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Philip Fearnside [1] is cautious about en-
vironmental outcomes in the Brazilian
Amazon under a renewed federal admin-
istration — led once again by Luiz Inacio
(Lula) da Silva — after Bolsonaro’s defeat.
We agree that there is no room for com-
placency, and there are many challenges
ahead [2]. Our view, however, reconciles
both optimistic and pessimistic views for
the Brazilian Amazon in a deeply divided
country.

We note that Bolsonaro honored all of his
many antienvironmental pledges, and this
would only have become worse during a
second term. These include rollbacks in en-
vironmental protection, severely defunding
environmental agencies, overlooking illegal
logging and mining, downgrading and
downsizing protected areas, and pander-
ing to land-grabbers, all of which are
reflected in Amazonia’s deforestation and
wildfires records during his 2019-2022
(mis)administration. If anything, decades
of haphazard commercial exploitation have
shown that debilitated environmental
protection secures neither sustainable
economic growth nor the persistence of
natural ecosystems. We therefore breathe
a sigh of relief at Lula’s third term in office,
compared with a would-be Bolsonaro
second term, while nevertheless mindful
of tricky minefields ahead in all areas of the
executive, legislative, and judiciary govern-
ments. This has been re-emphasized by
Lula’'s populist declarations during his cam-
paign and the early days of the current
administration, which may carry severe

environmental implications and call for vigi-
lance. Here we largely reaffirm Fearnside’s
comments, but also extol the positive de-
velopments in the new administration.

Reversing antienvironmental
policies

Several measures have already shown
that Lula is a breath of hope compared
to his predecessor. A comprehensive
package repelling previous antienviron-
mental legislation has already been
enacted, including revoking decrees that
resulted in bare-bones funding for envi-
ronmental agencies, annulments of envi-
ronmental penalties, and legalisation of
‘artisanal’ mining. In addition, Lula and his
cabinet have restructured and reinvigorated
the National Council for the Environment
(CONAMA) [3]. Lula resumed the Action
Plan for the Prevention and Control of De-
forestation in the Legal Amazon (PPCDAM),
a program hitherto showing the ‘best’
results in suppressing Amazonian defores-
tation [4]. A renovated PPCDAmM has been
restructured around four action points:
sustainable productive activities, environ-
mental monitoring and control, land and
territorial planning, and regulatory, eco-
nomic, and tax instruments deployed to
reduce deforestation [5]. Combined with
newly enhanced satellite forest-monitoring
systems, effective enforcement on the
ground, and empowerment of research
institutes dismantled by Bolsonaro, de-
forestation is expected to decelerate,
as observed by the 61% decline in the
deforestation rate compared to the same
period in 2022.

Many other actions have been deployed.
We highlight the creation of an Indigenous
Peoples Ministry led by a native Amazonian
for the first time in Brazilian history; the un-
doing of antienvironmental legislation that
hinders the application of minimum envi-
ronmental licensing standards; initiatives
by frontline task forces and an embargo
on illegally deforested landholdings, illegal
logging, and charcoal operations across
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Brazilian Amazonia; and a newly estab-
lished National Secretariat for Regional
and Territorial Development Policies [6] in
charge of both land use policies for both
public lands and land title deeds.

Challenging obstacles

The new Lula administration will, however,
confront intractable challenges. For exam-
ple, we foresee clashes within the federal
government in relation to oil and gas ex-
ploration in sensitive areas. The predomi-
nantly right-wing National Congress is
expected to oppose most, if not all, envi-
ronmental legislation. For instance, the
likely nomination of former Bolsonaro
minister of environment (Ricardo Salles)
for the environmental commission of
the Congress preempts how the federal
legislative will oppose the implementa-
tion of the environmental agenda. Many
Amazonian local governments are also pro-
Bolsonaro (e.g., Mato Grosso, Rondonia,
and Roraima), hindering policy implemen-
tation in those states. Beyond Congress
hostility, agribusiness pressure, and bud-
get difficulties, previous Lula declarations
suggest that we need to be alert with new
government directives. The sheer pressure
on Amazonian forest ecosystems by mil-
lions of rural entrepreneurs, which was en-
couraged during the Bolsonaro years, can
be gauged by the rapid acceleration in de-
forestation rates after his defeat in the elec-
tions (https://infoamazonia.org/2023/01/
27/aceleracao-do-desmatamento-nos-
ultimos-meses-de-2022-traz-desafios-
para-politica-ambiental-de-lula/?s=09).

To sum up, nation-state elections can
have a huge impact on tropical deforesta-
tion, not just in Brazil but worldwide [7].
Amazonian environmental degradation
has been extensive, thanks to preordained
geopolitical strategies during the military
dictatorship of the late 1960s, followed
by the migration of scores of Brazilian
farmers and land speculators. Environ-
mental management and protection of
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the world’s largest tropical forest region
under the jurisdiction of a single country
would be extremely difficult under any
circumstances. However, overthrowing
the Bolsonaro administration represents
a fresh start which has sent warnings
to rogue violators who had grown accus-
tomed to pervasive lawlessness. This
positive psychological impact cannot be
underestimated, as even a reinforced
army of frontline law-enforcement agents
cannot cope with millions of private actors
battling for rapid prosperity at the expense
of natural ecosystems.

Finally, we believe that conservation opti-
mism is critical to reshaping our future,
from the current doom-and-gloom climate
to a positive conservation and develop-
ment agenda. In this context, we believe
that Lula and his team echo the myriad
voices of scientists, environmental and
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indigenous leaders, and others who had
been silenced. These players again have
the opportunity to participate in the politi-
cal agenda, contributing to the creation of
a new model for the Amazon, reconciling
conservation imperatives with legitimate
social aspirations.
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