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What Brazil should have said at COP28 but
didn’t (commentary)

Commentary by Philip M. Fearnside on 4 December 2023

e Brazil's President Lula made important contributions to COP28 in
demanding that the 1.5°C temperature increase limit be respected, in
recognizing the risk of Amazon forest collapse, and in promising to end
Brazil's Amazon deforestation by 2030.

o Lula failed to explain how zero deforestation would be achieved, implicitly
relying only on the Ministry of Environment’s command and control
operations against illegal clearing. The causes of deforestation must be
addressed, many of which are being strengthened by the rest of Lula’s
presidential administration.

o These include legalization of illegal land claims in government land and
highway projects such as BR-319 and associated side roads that would
open vast areas of Amazon forest to the entry of deforesters. Brazil’s plans
for opening new oil and gas extraction areas and expanding existing ones
contradict the discourse on limiting temperature rise to 1.5°C.

e This postis a commentary. The views expressed are those of the authors,
not necessarily of Mongabay.

Positive changes

President Lula's speeches at the Climate Conventions 28* Conference of
the Parties (COP28) in Dubai contained positive signs for Amazonia and
for mitigating climate change. Brazil had the good news to present that
the country’s Amazon deforestation was “almost 50%" lower in the last
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10 months than in the same months in the previous year, that is, during
the disastrous Bolsonaro presidential administration. In both of his
speeches at COP28, President Lula recognized the absolute necessity of
keeping average global temperature within 1.5 °C of the pre-industrial
average and that otherwise the Amazon forest is likely to collapse. This
contrasts with Brazil's diplomatic past, as in 2007 during Lula’s previous
time in office when Brazilian diplomats tried unsuccessfully to delete
mention of this risk from the summary of the fourth Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report. Ironically, just six days after this
incident, Brazil's then (and present) minister of the environment Marina
Silva gave a speech in which she said exactly what Lula said about this
risk 16 years later at COP28.

Rainbow over the Amazon rainforest

Climate denial flourished in Brazil during the 2011-2016 presidency of
Lula’s protégée Dilma Rousseff. Prior to the 2015 Paris Agreement,
Dilma personally repressed a government report predicting grave
impacts of climate change in Brazil by 2040 and fired the report's
authors. She also appointed a virulent climate denier to be minister of
science and technology. The peak of denialism was reached in the 2019-
2022 presidency of Jair Bolsonaro, who promised to withdraw Brazil
from the Paris Agreement, but was ultimately dissuaded due to the risk
of boycotts of Brazil's soy exports.



https://acervo.folha.com.br/digital/leitor.do?numero=17133&keyword=IPCC&anchor=5229556&origem=busca&originURL=&maxTouch=0&pd=d2b389232ace262d700470a535a80f50
https://acervo.folha.com.br/digital/leitor.do?numero=17139&keyword=IPCC&anchor=5229321&origem=busca&originURL=&maxTouch=0&pd=8165fcbfdc614ab029af1843157cbf72
https://philip.inpa.gov.br/publ_livres/2015/C%C3%A9ticos_de_clima_no_Brasil-Serie_completa.pdf
http://observatoriodoclima.eco.br/presidencia-demite-lideres-de-estudo-sobre-clima-a-novemeses-da-cop-de-paris#sthash.p16qIPBM.dpuf
http://www.socioambiental.org/banco_imagens/pdfs/carta%20aldo%20rebelo.pdf
https://news.mongabay.com/2019/01/commentary-will-president-bolsonaro-withdraw-brazil-from-the-paris-agreement/
https://news.mongabay.com/doi.org/10.4000/nuevomundo.93843
https://imgs.mongabay.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/20/2023/09/08182946/ecuador_236248.jpg

President Lula's present positions are a welcome change from the past.
However, his discourse at COP28 was marked by omissions and missed
opportunities.

Zero deforestation

President Lula promised “zero deforestation” by 2030 without inserting
the fatal qualifier “illegal” deforestation. After his election in 2022, Lula
gave a speech at COP27 in Egypt, where promised to “spare no effort” to
achieve zero deforestation by 2030, without including the qualifier
“illegal,” but in the months since then his discourse has always referred
only to eliminating “illegal deforestation.” This is very different, since
illegal deforestation can also be achieved simply by legalizing the
deforestation that is taking place, and key parts of Lula’s agenda would
do just that.

In recent years, about half of the deforestation in Brazilian Amazonia has
taken place in “undesignated public lands,” that is by either small
squatters or large landgrabbers in government land that has not been
assigned to a specific use, such as a protected area. Lula has repeatedly
promised land “regularization,” a euphemism for legalization of these
illegal land claims, and he announced that he plans to create a “shelf” for
distribution of the undesignated public lands. Doing so not only legalizes
the past deforestation in the new properties, it also allows the new
landowners to obtain licenses for legal deforestation in the future. The
argument that legalization slows deforestation is false: illegal
landholdings legalized in a similar program during Lula’s previous
presidential administrations increased their deforestation compared to
similar illegal landholdings that were not legalized. “Regularization” of
land claims is an important part of Lula’s domestic agenda, and it will
continue to drive deforestation as long as this practice continues.
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Deforestation in the Amazon Rainforest and other Brazilian biomes is one of the
leading causes of greenhouse gas emissions in the country. Image © Victor
Moriyama/Greenpeace.

While promising zero deforestation is a great advance, the most
important question is how this will be achieved. There appears to be no
departure from the pattern of simply handing the problem of
deforestation over to the Ministry of Environment to control, while the
rest of government proceeds with measures that increase deforestation
and emissions. The Ministry of Environment’s role in inspecting and
fining those who deforest illegally has a real effect, as shown by the
recent deforestation decline, and this command-and-control is essential
in order to prevent a generalized presumption of impunity. However,
this is not enough to halt all deforestation, and this will be even more
evident as more deforestation fronts are opened by planned
developments.

Lula’s minister of transport wants to rebuild Highway BR-319, and even
wants to use money from the Amazon Fund to cover costs of mitigating
what would be a small fraction of the road’s enormous environmental
impacts. BR-319 would connect the notorious “arc of deforestation” in
southern Amazonia to the relatively undisturbed area of Manaus in
central Amazonia, and migration of deforestation would spread to all
areas already connected to Manaus by road, including Roraima, and to
the vast Trans-Purus forest area in the western part of the state of
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Amazonas that would be opened by planned side roads such as AM-366.
BR-319 was built in 1973-1974, abandoned in 1988 and is now seasonally
passable through a “maintenance” program begun in 2015.

BR-230, also known as the Trans-Amazonian Highway; the BR-163 Cuiaba-
Santarém road; and the BR-319 Manaus-Porto Velho road, shown here, are
official roads that cut across the Amazon and have spawned a network of illegal
offshoots. Image courtesy of the National Department of Transport
Infrastructure (DNIT).

BR-319 and associated side roads would open to deforestation roughly
half of what remains of Brazil's Amazon forest, including the largest
areas of the undesignated public lands that are most attractive to
landgrabbers, organized landless farmers, loggers and other actors. The
area to be opened is essential to maintaining Amazon forest's the water
cycling function that provides water vapor that is transported via the
winds known as “flying rivers” which is essential to maintain the water
supply for the city of Sao Paulo and contains huge stocks of carbon that,
if released, would push global climate past a catastrophic tipping point.

It can be taken as a positive sign that neither of Lula’s two addresses at
COP-28 mentioned planting trees or forest restoration in Brazil's plans
for mitigating climate change. This has often been mentioned in the past,
and Brazil's nationally determined commitment (NDC) under the Paris
Agreement calls for planting 12 million hectares of trees. Among the
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problems with this as a priority in Brazil is the urgency of halting
deforestation. Planting a hectare of trees is much more expensive than
avoiding a hectare of clearing in the Amazon forest, and the benefits of
planting trees both for carbon and for other concerns such as water
cycling and traditional peoples are much lower per hectare and per unit
of money invested than in the case of avoiding deforestation. Given the
fact that money available for the environment is always insufficient,
allocating Brazil's green funds to tree planting is counterproductive at
this time in history.

Fossil fuels

At COP28 Lula rightly demanded that the rich countries reduce their
fossil fuel emissions, but he failed to say that Brazil should also reduce
fossil fuel emissions and not just those from deforestation. He also could
have mentioned the need to eliminate fossil fuel use altogether.

Planet satellite images of the confluence of the Rio Negro and Rio Jufari near
the border of the states of Amazonas and Roraima in Brazil taken in October
2022 and October 2023. The images show the contrasting conditions between
2022 and 2023, when severe drought affected large parts of the Amazon
rainforest. Scientists predicted back in the 1990s that climate change would
worsen droughts in the Amazon. Photo courtesy of Planet Labs.
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Ironically, the two days before Lula’s plenary address at COP28 Lula’s
Minister of Mines and Energy indicated that Brazil would join the OPEC+
group of petroleum exporting countries. The contradiction is obvious.
This is also the case for the Lula administration’s plans for opening new
areas to oil and gas extraction and for expanding extraction in existing
areas. Brazil's minister of mines and energy has as a top priority the
opening of oil drilling in the estuary of the Amazon River, and Lula has
said that he “dreams” of this being approved. Also planned is expansion
of offshore oil drilling along the coast of Brazil's Northeast and Southeast
regions. The enormous “Solimdes Sedimentary Area” project for oil and
gas extraction in the western half of Brazil's state of Amazonas remains
in the plans. All of these plans run counter to the conclusion of

the International Energy Agency (IEA) that no new oil and gas fields
should be opened anywhere in the world, and those already in
production should gradually reduce their output to zero by 2050.

Green energy

The day before President Lula arrived at COP28 he declared in Saudi
Arabia that “...ten years from now Brazil will be called the Saudi Arabia of
green energy, of renewable energy.” Unfortunately, these terms are very
different because hydroelectric dams are lumped in the term “renewable
energy,” but they are definitely not green. This is especially true for dams
in Brazilian Amazonia, where the human and environmental impacts of
dams are enormous. These dams also emit substantial quantities of
greenhouse gases precisely in the time window when global warming
must be controlled, In practice, Brazil's decision-making, licensing and
legal systems are now and can be expected to continue to be unable to
prevent approval and construction of highly damaging dams. Brazil's
“security suspension” laws, inherited from the 1964-1985 military
dictatorship, allow such projects to be built regardless of any violation of
legal requirements, constitutional protections or international
agreements (see here, here and here). Construction of large dams must
be halted, and any loophole allowing the building of theoretically “good”
dams that follow all regulations has a highly negative net impact by
allowing “bad” dams to be built in practice. Because of this, the Science
Panel for the Amazon report, launched in 2021 at COP26 in Glasgow,
concluded that, without exception, no dams with installed capacity
greater than 10 megawatts (MW) should be built anywhere in Amazonia.
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Dead trees in a canal constructed for the Belo Monte Dam project, near
Altamira. Credit line: © Daniel Beltra / Greenpeace

Hydroelectric dams are a key part of Brazil's National Plan for Climate
Change that was launched by President Lula in 2008 during his previous
time in office. Brazil's 2050 National Energy Plan indicates that many
more Amazonian dams will be built if flooding indigenous land is
allowed, and these plans rest on the expected approval of a pending bill
(PL191/2020) (see here), which continues to advance through the
National Congress. President Lula’s past history and recent comments
on Amazon dams are a major concern.

Most of the discussion at COP28 was about money, but it is political
courage rather than money that is most important and that is most
lacking. Lula needs to state clearly that all of the plans increasing Brazil's
emissions will be cancelled, including the legalization of illegal land
claims in government land, Highway BR-319 and its associated side
roads such as AM-366, all planned Amazonian hydroelectric dams with
more than 10 MW of installed capacity, and the opening and expansion
of areas for fossil-fuel extraction. COP28 offered the opportunity to
announce any of these concrete steps, thereby helping stimulate other
countries to make difficult but necessary decisions, but that opportunity
was missed.
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