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Brazil’s new president and ‘ruralists’ threaten
Amazonia’s environment, traditional peoples
and the global climate

Lucas Ferrante and Philip M Fearnside

National Institute for Research in Amazonia (INPA), Av. André Araújo, 2936, 69067-375, Manaus, Amazonas, Brazil

Jair Bolsonaro, who took office on 1 January 2019 as Brazil’s new president, has taken actions
and made promises that threaten Brazil’s Amazon forest and the traditional people who inhabit
it. ‘Ruralistas’ (hereafter ‘ruralists’), namely the large landholders and their representatives who
are a key part of the new president’s political base (Sassine 2018), are advancing an agenda
with environmental impacts that extend to the entire world. Our objective in this comment
(including its Supplementary Material, available online) is to summarize this agenda, recent
events threatening Amazonia and its peoples and some of the potential responses to these
challenges.

Brazil’s Atlantic forest and cerrado (central Brazilian savanna) biomes have now been almost
completely taken over by agribusiness, with only 8–11% remaining of the Atlantic forest and
19–20% of the cerrado (MapBiomas 2019; Supplementary Material). This makes ruralists turn
their eyes towards the Amazon forest, threatening the region’s biodiversity and traditional
peoples, as well as the regional and global climate (Fearnside 2017).

During his campaign, Jair Bolsonaro promised to abolish the EnvironmentMinistry and pass
its functions to the Agriculture Ministry (see Supplementary Material for sources for all of the
statements and events mentioned in the text). Shortly after the election, influential ruralists
convinced the new president not to extinguish the Environment Ministry because such a move
might induce restrictions on Brazil’s exports. Instead of abolishing the Ministry outright,
President Bolsonaro moved the deforestation control sector of the Environment Ministry to
the Agriculture Ministry, which is also headed by a ruralist. The sector dealing with climate
change was abolished and its remaining functions were transferred to the Agriculture Ministry.

President Bolsonaro appointed as environment minister Ricardo Salles, a ruralist who had
been the environment secretary for the state of São Paulo, where he essentially dismantled
and neutered the agency (Guerra & Ribeiro 2018, Rodrigues 2018, Rodrigues 2019). On
19 December 2018, he was condemned for ‘malicious’ alteration of the zoning maps of an
environmental protection area. Mr Salles holds that observed climate change may be wholly
natural and dismisses all discussion of global warming as ‘innocuous.’

President Bolsonaro has repeatedly stated his desire to weaken environmental licensing
(Fearnside 2018) and has promised to remove licensing authority from IBAMA, the federal
environmental agency that is part of the Environment Ministry (Soterroni et al. 2018).
Weaker environmental controls are likely to lead to new disasters like the Mariana and
Brumadinhomine-tailings dam ruptures (see SupplementaryMaterial). The administration also
removed from their posts the IBAMA superintendents in 21 of Brazil’s 27 states. The
Environment Ministry plans to establish a ‘nucleus’ within the ministry to review and modify
or annul fines issued by IBAMA. Under the current administration, IBAMA has had the lowest
performance in its history. IBAMA now often gives advanced warning of where it will carry out
inspections for illegal deforestation, which has led to no punishment of offenders despite 95% of
the deforestation that occurred in the first 3 months of the presidential administration being
illegal (MapBiomas 2019). Deforestation rates have surged, with the rate in June 2019 (the first
dry-season month in the new presidency) up 88% over the 2018 rate in the same month
(INPE 2019).

Ricardo Salles has been trying to pervert the Amazon Fund to indemnify the deforestation
for which Salles has granted amnesty. President Bolsonaro and his Minister of Agriculture,
Tereza Cristina Dias, propose ‘flexibilizing’ the forest code, including extending deadlines
for environmental recovery and changing the cut-off date for requiring landowners to restore
natural vegetation in areas that they had illegally deforested in their ‘areas of permanent
protection’ and ‘legal reserves.’ The result would be that many escape any consequence for past
violations.

The new president has stated that not a single centimetre of land will be demarcated for
indigenous peoples and that both ‘conservation units’ (protected areas for natural ecosystems)
and indigenous lands should be open to agriculture and mining. This is supported by ruralist
legislators, who promote what is known as the ‘death agenda.’ This includes suspending official
listing of threatened species, rescinding restriction on hunting wild animals, ‘flexibilizing’
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environmental licensing, weakening environmental and regulatory
agencies, promoting large infrastructure projects such as highways
and dams in Amazonia and allowing the use of pesticides that are
banned in many countries (see Supplementary Material).

President Bolsonaro denies the existence of anthropogenic
climate change (Fearnside 2019) and chose a minister of foreign
affairs who considers global warming to be an ‘invention of
Marxist ideology.’ One of his first acts as minister was to abolish
the Ministry’s sectors dealing with climate change and with the
environment. The actions of President Bolsonaro and his ministers
favour expansion of monoculture plantations and cattle ranching
in Amazonia. An expected consequence of such deforestation is
decreasing rainfall in the south and southeast regions of Brazil
and in neighbouring countries, such as Argentina (e.g., Zemp
et al. 2014). The domestic water supply in heavily populated states
such as São Paulo and Minas Gerais would be affected, as would
hydroelectric power generation and agriculture, including the pro-
duction of biofuels (Ferrante & Fearnside 2018). Carbon released
by Amazon deforestation contributes to climate change around the
globe (IPCC 2014). Considerable alteration of the composition of
Amazonian vegetation has already occurred due to climatic change
(Esquivel-Muelbert et al. 2018). Amazonia is close to the limit of
deforestation that can be tolerated by the region’s ecosystems
(Lovejoy & Nobre 2018). Various studies have shown the impor-
tance of Brazil’s conservation units and indigenous lands for main-
taining Amazonian forest (e.g., Ferreira et al. 2005, Nepstad et al.
2006, Vitel et al. 2009, Walker et al. 2009, Ricketts et al. 2010,
Soares-Filho et al. 2010, Nogueira et al. 2018). These forests pro-
vide environmental services, such as supplying the water vapour
that falls as rain in other parts of Brazil (D’Almeida et al. 2007,
van der Ent et al. 2010, Arraut et al. 2012, Zemp et al. 2014).

Ruralists frequently (but falsely) claim that Brazil’s indigenous
lands were created due to influence from international non-
governmental organizations that are fronts for foreign govern-
ments that are allegedly conspiring to impede the growth of
Brazilian agribusiness and thus limit competition. Indigenous
lands are key factors in conservation because of the large area they
protect – c.20% of Brazil’s Legal Amazon region. Bolsonaro has
moved responsibility for demarcating indigenous lands (terras
indígenas) from the National Indian Foundation (FUNAI) to
the Agriculture Ministry, where this responsibility is assigned to
a sector headed by a ruralist. The National Congress passed a mea-
sure reversing this action, but President Bolsonaro has countered
this for now by issuing a ‘provisional measure,’ the validity of
which awaits a final decision by the Supreme Court. What remains
of FUNAI has been moved from the Justice Ministry to a new
Ministry of Women, Family and Human Rights, which is headed
by another controversial minister (see Supplementary Material).

Acts of vandalism and attacks on environmental and indigenous
agencies by loggers, prospectors and ruralists have increased mark-
edly across the Amazon since Bolsonaro’s election, and these inci-
dents often show a connection to the new president’s discourse. In
one case, loggers carrying pro-Bolsonaro placards forced IBAMA
inspectors to flee a town in the state of Amazonas. In another case,
land-grabbing ‘grileiros’ invaded the Uru-Eu-Wau-Wau indigenous
land in the state of Rondônia. These grileiros threatened to kill the
Uru-Eu-Wau-Wau’s children if the tribe tried to recover their lands,
and they claimed that the natives would no longer be entitled to
anything now that Bolsonaro had won the elections.

The ‘death agenda’ includes abolishing the legal reserves and
opening conservation units and indigenous lands to mining, agri-
culture and ranching. Blocking demarcation of indigenous lands

and labelling social movements as ‘terrorists’ tend to inflate land
conflicts in the Amazon, threatening traditional peoples. The
actions currently proposed by the new president and his ruralist
supporters would impact forests, biodiversity and traditional
peoples, including indigenous peoples, members of ‘quilombos’
(communities of Afro-Brazilians descended from escaped slaves)
and‘ribeirinhos’ (traditional riverside dwellers). The presidential
administration’s release of dozens of new agrochemicals has
already put the environment, farm workers and national and
international consumers at risk.

Funding entities must begin to evaluate the risk of investment in
projects that causedeforestationand landconflicts, thus contributing
to global warming and to violations of human rights. The same
concerns apply to companies and countries that import Brazilian
soy, meat and minerals. The responsibilities of the various
international actors will be a critical subject of debate as history
unfolds in Brazilian Amazonia over the next 4 years.

Supplementary material. For supplementary material accompanying this
paper, visit www.cambridge.org/core/journals/environmental-conservation.
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