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Brazil’s  actual  government  faces
many challenges  in  implementing
sustainable  agendas.
Building  synergy  among  sectors
relies  on trans-ministerial  dialog.
The  attempted  coup  in  Brazil
evidences  a critical  governance-
conservation  imbalance.
Persistent  threats  to  the environ-
mental agenda  demand  that  we  stay
vigilant.
National  instruments  aimed  at  bio-
diversity conservation  need  to be
secured.
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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

Sustainable  agendas  are  often  threatened  by  divergent  political  viewpoints.  This  was  evidenced  by  the
January  2023  coup  attempt  in Brazil.  The  2030  Sustainable  Development  Agenda  faces  various  challenges
and  relies  on  safeguarding  institutions  and  democracy  itself.  For  megadiverse  countries  such  as  Brazil,
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On January 8th, 2023, supporters of Brazil’s former president
Jair Bolsonaro invaded the headquarters of all three branches of
the federal government in a failed coup attempt (Fig. 1). This has
given urgency to understanding the value and role of democracy,
including its role in environmental sustainability. Brazil’s current
democratic institutions had not yet experienced an act of this grav-
ity, and the presidential administration that took office on January
1st, 2023 responded quickly to the coup attempt (Phillips, 2023).
Preliminary investigations have suggested the involvement of
many sectors in financing these acts, including groups that oppose
environmental policies (Phillips, 2023), such as the group known
as the “rotten apples of agribusiness” (Rajão et al., 2020). The inves-
tigation and punishment of the groups involved is fundamental
for the future of democracy and consequently of Brazilian envi-
ronmental policy for the coming years. This includes an effective
participation of Brazil in the world’s 2030 Sustainable Development
Agenda and the Convention on Biological Diversity.

The coup attempt contrasts with recent positive news in Brazil.
The new presidential administration of Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva
(“Lula”) has created new ministries such as Racial Equality and
Original Peoples. Lula’s government agenda gives a clear sign of
the intent to implement policies to reduce poverty, inequalities
and to strengthen land rights and health, which are measures
strongly aligned with the Sustainable Development Agenda. On the
other hand, Lula’s administration faces many challenges (Li and
Reuveny, 2006; Peres et al., 2022). Reconciling food production,
the basis for global food security, biodiversity conservation and
environmental preservation is an absolute necessity. This depends
on scientific and technological development and understanding
among different segments of society in an agenda that promotes
fair and inclusive prosperity. Food security and biodiversity con-
servation are also essential for achieving the ambitious target of
the One Health approach. Trans-ministerial dialogue will be fun-
damental for building a synergy among the sectors, and we believe
that environmental issues are central to this effort, for example for
synergies between food production, food security and protection
of biodiversity.

Relationships among democracy, governance and biodiver-
sity conservation are complex and unstable in many western

countries. Evidence generally indicates that democratic coun-
tries that have strong institutions and multi-scale governance are
more effective in implementing environmental policies (Fearnside,
2023), including those aimed at reducing deforestation (Lima and

Fig. 1. Coup attempt by pro-Bolsonaro rioters in Bras
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uszynski, 2011; Carvalho et al., 2019). During transitions between
residential administrations there is often a relaxation of envi-
onmental regulations, which increases deforestation and other
orms of damage (Salazar et al., 2022). The general idea is that
emocracy with popular participation and functioning institu-
ions can control corruption, implement constructive legislation
nd ensure government effectiveness in various sectors, including
he environment (Sommer, 2022). These relationships are largely

ediated by economic growth (Gaarder and Vadlamannati, 2017)
nd by movements that influence values and political agendas
n environmental issues. Wars, political coups and terrorism can
trongly impact these relationships, with negative consequences
or national policies and actions on conservation, particularly in
he fragile young democracies in many Latin American countries
Hakim and Lowenthal, 1991; Negret et al., 2019). Some of these
ountries are among the top 10 megadiverse countries on the
lanet, such as Brazil and Colombia (Negret et al., 2019). The recent
ttempted coup in Brazil is an example of this critical imbalance.

Terrorism and dictatorial regimes are marked by policies that
avor individual groups (often specific wealthy families) at the
xpense of environmental protection. Immature democracies can
lso lead to common tragedies, partially due to favoring corporate
nterests (Fearnside, 2023). As scientists working on environmental
ssues in Brazil, we warn that the relationships among democracy,
overnance and the environmental agenda need to be strength-
ned. This can only be accomplished with the strengthening of
emocratic institutions and popular involvement through aware-
ess, voting and participation. A call similar to this one was
ublished when Brazil was already in a deep crisis after President
ilma Rousseff’s impeachment and was  about to elect Bolsonaro

Dobrovolski et al., 2018). From then on, the situation highlighted
ere has worsened. Brazil’s recently installed presidential admin-

stration has positive prospects for consolidating and bridging
ectors, but persistent threats demand that we stay vigilant.

Fighting the dissemination of fake news adds to the equation
egatively, and Brazil is an unfortunate example. Fake news and
isinformation were used as strategies by Bolsonaro, following the
xample of former US president Donald Trump (Froehlich, 2020).
uring the 2019–2022 administration of Jair Bolsonaro, denialism
ilia, Brazil. Photo credit: Sérgio Lima/Poder360.

as strengthened to dangerous levels and undermined the Brazil-
an government’s previous environmental advances.

National and global societies need to safeguard the public poli-
ies and instruments that have been created to protect biodiversity



F

F

G

H

J

L

L

N

P

P

R

S

crossroads: elections in a conflict-troubled biodiversity hotspot. Environ. Sci.
Policy 135, 77–85, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.envsci.2022.04.01.
G.W. Fernandes, F.O. Roque, S. Fernandes et al. 

and to achieve other sustainable development goals in megadi-
verse countries. As lessons learned from recent developments in
Brazil, environmental regulations and legislation need to be well
protected against sudden changes. For example, the opportunity
to open indigenous lands to mining should not exist, with the
recent Yanomami humanitarian catastrophe being a clear exam-
ple (John and Pedroso, 2023), nor can deforestation be allowed
to increase in the Amazon and other key regions. Protection of
life and long-term survival should be matters of state rather than
management strategies that can change with each presidential
administration. The only way that environmental justice can be
achieved and maintained over the long term in megadiverse coun-
tries is to safeguard institutions and protect against unexpected
changes affecting democracies. We  must be aware of these red lines
as this is the only way that societies can protect themselves against
increasing threats now being perpetuated through fake news on
social media.
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In: Višňovský, J., Radošinská, J. (Eds.), Fake News is Bad News—Hoaxes,
Half-Truths and the Nature of Today’s Journalism.

aarder, A., Vadlamannati, K.C., 2017. Does democracy guarantee (de)forestation?
An  empirical analysis. Int. Area Stud. Rev. 20, 97–121,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/2233865916688846.

akim, P., Lowenthal, A.F., 1991. Latin America’s fragile democracies. J. Democr. 2,
16–29, http://dx.doi.org/10.1353/jod.1991.0042.

ohn, T., Pedroso, R.,
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/02/11/americas/brazil-yanomami-mining
-crackdown-intl-latam/, 2023.

i,  Q., Reuveny, R., 2006. Democracy and environmental degradation. Int. Stud. Q.
50,  935–956, http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2478.2006.00432.x.

ima, I.B., Buszynski, L., 2011. Local environmental governance, public policies and
deforestation in Amazonia. Manage. Environ. Qual. 22, 292–316,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/14777831111122888.

egret, P.J., Sonter, L., Watson, J.E., Possingham, H.P., Jones, K.R., Suarez, C.,
Ochoa-Quintero, J.M., Maron, M.,  2019. Emerging evidence that armed conflict
and coca cultivation influence deforestation patterns. Biol. Conserv. 239,
108176, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.biocon.2019.07.021.

eres, C.A., Campos-Silva, J., Ritter, C.D., 2022. Environmental policy at a critical
junction in the Brazilian Amazon. Trends Ecol. Evol. 38, 113–116,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tree.2022.11.011.

hillips, T., http://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/jan/15/brazil-new-leaders
-coup-attempt-lula-bolsonaro, 2023.

ajão, R., Soares-Filho, B., Nunes, F., Börner, J., Machado, L., Assis, D., Oliveira, A.,
Pinto, L., Ribeiro, V., Rausch, L., Gibbs, H., 2020. The rotten apples of Brazil’s
agribusiness. Science 369, 246–248,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.aba6646.

alazar, A., Sanchez, A., Dukes, J.S., Salazar, J.F., Clerici, N., Lasso, E.,
Sánchez-Pacheco, S.J., Rendón, ÁM., Villegas, J.C., Sierra, C.A., Poveda, G.,
Quesada, B., Uribe, M.R., Rodríguez-Buriticá, S., Ungar, P., Pulido-Santacruz, P.,
Ruiz-Morato, N., Arias, P.A., 2022. Peace and the environment at the
ommer, J.M., 2022. The impacts of corruption on forest loss: a review of
cross-national trends. Sociol. Compass 16, e13016,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/soc4.13016.


	Brazils democracy and sustainable agendas: A nexus in urgent need of strengthening
	Acknowledgements
	References


