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What is Going on the Amazon?
•

On 19 August, the skies over São Paulo, Brazil’s most populated
city, went dark in the middle of the afternoon. Debris and smoke
from fires in the Amazon clouded the city. These fires had been set
on 10 and 11 August by ruralistas in the region of Novo Progresso
and Altamira (in the state of Pará). These ruralistas include the big
landowners, landed farmers, land grabbers, land dealers, loggers,
and – in their most developed form – agri-businesses. On these
days, they held ‘Days of Fire’ to demonstrate their support for
Brazil’s president Jair Bolsonaro.

•

The fires raised a global alarm. Inside Brazil, individuals, civil society
organisations, political parties, and research institutes – in their
different ways – criticised the Amazon fire and its implications.
Protests took place around the world against the Amazon fires,
since it is well-recognised that the Amazon is one of the major
carbon sinks on the planet. If there is 25% deforestation of the
Amazon, then the rainforest would have reached a point of no return. At that point, the vegetation loses its capacity to regenerate
and would likely devolve from a rain forest into a savannah.
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•

The destruction of the Amazon could lead to higher temperatures
and greater climate instability. This is why the Amazon fires became a global issue so quickly.

What Explains the Increase in the Amazon Forest Fires of 2019?
•

The Institute of Environmental Research of the Amazon (IPAM)
recorded that the fires in the Amazon in the first eight months of
2019 exceeded by 60% the average number of fires over the past
three years for the same eight-month period. The number of fires
in these eight months of 2019 totalled 32,728.

•

IPAM notes that these fires emerged both from deliberate use of
fire to clear the forest, and from the impact that the deforestation
has on the creation of dry bushland that is tinder for accidental
fires. ‘The ten Amazonian municipalities that recorded the highest
number of fires’, wrote the study’s researchers, ‘were also the ones
with the highest rates of deforestation’.

•

Since the victory of Jair Bolsonaro to Brazil’s Presidency, the ruralistas have made it clear that they define the government policy regarding forests, land, logging, and agriculture. The choice of
Ricardo Salles as Bolsonaro’s Minister of Environment sent the ruralistas’ message out clearly. Salles has strong links to the ruralistas – much stronger than any link to the environmental movement.
Both Bolsonaro and Salles have made it clear that they serve the
interests of the ruralistas rather than the country’s robust environmental policies and agencies.

•

The domination of the ruralistas over policymaking in Brazil and
their ability to undermine the regulatory framework within a short
period of time are responsible for the Amazon forest fires.
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What is the Bolsonaro Government Doing to Undermine the
Environment?
a. Undermining Regulatory Agencies. Bolsonaro’s government has
begun to cut the budgets of environmental agencies, such as
the Brazilian Institute of Environmental and Renewable Natural
Resources (IBAMA). The government sliced off 24% of IBAMA’s budget from R$363.3 [US$89.9] million to R$279.4 [US$68.2] million.
b. Undermining Legal Protections. Bolsonaro’s son Senator Flávio
Bolsonaro drafted a bill with Senator Márcio Bittar (PL 2.362/2019)
that would eliminate the protection of 167 million hectares of forest
– about 30% of Brazil’s forest cover. The attempt to destroy the
legal barriers for the ruralistas remains alive and well.
c. Undermining the Amazon Fund. In 2008, under former President
Lula Inácio da Silva – who remains in jail as a political refugee – the
Amazon Fund was created to raise funds to monitor, prevent, and
combat deforestation as well as to support projects for the conservation of the Amazon and the sustainable use of its resources.
The Bolsonaro government tried to reallocate the resources in the
Amazon Fund to the ruralistas as compensation for loss of forest
cover. The government used about R$1.5 billion [US$366 million] of
the Amazon Fund to finance IBAMA’s operations and firefighting, in
addition to the use of that money to finance the corporations that
are operating in the Amazon. This shift in the priorities of the Fund
has alarmed the main donors, Norway and Germany. Due to the
fires in the Amazon this year, the donors to the fund have suspended their contributions.
d. Undermining the Protection of the Land. The Bolsonaro government has almost encouraged the ruralistas to use illegal methods
to grab land in the Amazon region. The level of violence against

leaders of popular movements has increased. A culture of impunity
towards violence is being inculcated (this is illustrated by the pardon given to the police officers who participated in massacres, such
as the 17 April 1996 killing of 21 members of the Movement of Rural
Landless Workers in Eldorado dos Carajás in Pará).

What Is Possible in the Amazon?
a. To guarantee the rights of the people who live in the rainforests
over their own resources and their lives. To guarantee the rights
of the indigenous people, the quilombolas (Afro-Brazilians who live
rural communities, initially created by those who escaped from
slavery), and the peasantry. They have the highest stakes in the
preservation of the environment.
b. To defend national and popular sovereignty over natural resources
against the interests of multinational corporations.
c. To create networks in Brazil and around the world to defend the
people of the Amazon and the Cerrado (the tropical savannah).
d. To strengthen the ties between the people of the various countries that are in the Amazon region. These countries include Bolivia,
Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Guyana, Suriname, and Venezuela.
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