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Abstract
This brief communication aims to demonstrate that recent Brazilian setbacks constitute a systemic transformation 
of environmental governance that weakens constitutional safeguards, undermines Indigenous rights, and elevates 
climate and zoonotic risks in the Amazon. By reframing environmental licensing and land demarcation as instru-
ments of short-term political and geopolitical bargaining, Brazil jeopardizes domestic ecological stability, global 
climate security, and public health.
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1.	 Introduction

In April 2026, the Brazilian political structuring pro-
cess began in preparation for the elections—for the po-
sitions of President of the Republic, governors and sen-
ators, federal, state and district deputies—scheduled 
for October. Within the federal government, Ministers 
Marina Silva—Environment and Climate Change—and 
Sônia Guajajara—Indigenous Peoples, for example, 
left their positions to run for office in the Legislative 
Branch. In an election year, the focus on this process 
may weaken government actions to protect the Ama-
zon and guarantee Indigenous territorial rights.

In late March 2026, Indigenous leaders sent an open 
letter to President Lula denouncing the lack of vacci-
nation for diseases such as whooping cough, measles, 
rubella, and mumps, the spread of diseases like ma-
laria and tuberculosis, and criticizing the centralized 
format adopted in the assistance process for Indige-
nous peoples, which could be improved with greater 
participation and the regular presence of Indigenous 
health professionals and agents in Yanomami terri-
tory (Portal Roraima, 2026).

This brief communication aims to demonstrate that 
recent Brazilian setbacks constitute a systemic trans-
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formation of environmental governance that weakens 
constitutional safeguards, undermines Indigenous 
rights, and elevates climate and zoonotic risks in the 
Amazon. 

This study adopts a qualitative, interdisciplinary re-
search design combining doctrinal legal analysis, 
policy analysis, and political–ecological assessment. 
The objective is to examine how recent legislative and 
executive measures in Brazil reshape environmental 
governance, Indigenous territorial rights, and climate 
security in the Amazon, situating these developments 
within both domestic institutional dynamics and 
shifting geopolitical pressures.

First, we conduct a systematic analysis of primary legal 
sources, including Federal Law No. 15,190/2025, Pro-
visional Measure 1308/2025 (as converted into law), 
Constitutional Amendment Proposal 48/2023, Decree 
No. 12,600/2025, and related congressional voting 
records. Second, we incorporate policy process ana-
lysis to understand the interaction between branches 
of government and the political economy of legislative 
change. Third, the research contextualizes domestic 
developments within international geopolitical dyna-
mics. Methodologically, the analysis follows a trian-
gulation strategy. Legal texts, scientific evidence, and 
political events are cross-examined to ensure analyti-
cal consistency and to avoid reductionist explanations. 
Rather than treating environmental deregulation, Indi-
genous land policy, and foreign economic pressure as 
isolated phenomena, the research conceptualizes them 
as mutually reinforcing elements within a broader 
governance transformation. 

From the perspective of political ecology and critical 
geography, these developments can be interpreted as 
part of wider socioecological conflicts surrounding 
environmental justice, resource governance, neo-ex-
tractivism, and competing territorial projects (Esco-
bar, 2019; Gudynas, 2015; Svampa, 2015). Under this 
perspective, setbacks in the Brazilian Amazon not only 
encompass the Amazonian region but also apply to 
Brazil’s environmental and climate policy in general. 
These policies cannot be understood as a mere regula-
tory scenario, but rather as an arena of political dispu-
tes between different national territorial projects and 
transnational interests on the one hand, and constituti-
onal guarantees (especially those for Indigenous peop-
les) on the other.

Political Bargaining and the Unmaking of Amazon Protection in Brazil

2.	 The Systematic Dismantling of Environmen-
tal Licensing

The recent reconfiguration of climate security as an 
instrument of political bargaining in Brazil must be 
understood against the backdrop of a broader legis-
lative offensive targeting environmental governance. 
The most concrete and consequential expression of 
this shift has been the direct assault on Brazil’s en-
vironmental licensing regime, historically one of the 
core institutional pillars of precaution, risk preven-
tion, and democratic oversight. On November 27, the 
National Congress overturned 52 presidential vetoes 
to Federal Law No. 15,190 (August 8, 2025) and con-
solidated a model of environmental self-licensing that 
fundamentally alters the normative logic embedded 
in Brazilian environmental law. 

Under this new framework, licensing ceases to func-
tion as a substantive process of technical scrutiny 
and collective deliberation. Instead, it becomes an 
expedited administrative pathway designed to facili-
tate economic ventures with high environmental and 
social impacts. The reform weakens environmental 
oversight, restricts cumulative impact assessments, 
and marginalizes the participation of Indigenous and 
Quilombola peoples (descendants of enslaved Africans 
living in traditional communities), generating clear 
tension with constitutional guarantees and with the 
domestic legal framework implementing ILO Conven-
tion 169, which requires consulting these peoples 
under a strict protocol as specified in the Convention 
to obtain free, prior, informed consent (FPIC) for all 
projects or actions that affect them. Environmental li-
censing is thus reframed from a safeguard of ecologi-
cal and human integrity into a procedural instrument 
enabling projects with potentially irreversible socio-
environmental consequences (Agência Senado, 2025; 
Machado et al., 2026; Observatório do Clima, 2025).

This erosion of regulatory safeguards did not occur 
in isolation. It was rapidly reinforced by additional 
legislative measures intended to compress decision-
making timelines and centralize political control over 
environmental approvals. In early December 2025, 
Congress converted Provisional Measure 1308/2025 
into law, creating a special environmental license that 
obliges licensing authorities to authorize projects 
classified as ‘strategic’ within a one-year deadline. 
The determination of strategic relevance is delegated 
to a politically appointed committee, effectively sub-
ordinating environmental evaluation to short-term 
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estation and ecosystem collapse. On December 9, the 
Senate approved the so-called “temporal framework” 
(Senado Federal, 2025), despite its prior rejection 
by the Supreme Court. According to this interpreta-
tion, Indigenous peoples would hold rights only to 
lands they physically occupied or formally disputed 
on October 5, 1988, the date of Brazil’s current Con-
stitution. Constitutional Amendment Proposal (PEC 
in Portuguese) 48/2023 seeks to enshrine this cri-
terion for new demarcations, limiting recognition of 
traditionally occupied territories even when histori-
cal documentation demonstrates prior possession or 
when removals occurred under coercion. It further 
provides for compensation to illegal non-Indigenous 
occupants at market value, including the allocation of 
equivalent land.

The Articulação dos Povos Indígenas do Brasil (Ar-
ticulation of Indigenous Peoples of Brazil, APIB), the 
main organizing force for Brazil’s Indigenous move-
ment, selected a broad number of bills that put Indig-
enous rights at risk, such as: 1. Bills 4039/2024 and 
6093/2023, which would change the rules for the de-
marcation of Indigenous lands; 2. Bills 27/2025 and 
1570/2023, which would allow the non-Indigenous 
economic exploitation of Indigenous lands; 3. Draft 
Legislative Decrees 51/2025 and 47/2025, and Bill 
433/2025, which would weaken the National Founda-
tion for Indigenous Peoples; 4. PEC 59/2023 transfers 
the authority over land demarcation from the Presi-
dency to the National Congress, and PEC 10/2024, 
which would infringe on the exclusive rights of Indig-
enous peoples, allowing leasing, contracts with non-
Indigenous people, and other economic activities that 
violate constitutional guarantees (APIB, 2025).

The temporal framework proposal represents a sub-
stantial alteration of Brazil’s constitutional frame-
work. It threatens the protection of territories 
claimed by communities expelled or forcibly removed 
before 1988 and remains pending consideration by 
the Chamber of Deputies. The measure contradicts 
both constitutional mandates and global climate ob-
jectives, given that Indigenous territories have re-
peatedly been demonstrated to function as effective 
barriers to deforestation. In the midst of this dispute, 
Brazil’s capacity to present itself as a leader in Ama-
zon protection is weakened. During COP30, Colombia 
announced a ban on new oil and mining projects in its 
Amazonian region, declaring the area free of addition-
al fossil fuel and mineral concessions as a political and 
scientific commitment to its preservation (Hanbury, 

political priorities. The mechanism is designed to 
expedite infrastructure and extractive projects in 
the Amazon, including offshore oil extraction in the 
mouth of the Amazon River, the reconstruction of the 
BR-319 highway (connecting Manaus and Porto Velho 
and, with planned side roads, opening a vast area of 
Amazon forest to deforestation), and the expansion of 
mining activities, including those for critical minerals 
(Congresso Nacional, 2025; Fearnside, 2022; Machado 
et al., 2026).

The implications of this deregulation extend beyond 
ecological degradation and encompass significant 
public health risks. The systematic weakening of en-
vironmental licensing disregards robust scientific 
evidence linking deforestation, infrastructure expan-
sion, and ecosystem disruption in the Amazon to the 
emergence and amplification of infectious diseases 
with pandemic potential (Ferrante, 2024; Ferrante 
et al., 2025). Researchers from multiple Brazilian in-
stitutions warn that setbacks in environmental pro-
tection may expose microbial reservoirs previously 
contained by the absence of high-impact human activ-
ities in the Amazon region (Ferrante et al., 2025). By 
enabling mining operations, road construction, and 
territorial invasions by land grabbers and squatters, 
state policy intensifies contact zones between human 
populations, wildlife, and pathogens. Environmental 
deregulation therefore undermines not only climate 
security but also global health, placing the Amazon at 
the intersection of ecological breakdown, epidemio-
logical vulnerability, and political decision-making 
(Ellwanger et al., 2020; Ellwanger et al., 2022). More 
broadly, this case illustrates a recurrent theme in 
political ecology: Socioenvironmental crises are not 
simply the outcome of ecological processes but are 
shaped by power relations, institutional choices, and 
the unequal distribution of environmental risks and 
benefits.

3.	 The Concurrent Assault on Indigenous Territo-
rial Rights

The environmental and public health risks outlined 
above are inseparable from a parallel political pro-
cess targeting those who have historically acted as 
the most effective guardians of the forest. Beyond 
dismantling regulatory safeguards, the National Con-
gress has advanced measures that directly restrict 
Indigenous territorial rights, thereby weakening one 
of the most empirically robust barriers against defor-

Political Bargaining and the Unmaking of Amazon Protection in Brazil



12 DIE ERDE · Vol. 157 · x/2026

2025). By contrast, Brazil’s contested domestic land-
scape has witnessed continued approval of extractive 
initiatives and legislative backsliding, undermining 
its credibility in international climate negotiations. 

These dynamics are consistent with the literature on 
neo-extractivism (e.g., Gudynas, 2015), which shows 
that resource-dependent development increasingly 
reproduces environmental conflicts even when jus-
tified through energy transition discourses. The dis-
pute over Indigenous territorial rights also reflects 
broader global debates concerning environmental 
justice and the recognition of Indigenous peoples as 
central actors in biodiversity conservation and cli-
mate governance. Evidence from different parts of the 
world increasingly demonstrates that territorial se-
curity and Indigenous self-determination constitute 
key conditions for the protection of socioecological 
systems (e.g., Zanjani et al., 2023).

4.	 The Enabling Political Context of Institution-
al Conflict

These developments unfolded within a broader insti-
tutional confrontation among the branches of govern-
ment. The tension between economic expansion and 
environmental protection is amplified by a visible 
conflict between the Legislative, the Executive, and 
the Supreme Court. On the same evening as the Sen-
ate vote on the temporal framework, the Chamber of 
Deputies approved, by 291 to 148 votes, a sentencing 
adjustment bill reducing penalties for individuals con-
victed of the anti-democratic acts and attempted coup 
of January 8, 2023, including former President Jair 
Bolsonaro (Câmara dos Deputados, 2025). The simul-
taneity of these decisions reveals the political align-
ments sustaining the anti-environmental agenda.

Conservative factions have orchestrated legislative 
maneuvers that intensify disputes with the Supreme 
Court and place Indigenous land demarcation at the 
center of political negotiation. Climate security be-
comes entangled in partisan bargaining. Simultane-
ously, the expansion of the mining and agricultural 
frontier to meet international demand exerts addi-
tional pressure on domestic legislation. A decisive 
external factor emerged following the inauguration 
of U.S. President Donald Trump in January 2025. This 
U.S. presidential administration has adopted com-
mercial and military strategies aimed at securing ac-
cess to strategic resources abroad.

Viewed through the lens of critical geography, these 
institutional disputes are not merely domestic po-
litical controversies. They reveal how environmental 
governance increasingly becomes embedded within 
global commodity chains, energy transition policies, 
and geopolitical competition for strategic resources. 
Similar dynamics have been documented in different 
regions of the Global South, where pressures for min-
eral extraction, infrastructure expansion, and export-
oriented development frequently collide with Indige-
nous territorial rights, biodiversity conservation, and 
climate commitments (Fearnside, 2022; Vilani et al., 
2022; Zanjani et al., 2023).

Against this backdrop, Brazil’s position as a com-
modities exporter becomes geopolitically strategic. 
Although President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva (“Lula”) 
uses discourse emphasizing environmental leader-
ship, policy choices reveal persistent contradictions. 
Decree No. 12,600/2025 included the existing and 
planned waterways on the Madeira, Tocantins, and 
Tapajós Rivers in the National Privatization Program, 
granting concessions to private actors to facilitate 
commodity exports. Indigenous mobilization fol-
lowed, including the occupation of a port operated by 
Cargill on the Tapajós River, leading to the suspension 
of dredging activities (Brasil de Fato, 2026). On Febru-
ary 20, 2026, President Lula announced his intention 
to discuss the exploitation of critical minerals and 
rare earth elements with President Trump (Barreto, 
2026). Under the banner of a just energy transition, 
expanded mineral extraction in the Amazon threat-
ens 45 isolated Indigenous peoples and heightens eco-
logical, climatic, and zoonotic risks (Harari, 2025). In 
summary, contradictions in Brazilian environmental 
and climate policy are reflected in the impacts of the 
energy transition because access to and extraction of 
critical minerals are structured on historical patterns 
of territorial dispossession and environmental injus-
tice, even under governments formally committed to 
climate action.

5.	 Conclusions

Brazil’s launch of the Indigenous Lands Protection 
Program at the November 2025 COP30 climate sum-
mit underscores the centrality of territorial demarca-
tion and autonomous management as instruments of 
climate justice and recognition of Indigenous rights. 
Yet this initiative stands in stark contrast to domestic 
legislative trends. Its effectiveness depends on accel-
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erating physical demarcation, overcoming legal and 
administrative barriers, and ensuring stable funding 
that enables communities to exercise self-determined 
governance. Coordination among federal, state, and 
municipal authorities, Indigenous organizations, civil 
society, and international partners will be essential 
to prevent protective commitments from remaining 
merely token.

The legislative package described above constitutes 
a coherent challenge to the foundations of Amazo-
nian conservation. It trades long-term ecological se-
curity for immediate economic and political gains. 
The Brazilian Constitution enshrines the right to an 
ecologically balanced environment, imposing upon 
the state a duty of protection. The Federal Supreme 
Court now faces the task of reaffirming that consti-
tutional interpretation cannot legitimize accelerated 
ecosystem destruction. At stake is not only domestic 
environmental governance but also Brazil’s interna-
tional posture in negotiations involving strategic re-
sources and global climate commitments. The resil-
ience of Brazilian democracy will be measured by its 
capacity to resist both external pressures, affirming a 
national project committed to defending the Amazon, 
safeguarding Indigenous peoples, protecting public 
health, and preserving the environment. Beyond the 
Brazilian context, the developments considered here 
contribute to broader debates in critical geography 
and political ecology concerning the governance of 
socioecological crises in the twenty-first century. 

The Brazilian case illustrates processes that extend 
well beyond national politics and concerns over Ama-
zon conservation. It demonstrates how contemporary 
environmental governance is increasingly shaped by 
the interaction between domestic political bargain-
ing, constitutional disputes, and geopolitical pres-
sures associated with global resource transitions. 
This case shows how environmental deregulation and 
Indigenous dispossession are not independent phe-
nomena but rather are interconnected effects of ex-
tractive expansion for critical minerals.
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