar moment for Brazilian 
diplomacy. It expanded 
Brazil’s international 
credibility and opened up 
space for Brazil to creatively 
address a persistent global 
issue. The Earth Summit 
consolidated the environment 
and its interconnection with 
sustainable development on 
the international agenda 
and managed to overcome 
the North/South polarity 
problems that limited 
the reach of  the 1972 
Stockholm Conference.
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initiatives to enliven traditional diplomatic relations; my concern for peace and 
the possibility of  disarmament.

VI
I shall conclude using Hannah Arendt’s observation that knowledge can be within 
our reach through persistent and continuous dedication to study and research, but 
recognition cannot. It is something we can aspire to but that is not for us to claim. 
It is a gift, a prize given to us in the plurality of  the human condition. I am deeply 
thankful for the Doctor Honoris Causa degree UNESP now awards me not only 
because of  the recognition it entails but also because it is given within the context 
of  the emotions of  the autumn of  my life. 

São Paulo – November 23, 2022 – Location: Paulista Magistrature School 
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Under the Apocalypse Shadow: 
A Personal Testimony of   
50 Years in the Environmental 
Cause
Rubens Ricupero

Abstract: Personal testimony by Rubens Ricupero on the 50 years of  his involve-
ment with the environmental cause, since the Stockholm Conference on the Human 
Environment  in  1972;  describing the negotiations  of   the  Amazon  Cooperation  
Treaty; the birth in 1988 of  the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change; the  
United  Nations  Conference  on  Environment  and  Development,  1992 Earth 
Summit or  ECO92;  and the Brazilian Ministry of  Environment and the Legal 
Amazon region’s creation period. Success in the environmental cause should not 
be measured in terms of  profits and losses but based on the time limit available to 
achieve the agenda’s objectives, which is not elastic but finite.
Keywords: environment; biography; Stockholm Conference; 1992 Earth Summit.
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Some say the world will end in fire, 
Some say in ice. 

From what I’ve tasted of desire 
I hold with those who favor fire. 

But if it had to perish twice, 
I think I know enough of hate 

To say that for destruction ice 
Is also great 

And would suffice.
- Robert Lee Frost, Fire and Ice

My personal involvement with the environment began with the 1972 
Stockholm Conference and had nothing to do with professional activities 
or with my intellectual training. At the time, I was the head of  the Minis-

try of  Foreign Affairs Cultural Diffusion Division (DDC) and worked disseminating 
Brazilian culture and arts abroad. As a diplomat, I was not very interested in issues 
associated with the United Nations (UN), which seemed too abstract and out of  
touch with the minutiae of  daily life I had grown accustomed to dealing with when 
I served in Vienna, Buenos Aires, and Quito. 

	I had no training in the so-called mathematical sciences. Still, I had been a 
passionate student of  geography, especially human geography, as taught by my late 
instructor at the Rio Branco Institute in 1959, Fábio Macedo Soares Guimarães, 
founder of  the geography section of  the Brazilian Institute of  Geography and Sta-
tistics (IBGE). Thanks to him, I discovered a book that fascinates me to this day, a 
classic of  human geography: A Geography of  Man by Preston James (1949). The book 
reviews the diversity of  each habitat on the planet, from arctic regions to equa-
torial jungles, and shows how humans adapted to the diverse physical conditions 
around the globe. That must have been the origin of  my interest in the climate and 
the atmosphere, the geographer’s passion for that which is concrete, which Antonio 
Cândido mentioned about Caio Prado Júnior, a geographer by vocation. 

	Ambassador Miguel Ozório de Almeida, a respected scholar of  economic 
development and scion of  a family of  scientific and positivist tradition, led the pre-

Rubens Ricupero   is Emeritus Counselor of  the Brazilian Center for International Relations 
(CEBRI), retired diplomat and historian. He was ambassador to the UN (Geneva), in Washington and Rome; 
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and UNCTAD Secretary General. He held the José Bonifácio Chair at São Paulo University for 2022.

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0105-0328


48   ·   CEBRI-Journal

Ricupero

parations for the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs position for Stockholm. I followed his 
appointment for that position from the outside without any influence on its prepara-
tion. I must say that from the very beginning, I had an inkling that, while correct in 
some respects, our position placed far greater emphasis on economic development 
than on the severity of  the environmental risks to the planet as a whole, including 
ourselves. The spirit that led to the organization of  the first UNCTAD, the United 
Nations Conference on Trade and Development, in 1964, in Geneva, had by then 
not yet peaked in Brazil and some other major developing countries.

	The conference reflected at the international level the heightened interest 
in economic development that had become a national ideology of  sorts in Bra-
zil during the Juscelino Kubitschek administration (1955-1960), and that would be 
enthusiastically rekindled by the military regime, especially during the government 
of  General Emílio Garrastazu Médici (1969-1974), when the so-called “Brazilian 
economic miracle” reached its zenith. It is understandable that in such an environ-
ment, Miguel Ozório and his staff should focus preferably on the design of  what 
came to be known as the principle of  “common but differentiated responsibility” for 
climate issues. The differentiation was due to the different levels at which industria-
lized and underdeveloped countries had contributed to the accumulation of  gree-
nhouse gases since the dawn of  the industrial era. 

	The problem didn’t lie so much in the principle, whose fairness the internatio-
nal community would recognize twenty years later, but instead in the suspicion that 
the priority the rich gave to environmental pollution could raise hurdles to the gro-
wth of  economies that had lagged behind in the industrialization process. That fear 
was often accompanied by inattention or indifference to the damage caused by pol-
lution. Planning Minister João Paulo dos Reis Velloso was even unfairly accused of  
complacency for giving the impression that the Brazilian government would heartily 
welcome highly polluting industries whose operations were restricted in other coun-
tries. I already thought then what I think today: issues of  different natures should be 
clearly separated. On the one hand, there are those pertaining to trade, to finance, 
that can be the appropriate subject matter of  North-South negotiations based on 
each party’s national interest; and on the other hand, there are those that affect the 
planet and the international community at every level of  development. 

Concerning the latter, the principle of  solidarity when facing a common threat 
should take precedence over negotiations for short-term gains. Solidarity  obviously 
implies that each economy’s contributions should correspond to its historical respon-
sibility in creating the problem and to its economic and technological capabilities. 
As Minister Marina Silva well says, differentiated responsibility doesn’t mean no 
responsibility.   
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The United Nations Conference on the Human Environment, or Stockholm 
Conference, was held fifty years ago at the initiative of  the Swedish government. It 
was the unsteady beginning of  a long process of  awareness of  the complexity of  the 
environmental issue in all its facets. The debate in Stockholm didn’t focus on the 
climate but on pollution of  the atmosphere, air, and water. The concept of  climate 
change, then already under discussion among climate experts, was not yet mature 
enough to make it to the agenda of  an international conference. None of  the twenty-
-six principles approved in the meeting referred to the climate or global warming. 

Stockholm took place at a difficult geopolitical time. In the midst of  the Cold 
War, the refusal to admit the participation of  East Germany (at the time neither 
Germany was a UN member) led the Soviet Union and other communist nations 
to boycott the conference. The participation of  the People’s Republic China, then 
newly admitted to the United Nations, had a strictly political-ideological tinge. It 
was then suspected, and confirmed only thirty years later when certain secret British 
documents were declassified, that a secret group of  advanced countries (the United 
Kingdom, the United States, France, Belgium, Italy, and the Netherlands) – self-
-styled the Brussels Group – conspired to limit the scope and results of  the meeting, 
fearing that they could restrict trade and 
economic activity –   ironically enough, 
including damaging the future of  the 
failed Concorde supersonic airplane! 

Considering these many unfa-
vorable factors, it’s surprising that 
Stockholm came to be the watershed 
moment when environmental issues 
began to gain traction on national and 
international agendas. The relative suc-
cess of  that initiative – at first seen as 
some Nordic mania – was in large part 
due to the patient, intelligent, and tire-
less work of  the Secretary General of  
the Conference, the Canadian Maurice 
Strong (1929-2015), who would again 
play a similarly decisive role in the 1992 
Earth Summit. At the multilateral level, 
the Conference approved the creation 
of  the first specialized UN environmen-
tal agency based in Nairobi, Kenya. It 

The debate in Stockholm 
didn’t focus on the climate 
but on pollution of  the 
atmosphere, air, and water. 
The concept of  climate 
change, then already under 
discussion among climate 
experts, was not yet mature 
enough to make it to the 
agenda of  an international 
conference. None of  the 
twenty-six principles approved 
in the meeting referred to the 
climate or global warming.
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was initially limited to just one “program,” the United Nations Environment Pro-
gram (UNEP). At the same time, many countries decided to create ministries or 
national offices for the environment, Brazil included. The Special Environmental 
Office (SEMA) of  the Ministry of  Home Affairs was organized in 1973. 

The Brazilian delegation to Stockholm was headed by the Minister of  Home 
Affairs, General José Costa Cavalcanti, who earlier had been Minister of  Mines and 
Energy and later was president of  Itaipu Binacional. Miguel Ozório was Deputy 
Head. Another member of  the delegation, secretary general of  the Ministry of  
Home Affairs Henrique Brandão Cavalcanti (1929-2020), played a decisive role in 
implementing the decisions taken at the meeting. I didn’t know him then and later 
became close friends with him, with Hazel, his Canadian wife, and his family. He 
worked with me as head of  the Office for the Environment and for the Amazon 
Region of  the Ministry of  the Environment and succeeded me as Minister. Henri-
que was a highly notable and enlightened member of  Brazil’s skilled government 
staff of  the 1970s and 1980s. He was a hydroelectric engineer trained at McGill 
University in Montreal, Canada, with extensive professional experience in Brazil’s 
steel and hydropower industries. Above all and in stark contrast to the vast majority 
who were mere bureaucrats, Henrique had a genuine environmentalist soul.

His fingerprints are all over the great administrative achievements of  that time 
of  rapid economic growth, with more lasting effects on the creation of  SEMA and on 
the invitation to University of  São Paulo zoologist Paulo Nogueira Neto (1922-2019) 
to head SEMA. Together they managed to navigate an unresponsive environment 
to achieve the remarkable feats of  creating Brazil’s first government environmental 
governance entity from scratch and putting in place much of  the environmental 
protection legislation that survives to this day despite the recent attempts at its des-
truction. Paulo remained in office from 1973 to 1985, all through the last three 
administrations of  the military regime (Generals Medici, Geisel and Figueiredo). 
Paulo’s simplicity hid the legacy and vocation for public service of  his ancestor José 
Bonifácio, as well as the tradition of  progressive agriculture of  the great São Paulo 
farmers. He was one of  only two Latin American members of  the Brundtland Com-
mission in the late 1980s. In my opinion, Henrique Brandão and Paulo Nogueira 
embody the highest ideal of  public service, for even in the darkest of  times they 
advanced humanity’s best ideals.

At an incomparably more modest scale, something similar happened to me 
when I returned to Brasília in 1977, at the behest of  then Foreign Minister Antonio 
Francisco Azeredo da Silveira (1917-1990), to work on a cooperation treaty invol-
ving all Amazonian countries. During the three years I served as a counselor at the 
Brazilian Embassy in Washington, I never ceased being involved with environmen-
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tal issues. I was a delegate to a meeting of  UNESCO’s Man and the Biosphere pro-
gram at the State Department in the mid-1970s. More or less simultaneously with 
the program, James Lovelock (see 1982) developed his Gaia hypothesis or theory, the 
idea that living organisms interact with the inorganic elements of  Earth to form a 
complex synergistic and self-regulating system that helps maintain living conditions 
on the planet. 

I was made head of  the South America Division II (DAM-II), in charge of  
relations with all Amazonian countries, from Bolivia to Venezuela and the Guia-
nas. The key task entrusted to me was to initiate the negotiation of  the Amazonian 
Cooperation Treaty (TCA) and to bring it to fruition. Brazil had circulated the idea 
of  the treaty, but some countries – Venezuela in particular –  were reticent and 
suspicious. One of  my duties was representing the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs at 
Brazil’s Amazon Development Office (SUDAM) Board meetings, usually in Belém 
or Manaus. I soon realized that, with the exception of  Air Force General Ottomar 
Pinto, who would govern Rondônia several times, and myself, all other members 
were completely impervious to the environmental issue. The debate then still was 
dominated by the abominable slogan of  the Medici administration “the Amazon 
will be conquered with cattle hooves.”  

The treaty was negotiated and approved in record time despite that fateful 
legacy. It included the principle that the full development of  Amazonian territories 
required balancing economic growth and environmental preservation. The strict 
equality of  those two goals may sound natural today, but at that time, we were ins-
tructed to resist any reference to human rights and the environment in all diplomatic 
documents. The reluctant consent of  the military could be obtained only with the 
argument that almost all our partners 
insisted on including the issue as a con-
dition for them to join the agreement. 

The two decades that followed 
Stockholm were initially marked by 
efforts to address the threats associa-
ted with the hole in the ozone layer, the 
best successful example of  the human 
capacity to resolve an environmental 
issue thus far. Two meetings addressed 
the ozone layer issue: the 1985 Vienna 
Conference and the 1987 Montreal 
Conference, which approved the Mon-
treal Protocol. This protocol remains an 

The two decades that 
followed Stockholm were 
initially marked by efforts 
to address the threats 
associated with the hole 
in the ozone layer, the best 
successful example of  the 
human capacity to resolve an 
environmental issue thus far.
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inspiring example of  what can be achieved when scientists and governments come 
together to follow policies scientific evidence recommends. 

The creation of  the World Commission on Environment and Development 
by the United Nations in 1987, chaired by Norway’s Prime Minister Gro Harlem 
Brundtland, represented a second significant step forward. The main product of  
the commission, the report Our Common Future (1987), introduced conceptual 
advances that forever changed how we look at development. The most important 
such advance is the idea of  sustainability or sustainable development. Inspired by 
the joint responsibility of  generations that succeed each other in time, the concept 
of  sustainability rests on the postulate that each human generation must satisfy its 
needs in such a way that doesn’t jeopardize the ability of  future generations to do 
the same.  

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, or IPCC, was created in 
1988 as a sort of  corollary to all those advances. I was present at its birth in Geneva 
as Brazil’s representative to the World Meteorological Organization (WMO), one of  
the two UN organizations that founded the IPCC (the other was the UNEP). I parti-
cipated in the first meetings to design the IPCC as an intergovernmental body made 
up of  scientists appointed by governments but who act with scientific independence. 
The panel’s role is not to conduct fresh research. Its mission is to gather and evaluate 
research carried out in research centers. From time to time, the IPCC produces 
reports reflecting the then “state of  the art” of  climate science knowledge, both in 
relation to physical elements and to societal consequences. Almost everything that 
has been done regarding environmental mitigation and adaptation policies ultima-
tely stems from IPCC recommendations. 

The first major IPCC report, published in 1990, had a huge impact. The 
report confirmed, with a high degree of  scientific certainty, that the world’s climate 
was becoming increasingly warmer largely due to human action. From then on, 
something totally unheard of  was established: the idea that human activity since the 
Industrial Revolution in the mid-18th century had altered the planet’s atmosphere 
and climate for the first time in the millennia since man appeared on Earth. Hence 
the name Anthropocene that Paul J. Crutzen (see 2002), winner of  the 1985 Nobel 
Prize in Chemistry, gave to the current geological era. The shock caused by the 
report paved the way for a major negotiation that would culminate in the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). A supplemental 
convention was being negotiated simultaneously: the United Nations Convention on 
Biological Diversity (CBD). 

The great 1992 Rio de Janeiro Earth Summit occurred in that context. Its 
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official name, United Nations Conference on Climate and Development, reflected 
the reaction to the fear raised in Stockholm that environmental concerns would 
become an obstacle to the development of  the poorest countries. In contrast to 
Stockholm, the Earth Summit took place in an auspicious geopolitical climate, never 
to be seen again in the future. The fall of  the Berlin Wall in 1989, a little over two 
years before the conference, triggered the fast-paced dissolution of  all Communist 
regimes in Central and Eastern Europe, culminating with the disintegration of  the 
Soviet Union in December 1991. 

The division of  the world into two ideologically antagonistic blocs, which until 
then had paralyzed all significant efforts at international cooperation, disappeared 
for the first time since the October 1917 Revolution. By mid-1992, when the confe-
rence met in Rio de Janeiro, the end of  the Cold War had inaugurated an extraordi-
narily favorable phase for cooperation which lasted at least until the terrorist attacks 
of  September 11, 2001. Once the duality of  the USSR x U.S. poles had been elimi-
nated, a kind of  quasi-U.S. unipolarity was established in a scenario where China’s 
rise was still in its infancy. One felt in those years that everything was possible, that 
the solution to intractable problems was suddenly at hand: the division of  Berlin, of  
Germany, of  Europe, the relatively peaceful dissolution of  the Soviet Union giving 
birth to fifteen new countries, even the apartheid regime of  South Africa, hardened 
issues that apparently would remain unchanged for centuries!

The unification of  the planet and the globalization process boosted consensus 
around the two major conventions (with the exception of  the United States in rela-
tion to the Convention on Biodiversity). That context contributed above all to the 
indisputable success of  the Earth Summit, which went down in history as the time 
when environmental negotiations reached their zenith. The impressive opening 
ceremony where the two conventions were signed by more than one hundred Heads 
of  State and of  government created the momentum that would lead to Agenda 21, 
the Principles on Forest Management, the creation of  the Sustainable Development 
Commission, and the 27 Rio Principles. 

I was head of  the Finance Committee, which prepared Chapter 33 of  Agenda 
21 on sources of  funding. At the time, I wrote a “chronicle of  negotiations” of  the 
finance group, which I believe is the only document of  its kind in relation to the con-
ference. Originally published in the Colorado Review of  Environmental Law (Ricupero 
1993), the text appeared in Portuguese under the title UNCED and Agenda 21 During 
the Earth Summit: Chronicle of  a Negotiation (Ricupero 2012).

I remained in Washington as Ambassador until, in mid-1993, the mass murder 
of  a group of  Yanomami Indians in the Brazil-Venezuela border region suddenly 
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set in motion a chain of  events that 
would bring my mission in Washington 
to an early end. Not quite knowing how 
to respond to the public outcry, Presi-
dent Itamar Franco decided to create a 
ministry for the Amazon region. I don’t 
know if  because of  my past involvement 
with Amazonian affairs or of  some other 
mysterious reason, I was called to orga-
nize the new ministry. And so, an epi-
sode in the endless extermination of  the 
indigenous peoples by criminal greed 
came to disrupt my fate and to redirect 
it onto an unexpected path. 

To quote the poet Vinícius de 
Moraes, the Ministry of  the Amazon 
was “a funny house with no ceiling, with 
nothing.” With no staff, no funding, no 
chairs to sit on, I was at the mercy of  
the President. To everyone’s surprise, 
he gave me an office suite at the Annex 
to the Planalto Palace that he had used 
when he was Vice President and had 
refused to allocate to other supplicants. Myself  and a handful of  colleagues from the 
Ministry of  Foreign Affairs who had worked with me at the Americas Department 
– Sérgio Danese, Débora Vainer Barenboim, later Sérgio Amaral – pretended we 
were a real ministry. 

As luck would have it, the Minister of  Environment, Senator Fernando Cou-
tinho Jorge, left the government soon after. The government took the opportunity to 
merge those two recently-created ministries (President Franco had elevated the Spe-
cial Environmental Office to ministerial status) to form the Ministry of  Environment 
and the Amazon Region. Once Congress enacted the act that organized the new 
ministry, we inherited an initial structure and, more important, the staff and funding 
of  the Brazilian Environmental Institute (IBAMA), which had offices in all states. 

Working with the environment coupled joy with learning. It had nothing to 
do with what I did before. My experience in the area was until then limited to the 
diplomatic aspects of  the issue. When dealing with the “real” environmental issues 
involving forests, the oceans, protected areas, endangered animals, I discovered an 

The unification of  the planet 
and the globalization process 
(...) contributed above all to 
the indisputable success of  
the Earth Summit, which 
went down in history as the 
time when environmental 
negotiations reached their 
zenith. The impressive 
opening ceremony where 
the two conventions were 
signed by more than one 
hundred Heads of  State 
and of  government created 
the momentum that would 
lead to Agenda 21 (...).
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endless universe. I had to ask for help from people who knew the matter and who 
guided me through this process of  discovery. We were dazzled every day by some 
new place we visited while on duty: the Rio Botanical Garden, the Tijuca Forest, the 
Serra dos Órgãos Park, the Iguaçu Park, the bases of  the Sea Turtle Project (Tamar 
Project), the old iron foundry at the Ipanema farm, near Sorocaba, in São Paulo, 
where Varnhagen’s father was manager and where were manufactured cannons for 
the Paraguay War.

And, as a bonus, we met human beings who were passionate about animals, 
birds, fish, flowers, trees. People who would teach us the name of  plants, the habits 
of  the Amazon manatee and of  the nearly extinct small blue macaw of  Bahia’s 
caatingas, the best techniques to reintroduce into nature jaguars, the golden lion 
tamarin, the primates of  the Atlantic Forest. It was the universe of  infinite variety, 
the museum of  all things. 

It would have been a dream job as manager of  an earthly paradise had not 
some predators entered the garden: chainsaws to annihilate century-old hardwood 
trees, bulldozers to clear hectare upon hectare of  virgin forest before they were 
set alight, water jets to demolish river banks in search of  gold that is separated 
from impurities using mercury that would poison fish and riverside populations for 
generations. 

In the more traditional domain of  environmental action, I found IBAMA 
to have fairly reasonable human resources thanks to more than ten years’ worth 
of  the organizational efforts of  Paulo Nogueira Neto and his coworkers. IBAMA 
housed personnel originally from the Brazilian Institute of  Forestry Development 
(IBDF), from the Fisheries Development Office (SUDEPE) and from the Rubber 
Office (SUDHEVEA). Born from the merger of  those entities, IBAMA suffered 
from the incomplete integration and unification of  its components into a common 
institutional culture. 

 Despite these imperfections, there was a base that could be used as a sprin-
gboard for more effective action. In contrast, everything remained to be done in 
the Amazon, a vast issue that had acquired unprecedented visibility following the 
creation of  the Ministry. As early as at the time of  the Amazon Treaty, I had been 
impressed to find that neither Brazil nor our neighbors had clear ideas about what 
to do with the Amazon. 

Development initiatives and projects became plentiful since the military 
regime: the Manaus Free Zone, SUDAM, the Amazon Bank, the Transamazon, the 
Perimetral Norte and other highways, Tucuruí and other hydropower plants. Some 
large urban centers, mainly Manaus, became magnets that emptied hinterlands of  
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their population. And worse: vast tracts of  forest-covered land were awarded to 
large businesses for extensive cattle ranching. The agricultural frontier had advan-
ced over the southern periphery, Rondônia, Mato Grosso, Tocantins, southern Pará. 

The net result of  decades of  effort and billions invested was to create in the 
region an unsustainable process that generated continuous and increasingly serious 
imbalances. On the one hand, predatory methods threatened long-term sustainabi-
lity even from a strictly economic perspective. On the other, the process worsened 
the concentration of  property and income and failed to promote social inclusion 
and to reduce inequality. 

This realization led to the idea that the first step to rationally control federal 
actions in the region was to create a structure for coordination. I suggested, and 
President Franco accepted, organizing a National Council for the Legal Amazon 
region (Amazon Council) whose main purpose was to assemble and coordinate fede-
ral actions in the region. It seems simple – unfortunately the Brazilian bureaucratic 
tradition equates coordination with subordination. Nobody accepts to be coordina-
ted by equals. That’s why the Council had to be headed by the President himself. 
Only he has the power to convene Ministers who will otherwise send second- or thir-
d-level representatives without authority to decide and to engage their departments. 

Once the Council had been created and made operational, we moved on to 
a second objective: to give a rational direction to by then already full-blown econo-
mic activities through environmental and economic zoning based on the aptitudes 
of  each subregion. Although we are in the habit of  speaking of  a single Amazon, 
as if  it were all the very same, the truth is that there are many different Amazons in 
terms of  soil, vegetation, microclimates, rainfall regimes, flood-prone lowlands or 
dry highlands, plant and animal life, sanitation, transportation and communication 
infrastructure and countless other aspects. 

Policy discontinuity is precisely what has always impeded the design and imple-
mentation of  a coherent long-term strategy for Amazon. Indeed, the very Amazon 
Council had an ephemeral life in its original design. President Fernando Henrique 
Cardoso decided to rid his office of  all appendages and, within that general move-
ment, the Amazon Council was transferred to the Ministry of  Environment. There 
it began to wither because the Minister would obviously never have the authority 
to convene, let alone to coordinate, stronger ministries and powerful companies like 
Petrobras. 

Over time, the Ministry lost its “Statutory Amazon Region leg,” was stunted 
with only its “Environment leg,” and faded into irrelevance. In the wake of  resurgent 
forest-clearing fires and destruction and largely as a gesture to assuage the universal 
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outcry, the Council was recently resurrected as an inapt entity devoid of  authority 
and means of  action. Like any collective entity, the Amazon Council obviously has 
no vocation for action, its nature is to coordinate and to discuss. Action falls under 
the remit of  the pertinent ministries and entities, basically the Ministry of  Environ-
ment and its executive arms, IBAMA and the Chico Mendes Institute for Biodiver-
sity Conservation (ICMBio). 

The Council was now recreated to do the job that had been sabotaged by the 
only authority that could see it through, the Ministry of  Environment! The impos-
sible task of  chairing it was given to the Vice President, who had been ejected from 
the inner sanctum of  power and who the president distrusted. Everything indicates 
that the mission was given to him with the expectation that he would become a sca-
pegoat for Amazonian destruction. It’s not at all surprising that month after month, 
more and more fires are recorded and that deforestation progresses at an alarming 
rate. Antonio Callado’s prophecy, in an article in which he referred to my leaving the 
Ministry as a kind of  desertion that would leave the Amazon orphan, came to pass.

Callado was right not because I had any imaginary powers and qualities (none 
were attributed to me in that article) but rather in perceiving that my leaving endan-
gered a still recent and unconsolidated vision. This vision essentially was that there 
should be within the government a focal point to address all the issues of  a region 
unlike any other. In practice, like it or not, the whole world sees Brazil through the 
prism of  the Amazon. 

The incomparable specificity of  the region, the ecological characteristics that 
make it a unique case still poorly known to science, make it different from more 
familiar regions whose challenges are manageable. Everything gets more compli-
cated there, starting with the State’s rarefied presence, the precariousness of  the 
education and health systems, the acute lack of  transportation and communications, 
and ignorance about extremely vast regional aspects. 

All of  that requires the unified treatment of  issues that are inextricably associa-
ted with each other but fall under the remit of  various government entities and minis-
tries. How does one separate the issue of  the originary peoples, massively concentra-
ted in the Amazon and dependent on FUNAI, from environmental problems, forest 
preservation, the threat of  invasion by land-grabbers, loggers and miners, issues over 
which other entities had authority? State and municipal governments are limited by 
their parochial perspectives at best and do not see the big picture. At the opposite 
extreme, they represent the worst of  politics in Brazil, verging on the criminal. 

Just consider the widespread corruption that not even the pandemic could 
stop; it’s enough to remember how Manaus and the state of  Amazonas at a certain 
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moment became the focal point of  a health catastrophe that made headlines the 
world over. In no other region of  Brazil can one find a similar concentration of  
large-scale environmental attacks, criminal appropriation of  public lands, repeated 
massacres in prisons, invasions of  indigenous lands, unpunished murder of  indige-
nous peoples and rural leaders, constant intervention by federal forces. Those are 
clear signs that the machinery of  government has broken down and that the State is 
coming undone: the military regime’s dream of  the Eldorado has become the Bra-
zilian version of  a western B-movie.

I don’t know what my life would have been like had I stayed in the Ministry 
of  Environment. I had almost a year ahead of  me, insufficient time for great achie-
vements but perhaps enough to consolidate the guidelines that we had barely sket-
ched. I never found out, as things soon took a different turn when I was appointed 
to succeed Fernando Henrique Cardoso as Minister of  Finance in late March 1994. 

These recollections already are too long. I don’t have the energy to go on and 
my potential readers won’t have the patience to continue reading. The key things 
have been said. After that, I was Minister of  Finance, for a fleeting time ambassa-
dor in Rome, Secretary General of  the United Nations Conference on Trade and 
Development (UNCTAD) in Geneva for nearly a decade. Every once in a while, I 
would again deal with environmental issues, almost always from the periphery, in a 
secondary position. But my passion for the environment, which today defines how I 
see myself  in relation to Brazil and to the world, not only didn’t die – instead, it grew. 

I began this article thinking of  reporting how the environmental issue pro-
gressed since the Stockholm Conference half  a century ago. Or rather, more than 
an actual report, I wanted to discuss the difficulties in doing this, the specificity of  
the issue, what makes the environment an issue that requires different criteria. When 
describing such a long process, one tends to use an accounting approach: profits and 
losses, deficits and surpluses, lights and shadows, the stereotyped image of  the glass 
half-full, half-empty. 

That method goes well with almost any major United Nations issue that has 
guided the advancement of  humankind’s moral conscience since the end of  World 
War II: human rights, promoting equality between women and men, achieving most 
of  the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that succeeded and expanded the 
Millennium Goals. One could plot a chart for all those issues showing ascending or 
descending curves, advances and setbacks based on the assumption that there will 
be time to later do what couldn’t be done now, on the assumption that time may not 
be infinite but is elastic.  

In this regard, what makes the environment different is that the time avai-
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lable is limited. If  we can’t substan-
tially reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
within a few years, there will be no more 
human or biological time because the 
rise in temperature will reach levels at 
which most animal and plant species 
will disappear. When looking back at 
everything that has happened since 
Stockholm, one cannot deny the signifi-
cant progress made in raising awareness 
of  the issue, in the gradual construction 
of  an impressive regime of  treaties and 
conventions and in creating specialized 
institutions. It was perhaps unrealistic to 
expect humankind to make greater pro-
gress. But it just wasn’t enough.

That’s why, among other reasons, 
I didn’t describe what happened after 
the 1992 Earth Summit: the Kyoto 
Protocol (1997), Rio+10 in Johannes-
burg (2002), Rio+20 in Rio de Janeiro 
(2012), the 26 conferences of  the Con-
tracting Parties to the Climate Conven-
tion, the Paris Agreement (2015). If  we 
fail at the ultimate challenge, none of  
that will matter. I write on October 28, 
2022. UNEP (2022) days ago published 
a report confirming that what we’ve 
done so far is insufficient. Despite all 
our achievements, emissions continue 
to increase. Without more ambitious 
commitments, by the end of  the century 
the world’s average temperature will 
have risen by 2.4-2.6°C – far beyond 
the 1.5°C limit set in the preamble to 
the Paris Agreement. As theExecutive 
Director Inger Andersen (UNEP 2022) 
said: 

...what makes the 
environment different is  
that the time available 
is limited. If  we can’t 
substantially reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions 
within a few years, there 
will be no more human or 
biological time because the 
rise in temperature will 
reach levels at which most 
animal and plant species 
will disappear. When 
looking back at everything 
that has happened since 
Stockholm, one cannot deny 
the significant progress 
made in raising awareness 
of  the issue, in the gradual 
construction of  an impressive 
regime of  treaties and 
conventions and in creating 
specialized institutions. It 
was perhaps unrealistic 
to expect humankind to 
make greater progress. But 
it just wasn’t enough.
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This report tells us in cold scientific terms what nature has been telling us, all year, 
through deadly floods, storms and raging fires: we have to stop filling our atmosphere 
with greenhouse gases, and stop doing it fast.

The bottom line is clear: we are still in the red and time is running against us. 
The game of  life has a time set to end. We just don’t know when that hour will strike. 
For some, it’s past midnight and we’ve entered a phase where damage is likely to be 
irreversible. That’s true, for example, in relation to the disappearance of  glaciers, 
the extinction of  animals and plants, the melting of  the polar ice cap, the rise in 
sea levels, the increase of  more than one degree centigrade recorded in the Earth’s 
average temperature. We don’t know exactly how much time we have to avoid the 
worst, we just know it’s short and it’s running out.  

Here we find ourselves in the realm of  end-of-the-world events, of  the end 
of  humankind, of  what the ancients called eschatology, described in the visions of  
Revelation. Or in the magnificent peroration of  the Apostle Paul’s warning: “time 
is short.” And of  his exhortation: “they that weep, as though they wept not; (...) they 
that use this world, as not abusing it: for the fashion of  this world passeth away” 
(Jerusalem Bible, Corinthians 7: 29-31).    

To end with the same poetic and apocalyptic note with which I began, I refer 
to one of  my favorite writers, the old Johann Peter Hebel of  the naive almanacs of  
the early nineteenth century, and his description of  the comet of  1811 as if  it fore-
shadowed the death of  the Earth disfigured by violence:

Did it not every night appear like a blessing in the evening sky, or like a priest when he 
walks around the church sprinkling holy water, or, so to speak, like a good and noble friend 
of  the earth who looks back at her wistfully, as if  it had wanted to say: I was once an 
earth like you, full of  snow flurries and thunderclouds, hospitals and Rumford’s soup 
kitchens and cemeteries. But my Day of  Judgment has passed and has transfigured me in 
heavenly light, and I would fain come down to you, but I may not, lest I become sullied 
again by the blood of  your battlefields (Hebel apud Sebald 2005, 21).

Hebel’s comet reminds us that one day the Earth will pass away and will be nothing 
more than a bright star. But first, we, our brilliant and pretentious civilizations, 
our vain quarrels, our corrupt and mean-spirited politicians, will pass. If  we don’t 
want to rush the transformation of  a smiling Earth into a gigantic inanimate rock, 
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we must hurry to take advantage of  the time that remains.

São Paulo, October 28, 2022 
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SPECIAL SECTION

A Green-Digital Post-
Bicentennial: Toward a Foreign 
Policy 3.0 for Brazil1 
Eugênio V. Garcia

Abstract: From the perspective of  long-term diplomacy, foreign policy cannot be 
separated from its social and economic base. Based upon a century-old historical 
understanding, this article identifies three major phases for the Brazilian foreign 
policy: PEB 1.0, associated with Brazil’s primary-export economy since 1822; PEB 
2.0, roughly overlapping with national industrialization in the twentieth century; 
and PEB 3.0, still under construction, geared toward the green-digital future and 
aligned with contemporary sustainability and digitization requirements.
Keywords: Brazilian foreign policy; bicentennial; long-term diplomacy; green-
digital economy.

1. The opinions expressed herein are the sole responsibility of the author.
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This year’s celebration of  the independence bicentennial is an excellent 
opportunity to reflect on the relationship of  long-term historical movements 
with Brazil’s international standing. This article proposes to briefly review 

Brazil’s foreign policy (PEB), focusing on its social and economic bases over periods 
approximately one hundred years to find what factors have influenced our foreign 
policy in the long term and draw some lessons from them. The purpose here is 
not to discuss how guidelines differed from government to government or look at 
political milestones chronologically, but rather find macro-structural trends using an 
analytical method that relies on deliberate detachment from the moment’s context.

The first one hundred years after Brazil’s independence in 1822 (PEB 1.0) can 
be seen as a nation-building phase: the nationalization of  diplomacy, the defense 
of  territorial unity, and the definition of  borders. Baron Rio Branco, a man of  the 
nineteenth century, completed this effort. Over most of  this period, a slave-based 
and “essentially agricultural” economic system predominated in which territory, 
extractivism, agriculture, and rural life integrated into the social landscape. 

The next one-hundred-year phase (PEB 2.0), from 1922 to 2022, encompasses 
almost the entire twentieth century and goes beyond. Our diplomacy then focused 
on classic economic development, notably Brazil’s effort to use industrialization to 
drive increased growth. That was the keynote of  the two Getúlio Vargas govern-
ments and the military regime (1964-1985). It is also in the multiple expressions of  
pragmatism in the search for autonomy, against the backdrop of  a country trans-
formed by industrialization and the expansion of  the service sector in urban life. 
These traits remained in place until recently, but are not watertight. They have been 
acquiring new connotations indicative of  a more unstable and uncertain phase.

Finally, the following one hundred years (PEB 3.0), post-bicentennial, encom-
pass most of  the twenty-first century and will be guided by global challenges asso-
ciated in particular (but not only) with climate change and emerging technologies, 
and the dilemmas of  sustainable development, of  the knowledge economy and life in 
cyberspace. A foreign policy attuned to this coming scenario, dominated by technol-
ogy and sustainability, must be able to respond to the urgent issues of  our time and to 
adapt to a green-digital economy. The 2020s may be the time to accelerate this trans-
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Innovation at the Consulate General of  Brazil in San Francisco, United States. He has a PhD in History 
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formation, whose success will hinge on 
decisions made in the present, otherwise 
Brazil’s transition to the vanguard of  the 
digital age will be further delayed.

BEFORE THE BICENTENNIAL: 
THOUGHTS AND TEACHINGS

French historian Fernand Braudel 
(1992) coined the term longue durée in ref-
erence to phenomena that go beyond 
the merely factual study of  specific his-
torical circumstances. Different scholars 
give the concept different interpreta-
tions, including in the field of  Interna-
tional Relations (Dark 1998). For the 
purposes of  this article, let us say that 
a major foreign policy strategy should 
consider the type of  nation one seeks to 
build, what its basic values and guiding 
principles are, as well as the interests at 
stake when projecting a certain action in 
future scenarios.

Some aspects stand out when we 
look at social and economic phenomena 
through the prism of  the long duration. 
Slavery, for example. For 350 years since 
the first group of  African slaves arrived 
in Colonial Brazil in 1538 and until slavery was abolished in 1888, this inhuman 
system governed Brazil’s economy and planted deep roots in our social fabric. In 
1830, Brazil was the largest slave-based economy in the world. Sixty percent of  
slaves brought to the Americas from 1811 to 1870 had Brazil as their destination. 
It is not difficult to see that slavery influenced both the economic substratum of  the 
nascent national consciousness and the country’s international standing during the 
nineteenth century. During the Empire, some thought Brazil could not survive with-
out slaves, that industrialization was too ambitious or unnecessary. According to the 
economic theory of  comparative advantages, it would suffice for Brazil to import the 
desired goods and technologies.

…the following one hundred 
years (PEB 3.0), post-
bicentennial, encompass most 
of  the twenty-first century 
and will be guided by global 
challenges associated in 
particular (but not only) 
with climate change and 
emerging technologies, 
and the dilemmas of  
sustainable development, 
of  the knowledge economy 
and life in cyberspace. 
A foreign policy attuned 
to this coming scenario, 
dominated by technology and 
sustainability, must be able 
to respond to the urgent issues 
of  our time and to adapt to 
a green-digital economy. 



A Green-Digital Post-Bicentennial: Toward a Foreign Policy 3.0 for Brazil

Year 1 / No. 4 / Oct-Dec 2022   ·   65

Historically speaking, Brazil’s economic development was out of  step with 
the industrial revolutions taking place around the world. Before independence, 
during the times of  colonial monopoly, Brazil did not even have access to the inno-
vations the First Industrial Revolution brought about in the second half  of  the 
eighteenth century: the replacement of  artisanal work with large-scale production 
using machines powered by steam and fossil fuels (mineral coal). This process did 
not reach Portuguese colonial possessions, given Portugal’s subordination to Britain 
since at least the 1703 Treaty of  Methuen. The oft-mentioned 1785 Royal Decree 
of  Queen Maria I banning all factories and manufactures in Brazil proves the 
point. The Brazilian colony at the time exported gold, diamonds, sugar, tobacco, 
and brazilwood to the mother country and imported from Portugal the rudimen-
tary manufactured goods it needed. 

The 1820s were undoubtedly crucial to define our national identity not only 
because independence made Brazil a sovereign State, but because then began the 
formation of  Brazil’s foreign policy, albeit not immediately. In the “heroic” phase led 
by José Bonifácio, Brazil broke with the Lisbon constitutional convention and sought 
closer ties with the United States and with its own neighbors on the River Plate. Sub-
sequently, the fact that Emperor Pedro I conducted diplomatic affairs gave a neo-Por-
tuguese tinge to our foreign policy during the First Empire. Examples of  this were 
Brazil’s pro-Holy Alliance Europeanism, our subordination to Britain (commitments 
made under the 1810 treaties were renewed in 1827), the Cisplatine War, and the 
Empire’s virtual isolation in the region, culminating in the failed Santo Amaro Mis-
sion of  1830 sent under the emperor’s direct instructions to garner support in relation 
to the disputed succession to the Portuguese throne and South American politics. 
The 1831 abdication unsurprisingly brought the phase to an end, sometimes referred 
to in historiography as the “second independence,” that saw the “nationalization of  
the throne” and a stronger affirmation of  Brazil’s national identity.2  

Brazil’s foreign policy over this decade reflected the lack of  significant change 
to the underlying social and economic structure (primary sector supported by the 
slave system). Economic literature shows that despite pioneering efforts such as those 
of  Baron Mauá, industrialization did not gain traction in imperial Brazil. Imperial 
diplomacy dealt with trade, financial, and immigration issues associated with the 
slave system. This diplomacy spanned years, such as the dispute with Britain over 
the transatlantic slave trade, a “diplomatic struggle of  the most lamentable charac-
ter,” in the words of  Joaquim Nabuco (Almeida 2001, 337). The fast-paced progress 
in transportation, communications, and in the chemical, steel, and electrical indus-

2. King João VI engaged in a foreign policy that was more Brazilian than Portuguese (americanization of the monarchy), while that of King Pedro 
I was more Portuguese than Brazilian by partially reverting to traditional Portuguese diplomacy (Garcia 2018, 55-88).
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tries, among others, sparked during the Second Industrial Revolution in the second 
half  of  the nineteenth century took a long time to reach Brazil. Reconfirming once 
again Brazil’s relative distance from the dynamic centers of  growth, Brazil’s com-
modities-based economy of  imperial times entered the republican era in the twenti-
eth century favoring the agro-export model. 

Indeed, coffee was the economic pillar of  the Old Republic and Brazil’s 
economy remained “agriculture-centered” for decades. The 1920 economic census 
showed that, compared to manufacturing, the net value of  agricultural output rep-
resented almost 80% of  the economy’s total physical output. Agriculture was based 
on export crops, which jointly accounted for almost 60% of  agricultural output 
and covered 50% of  planted area (Villela & Suzigan 1975, 141-142). Agro-exports 
peaked after the post-war crisis (1920-1923) and before the crash of  1929.3 Because 
the agroexport sector was the driver of  the economy, oligarchic diplomacy reflected 
its interests (Garcia 2006).

Brazil’s industrialization began with World War I, when the reduced availabil-
ity of  manufactured goods from traditional suppliers gave an indirect stimulus to 
domestic production. Industrial output grew by 44% in Brazil from 1915 to 1920, 
mainly in non-durable consumer goods and in exports for the international market. 
The number of  manufacturing establishments in Brazil ballooned from 6,946 in 
1914 to 13,569 in 1919 (Magalhães 1979, 390). However, this process cannot be seen 
only as a boon to industrialization via substitution of  imports. If, on the one hand, 
the diminished availability of  goods from overseas due to the war caused opened a 
momentary window of  opportunity for some industrial sectors in Brazil, on the other 
hand, the abrupt interruption in the imports of  capital goods and certain essential 
raw materials disrupted Brazil’s productive system and marred the development of  
other industries. Without the necessary machinery and fuels, industrial capacity as a 
whole was inevitably compromised. Better-structured State industrialization policies 
came to light only in the 1920s and 1930s but this is not the place to dwell on this 
issue, which has been examined in a significant body of  economic literature.4

By the end of  the first one-hundred-year phase in the 1920s, PEB 1.0 was 
transitioning into PEB 2.0 with the usual contradictions seen in this type of  wide, 
complex and dialectical movement where the new has dawned but the old remains. 
Take the case of  the 1922 Independence Centennial International Exhibition in Rio 
de Janeiro, the largest of  its kind organized in Brazil to date. The Brazilian govern-

3. Based on those and other indicators, Villela & Suzigan (1975, 133-134) argued that the 1920s saw the peak of the agro-export segment, which 
grew much faster (9% per annum) than other agricultural sectors (4.5% per annum).

4. There was much controversy in the economic history literature regarding the effects of World War I on Brazil’s industrialization (Versiani 1987; 
Cano 1977; Dean 1971).
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ment invested in organizing a mega-event along the lines of  the Universal Exposi-
tions typical of  the Belle Époque, when belief  in the unlimited powers of  reason and 
science and in the infallible progress of  the liberal-bourgeois civilization of  the late 
nineteenth century prevailed. A reform campaign was initiated to give the federal 
capital a more “modern” appearance. The plan was to make Rio a kind of  “tropical 
Paris;” a symbol of  modernity and beauty south of  the Equator. The Centennial 
Exhibition was meant to celebrate national reconciliation domestically and to show 
Brazil’s progressive side internationally.

But, 1922 will be rather remembered for the nascent political opposition to 
the conservative immobility of  the oligarchic republic and the increased social and 
cultural ebullience. The Exhibition was supposed to show the world that Brazil 
could match the culture and development of  major Western nations and was ready 
to integrate the “civilized,” cosmopolitan, wealthy and cultured world (Motta 1992). 
But, the illusory prosperity foisted on foreign visitors was in stark contrast with a 
society that at bottom was poor, malnourished and illiterate and with an economic 
infrastructure based on monoculture agro-exports. 

A striking example of  long-term historical change was the transition of  power 
from Britain to the United States in the interwar period. Thanks to our Portuguese 
heritage, Britain enjoyed a strong position in Brazil at the time of  our independence 
in 1822. By 1900, Britain still commanded a leading influence in Brazil’s economy 
as the largest source of  our imports and funding and as the largest foreign inves-
tor, by far. In the following years, Germany’s growing influence challenged Britain’s 
position in Brazil and, although mildly, so did the United States, whose economic 
expansion had not yet reached South America. During World War I, Britain and 
the United States joined forces against Germany and jointly succeeded in expelling 
German interests from Brazil. The United States became Brazil’s largest trading 
partner in 1916, for the first time surpassing Britain as the main source of  Brazil’s 
imports. As the years passed, Germany’s resolute recovery in the 1930s renewed the 
earlier challenge, and during World War II, British and American interests were 
once again united against Germany’s. By 1945, however, Britain had lost its once 
dominant position and the United States indisputably was the hegemonic power in 
Brazil (Garcia 2006, chap. 4).

Britain’s economic conditions and its loss of  international competitive-
ness impeded any attempt to adapt to the changes in the Brazilian economy. The 
agro-export model to which British capital remained tied slumped after the 1929-
1933 world depression. Brazil’s industrialization found its stride both through the 
substitution of  imports in traditional sectors (clothing) and through foreign direct 
investment in non-traditional segments (automobiles), to the detriment of  Britain’s 
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economic interests and productive capacity. Brazilian demand for British exports 
of  textiles, coal, and railroad materials, the three pillars of  Britain’s trade since the 
nineteenth century, declined. The United States was better equipped to provide the 
goods and services Brazil required to join the industrial economy of  the twentieth 
century: machinery, oil products, and automobiles (Rosenberg 1978, 151).

The character of  that transition of  power was above all economic. There was 
no political transition at all because, before 1914, Brazil’s foreign policy was not 
geared toward Britain. There was an apparent mismatch between British economic 
presence and political influence, for Brazil did not see London as a focal point of  
its diplomacy. British political supremacy had evaporated long since, by the 1840s. 
Even during most of  the Second Empire, in the second half  of  the nineteenth cen-
tury, Britain’s political influence over Brazil was negligible compared to its economic 
interests spread throughout the country. In contrast, since the proclamation of  the 
Republic in 1889, Brazil’s new regime had sought closer ties with Washington moti-
vated by the spirit of  pan-americanism, which translated inter alia into the ameri-
canization of  Brazil’s foreign relations. 

One should not draw from this example hasty conclusions about other tran-
sitions of  power that may (or may not) occur in the future – from the United States 
to China, for example. For its contemporaries, the anglo-american transition was 
more a possibility than a certainty. We now know that the United States managed 
to consolidate its hegemony in the interwar period, first displacing Great Britain 
(especially in the 1920s) and then supplanting Germany (in the 1930s). The post-
1945 Pax Americana was very brief  and certainly should not be overestimated, but 
the fact remains that the global transition profoundly affected Brazil’s international 
relations.

That said, a short-term-centered approach can result in frustration. The first 
Vargas administration is usually associated with a successful bargaining policy in the 
midst of  international polarization. The 1940 agreements with the United States 
that led to the birth of  our steel industry in Volta Redonda-Rio de Janeiro are a case 
in point. With the privilege of  hindsight, said “nationalistic bargaining” is best seen 
as a tactical tool used to obtain U.S. support for Brazil’s development in the pecu-
liar circumstance of  global war. The atypical environment of  World War II fed the 
illusion that such bargaining could also be possible under post-war U.S. hegemony, 
which we know did not occur (the “unrewarded alignment” to which historian Ger-
son Moura referred). Bargaining to take advantage of  competition between major 
powers may bring some occasional benefit but cannot support a global international 
strategy, which ideally should not be based on exceptional circumstances over which 
we have no control.
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We saw above that Brazil’s industrialization gained traction in the 1920s-1930s, 
but did not translate into an immediate change in the long-established economic sys-
tem. Coffee remained Brazil’s main product until the 1960s. Primary products still 
represented 96% of  the total value of  exports in 1961. The traditional structure of  
Brazil’s exports, dominated by primary goods, had not yet changed despite indus-
trialization. Brazil became an exporter of  manufactured goods only in the 1970s. 
Brazil’s industrial exports represented 3% of  total exports in 1960, 40% in 1974 and 
56% in 1979. From 1920 to 1980, Brazil’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) grew on 
average by 6.19% per annum (industry grew by 7.64% in the same period). By 1980, 
coffee’s dominance over Brazil’s foreign trade had vanished: manufactured goods 
then accounted for 45% of  Brazilian exports (Abreu 1992). 

The 1970 census found the urban population (52 million) to have surpassed 
the rural population (41 million) for the first time, representing 56% of  the country’s 
people. This shows how recent this key demographic change in the population’s 
spatial distribution is, from the countryside to the city. To that, we must add the very 
recent dimension of  life in cyberspace, which will follow the analysis of  the Third 
Industrial Revolution and its implications for PEB 3.0.

For the sake of  brevity, we shall not review here the political, social and eco-
nomic transformations of  the last forty years, nor shall we discuss how redemocra-
tization or economic globalization affect diplomacy, for example, through the idea 
of  public diplomacy that integrates the national interest and society’s collective and 
diffuse interests. Foreign policy is certainly more than a mere tool to foster industri-
alization. It is the result of  an increasingly complex competitive environment. Para-
digms at the macro level have been interconnected for some time, and at the turn of  
the century, PEB 2.0 already indicated some trends of  the next phase in the field of  
human-nature symbiosis, digital communication, and dialog with society.

AFTER THE BICENTENNIAL: THE DIGITAL-GREEN FUTURE
Turning to contemporary politics, the war in Ukraine significantly changed 

world geopolitics but is likely to be seen by historians as a relatively short episode 
from a long-term point of  view. The structural impact of  such events is not com-
parable to macro trends such as the results of  human activity on planetary life or 
technological advances that change how human beings interact with each other and 
nature. However, they do serve to dispel hasty conclusions such as the oft-repeated 
and erroneous belief  that war between major powers is a thing of  the past. Russia’s 
invasion of  Ukraine not only rekindled the prospect of  major military confrontation 
in Europe. It also brought back the ghost of  nuclear weapons and their potential use 
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to achieve political and military ends (ironically, a technology of  the 1940s whose 
destabilizing effects will last until those weapons have been completely eliminated). 
In other words, some persistent threats that may include existential risks to human-
kind continue to haunt us and will bedevil our children and grandchildren if  the 
current generation cannot solve those issues (Ord 2021).

In his address to the United Nations General Assembly, Secretary-General 
António Guterres (2018) mentioned the key challenges of  our time: climate change 
and its indiscriminate planetary repercussions and technological risks ranging from 
mass economic unemployment to weaponized artificial intelligence. Those two chal-
lenges and their consequences on people’s lives and the environment will guide the 
outcomes of  other major world issues (economic growth, inequality, global health, 
geopolitical tensions, etc.). There are even those who see the Anthropocene and the 
progressive virtualization of  society as two societal transformations that make up the 
“digital Anthropocene.”5

Needless to say, a resolute effort to address global warming and promote sus-
tainability requires abolishing archaic and predatory production methods that do 
not factor in their social and environmental effects. Humans used more energy in 
the twentieth century than they did in the 10,000 years between the agricultural 
revolution and the Industrial Revolution (Marks 2015, 203). The long-announced 
end of  the oil era continues to take its toll. In a study on the world economy since 
the Paleolithic, Jeffrey Sachs (2020) places the Industrial Age between 1800-2000 
and posits that the Digital Age in the twenty-first century will have to deal with the 
preceding era’s nefarious legacy of  environmental degradation and inequality. 

Just as human existence cannot be separated from its natural environment, 
the biosphere, modern life cannot be properly understood without reference to our 
immersion in the digital world that includes the full range of  humankind’s techno-
logical production (Gorichanaz 2019). Luciano Floridi designates that world the 
“infosphere” in a reinterpretation of  the older concept of  “technosphere.” Discon-
necting from the internet and forswearing the digitization of  the economy and of  
society gets more difficult by the day. Connectivity is a key element of  the twen-
ty-first-century world.6

Much of  what is designated the “Fourth Industrial Revolution” actually refers 
to the extension and intensification of  the Third Industrial Revolution, which came 
into being through the expansion of  the service sector and of  the electronics indus-
try, the advent of  the internet, of  the information society and of  technological 

5. See The Digital Anthropocene Project: https://www.researchgate.net/project/The-Digital-Anthropocene. 

6. Greater connectivity involves a conundrum: by bringing States, individuals and societies closer together and by making them increasingly 
integrated with each other, it can at the same time create more friction points and, therefore, more competition and conflict (Leonard 2021).
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innovations in the second half  of  the 
twentieth century.7 The almost ubiqui-
tous digitization made possible in many 
countries by advances in computer engi-
neering and in related industries drives 
industrial automation, 5G networks, 
the Internet of  Things, integrated soft-
ware and cyber-physical systems that 
are revolutionizing production lines in 
advanced economies. For Gen Z digi-
tal natives, cyberspace is part of  every-
day life. The traditional boundaries 
between the physical, biological, and 
digital worlds are increasingly blurred 
and Big Tech plans to invest heavily 
in augmented and virtual reality plat-
forms, betting on the metaverse as the 
next chapter of  the internet.

Artificial intelligence (AI), a gen-
eral-purpose technology that enables 
other technologies and multiplies fac-
tors, is the paradigm shift at the heart of  this new economy. AI is more than just “the 
new electricity.” Unlike electricity, AI can in association with massively abundant 
data and growing computational power create knowledge and perform cognitive 
tasks previously deemed exclusive to the human brain. It is not as yet possible to 
discern to what extent AI will fulfill its promises but some of  its practical effects are 
visible now and its long-term implications are as formidable as they are astounding. 
We have just begun to see creative expressions of  text, image and video produced 
by machine intelligence, for example, in foundation models such as GPT-3, BERT, 
DALL-E 2, and others that use deep learning neural networks to process gigantic 
amounts of  data at scale (hundreds of  billions of  parameters) and that can create 
products in a fully autonomous manner. If  AI systems can create knowledge that 
humans never conceived or imagined possible, then a Copernican revolution may 
ultimately occur with the potential to challenge intellectual anthropocentrism as we 
know it.

These thoughts on the ongoing technological revolution are not new. Like-

7. Current references to a “Fifth Industrial Revolution” make one think that the very concept of revolution may have been banalized and extended 
to the limit to accommodate self-promotional marketing actions.

...the key challenges of  our 
time [are]: climate change 
and its indiscriminate 
planetary repercussions 
and technological risks 
ranging from mass economic 
unemployment to weaponized 
artificial intelligence. (...) 
There are even those who 
see the Anthropocene and the 
progressive virtualization 
of  society as two societal 
transformations that make up 
the “digital Anthropocene.”



72   ·   CEBRI-Journal

Garcia

wise, the importance of  the environmental agenda and of  promoting the energy 
transition toward a decarbonized economy is well established and technology and 
science surely can contribute by expanding the use of  renewable resources and by 
combating deforestation, among other things (Almeida & Gaetani 2021). In this new 
scenario dominated by technology and sustainability, foreign policy must include 
digital elements as a vital and inseparable aspect of  diplomacy in a hyperconnected 
world where technology’s influence on interaction and coexistence far exceeds the 
scope of  States. 

Brazil’s adherence to the knowledge economy has so far barely touched diplo-
macy. PEB 1.0 coexisted with the “essentially agricultural” economy that was one 
of  Brazil’s key traits long after its independence. PEB 2.0 corresponded to classic 
national industrialization in the twentieth century. PEB 3.0 will be associated with 
sustainability and digitization, with a green-digital economy that is environmentally 
balanced, adapted to the low-carbon market, that is technological and inclusive, 
free of  the burdens and anachronisms of  the past, and focused on building a nation 
with less inequality, greater distribution of  wealth and development for the benefit 
of  society as a whole.

The third one-hundred-year phase of  Brazil’s foreign policy must be aligned 
with Brazil’s innovation ecosystem to provide productivity conditions that add vim to 
our industry through enhanced connections with market-changing innovations such 
as those introduced by impact startups and entrepreneurs. Brazil’s deindustrializa-
tion has a direct adverse impact on our capacity to produce high-value-added goods, 
to train skilled labor, and develop capabilities to advance Industry 4.0. The manu-
facturing sector’s share of  Brazil’s GDP peaked at 27.3% in 1986 and plummeted 
from then on to reach rock bottom in 2018 (11.3%), where it remains (Morceiro 
2018). It is a tragic combination of  late industrialization and early deindustrializa-
tion, aggravated by the lack of  consistent investments. If  Brazil does not develop its 
own skills in convergent and enabling technologies, Brazil will remain dependent on 
foreign suppliers and, worse, vulnerable to the gyrations of  the global market and to 
political pressure from outside, such as those associated with the U.S.-China struggle 
for supremacy that some describe as “the new technological Cold War.”

Varying degrees of  digital exclusion which change with social class or region 
restrict the access of  a large portion of  Brazil’s population to public and private 
services offered online. Those individuals cannot take advantage of  resources in 
the areas of  education, health, remote work, business, social interaction, and social 
rights. They are not equipped to actually exercise their rights and master the digital 
tools that are ever more important in everyone’s daily life.
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This can be changed. History shows that industrial revolutions at the world 
level  reached Brazil with a delay of  decades, as occurred in the transition from an 
agricultural to an industrial and services economy. That process of  course is neither 
linear nor teleological: there are ups and downs, comings and goings, and setbacks 
may occur. As seen earlier and as is well 
known, industrialization gained traction 
in the 1920s and took root in the inter-
war period but matured much later and 
is currently suffering worrying setbacks. 

We are still moving toward both 
the green economy and the knowledge 
economy and not at the desired speed 
(Kaufman 2021). If  I may be pardoned 
for the neologism, it is premature to 
speak of  “late smartization” in Brazil 
because that systemic change is under-
way in leading powers as well. If  innova-
tion is not given due importance in the 
public debate and in government plans, 
Brazil will find it difficult to adopt far-reaching and properly funded cross-sectional 
policies that can provide high-quality education and foster a digital data infrastruc-
ture, networks, and integrated AI systems.

The ethos needed to make PEB 3.0 viable should also include the mind maps 
we use to observe, judge and act. Several concepts are obsolete and must be updated 
consistently with life in the twenty-first century. In a world that is no longer West-
phalian in the strict sense, international relations unfold at many levels and in dif-
ferent arenas: a structurally heterogeneous, polycentric, largely unpredictable sys-
tem affected by fissures and asymmetries of  every kind, with overlapping spheres of  
authority that compete with each other and that coexist with complex networks of  
transnational and subnational, public and private, government and non-government 
forces. Binary, analogical, and one-dimensional thinking motivated by deep-seated 
convictions is ineffective in apprehending an intrinsically fluid and multifaceted, 
often ambiguous, scenario, where uncertainty predominates. If  those phenomena 
are not adequately understood, the ensuing policies will be disastrous in every sense.

Foreign policy discourse and practice must address the digital dimension. If  
leaders, legislators, and opinion makers do not integrate that dimension into their 
priorities, they will be unable to garner the funds and the political will necessary to 
do what needs to be done. During the election campaign this year, few candidates 

The third one-hundred-year 
phase of  Brazil’s foreign 
policy must be aligned with 
Brazil’s innovation ecosystem 
to provide productivity 
conditions that add vim to our 
industry through enhanced 
connections with market-
changing innovations…
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explicitly mentioned the issue in debates or in their government programs. Deeper 
public diplomacy will reach more players, enhance civil society’s involvement and 
unclog dialog channels, digital media included. 

We live in a time of  political divergence and the fragmentation of  global 
governance efforts in various sectors. The construction of  negotiation convergence 
requires the collective action of  countries interested, above all, in fostering the use of  
technology as a tool for development. Active participation in international forums 
with well-defined purposes demands the inclusion of  talking points on the agenda 
of  bilateral meetings, the coordination of  common policies at the regional level, 
taking multilateral normative leadership and engaging in dialog and in negotiations 
on global digital policy between States, the private sector and civil society (Garcia 
2022). 

The importance of  technological diplomacy is growing. An informal group 
of  diplomats based in San Francisco and the Silicon Valley (Tech Diplomacy Play-
ground) meets monthly to discuss global digital issues, drawing on the experience of  
various countries represented in the Bay Area. The interest of  States in a more direct 
dialog with major Silicon Valley businesses has increased since Denmark appointed 
the world’s first Tech Ambassador, in 2017. Last September, the European Union 
opened an office in San Francisco to forge closer ties with those players.

Government will not modernize if  good practices are not introduced into its 
daily activities. Even after the end of  the pandemic, digital transformation is seen 
as something inevitable that should be included in a “hybrid diplomacy” within 
which physical and virtual interactions coexist, supplement and strengthen each 
other. Most Foreign Offices are in the process of  adapting to new technologies. The 
next phase will be “digital adoption” (Bjola & Manor 20228), a process far beyond 
social media. It involves making management efficiency gains akin to those seen in 
businesses and improving consular services and resources for decision-making, pre-
diction, political analysis, and other typical diplomatic activities. 

Potential uses include canvassing media in real-time to detect fake news, com-
bat misinformation, and identify threats for early warning and risk prevention pur-
poses. That said, the success stories from which to draw inspiration remain few. 
Information digitization for data collection purposes is an indispensable step in that 
direction. Natural language processing (NLP) models may already be a stepping 
stone for diplomats, who use written language daily (in telegrams and reports sent to 
and received from capitals and diplomatic offices overseas). More ambitious appli-
cations could include algorithms to predict the behavior of  other countries during 

8. See also Oxford Digital Diplomacy Research Group: https://www.qeh.ox.ac.uk/content/oxford-digital-diplomacy-research-group.



A Green-Digital Post-Bicentennial: Toward a Foreign Policy 3.0 for Brazil

Year 1 / No. 4 / Oct-Dec 2022   ·   75

negotiations and/or to map voting pat-
terns in multilateral organizations.

In this world of  instant 24/7 
information, big data and intelligent 
machines, agility is an antidote to obso-
lescence. The digital literacy of  govern-
ment employees must begin early, from 
the time they join government service, 
so that they can acquire the basic toolkit 
of  the language of  technologists, devel-
opers, computer engineers and scien-
tists. Acquainting diplomats and foreign 
service staff with new technologies and 
training them to think innovatively will 
open a window that may bring fresh air 
to a rigid bureaucratic culture. 

The creation of  an in-house 
knowledge network at the Ministry of  
Foreign Affairs to monitor information 
and communication technology issues 
and associated digital diplomacy topics 
in September 2021 was a promising ini-
tiative. Under the generic designation 
of  “Digital Governance,” the network 
includes more than sixty diplomats at 
varied hierarchical levels, stationed in 
Brasília and abroad, with knowledge, 
interest, or experience in the area. It is a 
collaborative, flexible and informal plat-
form to exchange ideas and information 
and is divided into four thematic sub-
groups: cybersecurity, artificial intelli-
gence, internet, and e-government, the 
latter including new technological tools 
and strategic management at the Ministry. The network was designed as a pilot 
project and may, if  successful, inspire similar initiatives to reach critical mass and 
stimulate participation as a means to gather useful knowledge in support of  diplo-
matic action.

We live in a time of  
political divergence and the 
fragmentation of  global 
governance efforts in various 
sectors. The construction 
of  negotiation convergence 
requires the collective action 
of  countries interested, 
above all, in fostering the 
use of  technology as a tool 
for development. Active 
participation in international 
forums with well-defined 
purposes demands the inclusion 
of  talking points on the 
agenda of  bilateral meetings, 
the coordination of  common 
policies at the regional level, 
taking multilateral normative 
leadership and engaging in 
dialog and in negotiations 
on global digital policy 
between States, the private 
sector and civil society.
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But there is a paradox. As mentioned in this article, diplomatic action reflects 
the underlying national context and its social and economic substratum but a coun-
try’s foreign policy goes beyond its circumstances. In international politics, a coun-
try’s relative position varies as other States give it greater or lesser status and/or influ-
ence. The perception of  other players is a source of  political power and is reflected 
in the relevant country’s diplomatic status. Because political power is composed not 
only of  material elements (such as economic and military might) but also of  varying 
elements that are difficult to measure, a country’s international standing can exceed 
its actual circumstances. Were it not so, diplomacy would be fully governed by geog-
raphy as posited by supporters of  geopolitical determinism, a theoretical approach 
that is debatable, to say the least. A well-conducted foreign policy can alter percep-
tions and use favorable situations to optimize positive variables, including assets of  
intangible value. 

All the better if  PEB 3.0 lives up to the intangible legacy of  Brazil’s diplomacy 
in terms of  agglutinative power, credibility as a party open to dialog with any coun-
try, and with legitimacy to build consensus around common agendas. Brazil is at the 
cutting edge in some aspects of  consolidated digitization such as voting (electronic 
ballot boxes), banking, and e-government. A green-digital post-bicentennial effort 
that integrates technology with sustainable development within a broader process to 
regain Brazil’s leadership in environmental, human rights, and other issues may help 
put a new shine to our international image.

CONCLUSION: THE CHALLENGE OF THE 2020S 
A century after our independence centennial, will the current decade see the 

dawn of  a structural shift similar to the one that made Brazil an industrial nation? 
Will Brazil develop a true green-digital economy based on emerging technologies 
and reconciled with the natural environment? Will the governments of  post-bicen-
tennial years act so that large-scale public policies reflect those demands and succeed 
in accelerating the transformations we are now glimpsing? 

Tackling the challenges of  PEB 3.0 will require the same commitment and 
determination our diplomacy used in the past to stabilize our territory and settle 
our border disputes. Structural change will be necessary to review priorities and 
establish robust and high-quality partnerships. It is not a matter of  choosing to be 
a country “with no surplus of  power” or “doomed to greatness.” A good foreign 
policy will be one that knows how to navigate and overcome existing limitations and 
that maintains a vision that does not surrender to resignation. 

By gauging long-term trends with an eye on their social and economic pillars, 
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Brazil will be able to adjust its foreign policy as necessary not to repeat past mistakes. 
Brazil should once again use its professional diplomatic service to encourage a more 
harmonious domestic and international coexistence seeking win-win results when-
ever possible. That will be Brazil’s ticket to reconnect with the world and revamp its 
foreign policy. 
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SPECIAL SECTION

A Strategic and Forward-
Looking Agenda for Brazil’s 
Sustainable Development1

Karin Costa Vazquez

Abstract: This policy paper proposes priorities for the next Brazilian government 
to accelerate public policies for rebuilding and transforming the country in line 
with the 2030 Agenda and other international commitments, prepare it to tackle 
major global transformations, and recover its international protagonism. It also 
proposes an ecosystem and mechanisms to implement this agenda.
Keywords: sustainable development; Sustainable Development Goals; development 
financing; public policy; foreign policy.

1. The author thanks Adauto Modesto Jr, Carlos Timo, Edgard Porto, Filipe Porto, Gustavo Rojas, Ivan Oliveira, Jean Taruhn, João Bosco Monte, 
Lavínia Barros de Castro, Mayra Juruá, and Rafael Paulino for their comments on the preliminary versions of the text. The author also thanks 
the team of researchers, the  Brazilian Development Association (ABDE), and the 50 interviewees from the ABDE 2030 Sustainable Development 
Plan for the reflections that contributed to this policy paper.
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Brazil’s diplomacy traditionally sees foreign policy as “State policy” with cer-
tain long-term objectives and standards of  international action (Lafer 2011, 
Burges 2016, Saraiva 2020). With economic deregulation and democratiza-

tion, Brazil’s foreign policy was increasingly perceived as a public policy anchored in 
our diplomatic tradition and shaped by the multiple visions, practices, and interests 
of  institutional and non-State actors (Lima 2000, Milani & Pinheiro 2013, Saraiva 
2020). Public debate has since then focused on how those players interact to design 
and implement Brazil’s foreign policy (Milani 2015).

Less attention is given to how public policy and foreign policy combine in a 
strategic and forward-looking agenda with dual focus on Brazil’s sustainable devel-
opment priorities (Cooper 2019, Faleiro 2022), on the one hand, and the transfor-
mations in international relations (Gaetani and Teixeira 2021) on the other hand. 
This strategic and forward-looking agenda should operate as a two-way street where 
foreign policy informs and enhances public policy while public policy guides foreign 
policy and contributes to buttressing Brazil’s soft power internationally. 

Based on that premise, a strategic and forward-looking agenda must: (i) seek 
international partnerships and funding to enhance public policies in line with Bra-
zil’s international commitments; (ii) anticipate, assimilate, and understand the dis-
ruptive potential of  global transformations and act to minimize the risks and to 
maximize the opportunities those transformations bring to Brazil; and (iii) cause 
Brazil to re-engage and regain its standing in different regions and spaces for politi-
cal and economic negotiation and cooperation.

This policy paper suggests what issues and actions should be included in a 
strategic and forward-looking agenda with three main objectives. First, to accelerate 
public policies to rebuild and transform Brazil. Second, to prepare Brazil to tackle 
major global transformations. Third, to cause Brazil to re-engage with the world 
and regain its international standing. This policy paper further proposes mecha-
nisms to institutionalize that strategic and forward-looking agenda and to build an 
ecosystem that can bring together different players, integrate positions and infuse an 
enlightened perspective that will help Brazil navigate with confidence and purpose 
in an increasingly complex world.

Karin Costa Vazquez   is Non-Resident Senior Fellow at the Center for China and Globalization 
and Professor at O.P. Jindal Global University. She led the UN Office Strategy 2022-2025 for South-South 
Cooperation and the ABDE 2030 Sustainable Development Plan, and managed the fund of  the British 
government in support of  Brazil’s transition to low carbon.
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This is a timely discussion on a strategic and forward-looking agenda because 
a new federal administration will take over in January 2023. In the 2000s, Brazil 
achieved ahead of  schedule several United Nations (UN) Millennium Develop-
ment Goals (MDGs).2 This success was possible thanks to society’s engagement 
and public policies that fostered Brazil’s development and enhanced its standing 
in the promotion of  international development. Brazil must reposition itself  and 
stimulate sustainable and inclusive development at home and abroad. The actions 
mentioned in this policy paper stem from our direct observations, studies, dialog, 
and interactions with experts in Brazil and abroad and are offered for discussion 
in the following sections.

ACCELERATE PUBLIC POLICIES TO REBUILD  
AND TRANSFORM BRAZIL

The starting point of  a strategic and forward-looking agenda is enhancing 
public policies in line with Brazil’s international commitments. The Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) have operated as a “compass” (Gaetani & Teixeira 
2021) for public policies around the world since UN member countries agreed to 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (UN 2015a). Approved in 2015 with 
leading Brazilian participation, the 2030 Agenda represents the culmination of  a 
process initiated at the Rio+20 conference in 2012. It establishes 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals and 169 associated targets covering urgent economic develop-
ment, environmental protection, and social inclusion issues.

Once a shining example of  success in MDG achievement, Brazil is now a 
laggard. According to research made for the Brazilian Development Association’s 
(ABDE) 2030 Plan, Brazil has regressed in relation to or will not timely meet seven 
SDGs, is stagnant in relation to eight, and has advanced or already achieved only 
one. Brazil is performing worst in relation to SDG 1 (poverty eradication), followed 
by SDG 8 (decent work and economic growth), SDG 10 (reducing inequalities), 
and SDG 16 (peace, justice, and effective institutions). The worst bottlenecks are in 
the North and Northeast regions, especially regarding income and unemployment 
(SDG8) and SDG 9 (industry, innovation and infrastructure) in relation to trans-
portation infrastructure and to the share of  technology-intensive industrial sectors 
(ABDE 2022). Figure 1 shows Brazil’s SDG completion progress.

2. Adopted in 2000, the Millennium Development Goals included goals to make the world better and fairer by 2015 http://www.fiocruz.br/
omsambiental/media/ODMBrasil.pdf.
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Figure 1 - Brazil’s SDG completion progress.* Source: Base study that supported ABDE’s 2030 Plan (Vazquez et al. 2022) 

* Each SDG target indicator received a zero to five score depending on the progress of its completion. A simple average was then calculated for 
each SDG. Green circles represent SDGs with average scores greater than 4 (advanced or achieved); yellow circles represent SDGs with average 
scores between 2 and 4 (stagnated); and red circles represent SDGs with average scores between 0 and 2 (regressed or will not be achieved).

Public policies the world over have been redesigned to achieve SDGs in an 
effort that is expected to gather speed during this “decade of  action.”3 The social 
and environmental crisis, inflation, restrictions on development funding,4 and geo-
political instability make such an effort more urgent in Brazil. By refocusing its pub-
lic policies on the SDGs, Brazil will also align with other countries’ policies and join 
the development efforts of  international lenders and other multilateral institutions. 
That rapprochement will favor the construction of  partnerships and attracting for-
eign funding that can enhance sustainable and inclusive development.  

3. n September 2019, global leaders gathered in New York created the Decade of Action initiative, a movement that began in the following 
January of the following year to accelerate the global SDG achievement.

4. The change in strategy of government-owned banks has caused the Brazilian Development Bank (BNDES) loans to other development financial 
institutions to shrink from R$39.3 billion in 2014 to R$6.5 billion in September 2021. The 2017 review in BNDES interest rates further contributed 
to diminish the funding available to Brazilian development financial institutions.



A Strategic and Forward-Looking Agenda for Brazil’s Sustainable Development 

Year 1 / No. 4 / Oct-Dec 2022   ·   83

Recreate national governance for SDGs
A strategic and forward-looking agenda to accelerate public policies to rebuild 

and transform Brazil should include 2030 Agenda governance, funding, and track-
ing tools. The new federal administration should, in its first six months, re-acti-
vate national-scale SGD governance by establishing a Policy to Promote the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development,5 by recreating the National SGD Commis-
sion (CNODS),6 and by allocating clearly-defined roles to development financial 
institutions (ABDE 2022), to public policy designers and to government planning, 
budgeting, and management entities.

National SDG governance was initiated when the CNODS was organized, in 
the year following the approval of  the 2030 Agenda. That sixteen-strong commis-
sion included representatives from municipal, state, and federal governments and 
from civil society. It received permanent 
technical support from the Institute for 
Applied Economic Policy (IPEA) and 
from the Brazilian Geography and Sta-
tistics Institute (IBGE). Its mandate was 
to promote the 2030 Agenda dissemina-
tion, internalization, interiorization and 
tracking in Brazil. The Small Enterprise 
Assistance Service (SEBRAE) was the 
only participant of  the National Devel-
opment System (SNF)7 that was also a 
CNODS member. 

This governance was reviewed in 2019, when the CNODS8 was terminated 
and the SDGs lost importance on the president’s agenda.9 Since then, the 2030 
Agenda has been promoted in Brazil through the efforts of  some Federal Govern-
ment entities and of  the governments of  São Paulo, Paraná, Paraíba, Piauí, and 
other states. The Federal Accounting Court (TCU), the Federal Prosecution Office, 
and the Judiciary have also contributed to promote the 2030 Agenda through their 
decisions and by aligning their institutional structures and internal planning with 
that agenda, especially in relation to SDG 16 (peace, justice and strong institu-

5. Bill (PL) 1308/2021.

6. Decree no. 8892 dated October 27, 2016.

7. The commission is composed of thirty-two federal- and state-owned commercial and development banks, development agencies, cooperative 
banks, the Federal Research Support Agency (FINEP) and the Small Enterprise Assistance Service (SEBRAE). Its mission is to fund strategic 
industries in furtherance of Brazil’s development.

8. Decree no. 9759/2019 dated April 11, 2019.

9. Decree no. 9980 dated August 20, 2019.

A strategic and forward-
looking agenda to accelerate 
public policies to rebuild 
and transform Brazil 
should include 2030 
Agenda governance, funding, 
and tracking tools.
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tions) and SDG 17 (partnerships and means of  implementation). In 2021, the Joint 
House and Senate Caucus in Support of  the SDGs proposed a bill creating the 2030 
Agenda Promotion Policy (PL 1308/2021) and the recreation of  the government 
SDG institutional framework. The bill does not address 2030 Agenda funding and 
pends voting in Brazil’s House of  Representatives.

Align the 2030 Agenda and SNF investments with the public policy cycle
Second, Brazil should align the 2030 Agenda and SNF investments with the 

planning, budgeting, and public policy management cycle by including strategies to 
fund sustainable development in the 2025-2027 Multi-Year Plan (PPA), in the Bud-
get Guidelines Act (LDO) and in the Annual Budget Act (ABDE 2022) during 2023. 
The Addis Ababa Agenda for Action on Financing for Development (UN 2015b) 
proposes creating sustainable development strategies that are coherent, consistent 
with each country’s peculiarities, and supported by Integrated National Financing 
Frameworks (INFF). 

Indonesia was the first country to develop an INFF to implement its national 
development plan and SDG action plan and to track the achievement of  its sustain-
able development commitments. Indonesia’s Ministry of  Planning SDG Financing 
Center (BAPPENAS) leads SDG implementation and is tasked with creating, coor-
dinating, and harmonizing policies. The Center also liaises with ministries and other 
significant players to forge a holistic approach to fund sustainable development, to 
develop innovative financing products and to mobilize non-government investments. 
More than seventy countries have or are developing INFFs today (UN n.d.).

Leverage Brazil’s participation in regional and multilateral  
development banks

With regard to funding the 2030 Agenda in Brazil, Brazil should leverage 
its participation in regional and multilateral development banks, in particular the 
Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) and the New Development Bank (NDB), 
whose CEO Brazil appoints, and also in the Development Bank of  Latin America 
(CAF) and in the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB). This can be done 
by supporting NDB expansion to other Latin American countries; by designing 
transactions and (co)funding projects to strengthen production chains and regional 
value chains and to integrate the sustainable infrastructure (Vazquez 2020); and 
through investments to supplement SNF initiatives, in line with the SDGs and with 
the actions of  their other members in furtherance of  the 2030 Agenda. Examples 
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of  said actions include India’s International Solar Alliance, the China-led Global 
Development Initiative and the Belt and Road Initiative, and the Environmentally 
Sound Technology Platform developed by the Brazil, Russia, India, China, and 
South Africa (BRICS) group, among others.

In 2022, CAF approved a US$7 billion capital increase aiming at doubling its 
portfolio by 2030. IPEA estimates the NDB to have US$25-30 billion available for 
loans in 2020-2025 and US$45-65 billion in the subsequent five years. AIIB may 
have as much as US$120 billion for loans (Baumann 2017).          

Resume publication of the Voluntary National SDG Report
Third, Brazil should resume publication of  the Voluntary National SDG 

Report (ABDE 2022) to track the completion of  the 2030 Agenda, measure what 
still needs to be done, and reaffirm commitment to multilateralism ahead of  the 
UN Summit of  the Future10 in September 2023. Systematic tracking of  SDG tar-
gets and indicators began in 2016, and countries are required to submit their vol-
untary national reports at least once within the fifteen-year timespan of  the 2030 
Agenda. More than 120 countries have submitted their reports reaffirming their 
commitment to tackling major global challenges. Brazil submitted its first and only 
report in 2017.

Brazil tracks less than half  the internalized 2030 Agenda targets and indica-
tors.11 Updated statistical databases broken down by region and category of  vulner-
able social groups are available for less than half  of  those targets and indicators. In 
2017, the TCU ordered that 2030 Agenda indicators be broken down by municipal-
ity and gender.12 The unavailability of  common classifications, measurements, and 
tracking for SDG-oriented NFC funding makes it difficult for Brazil’s development 
financial institutions to compare and exchange information. 

Keeping track of  progress in relation to the 2030 Agenda will help Brazil 
design and fund public policies focusing on priority areas and will be a significant 
show of  accountability to Brazilian society. Each point in SDG progress raises the 
standard of  living of  Brazil’s population, improves economic productivity and effi-
ciency, and protects and stabilizes the environment, all of  which Brazil can use to 
enhance its soft power globally.

10. Proposed by the UN Secretary-General in “Our Common Agenda,” the Summit of the Future will aim to reaffirm the UN Charter, reinvigorate 
multilateralism, boost the implementation of existing commitments, agree on effective solutions to challenges and restore trust among 
member states.

11. According to SDG data on the IBGE and IPEA websites.

12. Decision 298/2017 (TCU 2017).
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PREPARING BRAZIL TO 
TACKLE MAJOR GLOBAL 
TRANSFORMATIONS  

A strategic and forward-looking 
agenda must also be attentive to the dis-
ruptive potential of  major global trans-
formations and promote actions that 
minimize risks and maximize opportuni-
ties for Brazil’s sustainable and inclusive 
development at three levels. The first one 
encompasses Asia’s increased geopolit-
ical importance at the expense of  the 
West, China’s and India’s augmented 
economic weight and influence on the 
ideas and principles that guide inter-
national relations, and the potential of  
markets such as South Korea, Indonesia, 
Singapore, and Vietnam for Brazil.

Currently, five of  the world’s larg-
est economies are in Asia. China, South 
Korea, India, Indonesia, and Japan 
represent 32% of  the total G-20 trade 
flows, 39% of  Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) at purchasing power parity (PPP), 63% of  the population and 18% of  the 
world’s geographical area. China has already overtaken the United States as the 
world’s largest economy at PPP, and India is expected to take the second slot by 
2050, according to PwC and International Monetary Fund (IMF) estimates. 

The Ministry of  Economy has reported that Brazil-China trade ballooned from 
US$6.5 billion in 2003 to more than US$120 billion in 2022. By 2021, more than 
US$47 billion of  Brazil’s imports came from China and medium- and high-technol-
ogy goods represented 21.7% of  that amount. In that same year, China took 31.3% 
of  Brazil’s exports (US$87.9 billion). Commodities such as soybeans, iron ore and 
oil accounted for 77% of  Brazil’s sales to China. China’s greenfield investments in 
Brazil are estimated to have created 34,500 local jobs between 2003 and 2020 and 
are increasingly focusing on digital and green technologies (CEBC 2021).

Trade between Brazil and India grew from US$1 billion to US$4 billion in 
that same period, despite the fluctuations of  2012-2019 (IPEA 2021). Like its trade 

Keeping track of  progress in 
relation to the 2030 Agenda 
will help Brazil design 
and fund public policies 
focusing on priority areas 
and will be a significant 
show of  accountability to 
Brazilian society. Each point 
in SDG progress raises the 
standard of  living of  Brazil’s 
population, improves economic 
productivity and efficiency, 
and protects and stabilizes 
the environment, all of  which 
Brazil can use to enhance 
its soft power globally.
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with China, Brazil should seek to diversify its exports to India, now heavily concen-
trated on low-value-added products such as crude oil, vegetable fats and oils, sug-
ars and molasses, and copper ores, to include more complex goods. Industrialized 
products such as organic and inorganic compounds, fuel oils, insecticides, medicine, 
and textile yarns represent almost all India’s exports to Brazil. India’s investments in 
Brazil amount to US$8 billion and create 25,000 to 30,000 jobs. Those investments 
are mainly in information technology, pharmaceuticals, and electronics.13

This asymmetry in bilateral trade suggests Brazil should create diversification 
strategies to simultaneously increase the share of  high-complexity and high-value-
added goods in its exports and boost its sustainable and inclusive reindustrializa-
tion. Brazil can use partnerships with China, India, and other countries to obtain 
technology, create jobs, reduce emissions, integrate with new global value chains, 
and implement the 2030 Agenda (Assis 2022, Falsetti & Ungaretti 2022). China 
and India also defend the democratization of  international relations to promote 
multipolarity, respect for State sovereignty, non-interference in domestic affairs, hor-
izontality, and non-imposition of  conditions and to create mutual benefits within a 
South-South framework.

China and India are MERCOSUR’s first and fourth largest trading partners, 
respectively, and Brazil should push for a closer relationship between MERCOSUR 
and both countries and with Asian economic blocs. In addition to the two Asian 
giants, a potential MERCOSUR free trade agreement with Indonesia, Vietnam, 
South Korea, and Singapore reportedly could add US$1 billion to Brazil’s GDP, cre-
ate fresh investments and trade opportunities, and raise workers’ income (SECEX 
2021a, 2021b). Megadiverse countries such as Indonesia and Vietnam, now seen by 
Brazilian agribusiness as the “next China,” may represent new export markets for 
sustainable agricultural products.14

The second major global transformation to which Brazil must pay attention is 
the technological-digital revolution and the advent of  a new and more competitive 
production paradigm. That paradigm stems from industrial nearshoring, reshor-
ing15 and powershoring16 and from other structural changes in global value chains 
that will affect market access, the future of  labor, and international competitiveness. 
This paradigm shift compels Brazil to refocus production systems on inclusive and 
sustainable development. 

13. Information provided by India’s Ambassador to Brazil, Suresh Reddy, in November 2022.

14. Interview with Brazil’s representative in September 2022.

15. The terms nearshoring and reshoring mean bringing production chains closer to or into the country of origin, respectively. Both have been 
gaining ever more weight in U.S. and European agendas in connection with the trade war with China.

16. According to Arbache (2022), powershoring refers to the decentralization of production to countries close to consumption centers and that 
offer clean, safe, cheap and abundant power and other features to attract industrial investments.
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Structural change is no longer feasible without neutral, resilient, and digi-
tized industries. At the same time, sustainable economic development will increas-
ingly require innovation and inclusion. Brazil should urgently act to enhance its 
labor skills, infrastructure, and capabilities for Industry 4.0 and its leadership in 
digital agriculture in furtherance of  its competitive, inclusive, and sustainable 
development. 

The third major global transformation is the energy transition. The car-
bon-neutrality commitment of  the world’s major economies will affect trade and 
investment flows and pressure global energy supply chains to adapt. China was 
the world’s leading importer of  crude and refined oil in 2020 with US$166 bil-
lion (15.3%) in imports from Russia (15.6%), Saudi Arabia (14.9%), Iraq (10.2%), 
Angola (7.29%) Brazil (6.84%) and other countries. Crude oil is a significant export 
to China. Brazil should be aware of  the potential economic, environmental, and 
social effects should Chinese demand for fossil fuels wane and be prepared to repo-
sition itself  if  that happens (Vazquez 2021).

That movement should also consider the opportunities that will arise in low-car-
bon industries and Brazil’s competitive advantages. McKinsey estimates (Ferreira & 
Ceotto 2021) that Brazil’s demand for voluntary carbon credits could reach US$1.4 
billion to US$2.3 billion by 2030. Brazil would then account for 15% of  the total 
potential market for nature-based solutions. Today, Brazil generates less than 1% of  
that amount. Reforestation, agricultural, and energy waste reduction projects can 
leverage Brazil’s carbon credit generation and boost revenues up to US$15 billion 
(Reset 2022). The proceeds from carbon credit sales can finance the reforestation 
of  Brazil’s degraded pasturelands and contribute to combating hunger and poverty.

Brazil must redesign its public policies and reposition its diplomacy to address 
the shift in political and economic power from the West to Asia and the global transi-
tion to a more digital and low-carbon economy in alignment with Brazil’s demands, 
capabilities, desires, and specific interests. 

Attract FDI that can spur technological development and add value to 
agricultural and industrial production chains

To adequately respond to major global transformations, Brazil will need a 
strategic and forward-looking agenda that combines foreign direct investment (FDI) 
with technological development and adds value to agricultural and industrial pro-
duction chains through international partnerships to develop research, development 
and innovation hubs (RDI). Major Thai cell phone carrier AIS has signed a coop-
eration agreement with China’s ZTE to create a research and development hub 
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for 5G technology in Bangkok. The two companies plan to jointly offer tablets, 
smartphones, business solutions, and build digital infrastructure for 5G technology 
in Thailand. 

Brazil should further integrate RDI and FDI through cooperation and invest-
ment agreements including the transfer and joint development of  technology to 
accelerate Brazil’s technological catch-up and to foster investment in industries 
that can spur income growth, greater economic complexity and SDG completion17 
(Vazquez et al. 2022, Perrone 2022).

Boost MERCOSUR trade with India and Southeast Asia
Brazil should expand the list of  products and the mutual preferences included 

in current MERCOSUR negotiations with India, Indonesia and Vietnam and push 
the bloc toward closer ties with the Association of  Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). 
Brazil should also work on a package of  trade facilitation agreements involving var-
ious industries and reflecting some of  the innovative efforts Brazil and India have 
been promoting at the World Trade Organization (WTO). Those agreements could 
include specific chapters on non-tariff measures, local currency payment systems and 
technical cooperation in agriculture to support the sustained expansion of  trade flows 
with India and the 2030 Agenda.

Support international alliances for renewable energies
Another proposed action is enacting the bill authorizing Brazil to join the 

International Solar Alliance. India and France proposed that initiative to the United 
Nations Conference on Climate Change (COP-21) in December 2015 to address 
common challenges to spreading solar energy. The agreement entered into force 
in 2017 and encompasses 102 signatory countries and 81 members. The Frame-
work Agreement on the Establishment of  the International Solar Alliance (PDL 
271/2021) was approved by Brazil’s Senate in October 2022. Joining the Interna-
tional Solar Alliance may accelerate the spread of  solar energy in Brazil,18 attract 
fresh investment in renewable energy and encourage Brazil’s participation in nego-
tiations for other alliances such as the global biofuels alliance, to be proposed during 
the Indian presidency of  the G20 in 2023.

17. The base study for ABDE’s 2030 Plan for Sustainable Development (Vazquez et al. 2022) identified the industries with the greatest potential 
for economic (gain in complexity) and social (gain in SDGs) transformation in each macro-region.

18. Solar power is estimated to grow by 7%-10% p.a. in Brazil after the change in the incentive policy. Interviews with representatives of a Brazilian 
development bank between August and September 2022.
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Create funding facilities to boost Brazil’s and Latin America’s 
decarbonization

It is just as important to forge closer ties between Brazilian development finan-
cial institutions and their Chinese and third-country counterparts in support of  ini-
tiatives such as the Kunming Fund for biodiversity and of  new streamlined funding 
facilities to advance Brazil’s decarbonization, in parallel to initiatives such as the 
Climate Fund and Renova Bio.19

Brazil should also work to expand its and Latin America’s access to the Chi-
na-Latin America Cooperation Fund, to the China-Latin America and Caribbean 
Investment Fund for Industrial Cooperation and to the China-Latin America Special 
Infrastructure Fund in furtherance of  global energy transition and of  completion 
of  the 2030 Agenda. China’s development investment funds are estimated to have 
received US$155 billion in fresh capital from 2007 to 2019. Taking into account 
funds earmarked for Brazil and Mexico, Latin America and the Caribbean have the 
highest potential portion of  that capital, totaling US$42.2 billion (Moses et al. 2022).

Position Brazil as a global leader in carbon credit generation
Brazil should use its competitive advantages as a springboard to attract for-

eign technology for investment in carbon sequestration projects, perhaps involving 
other Amazonian countries, that can contribute to making Brazil a global leader in 
carbon credit generation. Brazil should also join other countries in developing green 
taxonomies, such as the Common Ground Taxonomy - Climate Change Mitigation 
joint initiative of  the People’s Bank of  China (PBoC) and the European Commis-
sion. Initiatives that improve comparability and interoperability with carbon credit 
markets in China,20 Europe, and the United States are key to making carbon credits 
generated in Brazil fungible and sustaining cross-border capital flows. 

Brazil should simultaneously advance South-South cooperation with Indo-
nesia and the Democratic Republic of  Congo announced in COP 27 and include 
other countries with large tropical forest areas. Such efforts will help the countries 
most affected by climate change obtain better funding conditions for actions to pre-
serve biodiversity and generate carbon credits.

19. The usual requirements of traditional development financial institutions on the one hand encourage the internalization of the 2030 Agenda by 
Brazil’s development financial institutions but, on the other hand, hamper access to funding by smaller institutions. The latter operate locally and 
have limited SGD-related capabilities and knowledge. Interviews with representatives of SNF institutions between January and October 2022.

20. China considers using Internationally Transferred Mitigation Options (ITMOs) under Paris Agreement Article 6 generated in Belt and Road 
Initiative countries for offset purposes within its national Carbon Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS) given the shortfall of Chinese Certified 
Emission Reduction (CCER). That may create a significant demand for ITMOs.
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RE-ENGAGE BRAZIL WITH THE WORLD AND REGAIN 
INTERNATIONAL STANDING

Finally, a strategic and forward-looking agenda must aim at re-engaging Brazil 
with the world and regaining international standing in a pragmatic and non-exclu-
sive way. That means building on the best partnerships for the defense of  national 
interests and of  multilateralism, on the one hand, and cooperation to address trans-
national challenges and the provision of  global public goods, on the other hand. 
The creation of  a politically stable, prosperous and united South American environ-
ment, which cannot be achieved without Brazil’s re-engagement, will contribute to 
Brazil’s development and will strengthen Brazil’s and South America’s standing vis-
à-vis major world powers. In order to promote a win-win relationship, Brazil must 
re-engage with regional forums for political negotiation and buttress its economic 
and trade ties with its neighbors.

Renewable and transition energy can be a stepping stone for improved eco-
nomic and trade ties between Brazil and other South American countries. Because it 
requires sharing physical facilities, natural gas may be a catalyst for South American 
integration. It will also extend development to lagging sectors in the region (IPEA 
2016). With the exception of  the Brazil-Bolivia, Argentina-Bolivia, and Argenti-
na-Chile gas pipelines, political decisions have hindered the strategic plans agreed 
to such as the construction of  the Great Southern Gas Pipeline, connecting Venezu-
ela with MERCOSUR gas pipelines via Brazil. An alignment between progressive 
and moderately conservative South American governments will facilitate regional 
integration.

Brazil can use sustainable infrastructure as a driver for its rapprochement with 
Africa. As a result of  its decade-long economic decoupling in the South Atlantic, 
Brazil exported a mere US$7.5 billion to Africa in 2019, mostly in primary products. 
Brazil has also relinquished its strategic role in the Gulf  of  Guinea and its significant 
economic influence derived from major investment and infrastructure projects in 
Angola, Namibia, and Mozambique. Bilateral trade with East Africa shriveled from 
US$362 million in 2011 to just US$80 million in 2019 (Instituto Brasil-África 2021). 
This scenario got worse after the pandemic. 

Brazilian and African value chains can be expanded, improved, and integrated 
within the framework of  the African Continental Free Trade Agreement (AfCFTA), 
a market estimated at US$2.5 billion and encompassing more than 1.2 billion peo-
ple in fifty-five countries. The agreement is expected to increase African consump-
tion to US$6.7 billion by 2030, provide access to cheaper inputs and services and 
help modernize agribusiness and industry. This will boost demand for higher val-
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ue-added products in which Brazil has a competitive edge, such as machinery and 
components for agribusiness. The experience of  projects such as ProSavana suggest 
combining investments with mechanisms that can prevent, mitigate or offset social 
and environmental impacts and contribute to food security and poverty reduction 
in Africa.

Brazilian exporters can also indirectly use the ports, roads, and economic cor-
ridors built under the Belt and Road Initiative to move their products to Indian 
Ocean Rim countries21, where Brazilian presence remains small. Road Belt Initia-
tive infrastructure projects in Kenya, Tanzania, and Mozambique, such as the Nai-
robi-Mombasa Railway may boost East Africa’s annual exports by US$192 million 
(Instituto Brasil-África 2021). To benefit from those projects, Brazil should promote 
trade and investment facilitation agreements in line with the 2030 Agenda and 
strengthen political ties with African countries.

Dialog with the United States and 
Europe can be fruitful given their growing 
interest in issues dear to Brazil such as cli-
mate change, democracy and economic 
development. Issues such as the environ-
ment can be used as springboards to build 
a non-exclusive relationship with China 
and other emerging economies. On the 
verge of  becoming the only economy in 
the G-20, in the BRICS group, and in 
the Organisation for Economic Co-oper-
ation and Development (OECD), Brazil 
is poised to assume a strategic role in the 
construction of  global dialog. Brazil can 
use the India, Brazil, South Africa Dia-
logue Forum (IBSA) as a driver to imple-
ment that strategy taking advantage of  
India’s presidency of  the G20 in 2023, 
of  Brazil’s presidency of  the BRICS and 
G20 groups in 2024 and of  South Afri-
ca’s presidency of  the G20 in 2025 (Mal-
hotra 2022).

21. South Africa, Australia, Bangladesh, Comoros, United Arab Emirates, Yemen, India, Indonesia, Iran, Kenya, Malaysia, Madagascar, Mauritius, 
Mozambique, Oman, Seychelles, Singapore, Sri Lanka, Tanzania, and Thailand.

…a strategic and forward-
looking agenda must aim 
at re-engaging Brazil with 
the world and regaining 
international standing in a 
pragmatic and non-exclusive 
way. That means building on 
the best partnerships for the 
defense of  national interests 
and of  multilateralism, on 
the one hand, and cooperation 
to address transnational 
challenges and the provision 
of  global public goods, 
on the other hand.
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Stronger dialog with South America
To re-engage with the world and to regain its international standing, Brazil 

must strengthen its dialog with other Latin American countries by rejoining the 
Community of  Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC) and the Union of  
South American Nations (UNASUR). Brazil should also act to bring CELAC closer 
to other regions such as India, Africa (via AfCFTA), the Persian Gulf  Cooperation 
Council (CCGP), and the Association of  Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) through 
the creation of  specific dialog mechanisms. Brazil’s return to CELAC and UNASUR 
and CELAC’s closer ties with other regions can help Brazil and Latin America better 
position themselves in relation to the dispute between the United States and China. 

Integrate Latin America’s major producers of lithium and natural gas
Another attractive strategy is to help Latin America’s major lithium and natural 

gas producers position themselves in relation to growing demand from China, South 
Korea, the United States, Japan, and other countries. The global demand for lithium 
in electric vehicles has increased exponentially in recent years. Argentina (18 million 
tonnes in reserves) has started production, albeit at a small scale. Chile boasts the 
third largest reserves (10 million tonnes), accounting for 26% of  global supply.

The starting point for integration could be the ratification of  Bolivia’s Protocol 
of  Accession to MERCOSUR (PDC 745/2017), Bolivia joining the MERCOSUR 
Structural Convergence Fund (FOCEM), and the creation within the organization 
of  social and environmental standards for lithium mining, production, and trade. 
Brazil should also consider resuming negotiations to join the South American 
Energy Treaty, which will help improve the efficiency of  power generation and 
consumption regionwide.

Reinvigorate Brazil’s economic and political partnership with Africa
Another strategy to pursue is to reinvigorate Brazil’s economic and political 

partnership with Africa through ratifying the São Paulo Round Protocol on the 
relaunch of  the Global System of  Trade Preferences (GSTP) among developing 
countries. The São Paulo Round Protocol will enter into force once at least four of  
its eight signatories have ratified it. To date, the Protocol has been ratified by India 
(2010), Malaysia (2011), and Cuba (2013). Two of  the four MERCOSUR members, 
Argentina and Uruguay, have ratified. Brazil and Paraguay must do the same for the 
MERCOSUR ratification to be completed. 
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It is equally important to agree on cooperation and funding for sustainable 
infrastructure and biofuel production projects and for developing strategic industries 
in both regions. Brazil should also support the creation of  an alliance of  biofuel-pro-
ducing countries during the Indian presidency of  the G20 in 2023 and launch the 
G20+Africa Forum for cooperation and sustainable development during the Brazil-
ian presidency of  the G20 in 2024.  

Build dialog and add vim to the global debate on sustainable development
Finally, Brazil can turn the pandemic and the war in Ukraine into an oppor-

tunity to build a dialog between major powers, emerging economies, and developing 
countries to find joint solutions to global challenges such as a fair energy transi-
tion, the eradication of  poverty and food insecurity, the implementation of  equita-
ble health systems, peace and security, and digital governance. Brazil can also act 
to refocus the international financial system toward initiatives that accelerate SDG 
completion, promote climate action in the countries most affected and least respon-
sible for global warming, and advocate 
debt restructuring for lower-income 
countries.

Reinvigorating IBSA as a space 
for political coordination between the 
Indian, South African, and Brazilian 
G20 presidencies and the South Afri-
can and Brazilian BRICS presidencies 
may be the driver for this effort in the 
next three years. IBSA should update 
its original 2003 targets and agenda to 
align them to certain G20 and BRICS 
priorities and to offer a positive Global 
South agenda for international develop-
ment. Brazil should immediately review 
its position on India and South Afri-
ca’s proposal for the WTO to suspend 
patents for COVID vaccines. Such a 
move could spur similar BRICS initia-
tives through the Vaccine Research and 
Development Center created in 2022.

Brazil could suggest to China the 

...Brazil can turn the 
pandemic and the war in 
Ukraine into an opportunity 
to build a dialog between 
major powers, emerging 
economies, and developing 
countries to find joint 
solutions to global challenges 
such as a fair energy 
transition, the eradication of  
poverty and food insecurity, 
the implementation of  
equitable health systems, 
peace and security, and 
digital governance.
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creation of  an Alliance for the Eradication of  Hunger and Poverty in the upcoming 
China-CELAC Forum meeting, drawing on both countries’ experience in combat-
ing hunger and extreme poverty, on the importance of  Latin America’s agricul-
tural prowess to China’s food security and on the significance of  the issue in one 
of  the world’s most unequal regions. The recently activated Africa-China Alliance 
for Poverty Alleviation will operate as a platform to share experiences and mobilize 
resources in support of  poverty reduction and agricultural development in Africa.

INSTITUTIONALIZATION OF A STRATEGIC AND  
FORWARD-LOOKING AGENDA  

The proposals mentioned above should be jointly implemented by municipal, 
state and federal governments and by civil society. The first step will be to create an 
SDG Department associated with the Office of  the President to support CNODS 
and its working groups, track Brazil’s SDG completion, prepare evaluation reports 
– in line with international trends and discussions on the post-2030 agenda, and 
in assistance of  working groups – and coordinate the publication of  the Voluntary 
National SDG Report. 

The SDG Department could also conduct a national dialog with UN agen-
cies in Brazil and, within the federal government, with the Economic and Social 
Development Council (CNDES), the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs (MRE), and the 
Ministry of  Environment. IPEA and IBGE could provide technical advice on the 
production of  evaluation reports and the Voluntary National SDG Report. The 
National School of  Public Administration (ENAP) could arrange SDG training for 
government managers and leaders while the ministries of  Finance and Planning and 
the Federal Court of  Auditors align the 2030 Agenda and SNF investments with the 
planning, budgeting, and management cycle.

The Special Department for Strategic Affairs of  the Office of  the President, 
the ministries of  Finance, Planning and Foreign Affairs, and IPEA could develop 
studies and organize work groups to anticipate, assimilate and understand the dis-
ruptive potential of  major global transformations; inform public policies; to guide 
and prepare meetings of  the G20 and BRICS groups and other major conferences 
that Brazil will host; and spark projects and actions of  structural significance for 
Brazil’s position in relation to major global transformations. 

Said entities could also organize the creation of  a “forward-looking ecosys-
tem” connecting scholars and diplomats with policymakers to find opportunities 
for collaboration, bring fresh perspectives, confirm or find new priority areas, and 
advance projects of  common interest to Brazil and its international partners. That 
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ecosystem could draw on the experience of  the Ministry of  Agriculture to include a 
network of  special advisors on China coordinated by a core group nested within the 
Office of  the Vice President.

A final recommendation is that the Brazilian Cooperation Agency (ABC/
MRE), BNDES, and the ministries of  Finance and Planning should engage in a 
coordinated action to explicitly align international development cooperation with 
funding for strategic initiatives in sectors that are key for Brazil and its international 
partners. 
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SPECIAL SECTION

Sustainability Transition 
Challenges in the Brazilian 
Energy Sector
Matilde de Souza
Leandro Gomes Ferreira

Abstract: This paper mobilizes a Multi-Level Perspective (MLP) approach 
highlighting the political and social aspects of  the transition process to discuss what 
factor explains Brazil’s apparent slowness in the energy transition process in the 
face of  climate change challenges. The research concluded that Brazil already has a 
clean energy matrix compared to other countries, but it is poor in its share of  wind 
and solar energy; the country remains dependent on hydro as the main renewable; 
and engages in a substitution process of  hydro with natural gas, which pollutes less 
but still emits greenhouse gases (GHG). 
Keywords: energy transition; multilevel perspective; climate change; Brazil.
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Sustainability transition is a long and complex process involving multiple 
elements, actors, uncertainties and constant disagreement (Kern & Markard 
2016, Labussière & Nadai 2018). Regarding the energy transition, we 

refer to the sector responsible for 60% of  GHG emissions in the world, the most 
critical political issue linking climate change and development in the 21st century 
(International Energy Agency – IEA 2022). This entails a destabilization of  the 
actual energy paradigm and the development and diffusion of  renewable energy 
innovations. As Halsnaes et al. (2011) discussed, development is always associated 
with decreasing energy intensity and increasing energy efficiency1 in long-term use.

Notwithstanding, in the short-term, a rise in fossil fuel usage might happen 
because of the energy sector adaptation, and maybe more emissions, until the mat-
uration of renewable energy technologies (RE). Technological advances enable 
new renewable energy systems, which are essential to reorder this discussion due 
to the enormous reduction of waste, space, and emissions (Peters et al. 2011). Fur-
thermore, technological changes impact institutional structures and existing orga-
nizations, including significant changes in business models, value chains, owner-
ship structures, and consumer behavior, among others. These far-reaching change 
processes are called socio-technical transitions (Kern & Markard 2016).

The share of renewables has risen in the last years around the world (IEA 
2022), which suggests a shorter road toward net-zero emission (Scholten et al. 2020). 
However, developed and developing countries face different challenges. While 
GHG emissions are externalities of anthropic actions mainly provoked by rich 
countries in the development process, energy transition requires national actions 
to fight global climate change. This reminds us of the Common But Differentiated 
Responsibilities Principle (CBDRP). Most of the developed countries have expe-
rienced an increase in the share of renewables in their energy mix because they 
have financed innovations for these technologies, and mitigation policies at high 
stakes. But developing countries, especially in South America, are far from the 
innovation frontier and have difficulty developing and diffusing modern renew-

1.  There has been a long discussion to differentiate energy intensity and energy efficiency. We follow the distinction of IEA, in which: a) energy 
intensity is a top-down approach or aggregated use of energy in economy (generation/PIB, for example); and b) energy efficiency is a bottom-up 
approach applied to the individual activities or sectors that require energy to work (transport, households, building, industry etc) (IEA 2022). .
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able energy technologies despite their 
clean and mostly renewable energy 
mix. In this way, renewable energies 
seem to be an alternative “answer to all 
problems” but may be accessible only 
to developed countries.

Considering that Brazil already 
has some institutional structures to drive 
the energy transition, this paper poses 
the following question: what explains 
the Brazilian apparent slowness in the 
creation of  a socio-technical assemblage 
of  energy transition regarding the 
challenges related to the impacts of  
climate change? Delgado and Nogueira 
(2020) state that the energy transition 
agenda is nothing new in Brazil due 
to the availability of  renewable resources, mainly hydro, and that the country 
has been using biofuels since 1931. However, strong dependence on hydropower 
and oil for energy generation may not be the best alternative. New renewable 
sources with greater energy matrix diversification are a more current response to 
the challenges in ensuring energy security and promoting transition.

We work with these assumptions:

1.	 There is no clear goal or role for renewable energies within the policies;

2.	 The country already has a relatively clean energy matrix compared to 
most countries, discouraging more significant efforts toward a complete 
energy transition;

3.	 The extension of  the territory makes it difficult to extend transmission 
lines, mainly to the Amazon Rainforest region.

We have adopted the Multilevel Perspective as a relational approach theory 
to recreate the socio-technical assemblage of  energy transition (STA) (Labussière & 
Nadai 2018), with a qualitative approach, documental analysis and basic descriptive 
energy statistics from reliable databases.

Given the purposes of  the article, it is organized into four sections, in addition to 
this introduction. The first section brings some theoretical elements that support the 

Considering that Brazil 
already has some institutional 
structures to drive the 
energy transition, this 
paper poses the following 
question: what explains the 
Brazilian apparent slowness 
in the creation of  a socio-
technical assemblage of  
energy transition regarding 
the challenges related to the 
impacts of  climate change? 
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analysis of  energy transition; the second section presents an overview of  the energy 
transition in South America; the third presents the case of  Brazil, considering its 
current status of  energy transition and its challenges; we finish with our conclusions.

 

SUSTAINABILITY TRANSITION AND ENERGY TRANSITION
Energy Transition is an analytical category from a large field named 

Sustainability Transition Studies (STS) (Markard 2012). Derived from many other 
disciplines such as Engineering, Social Sciences, Business, Economics, Innovation 
Studies and Political Science, STS are considered a prominent field that requires 
multidisciplinary contributions. The field International Relations has not paid much 
attention to this analytical category (or even to energy as a macro category), which 
means that there are few contributions from internationalists’ perspectives crossing 
power dynamics, international cooperation, or foreign policy.

In practice, energy transitions are described as a process to destabilize the 
actual energy paradigm toward a green economy with the implementation of  
modern renewable energy technologies (Criekemans 2018, Scholten et al. 2020, 
O’Sullivan et al. 2017). Transitions are driven by different origins. One can state 
that the main origin is related to the trade-off between climate change and energy 
security. On the one hand, energy security requires limitless accessibility to energy to 
reach a country’s demand, and fossil fuel technologies are well established, matured, 
reliable, and can be a supply. On the other hand, climate change mitigation policies 
require an increase in the share of  renewable energies in the energy mix, reaching 
a net-zero emission situation shortly. In any case, dealing with the trade-off must be 
done openly in front of  society so the transitions can be achieved.

In recent years, energy actors have presented policies, practices and 
technologies that perhaps will overcome the trade-off. National actions are quite 
important because they tackle the problem as it appears. But, without international 
cooperation, countries may face difficulties in fighting climate change (Criekemans 
2018, Scholten et al. 2020).

Transitions are considered a multi-actor arena where some actors win and 
others lose. In a governance approach of  transition, governments, firms, high-
education institutions, society, and media play different roles. Sometimes they are 
synergetic when one’s failure is compensated by another’s success. Sometimes they 
are antagonistic when actors seek different results from the transition, limiting or 
delaying the process. Sometimes they are neutral. These different dynamics of  
action cast light on the presence of  an innovation perspective. Actors involved in 
the destabilization must innovate and produce different technologies as products or 



Sustainability Transition Challenges in the Brazilian Energy Sector

Year 1 / No. 4 / Oct-Dec 2022   ·   103

processes that reflect the actual political missions (Avelino 2017, Mazzucato 2015).  

This process must happen on both the national and international levels. 
Inefficient and emission-intense technologies must leave the energy market, and 
renewable technologies must disrupt the sector and destabilize the traditional 
market. In other words, it is a creative destruction process. At the international level, 
countries pursue the knowledge and development of  these renewable technologies. 
They seek better trade agreements, a better position in knowledge accumulation, 
and, of  course, a good “green” reputation. Countries that are investing in renewable 
energies will have a distinguished position in future international relations (Avelino 
& Wittmayer 2016).

Sustainability is not endogenously renewable. The qualitative (shared political 
and social impacts and benefits) or quantitative (installed capacity, productivity 
efficiency, energy balance, costs and prices) aspects of  a transition are the factors 
that make this transition renewable and sustainable – destabilizing the core of  the 
problem – or just sustainable – presenting adjustments but preserving the core of  
the problem. They are based on political effort and technological infrastructure. 
This means that energy plans and policies should offer goals and methodologies for 
technological project development (Labussière & Nadai 2018).

The socio-technical assemblage (STA) is an interesting approach that seems 
to grasp this long, intertwined and relational process. There are many elements 
to be identified, and their relation to the transitional energy potential analyzed. 
Our inquiry into energy transition with the STA starts by identifying the socio-
technical object, the technology under scrutiny. It can be one (solar or on/offshore 
wind power, for example), or those taken by association (renewable energies, smart 
grids, or transitions, for example).

It is important to be aware of  oriented connections, which are some aspects 
that, intentionally or not, bond entities in transition and the technology itself  
(Labussière and Nadai 2018). We aim to identify two central relations: specification 
and amplification. Specifications are confrontations around singular materialities 
and the requalification of  entities that endow them with new capacities for action. 
Amplifications are processes in which a critical viewpoint is derived about how energy 
transition processes trigger or address interferences: “Each is seen as complementary: 
specification paves the way for redefinitions and co-articulations, which both allow 
for enlarged compatibilities between individual experiences and collective ventures 
(amplification)” (Labussière & Nadai 2018, 31). 

Technology is responsible for guiding the presence or absence of  political 
entities and actors, the resources mobilized, the space where the transition happens, 
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and the timeframe in terms of  plans and projects. In turn, it is appropriate to identify 
the social relevance of  this technology; namely, following the social development of  
technology over time, such as the political, material, and social challenges, roadmaps, 
and plans, institutional building, social movements, mass media communication, 
and market structures (Labussière & Nadai 2018 24).

The analysis of  the assemblage can be done by varying between observing 
the hermetic development of  a single technology in a niche, or correlating the 
development with the international context concerning three levels:

•	 Local: potential transitional process within the country such as suitable 
energy communities;

•	 National: potential transitional process as a governmental matter such as 
climate-energy policies;

•	 Transnational: potential transitional process regarding international politics 
such as international trade and political arrangements and commitments.

 
STA can be observed from a multilevel perspective because of  the transnational 

development of  technologies in the 21st century. In this cycle, the STA determines 
what we must search to understand the development of  the technology. Depending 
on the level of  analysis, the multi-actor arena provokes different interactions in the 
energy transition. Figure 1 shows a synthesis of  this relational process.

Figure 1 – Relation of potential transitional process and socio-technical object. Source: Based on Labussière & Nadai (2018).
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We acknowledge the international trend to speed up transitions and the urgency 
to reduce GHG emissions, which results in accessibility for people at affordable prices 
and commitment to international concerns regarding climate effects. Nevertheless, 
depending on the international region, the transnational transition might face 
peculiarities or is simply difficult to achieve. So, in the next section, we cover the 
energy potential transitional process profile in South America.

THE SOUTH AMERICAN ENERGY SECTOR PROFILE
Even though South American countries have a distinct and loose obligation to 

reduce emissions (due to CBDRP), energy transition implies the development and 
diffusion of  innovations within the countries, collaboration, and, perhaps, deeper 
transnational integration of  the energy market. The transnational level of  the socio-
technical assemblage of  renewable energy technologies for South America can be 
analyzed in terms of  the international technological tendencies and political agreements 
to fight climate change and improve energy security (Labussière & Nadai 2018).

The transnational aspect of  an energy transition can be exemplified by the 
European Union case. When transition is made collaboratively, in terms of  knowledge 
and scientific pool, and cooperatively, in terms of  international agreements and goals, 
it has the potential to benefit different countries in different stages of  transition to 
speed up their process. The benefits of  a socio-technical object, such as renewable 
energies, are observed in the increase of  renewables and the decrease of  fossil fuels in 
the European Union energy mix (Souza & Ferreira 2020). Beyond that, is the advance 
of  countries towards the development of  a socio-technical assemblage of  policies, 
nationally or internationally, that privilege the advance of  technology. Horizon 2020, 
the last EU innovation support program, was responsible for promoting collaborative 
knowledge production on renewables, varying from products, patents, academic 
papers and policy papers (Horizon Dashboard 2022). Moreover, the EU has many 
strategies at the transnational level to engage members in a more renewable mix, 
cutting emissions and investing in renewable innovations. 

The European Union structure is a unique case because the integration project 
has developed since its design (Ferreira 2021). However, many South American 
countries have come through different integration projects that indicate concern over the 
energy sector. MERCOSUR did not discuss it in its beginning, but the integration was 
designed as a common market and would offer baselines for transmission lines among 
members, which is not enough. UNASUR was another integration effort. Although 
it has not moved forward, the agreement has provisions to stimulate cooperation 
among its members in the energy sector. Both MERCOSUR and UNASUR could be 
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transnational arenas to design common energy strategies to deal with energy security 
and transition similar to the European Union. 

Energy security is a definition constantly followed by the intention of  what is 
conceived as the role of  energy in society. To avoid an extended discussion around the 
topic, we define energy security as the “uninterrupted availability of  energy resources 
at affordable prices” (IEA 2015). The definition might be comprehensive and vague, 
but it is intentionally dealt with in this way to relate it to climate change.

Countries are seeking security and efficiency in this sector, and they need to be 
committed to the international agreements signed. Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDG), its Targets, and Indicators are a reliable way to evaluate the energy profile 
in South America. SDGs 7 and 9 can be used as references to understand the status. 
SDG 7 is to “Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for 
all”, and Goal 9 is to “Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable 
industrialization and foster innovation” (UN 2022). We selected indicators 7.1, 7.2, 7.3 
and 9.4 to collect data comparing the beginning of  SDG, in 2015, and the closest and 
most reliable data. Table 1 shows them.

Country Population 
(million)

GDP  
(trillion current 

US$)

SDG 9.4 -  
CO2 emissions 
(kgCO2/2010 
PPP of 2015 

US$)

SDG 7.1 - 
Share of 

population 
with access 
to electricity

SDG 7.2 - 
Share of 
modern 

renewables in 
final energy 

consumption

SDG 7.3 
- Energy 

intensity level 
of primary 

energy 
(MJ/$2017 
PPP GDP)

2015 2021 2015 2021 2015 2019 2015 2020 2015 2019 2015 2019

Argentina 43 45 594 491 0.210 0.192 98.8 98.8 8.9 10.3 3,36 3,35

Bolivia 10 11 33 40 0.250 0.230 87.6 87.5 6.4 7.8 4,08 3,82

Brazil 204 213 1.802 1.608 0.152 0.136 99.8 99.8 40.4 44.1 4,05 3,93

Chile 17 19 242 317 0.200 0.205 99.5 99.6 25.1 25.3 3,39 3,66

Colombia 47 51 293 314 0.127 0.120 97 96.5 21.5 22.8 2,53 2,51

Ecuador 16 17 99 106 0.210 0.192 97.5 97.1 11.2 16.2 3,25 3,26

Paraguay 30 33 189 223 0.080 0.090 99.4 99.6 42.9 41.6 2,57 2,6

Peru 6 7 36 38 0.140 0.130 93.3 97.3 15.7 17.9 3,01 3,39

Uruguay 3 3 53 593 0.090 0.080 99.7 99.8 52.7 54.5 2,75 2,77

Venezuela 30 28 * * 0.260 0.160 98.9 98.9 14.6 15 4,72 *

Total 410 432 3.344 3.733 0.165 0.145 96 97 29.7 32.6 3,57 3,52

World 7.347 7.836 75E+17 96E+17 0.290 0.260 84.5 90.2 11.5 10.1 4,99 4,69

Table 1 – SDG indicators. Source: World Bank (2022), IEA (2022), OLADE (2022).
** Data not found in our sources.
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Our data suggest that, despite the increase in population, CO2 emissions have 
dropped. This is followed by an increase in SDG 7.1 and 7.2, which suggests that 
the countries have pursued better and more efficient energy policies, in terms of  
guaranteeing access to the population and its diffusion. More importantly, there has 
been a higher possibility to consume from a renewable source. Based on SDG 7 and 
9, South American countries are closer to reaching their net-zero emission target by 
2030 than others. Unfortunately, at this point, there is no transnational plan for the 
region to trigger a specification process in which collective knowledge is developed 
and shared to achieve the Agenda 2030 targets in coordination (Labussière & Nadai 
2018). This leaves countries with different economic performances to design and 
pursue energy transition individually, which is less efficient.

According to Geoffrey Wood (2022), South American countries face challenges 
in carrying out their energy transition while also having some advantages. The 
challenges are the critical dependence on fossil fuel to supply mobility, the economic 
relevance of  extractivism, and the fact that the countries are major exporters of  
commodities, a “somewhat paradoxical position given that the same drivers of  
climate change (hydrocarbons and extractives) have also largely driven development 
in the region” (Wood 2022, 5). The region is still one of  the most vulnerable to 
climate change’s impacts, while water is one of  the primary sources of  energy 
generation. The worsening of  natural events has caused more frequent natural 
disasters, affecting energy generation and agriculture.

The advantages are the abundant natural resources to produce renewable energies 
from hydro and biofuels, and the high annual presence of  sun and wind. Progress 
has been made toward diversifying sources, including wind, solar and geothermal. 
Investments in renewables have grown eleven times since 2014, which is twice the 
world average (Wood 2022). In addition, Chile and Mexico are joining Brazil as the 
tenth-largest renewable energy markets. Figure 2 presents the total energy balance.

Figure 2 – South American total energy by source. Source: IEA (2022).
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Responses to climate change require transnational cooperation because adverse 
effects from neighbors matter. Access to energy is fundamental to reducing poverty, 
which foments economic growth and sustainable development policies to increase 
the demand for energy innovations. Transition can upgrade energy generation with 
modern technologies, digitalizing the sector and distributing high-quality energy 
from renewable and efficient sources (Graf  2015). 

According to OLADE (2022), a drop in total energy sector emissions in the 
region from 269 MtCO2 in 2019 to 222 MtCO2 in 2050 is anticipated. South 
American countries are in a comfortable position for a specification process. The 
countries have space to invest more in 
transnational collaborative science to 
destabilize the current energy market 
and penetrate it with modern renewables 
and firms. Since specification and 
amplification are complementary, the 
next step would be the amplification 
with more institutions and regulations 
that can provide a coordinated strategy 
for transition (Labussière & Nadai 2018).

Considering the advantages, 
challenges and opportunities for South 
American countries, the region has 
room for a rapid transition. But while 
observing each country individually, 
one very interesting case that catches 
our attention is the position of  Brazil in 
this transnational socio-technical assemblage. According to Table 1, the country has 
already achieved every SDG target presented, but the energy sector relies heavily on 
hydropower and has less consideration for wind and solar technologies. 

Despite the drop in energy intensity, energy efficiency is still under pressure. 
From 2014 to 2018, the country experienced a negative saving of  90 PJ for industry 
and 5 PJ for transportation (IEA 2022). Brazil has a comfortable position to design 
and manage a national socio-technical assemblage toward an energy transition. 
Besides the challenges in the electrification of  transport, institutional and legal 
arrangements, and renewable innovation policies, Brazil may perform as well as 
Germany did in the EU case, where it has led the transnational process with its 
neighbors (Souza & Ferreira 2020). In the next section, we analyze the challenges in 
the Brazilian socio-technical assemblage of  energy transition.

Considering the advantages, 
challenges and opportunities 
for South American countries, 
the region has room for a 
rapid transition. But while 
observing each country 
individually, one very 
interesting case that catches 
our attention is the position of  
Brazil in this transnational 
socio-technical assemblage.



Sustainability Transition Challenges in the Brazilian Energy Sector

Year 1 / No. 4 / Oct-Dec 2022   ·   109

POLITICAL AND STRUCTURAL CHALLENGES IN THE BRAZILIAN 
ENERGY TRANSITION

Considering the assumptions presented in our introduction, it is relevant to 
observe the Brazilian case because:

1.	 Energy transitions are broader processes that not only update and expand 
energy markets, but that directly produce profound changes in the 
technologies of  production, and, indirectly, in the production chains;

2.	 There are individual efforts from some South American countries, which 
even encourage a certain degree of  energy integration, but we could not 
identify sufficient governance mechanisms for this process that could benefit 
the subcontinent;

3.	 Considering the size and relevance of  the energy sector in Brazil, the 
country, by delaying its process, may also decrease a more significant 
deepening of  energy integration in the subcontinent.

South American countries have great potential to be at the forefront of  this 
global energy transition due to the elements discussed above. Somehow, the countries 
are seeking this goal as well as they can, regarding their structural problems and 
inefficiencies in the economy. But more than once, Brazil has drawn our attention 
because of  its extension and availability of  solar and wind incidence, which could 
give the country a distinguished position in the trade-off of  energy transition. From 
now on, we will analyze our three assumptions. 

	Assumption 1 expresses that there is no clear goal or role for renewable 
energies within the policies. Brazil has two institutions responsible for climate and 
energy policies: the Ministry of  the Environment (MMA), created in 1992, and the 
Ministry of  Mines and Energy (MME), created in 1960.

The Brazilian energy policy is based on Law No. 9.478/1997. At that time, 
solar and wind power technologies were concentrated in Europe and the U.S., and 
developing countries had few or no plants. In 2002, through Law No. 10.438/2002, 
Brazil took a huge step towards renewable energies with the creation of  the Incentive 
Program for Alternative Electric Energy Sources (PROINFA) aiming to develop “alternative” 
energies. The initiative was a consequence of  the energy crisis of  1999-2001, due to 
the high dependence on hydro and their intermittency because of  environmental 
events. By alternative energies, PROINFA means wind, biomass and small hydropower 
plants, not including solar energy. PROINFA had two main phases. Operating with 
a feed-in tariff, the first phase intended to increase up to 3.3 GW – 1.1 GW for 
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each source – the share of  renewable, which was accomplished. The second phase 
intended to expand the “alternative” technologies up to 10% of  the renewables share, 
but this has never happened due to changes in the legislation and the conception of  
new policies, such as the solar and wind auctions (Correa 2021). 

	The wind power auctions were instituted by Law No. 10.848/2004 and had 
great success. Solar power auctions came in 2014 and, as in the wind case, they 
were the main policy to promote centralized renewable plants. It is interesting to 
observe that most companies that won on both auctions are from the Northeast 
region of  Brazil. Law No. 11.097/2005 and Law No. 12.490/2011 modify and 
dispose of  initiatives to insert renewables in the matrix and market. However, neither 
demonstrate bold intentions towards energy transition in terms of  destabilization, 
decarbonization, and decentralization. Brazilian energy policy has many tools to 
destabilize the current market and build a new socio-technical assemblage (Correa 
2021, Mazzucato 2015, Labussière & Nadai 2018).

	The National Policy on Climate Change (PNMC) was created in 2009 and 
defines strategies and proposals for monitoring and implementing a sectoral plan for 
mitigation and adaptation. The PNMC proposed reducing GHG emissions from 
36% to 38% by 2020 and promoting economic development, with the main targets 
of  reducing poverty and social inequalities (MMA 2018). The policy is the National 
Adaptation Plan’s (NAP) legal support, which addresses the energy sector as a branch 
of  the Infrastructure Strategy. The NAP assesses probable vulnerabilities related to 
the energy sector, as follows:

•	 Possible reduction of  the water balance in the Amazon Basin, Northeast 
and East Atlantic portions, and maybe increasing it in the South and 
Southeast portions;

•	 Possible increase of  the wind speed in the Northeast and South portions;
•	 Higher solar incidence in the North than in the South;
•	 Possible increase in temperature, which tends to increase the incidence 

of  frost in the South, Southeast, and Southwest impacting the sugar 
cane plantations;

•	 Possible increase in extreme natural events affecting the infrastructure, 
transmission, and distribution of  energy (Brazil 2016, 221-222).

There have been some initiatives to provide national and international 
technological advances. NAP tried to cover international cooperation to embody new 
technologies and parameters for climate policies. National plans such as Inova Empresa 
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and Inova Energia were initiatives to promote the rapid development of  innovations 
toward renewable energies. Financed by the National Development Bank (BNDES) 
and the Funding Agency for Studies and Projects (FINEP), it approved over forty-
eight projects from companies to address renewable innovation in 2014. Both Inova 
initiatives were important specification processes of  mission-oriented instruments to fill 
the lack of  companies within the renewable energy market chain because, at that time, 
Brazil depended on external companies to bring material and industrial resources to 
build renewables capacity (Correa 2021, Mazzucato 2015).

Figure 3 – Brazilian total investments in renewable energies - 2004 - 2019. Source: Statista (2022).

There were other policies about energy and renewables in the last years, 
including some related to efficiency and poverty. Over the years, all these efforts 
developed an uneven pattern of  investments in RE in Brazil, as it can be noticed in 
Figure 3. However, what becomes clear while tracing the chronology of  these elements 
of  a socio-technical assemblage of  energy transition is the political and technical 
vulnerability of  Brazil. Technical vulnerabilities are observed in the shortness of  
governmental incentives to promote innovation on RE. The Inova initiatives were 
good, but they concluded without destabilizing the market, penetrating RE on a 
large scale, or leaving any substitute initiative. Political vulnerabilities are observed 
in the inexistence of  clear and comprehensive objectives about what role modern 
renewables represent in the economy and society.

The political vulnerability seems to encounter some controversial solutions. 
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The world has been discussing energy transitions for more than a decade, but only 
in 2021 Brazil approached it. There is a bill, No. 327/2021, to establish a National 
Policy for Energy Transition (PONTE), which intends to address good answers to 
incentive RE generation, finance public policies in this manner, and decarbonize the 
economy, among others. However, we advocate in this paper for a more decentralized 
generation and destabilization of  the current energy system. Without this, any policy 
into force will simply raise the RE share without the structural effect of  a transition. 
This controversy is followed by Law No. 14.300/2022, vulgarly called “solar tax.” In 
short, the law intends to progressively reduce the compensation in the energy bill for 
solar in residences from 90% to 20% by 2045. This law will enter into force in 2023 
and will represent a discouragement to installing a micro solar plant in residences, and 
one more challenge to engage transition.

To improve its national energy supply and promote development, Brazil must 
increase its share of  RE and stimulate a transition combining the public and private 
sectors and end-user generation efficiency. Considering the relevance of  the private 
sector, the State has a direct and guided responsibility for driving the innovation 
environment to promote the transition (Mazzucato 2015, Labussière & Nadai 2018). 
However, political problems are just a portion of  the challenges. Infrastructural 
problems seem to play a large role in the country.

Our second assumption expresses that the country already has a relatively clean 
energy matrix compared to most countries, discouraging more significant efforts toward 
a complete energy transition. Brazil stands out as the largest regional producer of  
primary energy, with 287.6 MTEP in 2020, registering a decrease of  2.2%, compared 
to 2019 (MME 2021). Despite this, primary production exceeds demand by 11% 
(OLADE 2022), allowing energy export and stimulating the creation of  interdependent 
regional arrangements. Figure 4 presents the energy balance (MME 2021).

Figure 4 – Distribution of Brazilian Internal Energy Supply in 2020. Source: MME (2021).
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Although Brazil is the seventh largest emitter of  greenhouse gases, especially 
considering emissions from land use (mainly deforestation and burning), ambitious 
plans to reduce emissions indicate that it will reach zero by 2050. There have been 
some incentives for greater diversification of  energy resources, and efforts can be 
made to expand the supply of  renewables. The country already has a long history 
of  using renewables, such as hydroelectricity and biomass (Castro 2021). When 
comparing the evolution of  the Brazilian energy supply with that of  the world, we 
observe a tendency to expand RE technologies, as shown in Figures 5 and 6.

Figure 5 – Evolution of total energy supply by source, World 1990-2019. Source: IEA (2022).

Figure 6 – Evolution of total energy supply by source, Brazil 1990-2019. Source: IEA (2022).
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Brazil has made efforts to present itself  as a regional power due to its size, 
population, and political and economic influence. The country depends on 
hydroelectric power and oil for transportation. Table 2 indicates an increase of  
almost 50% in hydroelectric generation capacity. It is important to note that the 
wind power generation capacity has grown significantly since 2000 and it is currently 
the fourth most important. The installed capacity for solar generation has increased 
considerably since 2015. Thermal, fossil and effluents increased too, but not on the 
scale of  the sources mentioned above. The increase in the share of  alternative sources 
is due to the drop in the percentage of  hydro generation (Castro 2021). Therefore, 
the projections indicate renewables and thermal as the main ones responsible for 
increasing installed capacity, a trend that already appears in Table 2.

Source 2000 2005 2010 2015 2021

Hydro 61 063,00 71 059,10 80 703,12 91 649,72 109 413,21

Wind 1 29 926,89 7 632,73 20 786,12

Solar - - 1 31,35 13 403,57

Thermal2 10 623,00 19 770,00 29 688,94 39 563,82 44 981,60

Fossil3 8 8778,24 16431,62 21761,76 26307,19 28976,72

Nuclear 1 966,00 2 007,00 2 007,00 1 990,00 1 990,00

Total 73 653,00 92 865,10 113 326,94 140 867,61 190 574,49

Table 2 – Installed electricity generation capacity in MW units - 2000-2021. Source: SIE Brasil (2022).

Wind energy is prominent when considering all renewables. However, its share 
is still relatively small. Therefore, considering energy security, some alternatives are 
relevant, such as the use of  thermal plants to supply the demand, more viable in the 
short and medium term. Despite investments in cleaner sources, natural gas guarantees 
energy supply, with less GHG emissions (Castro 2021). Despite this, the matrix remains 
predominantly clean due to the still large and significant participation of  the hydro.

Thus, we observe that the Brazilian energy transition process involves replacing 
more polluting sources with natural gas, which contributes to reducing emissions. But 
it does not cause remarkable changes toward a more ambitious energy transition, or 
even reduce dependence on hydroelectricity. Figure 7 presents the electricity balance 
of  the country.

2. Thermal plants include bioenergy, bagasse, biogas, elephant grass, charcoal, rice husk, blast furnace gas - biomass, lye, vegetable oils, 
firewood, and wood residues.

3. Fossils include coal, refinery gas, natural gas, fuel oil, diesel oil, other fossils, industrial effluents, off-gas, sulfur, blast furnace gas, process gas, 
and steel gas.
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Figure 7 – Brazilian electrical balance by source in 2020. Source: Based on IEA (2022).

More than 70% of  the electricity generated in Brazil comes from renewable 
sources, which is very good compared to the global perspective (MME 2018). 
However, despite this good initiative concerning the clean electricity mix, there are 
some problems: 1) the predominance of  hydro in the energy mix-dependence on a 
single source is not good, especially with more than ten large plants such as Itaipu 
and Belo Monte (the latter with widespread disapproval) and thousands of  SHS and 
CHS; 2) the construction of  dams provokes a tremendous environmental impact, 
with modification of  the local micro-ecosystem, loss of  species, and causes changes 
in the local climate; 3) potential deterioration of  turbines (Caus & Michels 2014).

Brazil is still dependent on oil as a source of  energy for transportation. With 
18 refineries, the transport is highly concentrated in the road modal, corresponding 
to 1.548 billion NTK (65%), followed by rail with 356 billion NTK, and finally by 
cabotage with 249.9 billion NTK. It is important to note that, due to the discovery 
of  pre-salt areas, MME began to regulate oil extraction in 2006, and started selling 
it in 2008. Petrobras was the only firm allowed to operate the extraction and be a 
partner with other companies, but had a share of  30%, and these decisions show the 
country’s concerns toward the pre-salt. However, in 2015, the current secretary Marco 
Antonio Martins reassured this political position, arguing that Brazil would be a great 
oil exporter in ten years, reaching the so-called energy independence (MME 2018). Far 
more to achieve independence, which is a matter of  technological advance to reach 
consumption demand and energy intensity, the development of  a country follows the 
track of  energy. This means that, in a big country dependent on hydropower, some 
locations far from it should be encouraged to develop RE as their main energy supply.

Finally, our third assumption is that the extension of  the territory makes it 
difficult to extend transmission lines, mainly to the Amazon Rainforest region. 
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We mentioned that the Northeast region had more companies that win the solar 
and wind auctions. The development of  wind and solar installed capacity inside the 
country for rational reasons must observe the potential for the wind to blow and the 
sun to shine. But interesting to notice is that every state has some contributions to 
RE generation, as noticed in Table 3.

Region State Solar centralised Solar decentralised Wind power

Center-West

Distrito Federal 0 200 0,00

Goiás 2,7 686 0,00

Mato Grosso do Sul 5,8 466,8 0,00

Mato Grosso 0 867,2 0,00

North

Acre 0 39,2 0,00

Amapá 0 19,8 0,00

Amazonas 0 82,5 0,00

Pará 0 419 0,00

Rondônia 0 165,2 0,00

Roraima 0 21,6 0,00

Tocantins 0 178,5 0,00

Northeast

Alagoas 0 140,4 0,00

Bahia 1356,4 621,4 6.259,48

Ceará 702 477,9 2.496,94

Maranhão 0 342,3 426,00

Paraíba 441,1 234,6 628,44

Pernambuco 317,8 450,5 989,77

Piauí 1242,7 268,7 2.788,05

Rio Grande do Norte 293,6 321,7 6.764,94

Sergipe 0 85,3 34,50

South

Paraná 0 1.175,50 2,50

Santa Catarina 0 824,6 242,70

Rio Grande do Sul 0 1606,2 1.835,89

Southeast

Espírito Santo 0 296,1 0,00

Minas Gerais 1.618,50 2.168,90 0,00

Rio de Janeiro 0 607,9 28,05

São Paulo 591,6 1.877,70 0,00

- Others 100,9 0,00 0,00

Table 3 – Distribution of solar and wind power in Brazil in 2022 (MW). Source: ABSOLAR (2022) and ABEÓLICA (2022).
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Brazil is a big country, concentrating a huge portion of  wind power plants 
in the North and the South, where the wind strongly blows, but with an uneven 
distribution of  solar plants, centralized or not. The country seems to be developing 
its RE capacity without observing the real energy demands of  each state. Although 
auctions succeeded to insert more competitive firms, it is not possible to observe the 
same for the transmission lines. The Energy Information System (SEI Brasil) provides 
information for two variables in this sense: the installed capacity of  transmission 
lines; and the installed capacity of  substations (MME 2021). Table 4 shows that, 
since 2000, there has been a significant increase in both capacities.

Variables 2000 2005 2010 2015 2021

Installed capacity of 
Transmission lines (Km) 72 108,20 NA 100 729,20 129 258,00 169 915,00

Substations Installed 
capacity (MVA) 158 458,00 NA NA 321 100,00 410 882,00

Table 4 – Installed capacity of transmission lines and substations - 2000-2021. Source: SIE Brasil (2022).

It is difficult to access the Northern region, which has a minor presence of  
renewables, and the installed capacity of  electricity generation is relatively low 
compared to the country´s. The breadth of  the Northern territory makes it difficult 
to extend transmission lines, especially to the Amazon Rainforest region. Table 4 
presents that hydroelectric has the highest installed capacity in the Northern region, 
and its increase between 2015 and 2021 is probably due to Belo Monte Plant 
operations. But wind power generation is almost non-existent, and solar is deficient. 
Therefore, the region remains highly dependent on hydroelectricity.

Source 2015 2021

Hydro 17.606,67 31.967,28

Thermal 4.488,02 3.778,74

Wind 0 0,01

Solar 0,3 556,49

Table 5 – Installed Electric Power Generation Capacity from the Brazilian Northern Region - 2015-2021. Source: SIE Brasil (2022).
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The Brazilian government has invested in exploring less polluting natural gas 
and has built new thermal plants in the North and Northeast regions. In addition, 
there are investments in the construction of  small energy-generating units, mainly 
solar, in communities without access to the conventional grid. In the same direction, 
small hydroelectric plants are installed (OLADE 2022). However, considering these 
initiatives, efforts toward a more profound transition remain slow.

CONCLUSION
The socio-technical assemblage of  energy transition requires far more than 

just moving from a dirty to a cleaner energy mix. For Brazil, the socio-technical 
objective has already been achieved. But when it comes to raw investments for 
transitions around transmission lines, science, technology, innovations, social equity, 
and energy poverty, our data were able to grasp the surface of  the problem and open 
an agenda for International Relations scholars.

Junior et al. (2016) discussed that there is a lack of  clear goals in the Brazilian 
energy policy, even more when we touch upon renewable energies. He designed 
three main scenarios in which the transition may occur: 1) moving deeply toward 
a clear and renewable matrix with a massive presence of  wind and solar power, 
disrupting the current energy market dominated by hydro and biofuels; 2) engaging 
in an energy transition but relieve high importance to natural gas as a substitute in 
the short term for hydro, and avoiding greater impact on the transportation sector 
and its electrification; 3) relying on the traditional and already renewable energy 
matrix with great dependence on hydro for electricity and biofuels for transportation, 
slowly reducing oil shares.

Based on the short description of  the scenarios, in 2022 Brazil seems to be 
running in the 2nd scenario. Transitions are far more important than just emissions 
reduction because they are associated with a socio-technical assemblage. The 
benefits of  State investments in renewable energy innovations and their diffusion 
are intrinsically related to the development of  the 21st century economy, which 
is highly dependent on energy efficiency and intensity, reduction of  energy 
poverty, and avoidance of  climate threats. Transitions are about investing more 
in disruptive innovations, a creative destruction specification process in the 
market and the way end-users interact with the product. It is about defining a 
mission to be solved in the three levels where the governance takes diversity into 
consideration. The amplification in the STA is only possible if  the region and the 
country look at energy as a driver for their future, a mission (Labussière & Nadai 
2018, Mazzucato 2015).
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The use of  natural gas as an alternative to hold the price of  energy and mature 
renewables in the market is a strategy used since the beginning of  the 21st century, 
mainly by the European Union countries. Precisely, since 2011 and the German 
Energiewende–energy transition–, most of  the member States have moved to a 
more “aggressive” remodeling of  the energy sector, bringing on modern renewables 
as pinpoints for transition.

Following this discussion, the 
question that guided our research was–
what can explain the apparent Brazilian 
slowness in creating a socio-technical 
assemblage of  energy transition 
regarding the challenges related to 
the impacts of  climate change? This 
question was discussed based on three 
assumptions presented at the end of  the 
introductory section.

We verified that there is a 
significant slowness in the Brazilian 
energy transition process. The fact that 
the country already has a cleaner energy 
matrix than most countries around the 
world discourages more investment in 
modern renewable energies. We can 
see it in the development of  installed 
power generation capacity: wind and 
solar modalities are still inexpressive 
when compared, for example, to 
the development of  hydroelectric 
generation capacity. Data from 2021 
show that while hydroelectric generation capacity represented about 57% of  the 
total, wind and solar represented about 10% and 7%, respectively. There is an 
increase in the installed capacity to generate energy from fossil and thermal sources, 
the latter being the use of  natural gas, which can be included among fossil sources, 
although less polluting.

Part of  the specialized literature shows that Brazil has adopted a middle 
path, substituting oil for natural gas. Some European countries have adopted this 
alternative, together with other measures such as the stimulus to the renewable 
market, to provide the conditions for a more profound energy transition. In the 

Transitions are far more 
important than just emissions 
reduction because they are 
associated with a socio-
technical assemblage. 
The benefits of  State 
investments in renewable 
energy innovations and their 
diffusion are intrinsically 
related to the development of  
the 21st century economy, 
which is highly dependent 
on energy efficiency and 
intensity, reduction of  energy 
poverty, and avoidance 
of  climate threats.
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Brazilian case, this alternative has not been accompanied by a greater stimulus to 
deepen the transition. As we have seen, the installed capacity of  wind and solar 
energy, although it has developed, still makes up a tiny part of  the total. It indicates 
the need for more investments in the sector.

As for the third assumption, the coverage of  demand by the conventional 
network serves most Brazilian regions. We are aware of  the very uneven population 
distribution across the Brazilian territory, but there is also a very uneven distribution 
of  the installed capacity of  power generation substations. Moreover, despite the 
expansion of  transmission lines, part of  the population of  the North region is still in 
need of  access to the conventional system. The Brazilian government has invested in 
small energy-generating units, but we did not find documents that brought sufficient 
information about hydroelectric, renewable, or other sources. Even so, information 
about these small units shows that they are initiatives for very localized supply, 
especially for isolated communities, and that, in terms of  meeting demand and 
adding renewable sources to the more global supply, these initiatives are very timid.

It is important to note that, in the Brazilian case, the relevance of  the energy 
transition is not exclusively due to efforts to reduce GHG emissions, since the 
energy sector was responsible, in 2019, for about 19% of  total national emissions 
(IEMA 2020). Instead, the relevance of  this transition is precisely to expand the 
opportunities for the country’s development, notably in technological development, 
with the opening for the modernization of  several economic sectors, due to the 
chains related to renewable energies. The hydroelectric and oil sectors’ interests 
and their influence on the formulation of  Brazilian policies for the energy sector are 
important topics to be studied further. These old and well-established interests may 
block new opportunities and new energy markets. However, as already mentioned, 
this topic needs further investigation. 
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SPECIAL SECTION

Are the BRICS Engaged in the 
Low Carbon Transition?
Larissa Basso
Eduardo Viola

Abstract: This article describes how BRICS countries are lagging behind in 
decarbonization, i.e., in the transition to a low-carbon economy. Scientific evidence 
of  climate change and the need to reduce greenhouse gas emissions to mitigate 
extreme weather events and the rising global temperature that endanger life on 
Earth make decarbonization an ever more important agenda. The BRICS group 
does not operate as a consistent coalition in international climate politics. This 
article reviews the emissions profile, main emissions reduction policies and foreign 
policy positions of  each BRICS country.
Keywords: BRICS; decarbonization; climate change; international politics.
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International negotiations to reduce the concentration of  greenhouse gases 
(GHGs) in the atmosphere to mitigate the existential threat climate change poses 
to humankind have been in course since 1992. There has been no progress: the 

concentration continues to increase, reaching 415.78 parts per million in October 
2022 (NOAA 2022). As a result, extreme weather events are increasingly frequent 
and intense. Scientists have warned that if  the concentration exceeds 450 parts per 
million, the severity of  the changes will profoundly impact life on Earth.

International negotiations to reduce the concentration of  greenhouse gases 
(GHGs) in the atmosphere to mitigate the existential threat climate change poses 
to humankind have been in course since 1992. There has been no progress: the 
concentration continues to increase, reaching 415.78 parts per million in October 
2022 (NOAA 2022). As a result, extreme weather events are increasingly frequent 
and intense. Scientists have warned that if  the concentration exceeds 450 parts per 
million, the severity of  the changes will profoundly impact life on Earth.

Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa (BRICS) are major carbon emit-
ters. The first four, along with the United States (U.S.), the European Union, the 
United Kingdom, Japan, Indonesia, and South Korea, are climate powers – countries 
that own a significant share of  global emissions and have the human and technolog-
ical capacity to pursue decarbonization. Any analysis of  climate change mitigation 
efforts requires reviewing those countries’ commitment to the climate agenda. Under 
the 2015 Paris Agreement, each country agreed to indicate its GHG reduction targets 
and, every few years, provide more ambitious targets from time to time. The analysis 
of  climate commitment within this new model requires going beyond foreign policy 
analysis to understand the dynamics of  each country’s domestic politics.

This paper contributes to the debate by reviewing the dynamics of  decar-
bonization in the BRICS countries. The BRIC acronym was created in 2001 by 
an economist who predicted that global economic growth would be driven less by 
the growth of  industrialized economies and more by emerging economies, four in 
particular: Brazil, Russia, India, and China. Those countries viewed that acronym 
favorably. In 2006, they initiated a high-level dialog in a parallel meeting to the one 
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held annually by the United Nations General Assembly, and began to meet formally 
with the 2009 BRIC Summit. South Africa joined the group in 2011, and BRIC 
became BRICS.

The BRICS group is a forum of  
countries quite different from each other 
– in terms of  military power, economic 
power, soft power – but that had a com-
mon agenda when the group was cre-
ated: they wanted their increased signif-
icance in the global economy, stemming 
from their economic growth rates, to be 
followed by a reform of  international 
institutions giving them greater influ-
ence in international politics. Much has 
happened in these countries and in the 
international arena in the twenty years 
since the group’s formation: the inter-
national financial crisis, the rise of  the 
authoritarian right, the aggravation of  
global problems such as climate change, 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Together with factors stemming from domestic politics, 
these changes affected the consistency of  joint BRICS action. Four BRICS countries 
(Brazil, South Africa, India, and China) formed the BASIC coalition in the interna-
tional climate regime. Russia did not join because of  its peculiar positions and history, 
and is not usually aligned with joint BASIC positions. As a member of  Annex I of  the 
Climate Convention, Russia has had mandatory emissions reduction targets since the 
Kyoto Protocol. Climate denialism remains very strong in Russia.

The low carbon transition is a key aspect of  the current global scene. It is 
much broader than negotiations within the international climate regime. The struc-
tural reduction in GHG emissions demands new production and consumption pat-
terns and institutional and behavioral change. Progress is contingent on each coun-
try’s emissions profile and economic, political and social architecture. Even if  the 
BRICS coalition lacks consistency, its members continue to represent a category of  
countries that influence empirical reality. The BRICS countries are very different 
from each other, have different historical backgrounds, boast different but significant 
resources of  power, and have influence on global governance. We chose to focus on 
BRICS countries in the global transition to a low-carbon economy not to defend or 
judge their operation as a coalition but to describe their progress in the low carbon 

Under the 2015 Paris 
Agreement, each country 
agreed to indicate its GHG 
reduction targets and provide 
more ambitious targets from 
time to time. The analysis of  
climate commitment within 
that new model requires 
going beyond foreign policy 
analysis to understand 
the dynamics of  each 
country’s domestic politics.
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transition from the perspectives both of  their domestic politics and of  their positions 
in the international climate regime.

This paper is divided into three parts: first, it describes each country’s emissions 
profile; it then reviews their main policies and the political economy of  decarboniza-
tion in major emissions-heavy sectors; finally, it analyzes the impact of  three recent 
key international events on their decarbonization dynamics – heightened United 
States-China tension, which many analysts name Cold War 2.0; the COVID-19 
pandemic; and the war in Ukraine. This paper explains why BRICS countries do 
not form a uniform coalition on the international climate agenda and discusses each 
country’s decarbonization prospects for the coming years.

DIFFERENT EMISSIONS PROFILES
The BRICS countries have been major GHG emitters, in historical emissions 

and emissions patterns, since 1990. Historical emissions measure how much each 
country has contributed to GHG concentration in the atmosphere since 1850. The 
U.S. contributed most to this increase between 1850 and 2021, followed by three 
BRICS members: China, Russia, and Brazil; India ranks seventh and South Africa, 
sixteenth (Figure 1):

Figure 1: Countries with largest accumulated GHG emissions between 1850 and 2021. Source: Evans (2021).
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Regarding the emissions pattern, China ranked second in 1990, behind only 
the United States; Russia came in third, followed by Brazil; India ranked eighth and 
South Africa, nineteenth. By 2019, China had become the largest global GHG emit-
ter; India ranked third, followed by Brazil; Russia ranked sixth and South Africa, 
sixteenth (Table 1).

1990 emissions 
(MTOE)

Share of global total 
(%)

2019 emissions 
(MTOE)

Share of global total 
(%)

Brazil 2054.94 5.95 1972.32 3.81

Russia 2648.36 7.67 1924.82 3.72

India 1002.56 2.90 3363.59 6.50

China 2891.73 8.38 12055.41 23.28

South Africa 338.43 0.98 562.19 1.09

Table 1: BRICS, GHG emissions in Mega Tonnes of Oil Equivalent (MTOE), and share of global total, 1990 and 2019. Source: Authors’ calculations 
using the Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Removals Estimates (SEEG 2022), Climate Watch Data (2022) and World Bank (2022) information.

Per capita emissions decreased in Russia and Brazil between 1990 and 2019. 
They increased in other BRICS countries, but their relative position in comparison 
to other G20 countries1 changed: Russia ranked fourth in per capita emissions among 
the G20 countries in 1990 and fifth in 2019; Brazil ranked sixth in 1990 and eighth 
in 2019; South Africa ranked tenth in 1990 and seventh in 2019; China ranked nine-
teenth in 1990 and twelfth in 2019; and India ranked twentieth in 1990 and in 2019.2 
The GHG intensity of  all BRICS economies decreased in that same period (Table 2).

 
1990 per capita 

emissions
2019 per capita 

emissions
1990 GHG/GDP 

intensity
2019 GHG/GDP 

intensity

Brazil 13.79 9.35 1.31 0.63

Russia 17.90 13.33 0.83 0.48

India 1.15 2.46 0.63 0.37

China 2.55 8.56 1.79 0.54

South Africa 9.20 9.60 0.82 0.70

Table 2: BRICS, per capita emissions and Gross Domestic Product (GDP) GHG intensity, 1990 and 2019. Note: Per capita emissions in tonnes 
of CO2 equivalent; GDP GHG intensity in MtCO2e/billion, constant international 2017 US$, Purchasing Power Parity (PPP). Source: Authors’ 
calculations using SEEG (2022), Climate Watch Data (2022) and World Bank (2022) information..

1. Comparison with G20 countries is more accurate because small oil exporting countries show high per capita emissions and Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) GHG intensity but their social and economic structure is very different from that of BRICS countries.

2. Our calculations are based on Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Removals Estimates (SEEG 2022) data for Brazil and on Climate Watch Data 
(2022) data for other countries.
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BRICS countries have different emissions profiles. Between 1990 and 2019, 
Chinese GHG emissions increased by 317%; China’s share of  total global emissions 
increased 2.78-fold in the same period (Table 1). China’s energy sector accounts 
for the largest portion of  the country’s emissions: 81.64% in 1990 and 88.08% in 
2019; industrial emissions increased by 349.82% in that timeframe.3 Agriculture 
and industrial processes swapped places as second and third largest emitters (Table 
3), reflecting the transformation of  China’s economy in the period. Land use and 
forestry emissions have been negative in China since 1990; in absolute figures, car-
bon sequestration by that sector nearly doubled between 1990 and 2019 but the 
sector’s relative share decreased (Table 3).

 
1990 emissions 

(MtCO2e)
Share of 1990 total 

(%)
2019 emissions 

(MtCO2e)
Share of 2019 total 

(%)

Energy 2360.68 81.64 10618.71 88.08

Industrial 
processes 94.35 3.26 1220.29 10.12

Agriculture 590.56 20.42 662.55 5.50

Waste 194.71 6.73 203.54 1.69

Land use and 
forestry -348.56 -12.05 -649.68 -5.39

Table 3: China, emissions profile, 1990 and 2019. Source: Authors’ calculations using Climate Watch Data (2022) information. 

India’s GHG emissions grew by 79.87% between 1990 and 2019. The energy 
sector answers for the largest share of  total emissions and its relative weight increased 
in the period (Table 4). The agriculture sector comes second and its relative share is 
diminishing. Emissions from industrial processes and waste also increased between 
1990 and 2019 but remain quite low in relative terms. Land use and forestry emis-
sions are negative and have been diminishing progressively both in absolute and in 
relative terms (Table 4).

3. Table 3: China, emissions profile, 1990 and 2019. Source: Authors’ calculations using Climate Watch Data (2022) information.
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1990 emissions 

(MtCO2e)
Share of 1990 total 

(%)
2019 emissions 

(MtCO2e)
Share of 2019 total 

(%)

Energy 602.05 60.05 2422.24 72.01

Industrial 
processes 26.45 2.64 168.55 5.01

Agriculture 566.53 56.51 719.82 21.40

Waste 24.54 2.45 84.26 2.51

Land use and 
forestry -217.00 -21.64 -31.28 -0.93

Table 4: India, emissions profile, 1990 and 2019. Source: Authors’ calculations using Climate Watch Data (2022) information.

The 27.33% reduction in Russian emissions between 1990 and 2019 (Table 1) 
was due to the economy’s slowdown and not to efficiency gains or decarbonization. 
The energy industry accounts for almost all of  Russia’s positive emissions. Emissions 
from agriculture decreased between 1990 and 2019. Those from industrial processes 
and waste increased but their share of  Russia’s total remains small (Table 5). Land 
use and forestry emissions have been negative since 1990 and both their absolute 
emissions and relative share of  total net emissions increased between 1990 and 2019 
(Table 5).

 
1990 emissions 

(MtCO2e)
Share of 1990 total 

(%)
2019 emissions 

(MtCO2e)
Share of 2019 total 

(%)

Energy 2639.05 99.63 2208.96 114.76

Industrial 
processes 57.34 2.16 53.91 2.80

Agriculture 237.99 8.98 96.02 4.99

Waste 81.12 3.06 117.95 6.13

Land use and 
forestry -366.66 -13.84 -552.01 -28.68

Table 5: Russia, emissions profile, 1990 and 2019. Source: Authors’ calculations using Climate Watch Data (2022) information.
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Brazil’s emissions profile differs from other BRICS countries. First, land use 
and forestry have since 1990 accounted for the largest share of  Brazil’s total emis-
sions and remains well above other sectors’ shares (Table 6). The reduction in 
emissions from this sector answered for the drop in Brazil’s total emissions from 
1990 to 2019 (Tables 1 and 6). Second, the share of  energy-related emissions is 
less significant than other BRICS countries but is increasing in absolute and rela-
tive terms. Third, the agriculture sector also plays an important and growing role 
in emissions, although smaller than the energy sector (Table 6). Finally, emissions 
from industrial processes and waste also grew in the period but still amounted to 
less than 10% of  total emissions in 2019 (Table 6). 

 
1990 emissions 

(MtCO2e)
Share of 1990 total 

(%)
2019 emissions 

(MtCO2e)
Share of 2019 total 

(%)

Energy 193.67 9.42 412.47 20.91

Industrial 
processes 51.48 2.51 99.47 5.04

Agriculture 390.45 19.00 562.99 28.54

Waste 28.31 1.38 90.40 4.58

Land use and 
forestry 1391.03 67.69 807.00 40.92

Table 6: Brazil, emissions profile, 1990 and 2019. Source: Authors’ calculations using SEEG (2022) information.

South Africa emits much less than other BRICS countries but its per capita 
emissions lagged behind only Russia’s and Brazil’s in 1990 and Russia’s in 2019, 
while its Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is the most carbon-intensive of  all five 
countries (Table 2). Since 1990, its energy sector has accounted for more than three 
quarters of  total emissions (Table 7). Emissions from agriculture decreased between 
1990 and 2019 both in absolute and in relative terms (Table 7). Emissions from 
industrial processes and waste increased, but continued to account for less than 10% 
of  total emissions in 2019. As in Brazil, emissions from land use and forestry are 
positive in South Africa but lower in absolute and in relative terms when compared 
to Brazil (Table 7).
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1990 emissions 
(MtCO2e)

Share of 1990 total 
(%)

2019 emissions 
(MtCO2e)

Share of 2019 total 
(%)

Energy 273.93 80.94 477.1 84.87

Industrial 
processes 7.44 2.20 24.21 4.31

Agriculture 32.37 9.56 28.88 5.14

Waste 17.92 5.30 25.24 4.49

Land use and 
forestry 6.77 2.00 6.75 1.20

Table 7: South Africa, emissions profile, 1990 and 2019. Source: Authors’ calculations using Climate Watch Data (2022) information.

DECARBONIZATION PROGRESS IN BRICS COUNTRIES
China

Decarbonizing China means transforming its energy mix. China answered for 
21% of  global total energy in 2019 (IEA 2021). China is the largest producer (49.7% 
of  global production in 2020) and importer of  coal, most of  which is used to gen-
erate power – 65.25% of  China’s electricity generation in 2019 was coal-fired (IEA 
2021). China is the largest oil importer and has the second largest global refining 
capacity (IEA 2021). China ranks first globally in power generation from renewable 
sources. Hydro, wind, and solar photovoltaic power plants accounted for 27.21%, 
33.76% and 34% of  installed capacity in 2019, respectively (IEA 2021). China’s 
economy remains very energy-intensive – 187.69 kilograms of  oil equivalent for 
every US$1,000, compared to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development’s (OECD) 97.55 kg average4 – as a result of  the national Communist 
Party’s economic choices.

Until the 1970s, China was an agrarian economy. Light, labor-intensive man-
ufacturing ballooned from 1978 to 2001, when the trend reversed: the expansion of  
heavy industry increased the demand for energy and GDP energy intensity (Rosen 
& Houser 2007, 09). Urbanization also requires more energy, especially for electric-
ity and transportation: China’s urban population went from 26% in 1990 to 63% in 
2021 (World Bank 2022). 

4. Constant international 2017 dollars, PPP; 2014 data, the latest available from the World Bank. China’s per capita energy intensity is much lower: 
2.2 tonnes of oil equivalent versus the 4-tonne 2014 OECD average.
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The 11th Five-Year Plan (2006-2010) already included energy transition tar-
gets (Fan 2006, 709). The Plan aimed to cut GDP energy intensity by 20% from 
2005 levels and increase the share of  non-fossil energy to 10% of  China’s total 
consumption by 2010 and 15% by 2020. To achieve these targets, China kicked off 
the National Climate Change Program in 2007. During the 2008 global financial 
crisis, it earmarked 35% of  its US$850 billion economic stimulus package toward 
low-carbon development. The policies then implemented included, among others: 
the energy conservation act (China 2007); energy efficiency regulations for build-
ings (China 2008); and the renewable energy act, updated in 2009 to regulate grid 
connection, special rates, tax exemptions and research and development funding for 
renewable energy (China 2009). 

In the 12th Five-Year Plan (2011-2015), China proposed to reduce carbon 
intensity of  its GDP by 17% and energy intensity of  its GDP by 16% by 2015 from 
2005 levels and that at least 11.4% of  its energy supply should come from non-fossil 
sources (China 2011). To achieve these targets, China created incentives for electric 
vehicles and for renewable power generation as well as plans to make coal-fired power 
plants more efficient (China 2014a). The 2014 National Plan to Combat Climate 
Change introduced into Chinese domestic regulations the voluntary targets under 
the international climate regime China had unveiled at the 2009 COP 15: (i) reduce 
GDP carbon intensity by 40-45% by 2020 from 2005 levels; (ii) increase by 15% the 
share of  non-fossil energies in total consumption and bring the installed capacity for 
renewable energies to 650 GW by 2020;5 (iii) add 40 million hectares of  forests and 
increase forest stocks by 1.3 billion cubic meters by 2020 (China 2014b). China then 
shut down most obsolete coal-fired power plants, improved fuel quality and invested 
massively in public transit systems. Nonetheless the growth in private vehicle produc-
tion and sales caused large-scale and long traffic jams in major Chinese cities.

In the 2015 Paris Conference, China submitted its Nationally Determined 
Contribution (NDC) including the following: Chinese emissions were to peak by 
2030; (ii) GDP carbon intensity was to be cut by 60-65% by 2030 from 2005 levels; 
(iii) the share of  non-fossil energies in the energy matrix was to increase to 20% by 
2030; (iv) forest stocks were to increase to 4.5 billion cubic meters by 2030 (China 
2015). Regulations were then changed to pave the way to achieve NDC targets. The 
1987 air pollution legal framework was updated in 2015 to include a ban on resi-
dential use of  low-quality coal. In 2016, hydrogen was included in the list of  tech-
nologies deemed strategic to increase energy security and combat climate change 
in China (China 2016). The 1995 electricity act was updated in 2018 to encourage 
generation from renewable sources (China 2018). In 2020 China created a legal 

5. According to the 2014-2020 Strategic Energy Development Action Plan.
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framework for the Chinese auto industry to expand investments in electric and fuel 
cell vehicles and approved subsidies for the electrification of  public transportation, 
private use, light, heavy and rail vehicles (China 2020). 

The 14th Five-Year Plan approved in 2021 confirmed the 2030 peak emissions 
and the 2060 carbon neutrality targets (China 2021a). The plan calls for these tar-
gets to be implemented through emissions control measures for industries and busi-
nesses; use of  ecosystem services to achieve carbon neutrality; promoting efficient 
coal use and the transformation of  energy-intensive industries (steel, petrochemi-
cals, cement); increased use of  railways and waterways for freight transportation; 
investment in energy efficiency technologies, carbon neutrality and carbon cap-
ture, sequestration, use, and storage (CCUS) (China 2021a). Two action plans were 
approved in that same year regarding peak emissions by 2030 and energy saving 
and emissions curbing (China 2021b, China 2021c). Together, these plans expanded 
incentives, subsidies, and investment, including for research and development, in 
green and low-carbon energy technologies, including in efficiency and storage. Also 
in 2021, China submitted its first updated NDC; confirmed the peak emissions and 
GDP carbon intensity targets presented in 2015; increased to 25% the 2030 tar-
get for non-fossil energy share in the 
mix and to six billion cubic meters the 
2030 target for forest stocks; and added 
the 1.2 billion kW target for wind and 
solar installed capacity (China 2021d). 
In 2022, China approved plans to accel-
erate the modernization of  its energy 
sector and to curb emissions in its heavi-
est polluting industries (China 2022a; 
China 2022b).

China was a conservative country 
in the climate regime (Viola et al. 2013,) 
but its public policies and international 
climate commitments show China has 
transitioned to a moderately conserva-
tive position. This change was driven by 
domestic and foreign policy factors. The 
former are associated with concerns 
about air pollution, whose extremely 
high levels in the 2000s put pressure on the communist party’s legitimacy. The latter 
stem from China’s ambition to take a more significant role in global governance. 

Given its level of  emissions 
and its participation in 
global energy chains, 
including in low-carbon 
technologies, China is the 
most important player in 
the global decarbonization 
process. It follows that 
China’s decarbonization 
progress is a sine qua non 
condition for consistent 
international progress.



134   ·   CEBRI-Journal

Basso & Viola

Given its level of  emissions and its participation in global energy chains, including 
in low-carbon technologies, China is the most important player in the global decar-
bonization process. It follows that China’s decarbonization progress is a sine qua 
non condition for consistent international progress.

India
India is the world’s second largest coal producer and importer. Like China, 

India uses coal largely for power generation – 72.72% of  total generation in 2019 
(IEA 2021). India also is an energy-intensive economy: 124.41 kilograms of  oil equiv-
alent for every US$1,000.6 India’s per capita energy consumption in 2014 was 2.35 
times lower than Brazil’s, 3.5 times lower than China’s and 6.3 times lower than the 
OECD’s (World Bank 2022). In 2020, 459 million Indians relied on biomass (mainly 
firewood) for cooking and 138 million had no access to electricity.7

Until 2014, India maintained a Planning Commission that published Five-
Year Plans. Climate change was first mentioned in the 11th such plan (2007-2012), 
which recognized it as “one of  the most serious concerns of  our time” (India 2007, 
203). India then proposed to cut the energy intensity of  its economy by 20% by 2017 
compared to 2007-2008 levels and to increase energy production from renewable 
sources (India 2007, 205-207). The 2008 National Climate Change Action Plan 
sought to use feed-in rates for renewable energy and other tools to increase solar 
thermal and photovoltaic power generation by at least 1000 MW by 2017, and 
enhance energy efficiency so as to save at least 10,000 MW by 2012 (India 2008). In 
2009, India introduced in the international climate regime its voluntary target to cut 
GDP carbon intensity by 20-25% by 2020 from 2005 levels. That was to be achieved 
through stringent standards for fuels and for the energy efficiency of  buildings, by 
increasing forest cover to capture at least 10% of  annual emissions and by expand-
ing the share of  wind, solar and small-scale hydroelectric power in the mix from 
8% to 20%. In that same year, the Indian government approved a National Biofuels 
Policy proposing a 20% ethanol blend to fuels sold in the country and a minimum 
price to encourage production (India 2009).

Climate change lost significance in the 12th plan (2012-2017), and is now seen 
as an issue to be faced within the framework of  sustainable development – mainly 
through eco-efficiency and low-carbon growth (India 2013, 113-117). Low carbon 
is deemed important to improve energy access and energy security by reducing coal 
production and coal, oil, and gas imports. The plan called for renewable energy to 

6. Constant international 2017 dollars, PPP; 2014 data, the latest available from the World Bank.

7. Our calculations are based on IEA, World Energy Outlook 2021 (SDG 7 database) and The World Bank data.
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reach 30 MW of  total consumption by 2017 and 75 MW by 2022, both from 2012 
levels (India 2013, 132-135). The 2012 National Electricity Plan sought to modernize 
thermal power plants, including through the introduction of  clean coal technologies, 
and to expand distributed generation and introduced mandatory purchase of  power 
from renewable sources for concessionaires supported with preferential rates. The 
National Electric Mobility Plan approved in that same year regulated electric vehicles.

In 2015, India submitted its NDC pledging to, until 2030: (i) cut its GDP energy 
intensity by 33-35% from 2005 levels; (ii) bring the installed capacity for power gen-
eration from non-fossil sources to 40% via technology transfers and low-cost interna-
tional funding, including from the Green Climate Fund; (iii) create additional forest 
carbon sinks equivalent to 2.5-3 billion tonnes of  CO2 (India 2015). Domestically, 
India reviewed its power regulation to include new targets for renewable energies and 
to expand the use of  electric vehicles (India 2014, India 2016). In 2021, India submit-
ted its first updated NDC with the following targets for 2030: (i) cut its GDP energy 
intensity by 45% from 2005 levels; (ii) reach 500 GW installed capacity for non-fossil 
power generation and bring the installed capacity for power generation from renew-
able sources to 50%; (iii) cut emissions by one billion tonnes (India 2021). During 
COP 26, India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi also mentioned the goal of  neutral-
izing emissions by 2070, but gave no details. India’s original NDC was deemed highly 
insufficient. Its new NDC involves a more ambitious contribution to mitigating global 
climate change but remains insufficient (Climate Action Tracker 2022).

India is a major energy importer 
and therefore is very sensitive to changes 
in global energy markets. The energy 
transition to renewable sources bene-
fits India by reducing its dependence on 
imports, improving energy security and 
expanding access to the population that 
still does not receive energy services. 
India is a conservative player in the 
climate regime and is one of  the most 
active advocates of  common but differ-
entiated responsibilities and the doctrine of  historic responsibilities. India’s myriad of  
energy transition policies hide conflicting interests: first, the country’s vast coal reserves 
and large-scale production, which enhance energy security and access to energy ser-
vices; second, the ingrained fragmentation of  India’s political system, which severely 
thwarts the adoption of  coherent national policies and their uniform countrywide 
implementation; third, the anti-colonial discourse, which shuns important mitigation 

India is a conservative player 
in the climate regime and 
is one of  the most active 
advocates of  common but 
differentiated responsibilities 
and the doctrine of  
historic responsibilities.
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actions by holding only industrialized countries responsible for the problem – even 
though India is among the countries most vulnerable to climate change; fourth, the 
extreme poverty in which a substantial part of  the Indian population lives.

Russia
Russia is the world’s second largest oil producer and exporter; second largest 

producer and largest exporter of  natural gas; and third largest coal exporter, accord-
ing to 2019 data (IEA 2021). Natural gas accounts for 45.89% of  Russia’s electricity 
in 2019 (IEA 2021). Russia is an energy-intensive economy: 186.74 kg of  oil equiv-
alent for every US$1,000 in 2014 (World Bank 2022). It is one of  the world’s larg-
est energy exporters. Indeed, Russia’s exports of  three hydrocarbons (coal, oil, and 
natural gas) makes it the world’s largest exporter of  fossil fuels. This means that for 
Russia energy is not only a means for development and a necessity for the well-being 
of  its population; it is a national business of  global proportions, explaining many of  
the inconsistencies in Russia’s energy decarbonization policies.

Russia is the only BRICS country included in Annex I to the Framework 
Convention on Climate Change, so it had emissions reduction obligations under 
the Kyoto Protocol. Its goal during Protocol negotiations was to maximize sales of  
carbon credits (“hot air”) to other developed countries. When the Kyoto Protocol 
was ratified, and the United States withdrew, Russia realized that the market for 
“hot air” would be smaller than anticipated. A better understanding of  the market 
economy led Russia to ratify the Kyoto Protocol in exchange for its accession as a 
member of  the World Trade Organization. Russia met its goal of  reducing its 2008-
2012 emissions in relation to 1990 levels, but that was due to an economic slowdown 
rather than to the decarbonization efforts.

Russia introduced energy efficiency regulations in 2001. The 2014 State 
Energy Efficiency and Energy Development Program (Russia, 2014), which 
replaced Russia’s 2030 Energy Strategy enacted in 2003 and amended in 2009, is 
very significant. The program proposes to reduce Russia’s GDP energy intensity by 
40% between 2007 and 2020 and to increase the share of  renewable sources in the 
power generation mix, but the 2014 update reviewed that target down from 4.5% in 
2020 to 2.5% in 2030. The program further seeks to encourage renewable energies 
through incentive mechanisms for wind, solar photovoltaic, and small-scale hydro-
power generation (Russia 2013). Russia’s 2009 Climate Doctrine is a non-binding 
declaration that recognizes the danger of  climate change, anthropogenic influence, 
and the importance of  improving energy efficiency and of  expanding the share of  
renewable energy (Russia 2009).
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Russia is an extremely conservative player in the climate regime and its engage-
ment is very peculiar. In the COP 15, Russia pledged a 15-25% reduction in GHG 
emissions compared to 1990 levels. The range depends on (i) “appropriate accounting 
of  Russia’s forestry potential within the framework of  contributing to meeting obliga-
tions to reduce anthropogenic emissions;” and (ii) on “major emitters having legally 
binding obligations to reduce emissions” (Russia 2015). In its NDC, Russia committed 
to limiting its emissions to 70-75% of  the 1990 total by 2030, the exact absorptive 
capacity of  its forests (Russia 2015). None of  those targets is ambitious considering 
that Russia’s 1990 emissions were extremely high because they encompassed the total 
for the former Soviet Union. Russia’s first NDC update, submitted in 2020, included 
milder ambitions: limiting emissions to 70% of  the 1990 level by 2030, taking into 
account the “absorptive capacity of  forests and other ecosystems and subject to sus-
tainable and balanced social economic development of  the Russian Federation” (Rus-
sia 2020). In October 2021, Russia announced its effort to achieve carbon neutrality 
by 2060 without reducing the use of  fos-
sil fuels, which are important drivers of  
Russia’s development and job creation, 
in line with the idea of  changing land use 
and using the forestry sector for carbon 
sequestration purposes (UN News 2021).

That change is in line with Russia’s 
increasingly refractory stance towards multilateral cooperation in recent years. Two 
other documents that are significant for the decarbonization process were approved 
in recent years. Russia’s (2019) Energy Security Doctrine describes “increased efforts 
to implement climate policies and to accelerate the transition to a green economy as 
a foreign policy challenge to Russian security” (Russia 2019). Quoting:

…to consider issues of  climate change and environmental protection from a biased 
point of  view, infringe on the interests of  energy producing states and deliberately 
ignore such aspects of  sustainable development as ensuring universal access to energy 
and developing clean hydrocarbon energy technologies.

In 2021, Russia updated its 2015 National Security Strategy (Russia 2021) to 
claim that the international community uses climate change as a pretext to “restrict 
the access of  Russian companies to export markets, to curb the development of  Rus-
sian industry, to establish control over transportation routes and to prevent Russia 
from developing the Arctic.”

Russia is an extremely 
conservative player in the 
climate regime and its 
engagement is very peculiar. 
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South Africa
South Africa is a country smaller than the first three BRICS, but punches 

above its weight in the international energy market: in 2020, it was the seventh 
largest producer and fourth largest exporter of  coal (IEA 2021). Most of  South 
Africa’s power generation (89.70% in 2020) is coal-fired (IEA 2022a). Power gener-
ation from renewable sources represents a small but growing share of  South Afri-
ca’s total energy consumption: wind power accounted for a mere 0.13% of  energy 
consumption in 2010 but for 2.52% in 2020; solar power went from nil in 2010 to 
0.15% in 2020 (IEA 2022). South Africa’s economy is energy-intensive – 191.98 
kg of  oil equivalent for every US$1,000 in 2014 – and shows the highest per cap-
ita energy consumption among BRICS countries – 2.6 Tonnes of  Oil Equivalent 
(TOE) in 2014 (World Bank 2022). South Africa’s huge inequality also affects access 
to energy; per capita figures reflect the economy’s dependence on highly energy-in-
tensive industries such as mining and not a consumption pattern that improves the 
population’s living standard.

South Africa was transitioning from authoritarian apartheid to democracy as 
climate change gained traction in the international agenda. The apartheid regime 
was based on racial segregation and on the domination of  a few over the country’s 
economy, which not only produced profound social inequalities but also led to South 
Africa’s international isolation through embargoes. South Africa used its coal not 
only to generate power – in thermal plants that could afford to be inefficient given 
the abundance of  the primary source – but also converted it into liquid fuels for 
domestic use in circumvention of  international oil trade bans. South Africa’s energy 
transition faces multiple challenges: first, coal’s dominance in the energy mix; sec-
ond, the weight of  coal mining and other energy-intensive industries in GDP; third, 
the importance of  the coal production chain as a source of  jobs, both low-skilled 
jobs, but plentiful in coal-producing regions, and high-skilled ones, including in a 
significant energy industry bureaucracy. Finally, the association with post-apartheid 
black empowerment policies: ownership of  coal mines promoted the rise of  some 
groups, but renewable technology remains in the hands of  foreign joint ventures 
that create few jobs and little revenue and that do not enhance the social status of  
national groups.

Energy efficiency has been a significant item in South Africa’s political agenda 
since democratization. The inefficiency of  thermal power plants and increased 
demand in times of  economic growth unaccompanied by a corresponding expan-
sion in generation have forced the country to ration its supply of  power – a practice 
known as load shedding. South Africa joined the BASIC alliance in 2009 and sub-
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mitted a 34% voluntary reduction target in relation to its projected emissions growth 
by 2020 (South Africa 2010). The commitment meant little from a climate per-
spective given the baseline; however, it was in line with the Zuma administration’s 
foreign policy seeking to build new partnerships and to raise South Africa’s inter-
national standing. South Africa put its first climate policies in place in the run-up to 
the 2011 COP 17 held in Durban. South Africa’s candidacy to host that meeting 
was part of  its new foreign policy vision. A National Climate Change Response 
Policy White Paper was published with two main objectives: to build an emergency 
response capacity to manage the impacts of  climate changes on South Africa and to 
make a fair contribution to the global effort to stabilize GHG concentrations in the 
atmosphere (South Africa 2011). In addition to initiatives in various sectors such as 
agriculture, water and disasters, the policy states the importance of  carbon pricing 
in any long-term mitigation strategy. 

In its NDC, South Africa com-
mitted to maintain its emissions by 
2030 between 398 and 614 MtCO2-eq 
(South Africa 2015). The 2016 National 
Greenhouse Gas Emissions Reporting 
Regulation introduced a national GHG 
inventory for the energy, transportation, 
industry, agriculture and forestry sectors 
to inform the design and implementa-
tion of  legislation and public policies 
(South Africa 2017). The 2050 Green 
Transport Strategy, published in 2018, 
is a long-term plan to improve the effi-
ciency, integration and sustainability of  transportation systems, aligning the sector’s 
objectives with a fair transition to a low-carbon economy (South Africa 2018). Major 
energy transition regulations were approved in 2019 when South Africa was prepar-
ing its NDC update. 

First came a carbon tax (South Africa 2019a).8 The tax amount is low – US$8 
in early 2022 – but in the COP 26 South Africa committed to progressively increase 
it to US$20 by 2025 and to US$30 by 2030. Then the National Energy Efficiency 
Strategy set out the financial and fiscal incentives that would be rolled out to cut 
South Africa’s final energy consumption by 29% (South Africa 2019b). The Inte-
grated Resources Plan described an energy transition strategy for the mining and 
energy sectors (South Africa 2019c). The plan included broad propositions such 

8. Carbon Tax Act 15.

South Africa was transitioning 
from authoritarian apartheid 
to democracy as climate 
change gained traction in 
the international agenda. 
(...) South Africa’s 
energy transition faces 
multiple challenges…
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as recognizing the impacts of  coal mining on climate change and on the health of  
the population; the importance of  carbon sequestration and storage technologies to 
reduce the sector’s externalities; proposals for a carbon budget and for low-carbon 
technologies – including the government’s commitment to expand installed wind 
and solar capacity – to facilitate the transition. 

South Africa was severely hit by the COVID-19 pandemic. The impact on 
human life was enormous and the economic slowdown significant: electricity con-
sumption, for example, was 10% lower in 2020 compared to 2010 (IEA 2022a). In 
2020, the South African government launched the Economic Reconstruction and 
Recovery Plan, an economic stimulus package including targets for infrastructure, 
green financing, and other green economic interventions. In 2021, South Africa 
submitted its first NDC update with increased ambitions: South Africa pledged to 
maintain its total emissions between 398 and 510 MtCO2e by 2025 and between 
350 and 420 MtCO2e by 2030 and to achieve net zero emissions by 2050. If  all said 
measures are implemented, South Africa will transition from conservative to mod-
erately conservative country status in the climate regime. 

Brazil
Brazil’s energy mix is relatively low-carbon: 49.28% of  the energy consumed 

in 1990 and 46.03% in 2019 came from low-carbon sources (EPE 2022). Brazil’s 
economy is not energy-intensive – 94.95 kg of  oil equivalent for every US$1,000 
in 2014 (2017 constant Purchasing Power Parity) – and its per capita energy use 
was 1.49 Tonnes of  Oil Equivalent (TOE) in 2014. Brazil is energy self-sufficient 
and boasts state-of-the-art technology in deep-water oil production, hydropower 
generation (especially in reservoir design) and in power and fuel (ethanol) produc-
tion from sugarcane.

Most of  Brazil’s GHG emissions come from change in land use and from 
forestry. In the second half  of  the 2000s, Ministers of  Environment Marina Silva 
and Carlos Minc led a fresh drive to contain deforestation through a better institu-
tional framework. Improved staffing and equipment and more stringent oversight 
and enforcement of  the law caused timber seizures and the application of  fines 
to soar. Deforestation rates retreated from 24,000 km2 in 2004 to 6,200 km2 in 
2010 in the Amazon and from 12,200 km2 to 6,100 km2 in the same period in the 
Cerrado (MapBiomas 2022). From 2015, budget constraints due to the worsening 
economic crisis crippled on-site deforestation control activities and reduced the 
issue’s appeal to public opinion, dampening the pressure for action (Ryan 2017). 
Between 2016 and 2018, the effects of  the economic crisis were compounded by 
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President Temer’s fear of  impeachment in the wake of  the JBS scandals, which 
leveraged the farmer caucus’ bargaining power to extract concessions from the 
Federal Government. The Federal Government’s anti-environmental policy from 
2019 disrupted the fight against deforestation, causing rates to balloon in the Ama-
zon. If  deforestation is again contained, agriculture and energy will lead Brazil’s 
emissions, as happened in 2010-2015.

Wind and biomass share in the power mix increased simultaneously with 
natural gas. During the 2001-2002 power crisis, the Federal Government created 
the Alternative Power Sources Incentive Program (PROINFA), to stimulate the 
development of  small-scale hydro and of  wind or biomass power plants (Brazil 
2002),9 and the Priority Program for Thermal Power Plants, to take advantage of  
gas supplied through the Brazil-Bolivia pipeline and to cause Petrobras to invest in 
the construction of  thermal power plants. Incentives for solar power were intro-
duced only from 2014 onward and mainly for distributed generation. The trans-
portation industry’s emissions are heavily associated with Brazil’s reliance on high-
ways and on diesel vehicles for freight transportation.

The 2008 National Plan on Climate Change included emissions curbing 
targets across all sectors (Brazil 2008). In 2009, the Plan was subsumed into the 
National Policy on Climate Change (Brazil 2009). The policy internalizes the vol-
untary emissions reduction proposal Brazil submitted in the COP 15: 36-39% 
reduction in relation to projected emissions growth by 2020 and 80% reduction 
in deforestation by 2020 from 2005 levels (Brazil 2010). The decrease in defor-
estation then in course would allow Brazil to easily meet that unambitious target 
(Viola & Franchini 2018).

In 2015, Brazil submitted its NDC proposing to cut emissions by 37% by 
2025 and 43% by 2030 compared to 2005 levels (Brazil 2015). The NDC was 
updated in 2020 to maintain those percentages (Brazil 2020) but reviewing from 
2.1 GtCO2e to 2.8 GtCO2e Brazil’s total emissions from land use change in 
2005(MCTI 2016).10 This review “authorized” Brazil to emit much more in abso-
lute terms under its updated NDC than under the original NDC. Brazil again 
updated its NDC in 2021 to increase the emissions reduction target from 43% to 
50% by 2030 in relation to 2005 levels (Brazil 2022). The new update partly cor-

9. The program offered Brazilian Development Bank (BNDES) funding, twenty-year contracts at favorable prices and a feed-in rate, in addition to 
participation in specific auctions.

10. Countries in the climate regime periodically publish National Emissions Inventories calculating each country’s total and sectoral emissions. 
Those publications serve as a basis to assess the ambition of emissions reduction commitments. Emissions calculation methods are reviewed 
from time to time to incorporate measurement and calculation improvements. Policy commitments are expected to be reviewed when that 
occurs but the collective emissions reduction target must remain constant and will be achieved only if all countries from time to time increase 
their ambitions.
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rected the 2020 distortion but crystallized a 0.31 GtCO2e increase for 2025 and 
0.08 GtCO2e increase for 2030 in relation to the 2015 NDC target (Unterstell & 
Martins 2022). 

The erratic behavior of  Brazil’s deforestation emissions have caused Brazil’s 
position in the climate regime to fluctuate: conservative until 2004; moderate from 
2005 to 2010; moderately conservative from 2011 to 2015; conservative from 2016 
to 2018 (Viola & Franchini 2018); and extremely conservative from 2019 to 2022. 

THE CURRENT SITUATION AND ITS IMPACT ON THE 
DECARBONIZATION OF BRICS COUNTRIES

The international system was transformed by three critical events that are now 
unfolding: the increasingly conflictive relationship between China and the United 
States; the COVID-19 pandemic, which acute phase (March 2020 to April 2022) is 
now behind us but that continues and may break out anew; and the war in Ukraine. 

Since the 2008 global financial crisis, the perception has grown within the 
Chinese Communist Party that American/Western democracy is decadent and that 
the combination of  Marxism-Leninism with Confucian meritocracy, under which 
the Chinese economy has risen, offers an alternative for humanity. Chinese policy 
has taken an increasingly aggressive military tinge: occupation and militarization of  
islands in the South China Sea; technological improvement of  the armed forces – 
the cyberwarfare complex has become powerful and Chinese navy presence in the 
western Pacific is now superior to America’s and, more recently, China’s nuclear 
arsenal has grown substantially, particularly its intercontinental missile arsenal. Chi-
na’s regime has at the same time become increasingly totalitarian: repression of  
and concentration camps for the Uyghur minority in Xinjiang; repression of  the 
(little) freedom of  expression that existed before, using social credits as an artifi-
cial intelligence-based tool for the far-reaching control of  society; growing person-
ality cult of  Xi Jinping – whose level of  power control is surpassed only by Stalin’s 
and Mao’s – and suppression of  other groups within the Communist Party; heavy-
handed repression in Hong Kong; and growing saber-rattling in relation to Taiwan. 
Trump’s rise in the United States on the back of  a discourse that defined China’s 
autocracy as a threat contributed to increase the animosity. Tensions worsened with 
the war in Ukraine and put paid to the preceding phase of  growing U.S.-China eco-
nomic interdependence and cooperation on global issues, including climate change, 
kicking off what many analysts define as Cold War 2.0.

The COVID-19 pandemic has had an ambivalent impact on the interna-
tional system. After more than two years, the pandemic has not changed the upward 
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trajectory of  global emissions: they fell by 5% in 2020 but grew again, by 6%, in 
2021 and will probably grow more in 2022. Nationalism increased in response to the 
pandemic but more global cooperation is the most effective combat action.11 Public 
economic stimulus policies also differed: the European Union deepened its Green 
Economy Program, and the U.S. Democratic Party incorporated it into its electoral 
platform in July 2020, but several other growth packages do not take decarboniza-
tion into account. 

The war in Ukraine changed international parameters and created uncer-
tainty in relation to the future. Western response to the invasion and Ukrainian 
resistance surprised Putin and the Russian military, whose expectations probably 
were based on the response to the 2014 annexation of  Crimea. Western support 
for Ukraine, sufficient for Ukraine to resist but not to win the war, and sanctions on 
Russia that were unimaginable before the invasion mean that limited war between 
Russia and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) has been raging in 
Europe since March 2022. The war has also increased the nuclear threat, now at a 
level not seen since the Cuban missile crisis in October 1962.

How do the three critical junctures and their interrelation with emissions and 
climate policies trajectories will influence decarbonization in BRICS countries in 
coming years?

The war in Ukraine affects the international energy market. Russian oil and 
natural gas exports were redirected from Europe to China and India. On the one 
hand, the reduction in gas sales to Europe hampers decarbonization in the short 
term – Europe had largely replaced coal with Russian gas for power generation and 
the trend reversed in 2022: the International Energy Agency projects 7% growth in 
coal use in the European Union in 2022 (IEA 2022b). However, in the medium and 
long term, investments in renewable energies, especially wind and solar power, will 
continue for decarbonization and energy security purposes. On the other hand, the 
increased supply of  Russian gas and especially oil to China and India may reduce 
the appeal of  energy efficiency and decarbonization action in the short term, espe-
cially in India. 

Some inertial forces contribute for the continuation of  China’s decarboniza-
tion process in coming years: first, the position of  Chinese industry in global renew-
able technology chains and China’s severe air pollution problem favor expanding 
the share of  low-carbon sources in the mix; second, China’s policy to reach peak 
emissions by 2030 and carbon neutrality by 2060 include reforestation projects to 

11. Early on during the pandemic, discussions about the virus’s origin and China’s withholding in the initial weeks of information that, had it been 
published, could have helped contain the epidemic, as happened with the 2003 SARS outbreak, fueled animosity between China and the United 
States.
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increase carbon capture and sequestration. Planted forest areas have consistently 
grown in China since 1999 (Liang et al. 2022, Tong et al. 2020) – even though they 
do not contribute to biodiversity and cause other environmental imbalances such as 
water stress (Zhang et al. 2021) when planted in areas originally occupied by other 
types of  vegetation; third, China’s vulnerability to climate change and the increased 
intensity and frequency of  extreme weather events such as heat waves and floods in 
the summer of  2022. Those factors influence those in the Chinese Communist Party 
who wish decarbonization efforts to proceed. Other groups oppose that wish and 
advocate expanding the use of  coal to increase China’s energy and national security, 
since gas and oil are imported. The most likely outcome is that those two opposing 
forces will continue to coexist.

India’s recent transition from an electoral democracy to an electoral autoc-
racy (Boese et al. 2022) was fueled by a growing an ethnic and religious nationalism 
that gives priority to some groups and excludes others (Harari 2018), coupled with 
anti-colonialist resentment. The rise of  nationalism in the international system in 
recent decades has reduced engagement with issues of  common interest such as 
climate change. That position creates a paradox: as a major energy importer, India 
takes advantage of  the currently low international price of  oil to import more and 
uses its coal to generate power to improve its energy security; at the same time, India 
is one of  the world’s most vulnerable countries to climate change – certainly the 
most vulnerable among BRICS countries.

Russia has never been truly engaged in decarbonization. Russia’s recent energy 
security and national security doctrines show the Russian government’s growing 
paranoia about climate change and the chances of  Russia engaging in multilat-
eral cooperation in the short term are virtually nil. Russia will potentially further 
increase its GHG emissions in the coming years: the thawing of  the permafrost that 
covers much of  Russia’s central and eastern territory will release large amounts of  
methane into the atmosphere.

South Africa’s decarbonization process faces some major hurdles. The ambi-
tion to implement a US$20 carbon tax by 2025, increasing to US$30 in 2030, which 
will be by far the highest among BRICS countries and one of  the highest in the 
world, is very positive yet not very credible, given South Africa’s energy structure 
and powerful coal lobbies. South Africa’s dependence on coal will decrease only 
through far-reaching structural reform to diversify the economy, accompanied by 
efforts to reduce the unemployment and inequality rates that severely plague the 
country.

Brazil is the BRICS country best positioned to accelerate decarbonization. 
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Regarding land use change and forestry, the new federal administration that took 
office in 2023 is expected to lead a fresh drive to contain deforestation through better 
oversight and more stringent enforcement. The newly elected and more conserva-
tive Congress will resist the Federal Gov-
ernment’s efforts to certify indigenous 
lands, create conservation units and 
curb mining. But, a potentially benign 
nationalism that sees protecting the 
environment – the Amazon in particu-
lar – as a significant component of  the 
national identity may help the govern-
ment garner support. On the agricul-
ture and livestock farming front, the use 
of  advanced production technologies 
such as the crop-livestock-forest system 
is increasing. More stringent interna-
tional environmental standards for agri-
cultural and livestock products also con-
tribute to Brazil’s decarbonization given 
the sector’s participation in global value 
chains. The energy sector has much to offer to advance decarbonization through 
additional wind and solar power generation and investments in green hydrogen pro-
duction. That will require improvements to energy planning and to the currently 
poor maintenance of  transmission lines and more investment in smart grids.

CONCLUSIONS
The world is at a crossroads. Human action has become the key driver of  

change in the planetary systems that make human life possible. The safe limits, 
including climate-related ones, within which the planet is able to maintain its resil-
ience have been exceeded. The international negotiations to reduce GHG concen-
tration in the atmosphere in course since the international climate change regime 
was created in 1992 have shown little progress. The 2015 Paris Agreement created 
a new framework within which each country agreed to indicate its GHG reduction 
targets and to from time to time provide more ambitious targets. The analysis of  
the prospects of  international cooperation within this new model requires going 
beyond foreign policy analysis to understand the dynamics of  each country’s domes-
tic politics.

Brazil is the BRICS country 
best positioned to accelerate 
decarbonization. Regarding 
land use change and forestry, 
the new federal administration 
that took office in 2023 
is expected to lead a fresh 
drive to contain deforestation 
through better oversight and 
more stringent enforcement.
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The BRICS countries are significant climate policy players. They are major 
GHG emitters both in relation to historical levels and to their emissions trajectory 
since 1990. They also are major producers and consumers of  fossil fuels, whose use 
since 1850 accounts for most of  the GHG accumulated in the atmosphere. The 
engagement of  BRICS countries is key for planetary decarbonization to succeed.

Each country follows a particular decarbonization process influenced by its 
emissions structure, energy mix and economic policy for emissions-heavy sectors. 

China’s partial success in decarbonization was driven by domestic pressure 
to curb air pollution and China’s participation in the global low-carbon technology 
value chain. The land use change and forestry sector also brought some good news: 
large forests have been planted to operate as carbon sinks. But China’s demand 
for fossil fuels and use of  coal continue to grow. China accounts for half  the global 
increase in emissions and its ambition to reach peak emissions in 2030 is wholly 
inconsistent with the global carbon budget. Today China is the largest emitter of  
GHG and no global decarbonization effort will succeed without its active participa-
tion; the fact that Cold War 2.0 between the United States and China is eroding their 
overall capacity for cooperation, including on climate change mitigation, is worry-
ing. In addition to the severity of  the problem, China’s vulnerability to increasingly 
frequent and intense extreme weather events may work as an incentive for cooper-
ation, albeit limited.

India is a conservative player in the climate regime and is one of  the most active 
advocates of  the doctrine of  historic responsibilities. Its dependence on energy imports 
may operate as an incentive to decarbonize because advances in renewable energies 
will increase India’s energy security. India’s vast coal reserves are an incentive in the 
opposite direction and its growing ethnic and religious nationalism encourages India 
to find its own path on the international arena and reduces the appeal of  international 
cooperation. The availability of  Russian fossil fuels at discounted prices after the out-
break of  the war in Ukraine pushes toward that same direction.

South Africa’s decarbonization process faces some major hurdles. South Afri-
can economy was built around the exploitation of  coal and energy-intensive min-
eral commodity industries. The economy is poorly diversified, unemployment and 
inequality rates created by apartheid-era discrimination remain and decarbonization 
is unlikely to advance without structural reforms. Russia is increasingly less commit-
ted to the climate agenda. The Russian government has resisted making emissions 
reduction commitments and, in recent years, adhered to climate denialism, with the 
aggravating factor that Russia sees the climate agenda as an international conspir-
acy to contain Russian development.
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Brazil’s circumstances differ from those of  other BRICS countries. First, 
because Brazil’s emissions profile is different: land use change and forestry, defor-
estation in particular, account for most of  our emissions. Second, because Brazil 
made progress in decarbonization through the containment of  deforestation from 
2004 to 2012. Third, because despite domestic clashes over land use and agricultural 
policies, pressure from the international market for agricultural products operates 
as a powerful incentive to decarbonize. In the wake of  the October 2022 elections, 
traditional and progressive players on land use policy issues will battle in Congress as 
the Federal Government engages in a fresh drive to curb deforestation. Brazil boasts 
the greatest carbon sequestration potential in the world through reforestation and 
afforestation thanks to its vast sun-bathed tropical territory. Brazil may have a large 
amount of  carbon credits to trade as the regulated global carbon market envisaged 
in the COP 26 finds its stride. Taking advantage of  this opportunity requires creat-
ing a domestic regulated carbon market and the prospects for that will be favorable 
in a Lula administration.  

Given the differences in their emissions profiles and in their domestic policy 
and foreign policy positions, the BRICS group is not a consistent coalition in inter-
national climate policy. Understanding this is important both to form a clear pic-
ture of  real conditions for global decarbonization progress and propose a research 
agenda on the issue. 

References

Boese, Vanessa A. et al. 2022. Autocratization 
Changing Nature? Democracy Report 2022. 
Varieties of Democracy Institute (V-Dem), 
University of Gothenburg. https://v-dem.net/
media/publications/dr_2022.pdf.

Brazil. 2002. Lei n.º 10.438/2002. Programa de 
Incentivo às Fontes Alternativas de Energia Elétrica 
(Proinfa). http://www.planalto.gov.br/ccivil_03/
leis/2002/l10438.htm.

Brazil. 2008. Plano Nacional sobre Mudança 
do Clima. Comitê Interministerial sobre 
Mudança do Clima. https://www.terrabrasilis.
org.br/ecotecadigital/pdf/plano-nacional-sobre-
mudanca-do-clima-brasil-pnmc.pdf.

Brazil. 2009. Lei n.º 12.187/2009 (Política Nacional 
de Mudanças Climáticas). http://www.planalto.gov.
br/ccivil_03/_ato2007-2010/2009/lei/l12187.htm.

Brazil. 2010. Comunicação da República Federativa 
do Brasil à UNFCCC de seu compromisso voluntário 
de redução de emissões no âmbito do Acordo 
de Copenhague. United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change. https://unfccc.
int/files/meetings/cop_15/copenhagen_accord/
application/pdf/brazilcphaccord_app2.pdf.

Brazil. 2015. NDC brasileira. Nationally Determined 
Contributions Registry, United Nations Climate 
Change. https://unfccc.int/NDCREG.

https://v-dem.net/media/publications/dr_2022.pdf
https://v-dem.net/media/publications/dr_2022.pdf
http://www.planalto.gov.br/ccivil_03/leis/2002/l10438.htm
http://www.planalto.gov.br/ccivil_03/leis/2002/l10438.htm
https://www.terrabrasilis.org.br/ecotecadigital/pdf/plano-nacional-sobre-mudanca-do-clima-brasil-pnmc.pdf
https://www.terrabrasilis.org.br/ecotecadigital/pdf/plano-nacional-sobre-mudanca-do-clima-brasil-pnmc.pdf
https://www.terrabrasilis.org.br/ecotecadigital/pdf/plano-nacional-sobre-mudanca-do-clima-brasil-pnmc.pdf
http://www.planalto.gov.br/ccivil_03/_ato2007-2010/2009/lei/l12187.htm
http://www.planalto.gov.br/ccivil_03/_ato2007-2010/2009/lei/l12187.htm
https://unfccc.int/files/meetings/cop_15/copenhagen_accord/application/pdf/brazilcphaccord_app2.pdf
https://unfccc.int/files/meetings/cop_15/copenhagen_accord/application/pdf/brazilcphaccord_app2.pdf
https://unfccc.int/files/meetings/cop_15/copenhagen_accord/application/pdf/brazilcphaccord_app2.pdf
https://unfccc.int/NDCREG


148   ·   CEBRI-Journal

Basso & Viola

Brazil. 2020. NDC brasileira, primeira atualização. 
Nationally Determined Contributions Registry, 
United Nations Climate Change. https://unfccc.
int/NDCREG.

Brazil. 2022. NDC brasileira, segunda atualização. 
Nationally Determined Contributions Registry, 
United Nations Climate Change. https://unfccc.
int/NDCREG.

China. 2007. Energy Conservation Act. Grantham 
Research Institute on Climate Change and the 
Environment, London School of Economics and 
Political Science.  https://www.climate-laws.org/
geographies/china.

China. 2008. Regulation 530/2008 on Energy 
Conservation in Buildings of Civil Usage. Grantham 
Research Institute on Climate Change and the 
Environment, London School of Economics and 
Political Science.  https://www.climate-laws.org/
geographies/china.

China. 2009. Renewable Energy Act (revisão da lei 
de 2006). Grantham Research Institute on Climate 
Change and the Environment, London School of 
Economics and Political Science. https://www.
climate-laws.org/geographies/china.

China. 2011. 12th Five-Year Plan for the 
Development of National Economy and Society 
(2011-2015). Grantham Research Institute on 
Climate Change and the Environment, London 
School of Economics and Political Science. 
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china.

China. 2014a. Energy Development Strategy Action 
Plan (2014-2020). Grantham Research Institute 
on Climate Change and the Environment, London 
School of Economics and Political Science. 
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china.

China. 2014b. National Plan for Tackling Climate 
Change 2014-2020. Grantham Research Institute 
on Climate Change and the Environment, London 
School of Economics and Political Science. 
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china.

China. 2015. China’s NDC. Nationally Determined 
Contributions Registry, United Nations Climate 
Change. https://unfccc.int/NDCREG.

China. 2016. National Innovation-Driven 
Development Strategy Outline. Grantham Research 
Institute on Climate Change and the Environment, 
London School of Economics and Political Science. 

https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china.

China. 2018. Electric Power Law (revision of 1995 
law). Grantham Research Institute on Climate 
Change and the Environment, London School of 
Economics and Political Science. https://www.
climate-laws.org/geographies/china.

China. 2020. New Energy Vehicle Industry 
Development Plan and 2020 New Energy Vehicle 
Promotion Subsidy Plan. Grantham Research 
Institute on Climate Change and the Environment, 
London School of Economics and Political Science.  
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china.

China. 2021a. 14th Five-Year Plan for the 
Development of National Economy and Society 
(2021-2025). Grantham Research Institute on 
Climate Change and the Environment, London 
School of Economics and Political Science. 
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china.

China. 2021b. Action Plan for Carbon Dioxide 
Peaking before 2030 (‘1+N’). Grantham Research 
Institute on Climate Change and the Environment, 
London School of Economics and Political Science. 
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china.

China. 2021c. 14th Five-Year Comprehensive Work 
Plan for Energy Saving and Emission Reduction 
2021-2025 (Notice 33). Grantham Research 
Institute on Climate Change and the Environment, 
London School of Economics and Political Science. 
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china.

China. 2021d. China’s NDC First Update. Nationally 
Determined Contributions Registry, United Nations 
Climate Change. https://unfccc.int/NDCREG.

China. 2022a. 14th Five-Year Plan on Modern 
Energy System Planning. Grantham Research 
Institute on Climate Change and the Environment, 
London School of Economics and Political Science. 
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china.

China. 2022b. Plan on Reaching Peak CO2 
Emissions by 2030 in Polluting Industries. Grantham 
Research Institute on Climate Change and the 
Environment, London School of Economics and 
Political Science. https://www.climate-laws.org/
geographies/china.

Climate Action Tracker. 2022. India Climate 
Commitment Profile. https://climateactiontracker.
org/countries/india/.

https://unfccc.int/NDCREG
https://unfccc.int/NDCREG
https://unfccc.int/NDCREG
https://unfccc.int/NDCREG
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china
https://unfccc.int/NDCREG
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china
https://unfccc.int/NDCREG
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/china
https://climateactiontracker.org/countries/india/
https://climateactiontracker.org/countries/india/


Are the BRICS Engaged in the Low Carbon Transition?

Year 1 / No. 4 / Oct-Dec 2022   ·   149

Climate Watch Data. 2022. Historical Emissions. 
World Resources Institute. https://www.
climatewatchdata.org/ghg-emissions.

Crespo, Samira & Pedro Leitão. 1993. O que o 
brasileiro pensa da ecologia? Rio de Janeiro: 
Gráfica Ebal- Editora Brasil América. Ltdahttps://
www.iser.org.br/publicacao/outros/o-que-o-
brasileiro-pensa-da-ecologia-1993/.

Evans, Simon. 2021. “Which Countries are 
Historically Responsible for Climate Change?” 
Carbon Brief, October 5, 2021. https://www.
carbonbrief.org/analysis-which-countries-are-
historically-responsible-for-climate-change/.

EPE. 2022. Balanço energético nacional, 
séries históricas 1970-2021. Empresa de 
Pesquisa Energética. https://www.epe.gov.br/
pt/publicacoes-dados-abertos/publicacoes/
BEN-Series-Historicas-Completas.

Fan, C. Cindy. 2006. “China’s Eleventh Five-Year 
Plan (2006–2010): from ‘Getting Rich First’ 
to ‘Common Prosperity’”. Eurasian Geography 
and Economics 47 (6): 708–723. https://doi.
org/10.2747/1538-7216.47.6.708.

Harari, Yuval Noah. 2018. 21 Lessons for the 21st 
Century. London: Random House.

IEA. 2021. 2021 Key World Energy Statistics. 
Report. International Energy Agency.  https://www.
iea.org/reports/key-world-energy-statistics-2021.

IEA. 2022a.  Country Profile: South Africa. 
International Energy Agency.  https://www.iea.
org/countries/south-africa.

IEA. 2022b. “Global coal demand is set to return 
to its all-time high in 2022”. International Energy 
Agency, July 28, 2022. https://www.iea.org/news/
global-coal-demand-is-set-to-return-to-its-all-time-
high-in-2022.

India. 2007. 11th Five Year Plan. Grantham 
Research Institute on Climate Change and the 
Environment, London School of Economics and 
Political Science. https://www.climate-laws.org/
geographies/india.

India. 2008. National Action Plan on Climate 
Change. Grantham Research Institute on Climate 
Change and the Environment, London School of 
Economics and Political Science.  https://www.
climate-laws.org/geographies/india.

India. 2009. National Policy on Biofuels. Grantham 
Research Institute on Climate Change and the 
Environment, London School of Economics and 
Political Science.  https://www.climate-laws.org/
geographies/india.

India. 2013.  12th Five Year Plan (2012–2017): 
faster, more inclusive and sustainable growth. The 
Asia and Pacific Energy Forum.  https://policy.
asiapacificenergy.org/node/2511.

India. 2014. National Auto Fuel Policy and Auto 
Fuel Vision and Policy 2025. Grantham Research 
Institute on Climate Change and the Environment, 
London School of Economics and Political Science. 
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/india.

India. 2015. India’s NDC. Nationally Determined 
Contributions Registry, United Nations Climate 
Change. https://unfccc.int/NDCREG.

India. 2016. Tariff Policy 2006 (revision). Grantham 
Research Institute on Climate Change and the 
Environment, London School of Economics and 
Political Science.  https://www.climate-laws.org/
geographies/india.

India. 2021. India’s NDC, First Update. Nationally 
Determined Contributions Registry, United Nations 
Climate Change. https://unfccc.int/NDCREG.

Liang, Boyi et al. 2022. “Planted Forest is Catching 
up with Natural Forest in China in Terms of Carbon 
Density and Carbon Storage”. Fundamental 
Research 2 (5): 688-696. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
fmre.2022.04.008.

MapBiomas. 2022. Taxas de desmatamento 
Amazônia e Cerrado. Projeto MapBiomas – 
Coleção 7 da Série Anual de Mapas de Uso e 
Cobertura da Terra do Brasil. https://plataforma.
brasil.mapbiomas.org/.

MCTI. 2016. Estimativas anuais de emissões de 
gases de efeito estufa no Brasil. Third Edition. 
Report. Ministério da Ciência, Tecnologia, 
Inovações e Comunicações. https://www.
gov.br/mcti/pt-br/acompanhe-o-mcti/sirene/
publicacoes/estimativas-anuais-de-emissoes-
gee/arquivos/estimativas_3ed.pdf.

NOAA. 2022. Trends in Atmospheric Carbon 
Dioxide. Global Monitoring Laboratory, National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. https://
gml.noaa.gov/ccgg/trends/.

https://www.climatewatchdata.org/ghg-emissions
https://www.climatewatchdata.org/ghg-emissions
https://www.iser.org.br/publicacao/outros/o-que-o-brasileiro-pensa-da-ecologia-1993/
https://www.iser.org.br/publicacao/outros/o-que-o-brasileiro-pensa-da-ecologia-1993/
https://www.iser.org.br/publicacao/outros/o-que-o-brasileiro-pensa-da-ecologia-1993/
https://www.carbonbrief.org/analysis-which-countries-are-historically-responsible-for-climate-change/
https://www.carbonbrief.org/analysis-which-countries-are-historically-responsible-for-climate-change/
https://www.carbonbrief.org/analysis-which-countries-are-historically-responsible-for-climate-change/
https://www.epe.gov.br/pt/publicacoes-dados-abertos/publicacoes/BEN-Series-Historicas-Completas
https://www.epe.gov.br/pt/publicacoes-dados-abertos/publicacoes/BEN-Series-Historicas-Completas
https://www.epe.gov.br/pt/publicacoes-dados-abertos/publicacoes/BEN-Series-Historicas-Completas
https://doi.org/10.2747/1538-7216.47.6.708
https://doi.org/10.2747/1538-7216.47.6.708
https://www.iea.org/reports/key-world-energy-statistics-2021
https://www.iea.org/reports/key-world-energy-statistics-2021
https://www.iea.org/countries/south-africa
https://www.iea.org/countries/south-africa
https://www.iea.org/news/global-coal-demand-is-set-to-return-to-its-all-time-high-in-2022
https://www.iea.org/news/global-coal-demand-is-set-to-return-to-its-all-time-high-in-2022
https://www.iea.org/news/global-coal-demand-is-set-to-return-to-its-all-time-high-in-2022
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/india
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/india
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/india
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/india
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/india
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/india
https://policy.asiapacificenergy.org/node/2511
https://policy.asiapacificenergy.org/node/2511
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/india
https://unfccc.int/NDCREG
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/india
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/india
https://unfccc.int/NDCREG
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.fmre.2022.04.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.fmre.2022.04.008
https://plataforma.brasil.mapbiomas.org/
https://plataforma.brasil.mapbiomas.org/
https://www.gov.br/mcti/pt-br/acompanhe-o-mcti/sirene/publicacoes/estimativas-anuais-de-emissoes-gee/arquivos/estimativas_3ed.pdf
https://www.gov.br/mcti/pt-br/acompanhe-o-mcti/sirene/publicacoes/estimativas-anuais-de-emissoes-gee/arquivos/estimativas_3ed.pdf
https://www.gov.br/mcti/pt-br/acompanhe-o-mcti/sirene/publicacoes/estimativas-anuais-de-emissoes-gee/arquivos/estimativas_3ed.pdf
https://www.gov.br/mcti/pt-br/acompanhe-o-mcti/sirene/publicacoes/estimativas-anuais-de-emissoes-gee/arquivos/estimativas_3ed.pdf
https://gml.noaa.gov/ccgg/trends/
https://gml.noaa.gov/ccgg/trends/


150   ·   CEBRI-Journal

Basso & Viola

Rosen, Daniel H. & Trevor Houser. 2007. China 
Energy: a Guide for the Perplexed. Center for 
Strategic and International Studies & Peterson 
Institute for International Economics. https://www.
cebc.org.br/sites/default/files/apresentacao_
trevor_house.pdf.

Russia. 2009. Climate Doctrine of Russia. Grantham 
Research Institute on Climate Change and the 
Environment, London School of Economics and 
Political Science. https://www.climate-laws.org/
geographies/russia.

Russia. 2013. Decree No. 449 on the Mechanism 
for the Promotion of Renewable Energy on the 
Wholesale Electricity and Market. Grantham 
Research Institute on Climate Change and the 
Environment, London School of Economics and 
Political Science.  https://www.climate-laws.org/
geographies/russia.

Russia. 2014. State Program on Energy Efficiency 
and Energy Development (approved by Government 
Decree No 321). Grantham Research Institute on 
Climate Change and the Environment, London 
School of Economics and Political Science. https://
www.climate-laws.org/geographies/russia.

Russia. 2015. Russia’s NDC. Nationally Determined 
Contributions Registry, United Nations Climate 
Change. https://unfccc.int/NDCREG.

Russia. 2019. Decree 216/2019 Approving 
the Energy Security Doctrine. Grantham 
Research Institute on Climate Change and the 
Environment, London School of Economics and 
Political Science. https://www.climate-laws.org/
geographies/russia.

Russia. 2020. Russia’s NDC, First Update. Nationally 
Determined Contributions Registry, United Nations 
Climate Change. https://unfccc.int/NDCREG.

Russia. 2021. Presidential Decree 400/2021 on 
the National Security Strategy of the Russian 
Federation. Grantham Research Institute on 
Climate Change and the Environment, London 
School of Economics and Political Science. https://
www.climate-laws.org/geographies/russia.

Ryan, Daniel. 2017. “Politics and Climate Change: 
Exploring the Relationship between Political 
Parties and Climate Issues in Latin America”. 
Ambiente & Sociedade 20 (3): 271-286. https://doi.
org/10.1590/1809-4422ASOCEx0007V2032017.

SEEG. 2022. Emissões brasileiras [Database]. 
Sistema de Estimativas de Emissões e Remoções 
de Gases de Efeito Estufa, Observatório do Clima.  
https://plataforma.seeg.eco.br/total_emission.

South Africa. 2010. Comunicação da República 
da África do Sul à UNFCCC de seu compromisso 
voluntário de redução de emissões no âmbito 
do Acordo de Copenhague. Department of 
Environmental Affairs. https://unfccc.int/
files/meetings/cop_15/copenhagen_accord/
application/pdf/southafricacphaccord_app2.pdf.  

South Africa. 2011. National Climate Change 
Response Policy White Paper (NCCRP). Grantham 
Research Institute on Climate Change and the 
Environment, London School of Economics and 
Political Science. https://www.climate-laws.org/
geographies/south-africa.  

South Africa. 2015. South Africa’s NDC. Nationally 
Determined Contributions Registry, United Nations 
Climate Change. https://unfccc.int/NDCREG.

South Africa. 2017. National Greenhouse Gas 
Emissions Reporting Regulations, 2016. Grantham 
Research Institute on Climate Change and the 
Environment, London School of Economics and 
Political Science. https://www.climate-laws.org/
geographies/south-africa.

South Africa. 2018. Green Transport Strategy 2018-
2050. Grantham Research Institute on Climate 
Change and the Environment, London School of 
Economics and Political Science.  https://www.
climate-laws.org/geographies/south-africa. 

South Africa. 2019a. Carbon Tax Act 15. Grantham 
Research Institute on Climate Change and the 
Environment, London School of Economics and 
Political Science.  https://www.climate-laws.org/
geographies/south-africa.

South Africa. 2019b. National Energy Efficiency 
Strategy. Grantham Research Institute on Climate 
Change and the Environment, London School of 
Economics and Political Science. https://www.
climate-laws.org/geographies/south-africa. 

South Africa. 2019c. Integrated Resources Plan. 
Grantham Research Institute on Climate Change 
and the Environment, London School of Economics 
and Political Science. https://www.climate-laws.
org/geographies/south-africa. 

The World Bank. 2022. World Development 

https://www.cebc.org.br/sites/default/files/apresentacao_trevor_house.pdf
https://www.cebc.org.br/sites/default/files/apresentacao_trevor_house.pdf
https://www.cebc.org.br/sites/default/files/apresentacao_trevor_house.pdf
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/russia
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/russia
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/russia
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/russia
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/russia
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/russia
https://unfccc.int/NDCREG
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/russia
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/russia
https://unfccc.int/NDCREG
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/russia
https://www.climate-laws.org/geographies/russia
https://doi.org/10.1590/1809-4422ASOCEx0007V2032017
https://doi.org/10.1590/1809-4422ASOCEx0007V2032017
https://plataforma.seeg.eco.br/total_emission


Are the BRICS Engaged in the Low Carbon Transition?

Year 1 / No. 4 / Oct-Dec 2022   ·   151

Indicators, indicator EG.USE.COMM.GD.PP.KD. 
IEA Statistics. International Energy Agency, 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD). https://data.worldbank.org/
indicator/EG.USE.COMM.GD.PP.KD.

Tong, Xiaowei et al. 2020. “Forest Management 
in Southern China Generates Short Term 
Extensive Carbon Sequestration”. Nature 
Communications 11, 129. https://doi.org/10.1038/
s41467-019-13798-8.

UN News. 2021. “Russia will achieve carbon 
neutrality by 2060”. Climate and environment, UN 
News, October 14, 2021. https://news.un.org/ru/
story/2021/10/1411842.

Unterstell, Natalie & Nathália Martins. 2022. NDC 
do Brasil: Avaliação da atualização submetida à 
UNFCCC em 2022. Nota Técnica. Rio de Janeiro: 
TALANOA. https://www.politicaporinteiro.
o r g / w p - c o n t e n t / u p l o a d s / 2 0 2 2 / 0 4 /
Analise-NDC-022_V0.pdf.

Viola, Eduardo & Matías Franchini. 2018. Brazil and 
Climate Change: Beyond the Amazon. New York: 
Routledge.

Viola, Eduardo, Matias Franchini & Thais Lemos 
Ribeiro. 2013. Sistema internacional de hegemonia 
conservadora – governança global e democracia 
na era da crise climática. São Paulo: Annablume.

Zhang, Lei et al. 2021. “Where Should China 
Practice Forestry in a Warming World?” Global 
Change Biology 28 (7): 2461-2475. https://doi.
org/10.1111/gcb.16065.  

To cite this work: Basso, Larissa & Eduardo Viola. 
2022. “Are the BRICS Engaged in the Low Carbon 
Transition?” CEBRI-Journal Year 1, No. 4 (Oct-Nov): 
123-151.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.54827/issn2764-7897.
cebri2022.04.03.05.123-151.en

Copyright © 2023 CEBRI-Journal. This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which 
permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original article is properly cited.

Submitted: November 13, 2022
Accepted for publication: November 17, 2022

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-019-13798-8
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-019-13798-8
https://news.un.org/ru/story/2021/10/1411842
https://news.un.org/ru/story/2021/10/1411842
https://www.politicaporinteiro.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Analise-NDC-022_V0.pdf
https://www.politicaporinteiro.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Analise-NDC-022_V0.pdf
https://www.politicaporinteiro.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Analise-NDC-022_V0.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/gcb.16065
https://doi.org/10.1111/gcb.16065


152   ·   CEBRI-Journal

SPECIAL SECTION
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in the Amazon Biome 
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& Adriano Venturieri

Abstract: The Brazilian Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC) established 
ambitious greenhouse gas emissions reduction targets. Using the Brazilian 
Forestry Code as reference, we describe the challenges Brazil will face to achieve 
its deforestation and forest restoration NDC commitments in the Amazon biome. 
This paper proposes a new perspective for public policy focusing on the extent of  
illegal deforestation and on current land use in the region.
Keywords: Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC); Amazon biome; Brazil; 
Brazilian Forest Code; illegal deforestation.
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According to data from the National Institute for Space Research (INPE 
2022), deforestation has reduced by 85.3 million hectares (Mha) Brazil’s 
402.7 Mha original Amazon forest cover. The 21.2% reduction has gathered 

pace since the 1980s. The deforestation rate has varied greatly since measurement 
began in 1988, peaking in 1995 (2.91 Mha) and 2004 (2.77 Mha). Robust command 
and control action by the federal government reduced forest clearing by 84% from 
2004 to 2012. That decline motivated Brazil to include bold land use targets in its 
Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC) presented to the 2015 United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) within the framework of  
the Paris Agreement.  Brazil has pledged “to achieve, in the Brazilian Amazon, zero 
illegal deforestation by 2030 and compensate for greenhouse gas emissions from 
legal suppression of  vegetation by 2030.” Brazil further committed to “restoring 
and reforesting 12 million hectares of  forests by 2030, for multiple purposes.” The 
deliberate inaction of  the Bolsonaro administration caused forest felling to increase 
significantly from 2018 to 2022. To regain control over the region and meet its 2015 
NDC commitments, Brazil will need sound public policies supported by detailed 
information on the Amazon biome. This document contributes to this purpose by 
providing a detailed assessment of  the challenges Brazil will face to achieve its zero 
illegal deforestation and forest restoration goals in the Amazon..

Law 12,651/2012 (Forestry Code) established the legal framework for Brazil’s 
land use policy. The Code governs the private use of  land and sets out the propor-
tion of  each property’s area that can be used for agriculture and livestock farming. A 
certain proportion of  rural properties, referred to as legal reserves, is to be preserved 
to protect natural vegetation. The Code also prohibits the removal of  the natural 
vegetation on hilltops and near river basins, deemed permanent protection areas 
(APP) necessary to preserve water resources and to protect the soil. The size of  the 
legal reserve depends on the biome; in the Amazon biome, it corresponds to 80% of  
each property, except in circumstances specified in statute. Landowners are required 
to sign compliance agreements under which they commit to restore any APP or legal 
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reserve areas cleared until July 22, 2008. Removal of  the native vegetation within 
legal reserve areas after July 2008 is banned and subject to penalties and fines.

When the legal reserve is smaller 
than required, the landowner incurs a 
deficit. Landowners whose properties 
include native vegetation areas in excess 
of  the legal reserve accumulate sur-
pluses. Landowners with deficits may 
offset them by purchasing surpluses 
from other properties within the same 
biome; this provision creates a market 
for forest credits.

Compliance with the Forestry 
Code is essential for Brazil to achieve 
the emissions and land use targets in its 
2015 NDC (Soterroni et al. 2018). That 
study found that full implementation 
of  the Code will provide most of  the 0.90 GtCO2eq reduction in greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions in 2030 compared to the 2005 level Brazil committed to in its 
NDC. Achieving zero illegal deforestation and restoring the Amazon rainforest are 
key for Brazil to reduce its emissions. If  Brazil fails to enforce the Code to achieve 
zero illegal deforestation and restore forest cover, Brazil will not satisfy the land use 
portion of  its NDC.

To restore the forest and to satisfy its NDC, Brazil needs up-to-date informa-
tion on Forestry Code compliance by rural properties. It is then essential to know the 
native vegetation recovery requirement for each property and the Code therefore 
requires landowners to self-report the relevant information to the Rural Environ-
mental Registry (CAR). The CAR record for each rural property includes owner-
ship and coordinate details, its permanent preservation area and legal reserve so that 
the CAR can be used to find landowners in violation of  the Forestry Code.

We compared INPE maps with property details in the CAR and INCRA 
databases to identify illegal deforestation areas and then calculated each property’s 
legal reserve deficit or surplus. We organized deficits by property size and by type 
of  land use to indicate the potential opportunity costs associated with forest resto-
ration. Those hitherto unpublished results will supplement and expand prior studies 
(Soares-Filho et al. 2014; Rajão et al. 2020; Guidotti et al. 2020; Stabile et al. 2020; 
Charivari et al. 2021; Igari et al. 2021; CSR 2022). Our purpose is to contribute 

To restore the forest and 
to satisfy its NDC, 
Brazil needs up-to-date 
information on Forestry 
Code compliance by rural 
properties. It is then essential 
to know the native vegetation 
recovery requirement 
for each property…
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with the creation of  realistic public policies that can restore the forest and satisfy 
Brazil’s NDC commitments.

DATA
We used the databases listed in Table 1 to make an up-to-date and in-depth 

review of  land occupation in the Amazon.

Type Source Year

Indigenous Land FUNAI 2021

Conservation Units (CUs) ICMbio 2021

Quilombolas INCRA 2021

Settlements INCRA 2021

Private Properties

SIGEF (INCRA) 2021

SNCI (INCRA) 2021

Terra Legal 2019

CAR (SFB) 2021

Ecological-Economic Zoning SIAGEO (EMBRAPA) 2022

Deforestation (PRODES) INPE 2021

Land Use in the Amazon INPE/EMBRAPA 2020

Table 1: Land use and occupation databases. Prepared by the authors based on information provided by FUNAI, ICMBio, INCRA, CAR/SFB, 
EMBRAPA, INPE.

The National Institute for Space Research (INPE) has since 1988 fed satellite 
images into the Amazon Deforestation Monitoring Project (PRODES) system to 
map felled native forest areas in the Amazon biome. INPE and the Brazilian Agri-
cultural Research Corporation (EMBRAPA) operate the TerraClass system to mon-
itor land use and land cover in deforested areas (Almeida et al. 2016). EMBRAPA 
has also developed the Interactive Geospatial Analysis System for the Legal Amazon 
Region (SIAGEO) to process the region’s Ecological-Economic Zoning (ZEE) data.

According to the Federal National Indigenous Peoples Office (FUNAI) there 
are 115.9 Mha of  indigenous lands in the Amazon. FUNAI’s database includes: 
(a) areas whose boundaries have been delimited but not yet certified; and (b) areas 
already legally recognized. We considered both to be legitimate indigenous lands. 
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The Chico Mendes Institute for Biodiversity Conservation (ICMBio) provides data 
on conservation units that include strictly protected areas (45.8 Mha) and sustain-
able use areas (81.8 Mha).

Data on quilombola1 lands and on land-reform settlements come from the 
National Institute for Colonization and Agrarian Reform (INCRA). There are 156 
quilombola areas in the Amazon adding to 1.9 Mha. The Amazon biome encom-
passes 76% of  Brazil’s land-reform settlements, divided into two groups. Traditional 
occupation areas, mostly created up to the early 2000s, are home to migrants from 
other regions and their descendants. Sustainable use areas are intended for tradi-
tional peoples and communities, including riparian and extractivist communities. 
The latter include: (a) agro-extractive projects (PAE); (b) sustainable development 
projects (PDS); and (c) extractive (RESEX) and sustainable development reserva-
tions (RDS). We considered a 80% legal reserve for PDS and PAE areas. Resex and 
RDS areas are fully protected.

INCRA maintains three databases on private land in the Amazon. The Land 
Management System (Sigef) encompasses 159,800 properties adding to 77.4 Mha. 
The National Land Certification System (SNCI) includes data on 15,260 properties 
adding to 32.2 Mha. SNCI and SIGEF data do not overlap. The Legal Land Reg-
istry (Terra Legal) was created in 2009 to certify land for small farmers who had 
occupied public lands. The database encompasses 165,580 properties covering 11.7 
Mha in the Amazon.

The fourth source of  land ownership data is the Rural Environmental Regis-
try (CAR) managed by the Brazilian Forest Service. The CAR version used for this 
study lists 985,225 properties in the Legal Amazon Region. Because CAR data is 
self-reported, there are inconsistencies in relation to and overlaps with SNCI, SIGEF 
and Terra Legal information. By late 2022, most CAR records were pending valida-
tion (Charivari et al. 2021). CAR data is poor-quality and includes duplicate entries, 
geometric inconsistencies (such as overlaps and gaps), legal inconsistencies and miss-
ing or conflicting information. In the absence of  validated data, we designed and 
used adjustment rules to produce consistent maps from CAR data. By removing 
duplicate properties or those deemed irregular, we found 677,630 unique properties 
in the Amazon biome. We grouped the properties in each land-reform settlement 
into a single unit for analytical purposes given that settlements share a common 
legal reserve. That arrangement found 502,953 private land units and 2,476 settle-
ments. Private land in standing or felled natural forest areas adds to 107.61 Mha and 
land-reform settlements add to 30.80 Mha, so that the grand total is 138.41 Mha.

1. Settlements established by fugitive slaves in the Colonial period. Their descendants had land claims legally recognized in 2018.
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Figure 1: Rural properties and land-reform settlements in the Amazon biome. Prepared by the authors using INCRA and CAR/SFB data.

Figure 1 organizes private properties and land-reform settlements in the Ama-
zon biome by size class. The largest concentrations of  small properties (less than 200 
ha) are in Rondônia, on the Pará portion of  the Transamazônica highway, in the 
Bragantina area (PA), and the Maranhão portion of  the biome. Most of  them were 
settled by the 2000s. In the vicinity of  the Xingu park, in Northern Mato Grosso, in 
Southern Pará, Southeastern Amazonas, and along the BR-163 highway, mid-size 
(200 to 1000 ha) and large (more than 1000 ha) properties predominate. These are 
areas of  more recent occupation.

TRENDS IN LEGAL AND ILLEGAL DEFORESTATION
Based on the data described above, we used four rules to measure legal and 

illegal deforestation from 2008 to 2021: (a) forest clearing in fully protected areas 
is illegal; (b) clearing private land outside legal reserves is legal; (c) clearing pri-
vate land within legal reserves is deemed illegal; and (d) land-reform settlements 
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are taken as single properties for legal reserve calculation purposes. We measured 
illegal deforestation by comparing property details with deforestation maps. We used 
PRODES/INPE data to calculate each property’s primary forest portion and then 
found to what extent each had been legally or illegally cleared.

Figure 2: Legal and illegal deforestation on Amazon biome properties. Prepared by the authors using CAR/SFB, FUNAI, ICMBio, INPEdata.

Figure 2 shows total legal and illegal deforestation between 2008 and 2021. 
Except for 2008, the proportion of  illegal clearing ranges from 81% to 87%. Figures 
from 2008 reflect the amnesty granted under the Forestry Code for areas cleared ear-
lier. The proportion of  legal deforestation follows three trends. Robust government 
action against deforestation from 2009 to 2014 drove down the proportion of  legal 
deforestation, indicating that farmers reacted to command and control actions. The 
proportion of  legal deforestation grew in 2015 and remained relatively stable until 
2018. Illegal and legal deforestation increased from 2019 to 2021 because of  virtually 
no enforcement during the Bolsonaro administration. Thus, the data suggest that 
legal and illegal deforestation respond to government control actions..



Challenges to Achieving the Commitments of Brazil’s NDC in the Amazon Biome 

Year 1 / No. 4 / Oct-Dec 2022   ·   159

Figure 3: Total deforestation by type of land ownership. Prepared by the authors using CAR/SFB, FUNAI, ICMBio, and INPEdata.

Figure 4: Relative deforestation by type of land ownership. Prepared by the authors using CAR/SFB, FUNAI, ICMBio, and INPE data.
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We also calculated the extent of  deforestation from 2008 to 2021 by type of  
land use for private lands, land-reform settlements, conservation units, indigenous 
lands, and non-allocated public lands. Figure 3 shows total deforestation by type of  
land use, and Figure 4 illustrates the relative variation. The data shows that some 
50% of  forest clearing occurs on private land and that clearing on land-reform 
settlements decreased from 30% in 2008-2012 to 25% of  the total in recent years. 
Deforestation on non-allocated public land increased from 12% in 2008 to 20% in 
2021. The latter increase is a critical sign that the land frontier is being pushed into 
new areas outside the traditional “deforestation arc” (Azevedo-Ramos et al. 2020).

Figure 5: Accumulated deforestation from most to less deforested property types. Prepared by the authors using INCRA, CAR/SFB, and INPEdata.

Figure 5 shows the cumulative distribution of  deforestation in properties and 
land-reform settlements. We ranked properties from most to less deforested annually 
to make that chart. It excludes forest clearing in non-allocated public lands, conser-
vation units, and indigenous lands, which account for 20% to 25% of  total annual 
deforestation. We found an extreme instance of  Pareto’s Law, where few elements 
cause most effects. In general, only about 5% of  properties and settlements are 
responsible for 100% of  deforestation each year within CAR areas.
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During the robust government action period of  2008-2012, 75% of  deforesta-
tion occurred in about 1% of  properties. In 2018-2021, when enforcement actions 
were very limited, 75% of  deforestation occurred in about 0.5% of  properties. In 
other words, only 2,500 properties and land-reform settlements out of  a total of  
500,000 concentrated most of  the deforestation in recent years, so forest clearing 
is strongly concentrated in a few players responsible for large-scale clearings. That 
suggests that targeted control actions may have a strong effect on preventing illegal 
deforestation.

Given that a small fraction of  properties and settlements is responsible for 
most of  the deforestation, their geographic distribution is significant. Figure 6 shows 
the location of  all properties and land-reform settlements included in the CAR, 
highlighting the 1% of  titled land in the Amazon that accounts for 83% of  defor-
estation on said property groups in 2021.

Figure 6: Geographic location of rural properties in the Amazon, highlighting 5,054 properties (1% of total) responsible for 83% of deforestation 
in CAR areas in 2021. Prepared by the authors using CAR/SFB, FUNAI, ICMBio, and INPE data.
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LEGAL RESERVE DEFICITS AND SURPLUSES
The calculation of  legal reserve deficits and surpluses in the Amazon biome 

must consider the exceptions in the Forestry Code reducing that reserve to 50% of  
the property solely for recomposition purposes. Those circumstances include: (a) 
properties in municipalities whose territory is more than 50% covered by conserva-
tion units and indigenous lands (article 12, para. 4); and (b) properties in reduced-re-
serve areas pursuant to state Ecological-Economic Zoning (ZEE) rules (article 13, 
item I). Said properties must restore their legal reserves to the percentages existing 
in 2008, provided that no less than 50%. For example, a property with 40% legal 
reserve in 2008 must recompose 10% of  its area to native forest. By late 2022, only 
three states (Acre, Rondônia and Pará) had enacted legislation reducing the legal 
reserve to 50% in part of  their territory. This study considers the ZEEs for those 
states and the states of  Maranhão and Tocantins, also available in Siageo Amazônia 
(EMBRAPA 2022).

Article 12, para. 5, specified a third circumstance where the legal reserve is 
reduced from 80% to 50%: when protected areas and indigenous lands cover more 
than 65% of  state territory.

Property Type Size (ha) 
Forest  

+ cleared area (Mha)  
Legal Reserve Deficit  

(Mha)
Legal Reserve 
Surplus (Mha)

Private Land

0–200 ha 19,06 1,03 0,40

200–1000 ha 22,95 4,81 1,09

> 1000 ha 65,60 9,92 5,83

Settlements 30,80 6,60 1,93

Total 138,41 22,36 9,25

Table 2: Total forest and cleared area by property size and type, and legal reserve deficits and surpluses. Prepared by the authors using INCRA, 
CAR/SFB, ICMBio, INPE, and EMBRAPA data.

Table 2 shows accumulated deficits and surpluses by property size and for 
land-reform settlements. Legal reserve deficits in the Amazon biome add to 22.36 
Mha, and the surpluses available for trade in the environmental credit market total 
9.25 Mha. In general terms, full compliance with the Forestry Code will require 
restoring 13.11 Mha to tropical forest. In theory, compliance with its legislation will 
allow Brazil to meet the restoration commitments established in its NDC. In prac-
tice, a number of  considerable hurdles impede compliance. Understanding those 
challenges requires looking at the opportunity cost associated with land use in defor-
ested areas, which we will examine below.
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Land Use Property Type Class (ha) Area (Mha) Deficit (Mha)

Secondary 
Vegetation

private

0–200 2,49 0,30

200–1000 2,22 1,34

> 1000 4,03 2,82

settlement 2,42 1,95

Shrub Pasture
private

0–200 2,65 0,32

200–1000 1,85 0,94

> 1000 2,63 1,52

settlement 3,50 2,23

Grass Pasture
private

0–200 7,68 0,36

200–1000 6,80 1,83

> 1000 10,69 3,99

settlement 7,66 2,28

One-Cycle 
Agriculture

private

0–200 0,10 –

200–1000 0,20 0,06

> 1000 0,37 0,15

settlement 0,07 0,01

Two-Cycle 
Agriculture

private

0–200 0,50 0,01

200–1000 1,30 0,50

> 1000 2,76 1,23

settlement 0,27 0,09

Permanent Crops
private

0–200 0,09 –

200–1000 0,05 0,01

> 1000 0,15 0,01

settlement 0,02 –

Sugar Cane
private

0–200 0,02 –

200–1000 0,05 0,02

> 1000 0,07 0,03

settlement – –

Forestry
private

0–200 0,01 –

200–1000 0,06 0,01

> 1000 0,23 0,21

settlement – –

Table 3: Types of land use in deforested areas in the Amazon biome in 2020, with associated areas and corresponding legal reserve deficits. 
Prepared by the authors using INCRA, CAR/SFB, ICMBio, INPE, EMBRAPA data.
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We calculated legal reserve deficits 
associated with each type of  land use 
based on 2020 data from the land use 
map of  deforested areas (TerraClass) cre-
ated by INPE and EMBRAPA (Almeida 
et al. 2016). The land use classes iden-
tified in TerraClass include: (a) forestry; 
(b) one- and two-cycle temporary agri-
culture, mainly related to one-cycle soy-
bean cultivation or intercropped with 
corn or cotton; (c) permanent crops such 
as coffee and cocoa; (d) sugar cane; (e) 
grass pasture (cultivated with grasses); (f) shrub pasture (pasture with the presence of  
woody vegetation in addition to grasses); and (g) secondary vegetation (felled forest 
areas in the process of  regeneration).

Table 3 shows areas by types of  use and related deficits. For deficit calcula-
tion purposes, we considered a hierarchy of  restoration opportunity costs in reverse 
order of  the classes identified in TerraClass (see above). Our assumption is that land-
owners in a legal reserve deficit position will seek to offset their obligations through 
alternatives entailing lower to higher opportunity costs: initially using any secondary 
vegetation areas, then restoring shrub pastures, then grass pastures and, finally, agri-
cultural land.

One of  the benefits of  TerraClass mapping is its ability to distinguish grass 
from shrub pastures. The former are areas where owners invested in sowing and 
maintaining exogenous grasses that allow for greater herd stocking and productivity 
rates. Shrub pastures are associated with smaller and less productive herds.

Our results show that secondary vegetation areas are those that can most easily 
be used for restoration purposes. The 11.16 Mha in that category is almost enough 
to cover Brazil’s NDC commitment. But only 3.62 Mha of  those areas correspond 
to legal reserve deficits with restoration obligations, which means that most second-
ary vegetation may be cleared legally. Using those areas as a basis for restoration will 
require a balanced set of  incentives and agreements with their owners. If  feasible, 
their restoration will be the lowest opportunity cost alternative to achieve Brazil’s 
NDC goal.

Secondary vegetation refers to forest regeneration in abandoned and degraded 
land or pastures. The literature shows that secondary vegetation areas are tempo-
rary (Picoli et al. 2020; Tyukavina et al. 2017; Richards 2015; Miranda et al. 2019). 

In practice, a number of  
considerable hurdles impede 
compliance. Understanding 
those challenges requires 
looking at the opportunity 
cost associated with land 
use in deforested areas…
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Forest in frontier areas is felled by land-grabbers (Schielein & Borner 2018, Aze-
vedo-Ramos et al. 2020), speculators who obtain temporary land titles, sometimes 
issued improperly. They sell the land to farmers when prices allow them to turn a 
profit (Azevedo-Ramos et al. 2020). The forest can regenerate if  those cleared areas 
are not used for agriculture for over three years. Once the land is sold, the second-
ary vegetation is again cleared. The secondary vegetation that appears on land left 
idle will also be cleared when that land is put to agricultural use (Picoli et al. 2020). 
Those facts indicate that CAR records must be urgently certified to verify properties’ 
compliance with secondary vegetation areas.

With regard to livestock farming, grass pasture areas (90% or more of  grasses) 
total 32.83 Mha, mostly associated with herds on mid-size and large properties. Some 
26% of  those areas (8.47 Mha) show legal reserve deficits and should be restored. 
That represents a substantial challenge. On the one hand, the government’s non-en-
forcement of  the Code in relation to a legal reserve deficit of  that magnitude could 
convey the message that the government is willing to tolerate non-compliance. On 
the other hand, those landowners have strong political presences in the region and in 
Brasília and will certainly push for incentives and payments for environmental ser-
vices associated with restoration. The practical implication of  full compliance with 
the Code will be a 35% increase in the beef  cattle herd stocking rate in the Amazon. 
The magnitude of  such a productive transformation cannot be underestimated. It 
will be difficult to achieve without rural credit policies associated with compliance 
with the Forestry Code.

Shrub pastures occupy a much smaller total area than grass pastures (10.63 
Mha) and compliance with the Code will require the restoration of  almost half  the 
shrub pasture areas (5.03 Mha). The shrub pasture area in small properties and in 
land-reform settlements totals 6.15 Mha, of  which 2.55 Mha (41.5%) correspond to 
legal reserve deficits. It will be wise to create a special regime attuned to the peculiar-
ities of  those landowners: they are underfunded and earn lower incomes than large 
cattle farmers.

Most of  the land used for one- and two-cycle agricultural activities (4.63 Mha) 
is in mid-size and large properties with an associated deficit of  1.93 Mha (41.7%). 
Those are capitalized farmers who own high-value land (Spera et al. 2014, Picoli 
et al. 2020) and have the wherewithal to buy environmental reserve credits in the 
biome. The percentage of  non-compliance with the Forestry Code is significant and 
any public policy targeting those landowners should be carefully designed. As in the 
case of  grass pastures, if  owners of  land used to grow grain do not restore their legal 
reserves or buy environmental reserve credits, the government will find it difficult to 
cause other landowners to comply.
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CONCLUSIONS
This paper used the most recent information available on deforestation, land 

ownership and use in the Amazon biome to quantify the prospects and challenges of  
Forestry Code enforcement. On the positive side, the strong concentration of  recent 
forest felling in a small number of  properties suggests that a focused and efficient 
oversight and enforcement effort may suffice for Brazil to meet the zero illegal defor-
estation goal in its NDC.

Our findings indicate that relying on forest restoration in the Amazon for 
Brazil to satisfy the corresponding NDC item involves major challenges associated 
mainly with the reaction of  large and mid-size landowners of  grass pastures. Our 
findings also differ from earlier estimates that found large degraded pasture areas 
in the Amazon and therefore projected a relatively low opportunity cost to comply 
with the Forestry Code. In contrast, we calculated at 8.5 Mha the legal reserve deficit 
associated with grass pastures. Any compliance drive focused on those well-funded 
mid-size and large landowners will involve difficult negotiations.

The second hurdle concerns mid-size and large grain farmers engaged in one- 
and two-cycle agricultural activities. Those farmers own high-quality land in which 
they have made significant investments. Regarding non-compliance with the Code, 
those areas show a 43.9% deficit.  If  the government cannot find a viable solution to 
cause their compliance, it will have trou-
ble making other landowners comply.

Land-reform settlements, small 
and mid-sized properties on secondary 
vegetation and shrub pasture areas total 
15.13 Mha, of  which 7.11 Mha (47%) 
are associated with legal reserve deficits. 
The government may circumvent the 
aforementioned difficulty in imposing 
forest restoration through an active pol-
icy of  paying small and mid-size farm-
ers for environmental services if  they 
fully restore their secondary vegetation 
and shrub pasture areas. The challenge 
here is adjusting payments to cover the 
associated opportunity costs and main-
tain strict enforcement in the relevant 
areas to avoid improprieties.

This paper used the most 
recent information available 
on deforestation, land 
ownership and use in the 
Amazon biome to quantify 
the prospects and challenges 
of  Forestry Code enforcement. 
(...) Our findings indicate 
that relying on forest 
restoration in the Amazon 
for Brazil to satisfy the 
corresponding NDC item 
involves major challenges…
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In summary, the Brazilian government faces a major challenge in implement-
ing the Forestry Code and NDC restoration goals in the Amazon biome. The oppor-
tunity costs for large and mid-size landowners to restore the forest are significant. 
Those landowners are politically strong and will certainly react to unilateral actions 
to force them to comply with the Forestry Code without financial compensation or 
targeted rural credit policies.

The Brazilian government currently has a substantial capacity to collect and 
analyze information on Forestry Code interests. Satellite environmental monitoring 
systems are highly sophisticated and capable. A focused intelligence effort involving 
experts and good algorithms to “clean up” CAR data will produce a reliable land 
database. Brazil has the ability to combine the large amount of  data available with 
high-level studies in support of  public policies. That indicates that many of  the tech-
nical elements needed to implement the Forestry Code and the NDC are available. 
The great challenge lies in designing public policies conducive to achieving Brazilian 
commitments under the Paris Agreement. 
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The Russo-Ukrainian War and 
Global Security Challenges in 
the South Atlantic 
Ariel González Levaggi

Abstract: The new global context marked by the armed conflagration in Eastern 
Europe presents a series of  risks and challenges to the South Atlantic, a zone of  
peace characterized by strategic stability and extended cooperation in the post-Cold 
War period. This article analyzes the systemic impact of  the war in Ukraine in three 
dimensions: the risks of  strategic competition between great powers, the response 
of  regional actors to the Russo-Ukrainian conflict, and the impact on the economic 
development agenda.
Keywords: South Atlantic; Russia; Ukraine; security; peace zone; regional stability.
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The South American peace zone of  the South Atlantic is facing a turbulent 
international scene and raises great questions about the future of  multilater-
alism and international cooperation.

A WORLD IN COMPETITION
The South Atlantic faces a new global reconfiguration of  the post-Cold War 

order. The United States’ (U.S.) hegemony is in crisis, while there is a growing chal-
lenge from Russia and China to the economic and security architecture led by the 
White House, which ranges from the development of  post-Western economic proj-
ects to the quest to create zones of  influence in the post-Soviet space and East Asia, 
thus isolating United States’ influence. The Russian-Ukrainian war is not only an 
indicator of  a less cooperative international pathway, but also a factor of  systemic 
conflict. As Lebelem and Duarte Villa (2022) state, this armed conflict has triggered 
“strong pressures on international security,” in addition to manifesting the presence 
of  “systemic geopolitical factors that involve and counterpose the interests of  actors 
with the capacity to act globally, such as the United States, China and NATO [North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization] itself.”  

In this context, the axis of  world politics has been altered by a series of  tectonic 
movements that have produced a shift from general cooperation toward confronta-
tion, where the liberal rules-based order has motivated the return of  traditional geo-
politics characterized by “great power competition, imperial ambitions and strug-
gles for resources” (Haass 2022). The economic, technological, and military rise of  
the People’s Republic of  China in light of  containment efforts by the United States, 
the pandemic COVID-19 crisis, and the revisionism to the international order of  
the Russian Federation with the invasion of  Ukraine reveal a different zeitgeist from 
the relatively peaceful Post-Cold War period. The unipolar, hegemonic world led 
by the United States and its network of  allies is giving way to a “new world order in 
gestation” (Serbin 2022a, 11), characterized by a disorderly process of  transition to 
a multipolar configuration in which a block of  Eurasian powers — China, Russia, 
India, and Turkey, among others — have multiplied geoeconomic and geopolitical 
cooperation schemes on the margins of  the West (González Levaggi 2019).

Ariel González Levaggi is an Associate Professor of  the Department of  Political Science and 
International Relations of  the Faculty of  Social Sciences of  the Pontifical Catholic University of  
Argentina. Co-Chair of  the ‘Asia and the Americas’ Section of  the Latin American Studies Association 
(LASA). His latest book is Del Indo-Pacífico al Atlántico Sur. Estrategias Marítimas de las Grandes 
Potencias del siglo XXI (Instituto de Publicaciones Navales, 2022). 
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Increasing multipolarity has two types of  effects: greater geopolitical com-
petition between great powers and the weakening of  the global governance sys-
tem. On the one hand, multilateralism is undergoing a profound crisis. Efforts to 
advance global governance systems on international security issues are marked by 
increasingly fragmented agendas and interests. In parallel, global economic inter-
dependence has been subject to a progressive instrumentalization (weaponization) 
of  economic and financial tools to achieve geoeconomic and geopolitical objectives 
(Farrell & Newman 2019), expressed in the systematic package of  sanctions imposed 
by the West on Putin’s Russia. On the other side, deteriorating foundations of  inter-
national security allowed the emergence of  the short-lived but stable unipolar world. 
Regional dynamics in the post-Soviet space and the Indo-Pacific region are increas-
ingly determined by a structure of  cross-alliances between countries and institutions 
allied to the United States, and those within the framework of  ascending Eurasian 
coordination efforts between Moscow and Beijing (Serbin 2019). 

In light of  the current global power transition and the growing disorder in 
global dynamics, the South Atlantic remains a regional security order with high 
levels of  stability and an important degree of  intergovernmental cooperation, espe-
cially on the South American coast, manifested through the longlasting idea idea of  
a South Atlantic Zone of  Peace and Cooperation (ZPCAS) and the Coordination 
of  the South Atlantic Maritime Area (CAMAS) (Hoffmann & Macondes 2017). 
Another interesting instance under the 
United States’ leadership has been the 
Joint Statement on Atlantic Coopera-
tion signed in September 2022, where 
a series of  countries from both hemi-
spheres — including Brazil, Argentina, 
and the United Kingdom — share the 
commitment of  promoting a peace-
ful, prosperous, open, and cooperative 
Atlantic region (United States 2022).

Except for the limited interreg-
num during the last two decades of  the 
Cold War — resulting from the decolo-
nization processes in Portuguese Africa, 
the South Atlantic Conflict in 1982, and 
the more active involvement of  Soviet 
maritime and strategic interests in the 
area —, the region is highly stable and 

This article reflects on the 
impact of  the Russian-
Ukrainian conflict on the 
South American Atlantic 
space. To this end, the first 
section frames the South 
Atlantic as a zone of  peace 
and extended cooperation. 
The second section analyzes 
the impacts on regional 
dynamics related to systemic 
risks in the South Atlantic…
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shows low levels of  conflict, partly due to its low strategic maritime relevance and 
the limited presence of  existential counterpoints between great powers. However, 
given that most of  the globe is under growing pressures from the global competition 
between the U.S. and its allies against China and Russia, the South Atlantic has also 
been subject to a series of  impacts, although most of  them indirect given that it does 
not represent a central strategic stage, like the emergence of  the Indo-Pacific (Toro 
2021; Cannon 2022) or the Eurasian space (Gresh 2020; Diesen 2017). 

In light of  the environment described above, this article reflects on the impact 
of  the Russian-Ukrainian conflict on the South American Atlantic space. To this 
end, the first section frames the South Atlantic as a zone of  peace and extended 
cooperation. The second section analyzes the impacts on regional dynamics related 
to systemic risks in the South Atlantic, the international positioning of  Argentina 
and Brazil, and the consequences on economic development.

THE SOUTH ATLANTIC:  
A ZONE OF EXTENDED PEACE AND COOPERATION

In recent years, a multiplication of  approaches to regional security issues 
has been reported, thus diversifying traditional visions beyond the issues of  war 
and peace in Latin America (Mares & Kacowicz 2015). Despite the existence of  a 
peaceful environment showing a significant degree of  economic interdependence, 
advanced levels of  democratic institutionality, and the diffusion of  regional and 
sub-regional institutions, there are still certain aspects that keep the region away 
from a Kantian “paradise.” While the existence of  peace in terms of  the absence of  
armed conflicts over the last three decades cannot be denied, there are issues, such 
as diplomatic crises, political conflicts, militarized disputes, and the expansion of  
transnational threats that raise certain questions about the scope of  a certain peace 
based on the European Union model. 

As Cameron Thies states, there are two dominant approaches to understand-
ing war and peace in Latin America, which can be extended to the South Atlantic: 
“The first attempts to explain specific classes of  conflict: war, rivalry, militarized 
interstate disputes (MIDs), and civil wars as phenomena in their own right. The 
second approach tries to explain the type of  regional order (e.g., zone of  peace) that 
prevails at any given time and is mostly oriented toward explaining relatively peace-
ful regional relations” (Thies 2016, 113).

Regions, per se, are not given objects but are socially constructed and thus 
express contested political visions. In this case, regions have both material and iden-
tity dimensions. On the one hand, they have a territory and a state organization, but 
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on the other hand, there is an additional element that is often difficult to concretize: 
a collective idea that gives meaning. 

Regions are “given” by geography and “manufactured” through politics (Kat-
zenstein 2005, 36). Therefore, politics — that authoritative assignment of  values 
in its agonistic phase or that tool that allows consensus — plays a crucial role in 
defining a region. The South Atlantic maintains a peaceful dynamic and the proba-
bility of  military conflicts is almost nil, beyond the existing militarization around the 
“Fortress Falklands” by the United Kingdom, an issue about which the Argentine 
Republic protests systematically in various international forums (MRECIC 2021), 
and the issue of  sovereign claims over the Antarctic territory. Not only is the prob-
ability of  an armed conflict limited, but in recent years a series of  diplomatic and 
maritime security initiatives have been developed to allow the development of  a 
“community of  security practices” (Medeiros & Moreira 2017).

While militarized crises still occur in Latin America and border and territo-
rial disputes exist in the Andean zone of  South America, Central America and the 
Caribbean, there is a clear difference in the patterns of  behavior in the western 
South Atlantic. On the one hand, traditional, realist mechanisms do not operate in 
the typical strict sense, due not only to the non-existence of  armed conflicts since the 
South Atlantic Conflict in 1982 to date but also the low recurrence of  militarized cri-
ses among main regional actors, the development of  multiple bilateral agreements, 
and the impulse to build regional institutions such as MERCOSUR. On the other 
hand, despite the existence of  a series of  liberal variables considered fundamental 
to deepen cooperation — democratization, economic interdependence, and com-
mon institutions — the region has suffered from stagnation with regard to regional 
integration (Malamud & Gardini 2012) and little progress in the development of  a 
collective defense structure and, even less, of  military integration (Frenkel 2020). 

What structural geostrategic factors attach importance to the Atlantic mari-
time space? Carlos De Meira Mattos (1990, 222) pointed out three elements: con-
stituting a transportation route, forming an area of  military power projection, and 
being a source of  resources. With regard to the former, Cape Horn is shown as a 
vital communications artery given its alternative role in the transport of  oil from the 
Persian Gulf  to European markets, especially in the case of  transportation through 
the Suez Canal being limited. The same would apply to the Strait of  Magellan if  the 
Panama Canal suffers any serious inconvenience. Secondly, the United Kingdom’s 
strategic dominance of  the island triangle of  St. Helena, Ascension (also used by 
the United States), and Tristan da Cunha and the complex of  the Falkland Islands, 
South Georgia, and South Sandwich Islands claimed by Argentina, but under the 
colonial control of  the United Kingdom. In addition, “Fortress Falklands” is pro-
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jected as an alternative gateway to the Antarctic territories outside the South Amer-
ican continent. In terms of  resources, the exploitation of  living resources — fish, 
krill, and whales — and non-living resources — hydrocarbons and polymetallic nod-
ules — has been an element of  additional interest not only for the Soviets, but also 
for the major naval powers in the region. 

In a cooperative environment, the South Atlantic remains a vital reference point 
for the global interests of  Argentina (Fraga 1983, Alessandrini 2019) and Brazil (Sara-
iva 1997, Duarte 2016). Moreover, the sustained presence of  extra-regional powers 
such as the United Kingdom (Dodds 2012) and the United States (Espach 2021) can-
not be ignored, in parallel with the growing projection of  Eurasian powers such as the 
People’s Republic of  China, Russia and India (Abdenur & Marcondes 2013, González 
Levaggi 2022). The literature on the South Atlantic has various interpretations of  the 
regional reality, characterized by the turbulence following the Falkland Islands conflict, 
the impact of  the Soviet presence in the area during the last stage of  the Cold War 
(Coutau-Bégarie 1988, Kelly & Child 1990), the uncertainty surrounding the irreso-
lution of  the sovereignty dispute over the Falkland Islands (Dodds 2012, Alessandrini 
2019) and, finally, the existence of  stable patterns of  cooperation that have allowed the 
development of  peace zone (Medeiros 2002, Abdenur, Mattheis and Seabra 2016). 
Concerning the latter approach, it is possible to offer an interpretation of  the trajec-
tory of  the South American South Atlantic regional order by looking at the contribu-
tions made by the Southern Cone’s peace zone literature.

According to Battaglino (2013, 8), the Southern Cone can be interpreted as 
a zone of  positive peace in which the possibility of  using force is unlikely. In the 
same vein, later interpretations present the region as normal (Miller 2007) or stable 
(Oelsner 2009) peace. However, it is important to recapitulate on the concept of  a 
zone of  peace. This concept was coined by Arie Kacowicz (1998, 9), who defined 
it as a “discrete geographical region of  the world in which a group of  states have 
maintained peaceful relations among themselves for a period of  at least thirty years 
— a generation span — though civil wars, domestic unrest, and violence might 
still occur within their borders, as well as international conflicts and crises between 
them.” According to this definition, this concept includes the Southern Cone region, 
since its member States have maintained relations without armed conflict since the 
War of  the Triple Alliance (1864-1870), where Brazil, Uruguay, and Argentina con-
fronted Paraguay led by Francisco Solano Lopez. 

In addition, Kacowicz distinguishes negative or precarious peace, stable 
peace, and pluralist security community, the latter in line with Karl Deutsch (1957) 
and later Emanuel Adler and Michael Barnett (1998). In the first scenario, war is 
a concrete possibility, although States generally have no intention of  changing the 
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territorial status quo. In stable peace, the use of  military force is not expected since 
maintaining peace relies on reciprocal consensus, while economic rather than mil-
itary issues set the agendas. Finally, the pluralistic security community (or security 
community) posits the existence of  expectations of  peaceful change rooted in States 
that share common norms, values, and institutions, with the development of  a com-
mon identity and a high degree of  interdependence (Kacowicz 1998, 9-10).

The Southern Cone will also be presented as an incipient pluralist secu-
rity community (Kacowicz 1998, 21). However, the authors do not fully agree on 
whether to designate the Southern Cone as a pluralist security community or simply 
as a zone of  stable peace. Based on Hurrell’s (1998) contribution, Adler and Barnett 
(1998, 21) interpret that in the Southern Cone, there seems to be

stable expectations of  non-use of  force, non-fortified borders, and institutionalized 
habits of  dialogue between the military establishments of  Argentina and Brazil indi-
cate that a security community may already exist between these two states.  More-
over, a security community seems to be embedded in an increasingly dense process 
of  economic integration and in the idea of  a “club of  states” to which only some 
governments are allowed to belong, and cooperative security becomes the symbol of  
democratic identity and the end of  old rivalries. 

However, Oelsner (2016, 182) posits that, although Southern Cone seems to 
be a security community, there are certain limits in relation to the emergence of  a 
common identity in this region. An advance that seems to have remained frozen in 
the second stage of  evolution but reflects a series of  positive expectations regarding 
the peaceful change that allowed the Southern Cone regional order to transform in 
the 1980s from a negative peace zone to a positive peace. 

In any case, the consensus on the applicability of  the notion of  a zone of  peace 
is relatively widespread, both in the academic world and among foreign policy deci-
sion-makers, expressed in two fundamental aspects. Firstly, in the development of  
regional institutions in the economic sphere (MERCOSUR), the diplomatic sphere 
(ZPCAS), and in relation to maritime security (Coordination of  the South Atlantic 
Maritime Area). Secondly, the approval of  regional documents such as the Ushuaia 
Protocol of  1998 by MERCOSUR and Associated States leaders, later extended 
to the South American Peace Zone at the first Meeting of  the Presidents of  South 
America — a predecessor of  UNASUR —, held in Brasília in 2000. 

Although this cooperative and peaceful prospect was not subsequently chal-
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lenged, a trend towards the “logic of  decoupling” between Argentina and Brazil can 
be glimpsed during the last decade. Moreover, in the South Atlantic, it is reflected 
in the “stagnation of  the South Atlantic Zone of  Peace and Cooperation (ZPCAS) 
mechanism” and the positioning of  the maritime region as a “space of  dispute and 
geostrategic projection of  the great powers” (Malacalza & Tokatlian 2022). In any 
case, within the framework of  a more conflictive context, there is a regional interest 
in revitalizing instances of  cooperation such as the ZPCAS; or also creating spaces 
for new hemispheric cooperation that coordinate the North and South Atlantic, 
such as the Joint Statement on Atlantic Cooperation previously mentioned.

Regarding this aspect, the per-
spective of  the zone of  peace centered 
on State-centric dynamics and limited 
to the regional sphere fails to address 
challenges from transnational threats, 
in addition to the systemic factor in 
which the regional periphery is increas-
ingly subject to global pressures due to 
the strategic competition between great 
powers (Russell & Calle 2022). 

THE RUSSIAN-UKRAINIAN 
CONFLICT: CHALLENGES TO 
REGIONAL STABILITY

The Russian military intervention 
in Ukraine has changed perceptions of  
decision-makers in the region on their 
relations with Russia, resulting in an 
alteration in the security agenda calcula-
tions with the United States and NATO 
partners. While uncertainty about the 
medium and long-term consequences 
prevails, the impact of  the crisis in the South Atlantic has several dimensions. In a 
more dangerous world, the South Atlantic presents itself  as an oasis of  peace and 
stability, but there are a series of  challenges for the regional “zone of  peace.” Among 
the main ones, we consider the risks derived from the strategic competition between 
great powers, the international positioning of  regional actors in the face of  the Rus-
sian-Ukrainian conflict and the impact on the economic development agenda.

In a more dangerous world, 
the South Atlantic presents 
itself  as an oasis of  peace 
and stability, but there are a 
series of  challenges for the 
regional “zone of  peace.” 
Among the main ones, we 
consider the risks derived 
from the strategic competition 
between great powers, the 
international positioning of  
regional actors in the face 
of  the Russian-Ukrainian 
conflict and the impact on the 
economic development agenda.
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SOUTH ATLANTIC: RISKS IN LIGHT OF  
NEW GLOBAL GEOPOLITICAL COMPETITION 

The literature on regional security orders underlines the interconnection 
between the projection of  extra-regional powers in such spaces, whether by over-
lapping (Lake & Morgan 1997), penetration (Buzan & Wæver 2003), or the type of  
involvement (González Levaggi 2020). In this regard, translating global geopolitical 
competition to the South Atlantic and Latin America has three potential difficulties. 

First, the possibility of  more assertive responses by Russia to respond to the 
United States’ and NATO’s actions in the war in Ukraine that go beyond traditional 
“symbolic reciprocity” (Rouvinski 2022) would imply the deployment not only of  
military personnel but also advanced weapons systems in Latin America and the 
Caribbean. As an indicator, during the turmoil of  the Venezuelan crisis surrounding 
the conflict over international legitimacy, a series of  Russian actions ranged from 
explicit support for Nicolás Maduro to the dispatch of  Russian military contractors 
from the Wagner group to reinforce the security of  the Venezuelan leader. 

Second, a potential formal or informal expansion of  the transatlantic military 
alliance beyond Europe or simply increased security cooperation to counter China 
or Russia may affect the South Atlantic. For now, Colombia, Brazil, and Argentina 
have achieved Grand Ally status outside NATO, although their commitment varies 
depending on the governments in office. For example, Bogota remains the U.S.’ 
South Atlantic key security partner since the inception of  Plan Colombia in the 
late 1990s, but the recent arrival of  Gustavo Petro to the Palacio de Nariño raises 
doubts in Washington about whether this strategic partnership will continue. Coun-
tries such as Bolivia, Nicaragua, or Cuba may assist China or Russia in establishing 
a military presence in Latin America to counter the threat from Washington and its 
allies. In addition, Russia and China could alternatively pressure their allies in Latin 
America and seek an advanced presence in the “backyard” of  the U.S., although 
this is still a remote possibility, given that Washington’s strategic priorities are the 
Indo-Pacific and Eastern Europe. While this scenario is conjecture, Latin America 
and the South Atlantic were peripheral contested territories in the Cold War period. 
The projection and activism of  the Eurasian powers — mainly Beijing — is a fact 
of  reality. In light of  a series of  bilateral agreements with Argentina, China installed 
a Deep Space Station in the Argentine province of  Neuquén, which collaborates 
with the Chinese Program for Moon Exploration but created doubts regarding an 
eventual dual use; in turn, establishing an Antarctic Logistic Pole in Ushuaia with 
potential Chinese financing has attracted the attention of  the Southern Command 
of  the U.S. Department of  Defense.
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Third, a shift in multilateral support for the nonproliferation regime could 
become problematic (Tokatlian 2022). At the Tenth Review Conference of  the Par-
ties to the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of  Nuclear Weapons in August, President 
Gustavo Zlauvinen acknowledged that the “nuclear risk is at the highest levels since 
the end of  the Cold War” (Bañez 2022). This statement reflects high-level concerns 
about the responsible handling of  nuclear devices and a renewed fear of  the spread 
of  nuclear technology or the disruption of  nuclear programs currently used for 
peaceful purposes. The proliferation regime could be challenged if  extraterritorial 
countries such as China, Russia, or North Korea attempt to transfer nuclear tech-
nology to United States’ enemies in direct confrontation. In this context, the decla-
ration of  Latin America and the Caribbean as a nuclear-weapon-free zone under 
the 1967 Treaty of  Tlatelolco and the strong commitment to nonproliferation by 
the region’s peaceful nuclear powers — Argentina and Brazil — has been key to the 
strategic stability of  the region. In the case of  Argentine-Brazilian cooperation, the 
creation in 1991 of  the Brazilian-Argentine Agency for Accounting and Control of  
Nuclear Materials and its support to the present — beyond political changes — con-
tinues to be the basis of  bilateral understanding (Nascimento Plum & Rollemberg 
de Resende 2016) and its scope of  application become more legitimate by including 
naval nuclear propulsion.

INTERNATIONAL POSITIONING IN THE FACE OF THE  
RUSSIAN-UKRAINIAN WAR

The region’s countries reacted with relative affinity, but without consensus. 
Although most Latin American countries condemned the actions in different inter-
national forums and various public statements by their main leaders, the region not 
only did not have a homogeneous position, but also lacked cooperation to establish 
common positions. During the vote on resolution ES-11/1 of  the United Nations 
General Assembly condemning Russia for its actions in Ukraine, Argentina, Brazil 
and Mexico, among others, voted in favor and a number of  countries such as Nica-
ragua, Cuba, Bolivia and El Salvador abstained, while Venezuela was unable to vote 
due to suspended voting rights because of  unpaid debts to the international organi-
zation. In another multilateral instance, within the United Nations Security Coun-
cil, both Brazil and Mexico condemned the invasion in Resolution 2623 (vetoed by 
Russia) on February 27, 2022. Finally, Argentina — which holds the Presidency of  
the UN Human Rights Council — voted in favor of  suspending Russia from the 
Council, while Brazil and Mexico abstained, although they had supported investi-
gating human rights violations in certain regions of  Ukraine. At the Organization 
of  American States (OAS), Argentina, Brazil and Mexico abstained in the vote that 
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suspended Russia as a permanent observer to the OAS, while, despite Western rec-
ommendations, none of  the region’s countries chose to accompany the sanctions 
against Russia, in line with the diplomatic tradition against implementing measures 
of  this type. 

Russia and Latin America have a long tradition of  ties but have never been as 
close as in the last two decades (Jeifets, Khadorich & Leksyutina 2018). The Putin 
era has been characterized by having a great political initiative toward the region 
and fostering the generation of  friendly ties with these countries, whether due to 
political affinity — as in the case of  Venezuela —, shared visions on the interna-
tional order — as it occurs with Brazil — or merely a pragmatic agenda based on 
mutual benefit. This is the case of  Argentina. Beyond the reactions to the invasion 
and the opposition to the sanctions, Latin American countries’ relations with Mos-
cow are likely to diminish for a considerable time to avoid displeasure with Wash-
ington and Brussels, while the White House has approached Venezuela to normalize 
bilateral ties and avoid a Russian reaction in the region — as happened after the 
crises in Georgia in 2008 and Ukraine in 2014 — based on the logic of  “symbolic 
reciprocity” (Rouvinski 2022, 23).

In terms of  ties with South Atlantic countries, Russia perceives both Brazil 
and Argentina as partners in a post-hegemonic multipolar world, although given the 
weight of  trade ties, strategic stature and participation in the Brazil, Russia, India, 
China and South Africa (BRICS) forum, Russian diplomacy prioritizes ties with 
Brasília. As for Buenos Aires, the agenda’s focus is more pragmatic than geopolitical, 
of  low strategic intensity but great political content, expressed both in the signing of  
the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership Agreement in 2015 between the Cristina 
Fernández de Kirchner Administration and the Kremlin; and in the preferential 
provision of  Sputnik V vaccines to the region to face the COVID-19 pandemic; 
as well as with Moscow’s support for Argentina’s entry into the BRICS+ platform, 
looking to a forthcoming expansion of  the global forum. In recent years, political 
dialogue has been maintained at good levels beyond the political changes in Buenos 
Aires, trade returned to exceed the one billion dollars barrier in 2021, and there are 
investments in areas such as hydroelectric power and railroads, together with a series 
of  projects in the port, space, and nuclear areas. 

As an expression of  this relationship, President Alberto Fernandez visited Rus-
sia at the beginning of  February this year. He voluntarily declared that “Argentina 
has to be the gateway for Russia to enter Latin America” (Bimbi 2022). Beyond the 
controversy surrounding this proposal, the phrase was not entirely accurate. The 
doors to the region were already open for Russia in several dimensions. Venezuela 
has been the main Latin American buyer of  Russian weapons and Brazil Russia’s 
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main trading partner, while Argentina facilitated the entry of  the Sputnik V vaccine 
into the region. However, Russian access to Latin America (and vice versa) after 24F 
has a problem that is difficult to solve in the short term. The costs of  amplifying 
relations have risen in light of  sanctions and the decoupling of  the Russian econ-
omy from developed countries. Every advance in Russian-South American relations 
almost automatically entails a call for attention — or the exertion of  pressure or 
even the application of  sanctions — by the United States and European countries. 

In general terms, the Argentine reaction after the Russian invasion was rela-
tively prudent. From the point of  view of  its international positioning, it condemned 
the illegitimate use of  force by Russia. It called on the parties to de-escalate the con-
flict using peaceful means and return to the negotiating table. In addition, Argentina 
stressed the importance of  respect for the sovereignty of  the United Nations’ (UN) 
Member States and their territorial integrity, a key principle of  Argentine foreign 
policy linked to the Falkland Islands. Furthermore, in line with the normative tra-
ditions of  the country and the region, the country did not adhere to any sanctions 
regime nor explicitly limit any of  the channels of  economic ties with Russia. In a 
position of  equidistance, defense ties suffered with the slowdown of  the implemen-
tation of  the military-technical cooperation agreement signed in December 2021, 
which included training of  Argentine military personnel in academies of  the Rus-
sian Ministry of  Defense, and the Russian offer of  MiG-35s are no longer priorities. 
At the same time, there is an intention not to take advantage of  sanctions to percep-
tibly improve business with Russia.

In Brazil’s case, the Bolsonaro administration has shown a progressive rap-
prochement with Moscow based on an agenda of  critical concrete needs for the 
large South American economy, such as ensuring the secure supply of  fertilizers and 
making diesel purchases at more affordable prices (Cronista 2022). Toward the end 
of  September of  the same year, Brazil refrained from condemning the annexation 
of  four Ukrainian regions to the Russian Federation in UN Security Council Res-
olution 2652 — vetoed by Moscow — while Mexico condemned the action. This 
attitude presents a rather paradoxical standpoint for the Bolsonaro administration, 
which has managed to incorporate itself  as an extra-NATO ally during the Trump 
era but has had a refractory position to the priorities and guidelines of  the White 
House and its NATO allies in supporting Zelenski-led Ukraine. While the diver-
gence of  agendas between the Biden and Bolsonaro administrations explains part 
of  the Brazilian equidistance in the conflict, the global visions on the construction 
of  a multipolar world, as well as the affinity in populist narratives that appeal to a 
conservative and nationalist paradigm are relevant elements for understanding the 
Russian-Brazilian agenda beyond economic interests.  
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Finally, global tensions may also appear in the Antarctic, where the growing 
strategic competition between great powers may generate additional incentives for 
China or Russia to take a revisionist stance with greater militarization; this would 
break the original status quo, while forcing geopolitical alignments in countries 
with sovereign claims over territorial portions of  the white continent — particularly 
Argentina, Chile, and the United Kingdom. One of  the indicators of  the problems 
in Antarctic multilateral cooperation has been the Russian decision to reject — for 
the first time — a limit on the fishing of  Patagonian toothfish within the the Com-
mission for the Conservation of  Antarctic Marine Living Resources (CCAMLR), 
which has caused the United Kingdom to issue licenses that Argentina considers 
illegal due to the sovereignty dispute, giving rise to tensions in the South Georgia 
waters (MRECIC 2022).

IMPACT ON THE REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT AGENDA
In the face of  growing concerns about potential energy and food insecurity 

in the world (European Commission 2022, Besheer 2022), the region has a historic 
opportunity as a global supplier of  raw materials and beneficiary of  commodity 
booms. Brazil, Mexico, Venezuela, and Colombia are the main regional producers 
of  crude oil; Mexico, Bolivia, and Argentina lead the rankings in gas production; 
Brazil and Argentina play an important role in the global food chain, especially 
for products such as wheat, soybeans, meat, and corn; and several Latin American 
countries are key suppliers of  silver, lithium, copper, zinc and iron ore, among oth-
ers. However, not all countries have an equitable distribution of  these resources, so 
disruptions in the global supply chain and rising energy and food prices affect each 
country differently. The economic consequences of  COVID-19 and the war in 
Ukraine have also affected government finances, and many economies have yet to 
recover. Chile, Colombia, Peru, and Ecuador have witnessed widespread protests 
and social unrest in the last five years. 

Despite the difficulties, the current global economic crisis also offers opportu-
nities. Commodity prices, for example, have risen by almost 30% between August 
2021 and 2022, according to the S&P Goldman Sachs Commodity Index, and oil 
prices have exceeded US$100/barrel on several occasions during the year. While 
the coming winter looks complicated in the northern hemisphere, the impact in the 
region appears to be much milder, although it may lead to an inevitable increase 
in subsidies in the coming years, which will affect limited national budgets. In 
addition, with the need to resort to international borrowing to address the lack of  
funds, it will likely face higher interest rates in the Global North. 
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The outcome of  these dynamics in the South Atlantic is mixed; Brazil and 
Uruguay have the chance to optimize their international insertion in the commod-
ities sector, while Argentina faces serious macroeconomic problems with a strong 
currency devaluation and inflation above 80% in 2022. In any case, unilateral 
responses can hardly be fully effective. The South Atlantic development agenda 
requires rethinking new forms of  regional economic cooperation that allow for 
greater flexibility in addressing trade links without neglecting the commitments 
undertaken within MERCOSUR.

THE SOUTH ATLANTIC:  
REGIONAL CHALLENGES IN A DISORDERLY WORLD

The Russian-Ukrainian war presents economic and security challenges to 
the South Atlantic that require prudence and balance to avoid falling into the 
trap of  global geopolitical competition. As Serbin (2022b, 71) states, in this new 
international context, “navigating is difficult.” The commitment to condemn 
unjust wars remains, but so does the 
quest for international autonomy and 
support for multilateralism and global 
governance. In an increasingly com-
plex and competitive global environ-
ment, the region’s countries have pre-
sented positions based on their agenda, 
in addition to avoiding the logic of  
alignment. Faced with a geopolitically 
more competitive global environment, 
the region finds itself  fragmented and 
with important internal dilemmas, 
especially in the political sphere, with 
a decline in the quality of  democracy 
and the rise of  left and right-wing populism. In addition, there is a possibility that 
extra-regional powers — in light of  progressive global disorder — may want to 
increase their strategic projection toward the South Atlantic space, and specifically 
the Antarctic space, seeking to affect the position of  the United States in the West-
ern Hemisphere. 

Nevertheless, there is an opportunity for the region’s main countries to develop 
a “possible strategic autonomy” that would allow them to have a greater margin 
of  freedom in the face of  potentially greater instability in the global economic 

The Russian-Ukrainian 
war presents economic and 
security challenges to the 
South Atlantic that require 
prudence and balance to avoid 
falling into the trap of  global 
geopolitical competition.
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and financial system. The key to this equidistant positions in conflict and greater 
regional integration based on successful initiatives such as the Brazilian-Argentine 
Agency for Accounting and Control of  Nuclear Materials (ABACC). Finally, the 
region — especially the Southern Cone — has a historical trajectory that has 
allowed it to become a regional peace zone, something that could be offered as 
a counterexample to the Russian-Ukrainian conflict and the destabilization of  
security in Eastern Europe. However, the peace zone must face global challenges 
where the drums of  war are beating louder and louder. 
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BOOK REVIEW

Female Resilience, Climate 
Injustice and Sustainable 
Development
Robinson, Mary. 2018. Climate Justice: Hope, Resilience, and the Fight  
for a Sustainable Future. New York: Bloomsbury Publishing USA.

Pascoal Teófilo Carvalho Gonçalves

As a researcher of  sustainable 
development and the 2030 
Agenda, my reading of  the 

book was motivated by and will be 
reviewed based on those references. I 
then warn the purely academic reader: 
the book does not deal with concepts; 
it is not a theoretical book. It tells the 
author’s practical experience in several 
international forums and the struggle 
of  local leaders around the globe to 
minimize the effects of  climate change. 

The idea that lends the book its title, 
climate justice, is introduced in the first 
chapter and is much more intuitive 
than actually “conceptual”: all human 
beings already are affected by climate 
change, but the poor are affected much 
more intensely and pay a much higher 
price. Those who contribute the least to 
climate change are penalized first and 
that is unfair.

Bearing that in mind, where is the 
book situated? Its use of  the concept of  

Pascoal Teófilo Carvalho Gonçalves   is a graduate and master in International Relations 
from the Pontifical Catholic University of  Minas Gerais and a doctor in Political Science from the State 
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and Sustainable Development.

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1336-3148


Female Resilience, Climate Injustice and Sustainable Development

Year 1 / No. 4 / Oct-Dec 2022   ·   191

climate justice prioritizes the human 
element of  the economic, environmen-
tal, and social tripod that underpins sus-
tainable development. In the first chap-
ter, narrated in first person, the author 
tells how her work with the United 
Nations (UN) High Commissioner for 
Human Rights led her to fight for basic 
rights such as food, drinking water, 
health, education, and decent work. 
However, according to her, the climate 
issue appeared as key on all fronts of  
this battle. 

Its focus on the human being and 
individual action gives the book a some-
what liberal quality. The State, when 
mentioned, appears instead as a passive 
agent that responds to the demands of  
individuals than as an active player that 
proposes and implements public policies. 
The author starts from a microsocial 
perspective and emphasizes local bot-
tom-up development, as conceived by 
Tenório (2007). I will discuss the impli-
cations of  this option when commenting 
on Chapter 8. From a narrative point of  

view, the book is particularly successful in 
emphasizing the human element, using 
photographs and real stories. The author 
presents ten women and two men whose 
lives were affected and who decided to 
take action. They all became leaders in 
their communities, and their work was 
internationally acknowledged.

The cases described in Chapters 
2 to 6 discuss: gender – about 70% of  
the food produced worldwide is cul-
tivated by millions of  small family or 
subsistence farmers in Africa and Asia, 
the vast majority of  whom are women 
(Chapter 2); gender and race – those 
affected the most by the devastation 
wrought by Hurricane Katrina in the 
U.S. in 2005 were the poorest and, in 
particular, African-American women 
and women from other ethnic groups, 
who were subsequently denied govern-
ment aid (Chapter 3); traditional/indig-
enous communities and their female 
leaders – indigenous peoples should be 
protagonists in preserving the environ-
ment and in resisting climate change, 
as they feel the ongoing impact much 
more intensely than dwellers of  large 
urban centers around the world and 
have valuable knowledge about nature 
(Chapters 4, 5, and 6).

Chapter 7 tells of  the inhabi-
tants of  the small Pacific Ocean archi-
pelago of  Kiribati, the first country in 
the world that will cease to exist due to 
rising sea levels. Kiribati’s government 
plans to buy vast tracts of  land on Fiji’s 
second-largest island, 1,000 miles away, 

[The book’s] use of  the 
concept of  climate justice 
prioritizes the human 
element of  the economic, 
environmental, and social 
tripod that underpins 
sustainable development. 
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and to prepare young people to migrate 
with dignity. The author could have 
developed this very important issue 
(environmental refugees) better. Refu-
gees and immigrants pose far-reaching 
challenges to national and international 
agendas, and xenophobia and national-
ism already are noticeable in relation to 
climate change exiles.

Chapter 8 addresses the change in 
the standard of  living and in consump-
tion in rich countries, in this case, Aus-
tralia. This is a core issue that I think 
should have been discussed since Chap-
ter 1. John Robinson’s (2004) notion of  
two currents of  thought in the environ-
mental debate provides a useful back-
drop against which to read this chapter 
in particular and the book in general. 
On the one hand, there are those who 
favor adjusting the existing development 
model by uniting economic growth to 
the rational use of  natural resources 
in the concept of  sustainable develop-
ment. On the other hand, the idea of  
sustainability is more critical and entails 
changing the development pattern, and 
using new values and beliefs to end the 
anthropocentric cycle. 

Throughout the book, Robinson 
indirectly takes a sustainable develop-
ment position: we need more technolo-
gies (even if  they come from indigenous 
peoples’ knowledge) to deal with climate 
problems. That is particularly disappoint-
ing in relation to Chapter 8, which deals 
with specific changes in the day-to-day 
actions mainly of  women in rich coun-
tries and conveys no deep-seated con-
cern with nature and with humankind’s 
place therein. In other words, Chapter 
8 does not involve recognizing the lim-
its of  nature and the need to adhere to 
them. On the contrary, sustainability, in 
this context simply means ensuring the 
continuity of  raw materials for industrial 
production, the continuous flow of  com-
modities and the endless accumulation of  
capital (see Waters 2008). The author’s 

From a narrative point of  
view, the book is particularly 
successful in emphasizing 
the human element, using 
photographs and real stories.
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strategy of  placing human beings center 
stage in the narrative loses sight of  mac-
ro-social/structural elements and misses 
the opportunity to criticize contempo-
rary capitalism and its values and prac-
tices, even if  subtly. 

Chapter 9 is particularly success-
ful in bringing the issue of  work to the 
table: it addresses the impact the eco-
nomic transition needed to curb, stabi-
lize and reduce climate change causes on 
existing jobs in “dirty” industries, such 
as oil & gas. Chapter 10, the final one 
in the book, focuses on the Paris Agree-
ment and on its implementation chal-
lenges. It describes in general terms the 
targets and responsibilities defined: lim-
iting global warming to no more than 
2°C above pre-industrial temperature; 
reducing gross greenhouse gas emis-
sions to zero by 2050; meeting again 
in five years to present plans to reduce 
carbon emissions and reporting every 
five years, beginning in 2023, on prog-
ress towards achieving the targets. The 
book puts great emphasis on the setback 
Donald Trump’s election represented for 
international efforts (the then president 
removed the U.S. from the Agreement) 
and on the contrast with the rest of  the 
world’s sense of  responsibility. The fact 
that some U.S. cities and states assumed 
Agreement commitments, despite the 
federal government’s reneging on it, is, 
in my view, the most interesting develop-
ment of  the case. 

1. See: https://brasil.un.org/pt-br/91863-agenda-2030-para-o-desenvolvimento-sustentavel.

Finally, some considerations about 
the scope and limits of  the book are in 
order. Starting with the limits, the author 
does not mention the 2030 Agenda. The 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
the UN launched in 20151 are fully 
aligned with Robinson’s (2018) purpose: 
to unite economic growth with social 
justice and environmental preserva-
tion. Indeed, several SDGs pervade the 
discussions in the book, such as 1 – No 
Poverty; 5 – Gender Equality; 6 – Clean 
Water and Sanitation; 8 – Decent Work 
and Economic Growth; 11 – Sustainable 
Cities and Communities; 12 – Respon-
sible Consumption and Production; 13 
– Climate Actions; or 17 – Partnerships 
for the Goals. 

As to the book’s merits, I high-
light: its emphasis on women as key 
players affected by climate change and 
as protagonists in the search for solu-
tions, whether mitigation or adaptation; 
its emphasis on resilience, which at the 
same time warns us that time is of  the 
essence and inspires us not to stand still 
and to act locally to spark global effects; 
its human character (referred to at the 
beginning of  this review) through its 
focus on several community leaders with 
international visibility, which contributes 
with the international dissemination of  
ideas and policies (Gilardi 2013) and with 
international cooperation geared toward 
the seventeen SDG mentioned above. 
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INTERVIEW

“Brazil is primed for an important 
advance. I am optimistic”
JEFFREY SACHS

Jeffrey D. Sachs is University Professor and Director of  the Center for Sustainable 
Development at Columbia University, where he directed the Earth Institute from 
2002 until 2016. He is President of  the UN Sustainable Development Solutions 
Network, Co-Chair of  the Council of  Engineers for the Energy Transition, 
Commissioner of  the UN Broadband Commission for Development, academician 
of  the Pontifical Academy of  Social Sciences at the Vatican, and Tan Sri Jeffrey 
Cheah Honorary Distinguished Professor at Sunway University. He has been 
Special Advisor to three United Nations Secretaries-General, and currently serves 
as an SDG Advocate under Secretary General António Guterres. He spent over 
twenty years as a professor at Harvard University, where he received his BA, MA, 
and PhD degrees. Sachs has received 41 honorary doctorates, and his recent awards 
include the 2022 Tang Prize in Sustainable Development, the Legion of  Honor 
by decree of  the President of  the Republic of  France, and the Order of  the Cross 
from the President of  Estonia. His most recent book is The Ages of  Globalization: 
Geography, Technology, and Institutions (2020). (Source: jeffsachs.org)
The following is the interview given to CEBRI-Journal in November 2022.

In the book A New Foreign Policy: 
Beyond American Exceptionalism 
(Columbia University Press 2018), 
you argue that the U.S. approach 
should shift from military might 
and wars of  choice to a commit-
ment to shared objectives of  sus-

tainable development. Yet, the 
book heavily criticizes Trump’s 
foreign policy. After two years of  
the Biden administration, do you 
see the U.S. foreign policy more in 
tune with the shared objective of  
sustainable development? Do you 

http://jeffsachs.org/
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think Biden’s environmental pol-
icy can be seen as a step forward in 
this direction? And if  so, how can 
a divided Congress from the mid-
term elections affect such policy?
JEFFREY SACHS: Biden’s foreign policy 
mix is good and bad.  On the positive 
side, his administration is far more atten-
tive to environmental crises–including 
climate changes and threats to ecosys-
tems–than was the previous administra-
tion.  On the negative side, Biden has 
continued the path of  American excep-
tionalism (or “neoconservatism”), aim-
ing to expand U.S.-led military alliances 
in both Europe and Asia. The desire to 
expand the North Atlantic Treaty Orga-
nization (NATO) to Ukraine was a major 
cause of  the war this year.  The desire 
to expand military alliances in East Asia 
(such as the launch of  AUKUS, with 
Australia and the UK) is stoking danger-
ous tensions with China.   

In August 2022, the United States 
Congress passed President Biden’s 
Inflation Reduction Act which aims 
to inject more than US$370 billion 
into climate and energy programs 
to cut greenhouse emissions sig-
nificantly until 2030. What are, in 
your opinion, the most important 
aspects of  such a bill for the U.S. 
climate and environmental policy? 
How do you see this law affecting 
U.S. foreign policy, in general, and 
the potential for cooperation with 
Brazil? 

JS: The new law (which has nothing 
really to do with Inflation Reduction, by 
the way) gives significant tax incentives 
for investments in green energy in the 
U.S.  This is good for the environment, 
but almost surely violates the WTO 
trade arrangements by giving prefer-
ences to local U.S. production.  On the 
whole, this will not have a huge impact 
for Brazil.  The positive side is that Biden 
and Lula will concur on the need for 
environmental policies. The Biden poli-
cies will generally support Lula’s efforts 
to protect the Amazon, but there is a big 
question about whether the U.S. should 
contribute financially, as it should.     

In the book The Ages of Globaliza-
tion: Geography, Technology, and 
Institutions (Columbia University 
Press 2020), you argue that a grow-
ing number of  public goods are 
global in nature. In your view, the 
provision of  public goods should 
follow the doctrine of  subsidiar-
ity–that for goods inherently pub-
lic in nature, it is better to pro-
vide them at the most local level 
of  governance feasible. However, 
you also argue that it does not 
make sense to assign local govern-
ments to deliver goods that can 
only be addressed at a larger geo-
graphical scale. Those problems 
require transnational authorities. 
In this context, the protection of  
biodiversity in the Amazon basin 
requires cooperation on a conti-
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nental scale. In this sense, how do 
you see “Pan-Amazon” initiatives 
related to climate change? More 
precisely, how do you see regional 
policies and organizations involv-
ing all Amazonian countries (Bra-
zil, Bolivia, Venezuela, Colombia, 
Peru, and Ecuador) aiming to stop 
deforestation and improve energy 
transition? There is no doubt that 
any regional commitment to cli-
mate policies is affected by a lack 
of  funding. In your view, can the 
United States, under the Biden 
administration, provide funding 
for such initiatives?

JS: The protection of  the Amazon 
definitely requires regional coopera-
tion, and the decarbonization of  South 
America’s energy system should pro-
ceed at the continental scale (includ-
ing the Amazon countries with the rest 
of  South America, notably Argentina, 
Chile, and Uruguay). Lula will be a 
great leader and champion of  region-
al-scale policies. Also, as Brazil will hold 

the presidency of  the G20 in 2024, the 
country will be in a strong position to 
exert global leadership as well (includ-
ing Lula’s recent initiative for Brazil-In-
donesia-Congo, or BIC, cooperation 
for the world’s tropical rainforests).  

The U.S. is very stingy when it 
comes to global development finance. 
While it is a large donor in absolute 
size, its spending is tiny as a share of  the 
U.S. GNP (gross national product). The 
main hope for regional finance would be 
the dramatic expansion of  the region’s 
development banks, including both the 
CAF (the Latin American Development 
Bank) and the Inter-American Devel-
opment Bank. These two banks (and 
other national and international devel-
opment finance institutions) can play a 
pivotal role in the region’s sustainable 
development.     

The recent electoral victories of  
center-left leaders in Colombia, 
Peru, Chile, and Brazil, as well 
as the Biden administration’s 
environmental policy, represent 
a new geopolitical context in the 
Americas. Can the United States 
be an active partner in promoting 
and financing regional climate 
policies among South American 
countries? Can preserving the 
Amazon be the decisive chapter 
that would push the United States 
government to finally and genu-
inely cooperate with South Amer-
ican countries?

The protection of  the 
Amazon definitely requires 
regional cooperation, and 
the decarbonization of  
South America’s energy 
system should proceed at 
the continental scale.
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JS: In the past, the U.S. has divided 
the region rather than united it. The 
U.S. policies towards Cuba and Vene-
zuela have been retrogressive and divi-
sive. They are geared towards right-
wing politics in Florida rather than the 
good of  the region. The U.S. “war on 
drugs” has been another retrogressive 
policy, which has militarized much of  
the region and expanded the drug-re-
lated violence.  

Biden needs to do better. In 
general, the Republicans are the divi-
sive force in Latin America, while the 
Democrats are generally afraid of  
political attacks by the Republicans.  
So far, Biden has shown little interest 
or leadership vis-à-vis Latin America, 
but there is hope.     

How do you evaluate the future 
of  Brazil in the next two decades? 
And what will be the impact of  a 
new Lula administration not only 
for the country, but also for the 
global order?

JS: Lula’s election is remarkably good 
news. He will put the correct empha-
sis on Brazil’s sustainable development, 
including quality education for all; tech-
nological advancement; protection of  
the Amazon, Atlantic Forest, and other 
threatened biomes; and social inclu-
sion.  He will also be a highly effective 
leader regionally and globally, as was 
the case in his previous presidency. Bra-
zil is primed for an important advance. 
I am optimistic. 

Copyright  © 2023 CEBRI-Journal. This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, 
which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original article is properly cited.
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“To promote sustainable 
socio-economic development 
in the Northern Region of  
Mozambique”
ERNESTO MAX ELIAS TONELA

Ernesto Max Elias Tonela is, as of  March 2022, Mozambique’s Minister of  
Economy and Finance after having successively held the positions of  Minister 
of  Mineral Resources and Energy (December 2017-March 2022) and Minister 
of  Industry and Trade (2015-2017). He participated in the Mozambique, Portu-
gal, and South Africa tripartite negotiation process regarding the Cahora Bassa 
Hydroelectric Complex and the definition of  the strategy, structure, and nego-
tiation of  funding for plant capital reversal following the agreements between 
the Mozambican government and the Portuguese Republic. With extensive busi-
ness management experience, Tonela has held the positions of  executive man-
ager at Hidroeléctrica de Cahora Bassa, SA, economics and finance manager 
at Electricidade de Moçambique, EP, and non-executive manager at Sociedade 
de Desenvolvimento do Corredor de Maputo, SARL. Tonela holds degrees in 
Business Management from the Eduardo Mondlane University (UEM) School 
of  Economics, in Mozambique and in Business Management and Finance from 
the Centre for Financial, Economic and Banking Studies in Marseille, France. 
He holds a master’s degree in Financial Management from the Institute of  Busi-
ness Management of  the University of  Paris I, Panthéon, Sorbonne, France.

Below are excerpts from the written interview Mr. Tonela gave to CEBRI-Journal.
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According to the UN Global 
Assessment Report on Disaster 
Risk Reduction, Mozambique is 
the third most vulnerable African 
country to disaster risk. In recent 
years, the country has suffered 
two droughts and seven cyclones, 
including Cyclone Idai in 2019, the 
strongest to hit the African conti-
nent. In response, in 2020, the Min-
istry of  Land and the Environment 
launched the Improving Local Cli-
mate Resilience in Mozambique 
(MERCIM Program) in strategic 
partnership with the European 
Union, with the Catalan Agency 
for Development Cooperation, 
with technical assistance from the 
United Nations Capital Develop-
ment Fund (UNCDF) and its LoCAL 
(Local Climate Living Facility) 
methodology. In your view, how 
is Mozambique preparing for the 
effects of  climate change, and how 
does its environmental foreign 
policy help raise global awareness 
of  East Africa’s climate problems?
MAX TONELA: Mozambique has, over 
the past decade, been working on 
implementing a clear and transparent 
legal framework to manage an effective 
disaster risk management response. In 
2014, Mozambique passed its Disaster 
Risk Management Act (Law 15/2014), 
followed by adopting a Master Plan for 
Disaster Risk Reduction establishing 
priority actions and measures to imple-
ment in 2017-2030. In 2017, the govern-

ment of  Mozambique also established 
a Disaster Risk Management Fund to 
respond more efficiently and quickly 
to extreme weather events. The Fund 
is financed through an annual com-
mitment of  0.1% of  the State budget, 
supplemented with financial contribu-
tions from key donors such as the World 
Bank. More recently, the government 
put out a tender for sovereign disaster 
risk insurance and began implementing 
an early warning system to prevent and 
minimize losses and damage associated 
with extreme weather events.

Mozambique is expected to 
become a major world producer 
of  liquefied natural gas (LNG) in 
coming years. The European Union 
recently proposed that Mozambi-
can gas could become a significant 
alternative to the energy crisis the 
EU is going through. In addition, 
the world has been talking about 
the importance of  the energy tran-
sition to the move toward cleaner 
energies. What is Mozambique’s 
position on this issue? What role 
can LNG play in this energy transi-
tion process in Mozambique? And 
what role will gas play in Mapu-
to’s foreign policy?
MT: Gas will be a part of  energy transi-
tion plans in many countries as a means 
to reduce their CO2 emissions. Mozam-
bique boasts one of  the world’s larg-
est known natural gas reserves and is 
expected to become one of  the largest 
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exporters of  LNG in the next decade. 
When combined with Carbon Capture 
and Storage (CCS) solutions, Mozam-
bican LNG can provide the world with 
one of  the cleanest natural gases on 
the market. In addition to natural gas, 
Mozambique has unique renewable 
energy assets that can significantly con-
tribute to boosting green industrializa-
tion and an energy transition process, 
both domestically and in the southern 
African region. Thanks to our large 
water potential on the Zambezi River, 
we are uniquely poised to support the 
decarbonization of  the regional elec-
tricity system. Mozambique can poten-
tially displace about 7 GW of  coal-fired 
power generation and further facilitate 
some 5 GW of  additional solar and wind 
power. Put together, these resources are 
estimated to save more than 40 mil-
lion tCO2e (tons of  CO2 equivalent) in 
annual emissions, which correspond to 
Portugal’s current annual emissions.

Nearly one million people are 
currently displaced in northern 
Mozambique after fleeing their 
homes seeking safety as a conse-
quence of  the conflict that flared 
up in Cabo Delgado province in 
October 2017. Five years later, 
some communities in Cabo Del-
gado still live in constant fear and 
suffer trauma and loss. Troops 
from Southern African Develop-
ment Community (SADC) coun-
tries, deployed in Cabo Delgado in 

July 2021 in a joint effort with the 
Mozambican Army, met relative 
success to quell the insurgency. 
However, insurgents continue to 
destabilize pockets of  territory and 
have sallied across neighboring 
Niassa province and Tanzania. In 
addition, they can increasingly call 
on ISIS networks in East Africa for 
support. SAMIM (SADC Mission in 
Mozambique) troops working along 
the local army have reclaimed sig-
nificant territory from insurgents, 
while donor money has brought 
Cabo Delgado’s population some 
relief. Yet these remedies alone are 
unlikely to resolve a conflict born 
of  local grievances. With those 
untreated, the insurgency will per-
sist as a source of  regional inse-
curity. In your view, what are the 
next steps to completely stabilize 
the region? If  SAMIM leaves the 
region, will Mozambican Armed 

In addition to natural gas, 
Mozambique has unique 
renewable energy assets 
that can significantly 
contribute to boosting green 
industrialization and an 
energy transition process, 
both domestically and in the 
southern African region.
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Forces be able to maintain stability 
in Cabo Delgado?
MT: Supporting the populations of  
northern Mozambique is one of  the 
government’s most important goals. 
The government has, with partner sup-
port, established programs and initia-
tives to promote a stable and inclusive 
economic environment. The region’s 
stability involves creating social and 
economic conditions that foster regional 
development in line with the imple-
mentation of  on-site projects. Take, for 
example, the Northern Mozambique 
Integrated Resilience and Develop-
ment Program (PREDIM), which has a 
vision of  peace and fast-paced develop-
ment with inclusion and participation, 
and a mission to restore and consolidate 
peace and promote sustainable social 
and economic development in North-
ern Mozambique. The program is sup-
ported by the AfDB (African Develop-
ment Bank), the European Union, the 
United Nations and the World Bank 
Group. Regarding your second ques-
tion, the insurgency in Cabo Delgado 
poses a challenge to regional stability. 
It is only natural that the government 
works on joint solutions to tackle the 
challenge of  maintaining stability.

By all indications, the insurgents 
claim a significant role in Cabo 
Delgado’s economy so they can 
benefit from the opportunities 
created by major mining and gas 
projects. If  the insurgents’ motiva-

tions go unaddressed, the roots of  
the conflict will remain untreated, 
and the conflict will likely reignite 
as insurgents adapt to the pres-
ence of  foreign troops. Mozam-
bique and its regional partners 
should start thinking about how 
they might obtain peace through 
means other than military oper-
ations and development money, 
as these measures, on their own, 
are unlikely to stop conflict dead 
in its tracks. In your view, is there 
a political way out of  the conflict? 
Or is the military solution com-
bined with development programs 
the only solution?
MT: As I mentioned earlier, the region’s 
stability depends on creating social and 
economic conditions that foster regional 
development. Major mining and gas 
projects are enabling a new economic 
development environment in the coun-
try, particularly the North. Project spon-
sors have been developing opportunities 
to encourage regional entrepreneurship 
that have already created new jobs and 
benefited local livelihoods. The govern-
ment is using the recently announced 
Economic Acceleration Package (PAE) 
to implement economic improvement 
actions to enhance regional stability. 
Paradigm-changing actions such as allo-
cating 10% of  natural resource reve-
nues to the province of  origin, creating 
a sovereign fund and fiscal tools directly 
impacting on the production sector, 
among others, will stimulate job creation 
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and improve local livelihoods. Better 
social and economic conditions are the 
cornerstone for stability in the region.

Mozambique will become a rotat-
ing member of  the UN Security 
Council for the first time in the 
2023-2024 biennium. It is more 
than natural for the country to 
contribute to the debate on terror-
ism, given the situation in Cabo 
Delgado. In your view, will greater 
involvement of  UN Security 
Council countries in the conflict 
be necessary? Should UN-spon-
sored peacebuilding missions be 
deployed in Cabo Delgado?
MT: Mozambique is receiving various 
types of  support from diverse part-
ners from various friendly countries in 
Africa, Europe, and in different lati-
tudes, and any support to fight terrorism 
is very useful. We have received support 
from the Southern African Develop-
ment Community (SADC), we have 
received support from Rwanda, the 
African Union, and we have received 

support from the United Nations. We 
thank everyone for their help, including 
even those countries that, facing other 
challenges, condemn and criticize the 
faceless and savage violence imposed 
on defenseless populations in Cabo 
Delgado and elsewhere in Northern 
Mozambique. The support we receive 
contributes to bringing home the pop-
ulations affected by terrorism. In short, 
Mozambique is receiving assistance 
and continues to obtain various types 
of  assistance in this chapter of  the 
fight against terrorism. Several United 
Nations organizations are widely 
known to be present in Cabo Delgado 
so that we are receiving a lot of  sup-
port and it is certainly desirable that we 
put an end to this aggression as soon as 
possible so that we can focus on devel-
opment challenges and provide full 
security for the relevant populations 
to resume their normal lives. Taking a 
rotating seat in the UN Security Coun-
cil is a great honor for Mozambique, 
and we hope to use our government’s 
tradition of  regional mediation to con-
tribute in the best possible way. 
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In Memory of  José Augusto 
Lindgren Alves: A Singular 
Diplomat1

Gelson Fonseca Jr.

Abstract: In memory of  José Augusto Lindgren Alves’ diplomatic performance 
and intellectual contribution to human rights promotion.
Keywords: human rights; United Nations; International Convention on the 
Elimination of  All Forms of  Racial Discrimination; Vienna World Conference on 
Human Rights.

1. I thank Celso Lafer, Benoni Belli and Silvio Albuquerque for their valuable comments. They and Lindgren were friends and each in his own way 
contributed to the defense of human rights in Brazil.   
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osé Augusto Lindgren Alves joined the foreign service in 1968 and was a career 
diplomat for fifty years. He held leadership positions at the Ministry of  For-
eign Affairs State Secretariat, was Ambassador to Bulgaria, Hungary and Bos-

nia-Herzegovina, as well as Consul General in San Francisco and Barcelona. His 
professional record is impeccable and his contribution to Brazilian public life, while 
born from his career, extends far beyond the foreign service. One cannot write about 
the defense and promotion of  human rights, in Brazil and internationally, without 
mentioning Lindgren. This review of  his work and thinking will not only commem-
orate a singular diplomat but also show that the cause he championed must be con-
stantly renewed. He left us in May 2022, a victim of  COVID-19.

Lindgren’s connection with human rights began in 1985 when he was trans-
ferred to Brazil’s Mission with the United Nations (UN) and allocated to the Third 
Committee of  the General Assembly, which was in charge of  social issues. The 
human rights agenda was one of  the cornerstones of  Brazil’s successful democrati-
zation process. Article 4 in the 1988 Constitution enshrined human rights as a guid-
ing principle of  Brazil’s international relations. Although in 1985 Brazil initiated its 
accession process to regional and universal agreements on human rights, our foreign 
policy’s engagement with the issue at the multilateral level remained timid. Brazil 
found it difficult to interact with non-governmental organizations, still seen as intru-
sive when they reported human rights violations. And adherence to conventions did 
not automatically introduce the issue into the metabolism of  Brazil’s foreign policy. 
Diplomatic discourse and action had to be updated and Lindgren played a crucial 
role in making that happen.

In New York, Lindgren felt drawn to the human rights issue, certainly as a 
reflection of  the generosity that marked his personality. Upon returning to Brazil in 
1989, he submitted a groundbreaking graduation thesis – United Nations and Human 
Rights – for the Advanced Studies Course (a requirement for career advancement). 
When heading its United Nations Division (1990-1995) he convinced the Ministry 
of  Foreign Affairs that human rights deserved a higher place on the institutional 
agenda. The Department of  Human Rights and Social Issues was then created and 
Lindgren was appointed its first Head. In that capacity and drawing from his past 
experience as one of  the main negotiators of  the final document of  the World Con-

Gelson Fonseca Jr. is a CEBRI founding member and member of  CEBRI-Journal’s Advisory Board. He 
is the director of  the Center for History and Diplomatic Documentation at the Alexandre de Gusmão Foundation 
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General in Santiago and Porto. He was a professor at the Rio Branco Institute (Brazil’s diplomatic academy), and 
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ference on Human Rights (UN 1993), Lindgren took active part in defining Bra-
zil’s positions and negotiating other United Nations Global Conferences addressing 
social issues. The agenda included issues of  direct and permanent interest to civil 
society such racism, women’s rights, urban settlements and social development that 
to a certain extent were new to Brazilian diplomacy. So as to buttress the legiti-
macy of  Brazil’s positions, Lindgren created commissions within his Department 
to engage in a systematic and organized debate with NGOs and social movements 
about the path Brazilian diplomacy should take in those conferences. That prac-
tice had been rehearsed in the 1992 Conference on Sustainable Development and, 
once fully implemented, operated to transform how the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs 
approached society and responded to the challenges of  democracy. 

Lindgren thus played a key role in making Brazilian foreign policy consis-
tent with an international agenda where human rights was gaining ever greater 
significance. In his graduation thesis and subsequent intellectual output, Lindgren 
explained human rights, showed their political and social implications and, in par-
ticular, described why it was in Brazil’s interest to openly participate in that grow-
ing debate. The diplomatic response would have consequences in defining Brazil’s 
international identity. The creation of  the Department opened a conduit for that 
intellectual argument to find an adequate institutional solution and those new ave-
nues of  dialog with organized society added consistency and legitimacy to Brazil’s 
diplomatic positions in multilateral forums. 

Still at that early stage, Lindgren’s efforts alongside another notable diplomat, 
Ambassador Gilberto Saboia, were decisive to bridge the gap that opened between 
different groups in the 1993 Vienna Conference on Human Rights. As Benoni Belli 
recalls in his significant testimony, as a member of  the delegation led by Saboia, 
Lindgren helped “save the conference from failure” by finding equitable formulas 
acceptable to all countries. Belli adds: “the idea that the international community 
may be legitimately concerned with the situation of  human rights in any coun-
try, one of  the principles enshrined in the Vienna Declaration and Programme of  
Action, has Lindgren’s unmistakable fingerprint” (Belli 2022). The partnership was 
repeated in the 2001 Durban Conference against Racism, which originated from a 
proposal Lindgren made in 1994 when he was a member (independent expert) of  
the then-extant Subcommittee for the Prevention of  Discrimination and Protection 
of  Minorities, the main affiliate of  the then UN Commission on Human Rights. 
The proposal was approved by consensus.

Lindgren’s intellectual output gathered pace after Vienna. In 1994, he pub-
lished Human Rights as a Global Issue, with a foreword by Celso Lafer. The book was 
well received in academic circles and enthusiastically praised by professor Maria 
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Victoria Benevides (1994) in a review for magazine Lua Nova (to which, incidentally, 
Lindgren became a frequent contributor). At that stage, Lindgren dedicated himself  
mainly to the multilateral dimension of  the debate. Books such as The International 
Architecture of  Human Rights (Alves & Bicudo 1997) and International Relations and Social 
Issues: The Decade of  Conferences (2001) have through their combination of  knowledge, 
intellectual rigor and diplomatic sensitivity become mandatory reading material for 
anyone studying the evolution of  Brazil’s human rights diplomacy. From the 2000s 
onward, Lindgren broadened his horizons beyond diplomacy, looking at human 
rights as a civilizational issue involving choices that set the course of  modernity. 
It is impressive how Lindgren interacts with classic authors such as Weber, Marx 
and Hannah Arendt, with modern thinkers such as Bobbio, Zizek, Lyotard, Alain 
Badiou, Derrida, Amartya Sen, Bernard-Henry Levy and Brazilian intellectuals 
such as Abdias Nascimento, Flávia Piovesan, Celso Lafer, and Paulo Sergio Pin-
heiro. Lindgren’s major books in this phase are Human Rights in Post-Modernity (2005) 
and Human Rights Must Be Saved! (2018).2

Participation in United Nations meetings and committees gave Lindgren per-
sonal prestige and international respect. Between 2002 and 2017, he was elected 
and successively reelected expert member of  the Committee for the Elimination of  
Racial Discrimination (CERD), a body of  independent experts tasked with moni-
toring the implementation of  Member States’ obligations under the Convention for 
the Elimination of  All Forms of  Racial Discrimination, in force since 1968. From 
2018 to 2020, Lindgren was Executive Secretary of  the Mercosur Institute of  Pub-
lic Policies on Human Rights (IPPDH). Lindgren’s work with CERD offered him 
a privileged position to monitor and comment on the changes in the human rights 
agenda and on their multilateral implications. Lindgren saw from the inside how a 
multilateral body works, and wrote notable papers on the institutional limits to the 
application of  rules and resolutions in the area of  human rights and on the difficul-
ties of  dealing with conflicting interpretations about their scope. 

The collection of  papers he selected for his last book covers a wide time span, 
from 1996 to 2018, and provides a valuable record of  Lindgren’s assessment of  
the history of  the struggle for human rights that begins with the 1948 Universal 
Declaration. Lindgren therein focused on the visible achievements: recognition of  
women’s rights as part of  universal human rights; imposing respect for homosexual-
ity (and the LBGTQIA+ community) gained respect; slavery made a crime against 
humanity; and the term afro-descendants gaining traction in international forums. 
Brazilian law ceased to recognize crimes against honor; the notions of  bastard and 
adulterous children were abolished; adultery itself  ceased to be a crime; same-sex 

2. This biographical sketch is partially based on the foreword I wrote for the book.
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marriages were recognized as family units governed by the same rules applicable 
to domestic partnerships of  heterosexual couples; affirmative actions were used to 
redress historical inequalities. Each of  those achievements has its own unique his-
tory but the universal character of  human rights, by creating a consistent ideological 
framework in defense of  individual dignity, is present in all of  them. 

Those many achievements did not dampen Lindgren’s realism and his late 
writings contain a measure of  disenchantment. Not by coincidence, the title of  his 
last book sounds like an appeal: “human rights must be saved!” Lindgren therein 
explains why action was urgently required and describes how the Vienna consensus 
was weakened and how achievements that seemed secure were being undone. Lind-
gren believes the creation of  a large multilateral human rights bureaucracy made it 
difficult to oversee what the many bodies and agencies do and, above all, to verify 
their efficiency. The book reviews the torture episode in Guantánamo and its conse-
quences to examine how intolerance and xenophobia emerge in societies that have 
been at the forefront of  promoting human rights. That scenario is made worse by a 
multiculturalist essentialism that risks fragmenting the essentially universal perspec-
tive that Lindgren defended as the platform upon which to organize the best defense 
of  human rights. Lindgren offers significant insights on how the identity agenda, valid 
in itself, should be used to fertilize and to 
support a struggle that is essentially uni-
versal. He had the intellectual courage to 
confront intricate and controversial soci-
etal issues and the answers he proposed 
were always balanced and sensitive.

The total sum of  Lindgren’s expe-
riences is unique; no other Brazilian cit-
izen has ever acted on so many fronts 
in the struggle for human rights. As a 
diplomat, Lindgren was a pioneer who 
helped shape Brazil’s foreign policy on 
human rights. He realized that insti-
tutional changes were needed and led 
their implementation. He trained diplomats. He negotiated the key documents that 
wove the contemporary patterns of  international legitimacy. He actively partici-
pated in the drafting of  the 1st National Human Rights Plan. What he learned as 
a diplomat was elaborated into conceptually sound thinking recorded in books and 
papers one always reads with profit. He became, on his own merit, a United Nations 
expert and got to know the innards of  the multilateral system and its limitations. He 

Those many achievements 
did not dampen Lindgren’s 
realism and his late 
writings contain a measure 
of  disenchantment. Not 
by coincidence, the title 
of  his last book sounds 
like an appeal: “human 
rights must be saved!”
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disseminated his knowledge through numerous seminars, interviews, lectures and, 
more recently, webinars. Public recognition came when Lindgren was awarded the 
Heleno Fragoso National Prize for Human Rights, in 2001, and the Sergio Vieira de 
Mello Medal for Human Rights and Humanitarian Law, in 2013. 

The diversity of  his experience and the way he lived through it made Lind-
gren a singular diplomat whose efforts went beyond the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs 
to serve foreign policy and to serve the country. Lindgren spoke of  human rights 
with authority. He left a significant intellectual legacy and, above all, an example of  
integrity in his dedication to the cause of  a more equal, more tolerant and better 
world. His legacy is “at the service of  citizenship to obtain social advancement with 
justice” (Alves 2018, 11). 
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