
BRAZILIAN JOURNAL OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION    |    Rio de Janeiro 54(6):1691-1710, Nov. - Dec. 2020

	 1691

ISSN: 1982-3134

Large-scale environmental policy change: analysis of the 
Brazilian reality

Mauro Guilherme Maidana Capelari ¹
Suely Mara Vaz Guimarães de Araújo ² ³
Paulo Carlos Du Pin Calmon ³
Benilson Borinelli 4

¹ Universidade de Brasília / Center for Sustainable Development, Brasília / DF – Brazil
² Universidade de Brasília / Braziliense Institute of Public Law, Brasília / DF – Brazil
³ Universidade de Brasília / Institute of Political Science, Brasília / DF – Brazil
4 Universidade Estadual de Londrina / Department of Administration, Londrina / PR – Brazil

The Brazilian presidential elections of 2018 brought large-scale changes in the Brazilian environmental policy 
subsystem. The purpose of this article is to analyze these changes through the lenses of the Advocacy Coalition 
Framework – ACF. First, we introduced some of the main characteristics of this subsystem, then we presented a 
hemerographic analysis to describe and analyze the effects of four recent shocks in this subsystem. Two of these 
shocks were external: (i) the election of a new political elite in power that brought a clear discourse of denial of 
the relevance of environmental policy and (ii) calamitous environmental events that occurred in Brazil in 2019. 
The other two shocks were internal: (i) the capture of key positions and resources by dominant coalition members 
and (ii) the rise of conflict and polarization among the coalitions in the subsystem. The results showed: (i) the 
rise of a hyper-adversarial environmental policy subsystem; (ii) a realignment between non-dominant coalitions 
in a cooperative direction; (iii) the imposition of clear barriers to negotiation; (iv) changes in the use of scientific 
information by more politicized discourses with a high degree of bias. The article contributes to the understanding of 
the processes of institutional change in environmental policy, especially in contexts of large-scale change generated 
by increasing electoral polarization and fierce political disputes. It also contributes to the analysis of the limits and 
possibilities of the ACF in the Brazilian environmental agenda.
Keywords: environmental policy; policy change; advocacy coalition framework; Brazilian politics.

Mudança de larga escala na política ambiental: análise da realidade brasileira
As eleições presidenciais brasileiras de 2018 trouxeram mudanças em larga escala no subsistema de política 
ambiental do país. O objetivo deste artigo é analisar essas mudanças através do Advocacy Coalition Framework 
– ACF. Para isso, introduzimos algumas das principais características do subsistema de política ambiental e, a 
seguir, apresentamos uma análise hemerográfica para descrever e analisar os efeitos de quatro choques recentes 
no subsistema em análise. Dois desses choques foram externos: (i) a ascensão ao poder de uma nova elite política 
que trouxe um discurso claro de negação da relevância da política ambiental e (ii) eventos ambientais calamitosos 
que ocorreram no Brasil em 2019. Dois outros choques foram internos: (i) a captura de posições e recursos 
importantes pelos membros da coalizão dominante e (ii) o surgimento de conflitos e polarizações entre as coalizões 
no subsistema. Os resultados mostraram: (i) a ascensão de um subsistema hiper-contraditório; (ii) o realinhamento 
entre coalizões não dominantes em direção à cooperação; (iii) a imposição de barreiras claras à negociação; e  
(iv) mudanças no uso da informação científica por discursos mais politizados com alto grau de viés. O artigo 
contribui para a compreensão dos processos de mudança institucional na política ambiental, especialmente em 
contextos de mudança em larga escala gerados pelo aumento da polarização eleitoral e intensas disputas políticas. 
Contribui também para a análise dos limites e possibilidades do ACF na agenda ambiental brasileira.
Palavras-chave: política ambiental; mudança política; advocacy coalition framework; política brasileira.

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/0034-761220190445x
Article received on December 02, 2019 and accepted on May 12, 2020.
[Original version]



BRAZILIAN JOURNAL OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION    |    Rio de Janeiro 54(6):1691-1710, Nov. - Dec. 2020

RAP    |    Large-scale environmental policy change: analysis of the Brazilian reality

	 1692

Cambio de gran escala en la política ambiental: análisis de la realidad brasileña
Las elecciones presidenciales brasileñas de 2018 introdujeron cambios de gran escala en el subsistema de política 
ambiental del país. El propósito de este documento es analizar estos cambios a través de las lentes del Advocacy 
Coalition Framework – ACF. Para ello, exponemos algunas de las características principales de este subsistema 
y, luego, presentamos un análisis hemerográfico para describir y analizar los efectos de cuatro shocks recientes 
en este subsistema. Dos de estos shocks fueron externos: (i) el ascenso de una nueva élite política al poder, la 
cual ha traído un claro discurso de negación de la relevancia de la política ambiental y (ii) catastróficos eventos 
ambientales que ocurrieron en Brasil durante 2019. Otros dos shocks fueron internos: (i) la captura de posiciones 
y recursos claves por los miembros de la coalición dominante y (ii) el surgimiento de conflictos y polarizaciones 
entre las coaliciones del subsistema. Los resultados mostraron: (i) el ascenso de un subsistema de política ambiental 
hipercontradictorio; (ii) el realineamiento de las coaliciones no dominantes en una dirección cooperativa; (iii) la 
imposición de claras barreras en los procesos de negociación; y (iv) cambios en el uso de información científica por 
discursos más politizados con un alto grado de sesgo. Este artículo contribuye a la comprensión de los procesos 
de cambio institucional en la política ambiental, especialmente en contextos de cambios de gran escala generados 
por un aumento en la polarización electoral e intensas disputas políticas. También contribuye al análisis de los 
límites y posibilidades del ACF en la agenda ambiental brasileña.
Palabras clave: política ambiental; cambio de políticas; advocacy coalition framework; política brasileña.

1. INTRODUCTION

Brazil is the fifth largest country in the world, with seven very different biomes and around 20% of the 
world’s biological diversity, including almost 2/3 of the Amazon Forest. The country has the largest 
amount of fresh water in the world, the greatest number of isolated indigenous people, and has been 
an important player in climate global governance. Therefore, Brazilian environmental policy should 
be a strategic concern not only for the country, but also for the world (Rochedo et al., 2018). 

The environmental policy subsystem in Brazil is complex and has changed considerably in the 
last thirty years. Despite ongoing tensions, competitions and major weaknesses in implementation, 
the country has put in place an important administrative and legal structure for protecting natural 
resources  (Viola & Franchini, 2017). 

Although little time has passed, Jair Bolsonaro government has been driving profound and 
unprecedented changes in the conduct of Brazilian environmental policy subsystem since January 
2019. A large-scale change has been occurring starting due to the election of an extremely 
conservative government, that radically shifted the official policy narrative as well as the distribution 
of political resources (Hunter & Power, 2019). The Brazilian environmental subsystem is totally 
destabilized (Meeus, 2019) with recent incidents such as environmental disasters and increased 
deforestation. 

Advocacy Coalition Framework – ACF is one of the most used frameworks to explain changes in 
public policies with a high degree of competition and rivalry (Weible & Ingold, 2018). With relevant 
applications in Brazil (Carvalho, 2001; A. Soares, 2016; Souza & Secchi, 2014) , ACF  stands out  with 
regards to applications in environmental policy (Capelari, Araújo, & Calmon, 2015; Weible, Heikkila, 
Ingold, & Fischer, 2016). 

The purpose of this paper is to analyze the recent changes and the new equilibrium between 
coalitions in the Brazilian environmental policy subsystem from ACF perspective and categories. 
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The paper questions were how can we understand the recent large-scale change of Brazilian 
environmental policy applying ACF? What are the possibilities and limits of this framework in 
this sense? 

We conducted an exploratory study, applying qualitative content analysis to data obtained 
through a hemerographic survey (newspaper material) between January 2019 and January 2020. 
The hemerographic analysis has given empirically support to changes in the balance of the Brazilian 
environmental policy subsystem. For the description of this federal subsystem, we adopted the 
configuration of environmental advocacy coalitions presented by Araújo (2013).

Therefore, the paper contributes to the understanding of reasons and forms in which the changes 
in the recent Brazilian environmental policy subsystem occurred and to examine the viability of 
applying ACF to analyze large-scale change in the balance of a policy subsystem in a country with 
unconsolidated democracy.

The paper presents a theoretical review of the ACF in the next section. Then, the environmental 
policy subsystem will be presented. In the fourth section, we argue for the existence of four large-scale 
changes (shocks) started in 2019 in Brazilian environmental policy subsystem. In the fifth section we 
analyze the effects of these shocks on the dynamics of the subsystem by ACF perspectives. Finally, 
the final consideration presents some topics for reflection about the new dynamics in Brazilian 
environmental policy subsystem.

2. ACF OVERVIEW

The Advocacy Coalition Framework - ACF was presented as a framework capable of providing 
an alternative to traditional approaches to public policy analysis (Sabatier, 1988; Sabatier & 
Jenkins-Smith, 1993, 1999).  Its aim was to shift the analysis of the policy process from a linear 
and procedural perspective to an approach anchored in change, its causes, and its effects (Weible 
& Ingold, 2018).

ACF interest groups are known as advocacy coalitions (Weible, Ingold, Nohrstedt, Henry, & 
Jenkins‐Smith). This framework of association produces informal alliances on public policy issues, 
and its members are united by sharing a set of beliefs that guide how they observe the world and how 
public policies should be shaped. Broadening the classical idea of interest groups (Baumgartner & 
Leech, 1998), advocacy coalition may be presented not only in the legislative power, but in different 
arenas that include government decision-making process, and may include elected, appointed 
and administrative government officials, scientists and consultants, representatives of private and  
non-profit organizations, and the media. Accordingly, by proposing a broader set of actors that 
influence the political process, the concept of iron triangles is expanded (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 
1993) to a perspective of policy networks (Bonafont, 2004).

Ideological and belief differences are best understood by a three-level belief system. The most 
deep-rooted beliefs, deep core beliefs, are those that guide the actors’ worldview based on normative 
guidelines with a low volatile profile. More volatile than the deep core, the policy core deals with 
normative and empirical perspectives, directed to the public policies that make up the subsystem, 
not being restricted to worldviews, but also to how to transform these views into concrete actions. 
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Secondary level or secondary beliefs are less rooted and, therefore, are more likely to change.  
They concern the willingness to choose public policy instruments capable of solving problems and 
achieving goals (Weible & Ingold, 2018).

One of the central objectives of ACF is to investigate changes and stability in public policies, 
contributing for the understanding of their nature and causes (Jenkins-Smith, Nohrstedt, Weible, 
& Ingold, 2018). From ACF’s perspective, political changes are understood by the changes they can 
promote in belief systems. In other words, when policy core beliefs are affected and change at some 
extent, it is likely that the change in public policy has been drastic. In contrast, changes only occurring 
in secondary beliefs indicate less abrupt changes. In this sense, policy-oriented beliefs were formed 
from the criterion of susceptibility to change, which makes them important elements to identify and 
characterize the changes (Sabatier, 1988).

ACF offers four conceptual pathways for promoting changes in public policy. The first is related to 
external sources. Derived from external subsystem events or relatively stable parameters, ACF assumes 
that changes in the policy subsystem occur due to external shocks, disturbances that are beyond 
the control of the actors involved in the subsystem, crises, disasters or changes in socioeconomic 
conditions and political regimes (Sabatier & Weible, 2007). The second path to political change occurs 
through the influence of internal events. Examples of internal events are conflicts within and between 
coalitions, political scandals, and failed ideas that influence the rethinking of beliefs and convictions 
of actors from new views about the problem, its causes, and implications (Nohrstedt & Weible, 2010; 
Sabatier & Weible, 2007).

The negotiated agreements represent the third pathway for political change under ACF’s view. 
Such agreements are usually made by collaborative institutions, which lead the negotiation process 
and facilitate agreements between coalitions (Jenkins-Smith, Nohrstedt, Weible, & Ingold, 2018). The 
fourth path of political change is long-term oriented and represented by policy-oriented learning. 
ACF defines policy-oriented learning as “enduring alternations of thought or behavioral intentions 
that result from experience and which are concerned with the attainment or revision of the precepts 
of the belief system of individuals or of collectives” (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993, p. 42).

The empirical studies of the ACF have added secondary components to understand political 
changes. Twelve secondary components have been added to understand policy changes in public 
policy process: (i) new dominant coalition, (ii) change in the distribution of resources, (iii) venue 
opening or closing, (iv) minority coalition mobilization, (v) dominant coalition belief change, 
(vi) minority coalition belief changes, (vii) dominant coalition belief confirmation, (viii) minority 
coalition belief  confirmation, (ix) dominant coalition strategy change, (x) minority coalition 
strategy change, (xi) a hurting stalemate, and (xii) presence of a policy broker (Pierce, Peterson, 
& Hicks, 2020).

Focusing on policy change and conceptual pathways for promoting changes, the next section will 
describe the composition of the environmental policy subsystem in Brazil.
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Continue

3. ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY SUBSYSTEM IN BRAZIL: A SHORT REVIEW

Environmental policies are generally characterized by a high degree of complexity and conflict 
(Caldwell, 1993). They encompass a large number of socio-environmental problems and phenomena 
that interact at multiple time and space scales, such as pollution, climate change, deforestation, and 
reduction of biodiversity. 

As it seeks to promote sustainability in socio-environmental interactions, environmental policy 
permeates, questions and mobilizes a large number of areas of knowledge, ideologies, beliefs, actors, 
geographical boundaries, human activities, economic sectors and public policy subsystems. If there is a 
consensus that environmental policy can be recognized for being a regulatory system, an administrative 
apparatus, a body of ideas, beliefs and specialized knowledge, and a place of contestation and decision, 
what should governments do has been a continuous focus of discussion and scientific and political 
dispute (Duit, Feindt, & Meadowcroft, 2016). 

A controversial and recurring issue is the restrictions of environmental regulation to economic 
growth, for example, by preventing or limiting access to natural resources, and imposing the 
internalization of costs. Responses to this and other controversies originated in different positions 
and beliefs on what should be sustainability, environmental justice and what is the role of the State 
in the protection and distribution of natural resources (Hopwood, Mellor, & O’Brien, 2005). These 
positions and beliefs will be incorporated by political coalitions that try to influence decisions in the 
Brazilian environmental policy subsystem.

Araújo (2013) is one of the most complete applications of ACF in Brazilian environmental policy. 
The study is based on an extensive and detailed analysis of Congressional hearings related to major 
decisions affecting the Brazilian environmental subsystem between 1992 and 2012. It detected the 
presence of four main advocacy coalitions influencing the so-called “green agenda” in Brazil, namely 
(Box 1): 

BOX 1	 BRAZILIAN ENVIRONMENTAL SUBSYSTEM – BELIEF SYSTEM OF THE FOUR ADVOCACY  
	 COALITIONS

Enlightened technocrats Socio-environmentalists Modern developmentalists Traditional developmentalists

Priority for the preservation of 
natural resources

Defense of a State 
characterized more by its 
vigorous action than by its 

democratic aspects

Focus on reconciling 
sustainable use and 

preservation

Emphasis on democratic 
and participatory processes

Focus on the sustainable 
use of natural resources

Defense of the minimum 
state

Views on natural resources 
tending to utilitarianism

Defense of a State with 
a strong presence in the 

promotion of private initiatives
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Enlightened technocrats Socio-environmentalists Modern developmentalists Traditional developmentalists

Priority for technical-scientific 
knowledge

Tendency to think that 
government decisions should 
be centralized in the Union

Emphasis on regulatory 
instruments of environmental 

policy

Valuing of traditional 
knowledge and rights

Defense of the integrated 
action of the different levels 

of government

Valuing of the different types 
of environmental policy 

instruments

High concern with regional 
and local peculiarities

Priority for technical-
scientific knowledge

Defense of weighted 
decentralization of 

government decisions, 
according to the theme

Emphatic valuation of 
economic instruments of 

environmental policy

Defense of broad 
participation of the 

private sector in solving 
environmental problems

Devaluation of cultural aspects 
(or, disregarding knowledge 

as value)

Defense of decentralization 
of decisions related to 

environmental policy to state 
and municipalities

Opposition to environmental 
policy instruments and 

conservation units

Source: Araújo (2013). 

The Traditional Developmentalists, dominant advocacy coalition in recent Brazilian environmental 
policy subsystem, is successor to a legacy of the agribusiness-export model sustained, at least since 
the time when Brazil was a colony of Portugal, in the concentration of land (natural resources), in 
slave labor and in political conservatism. With the country’s urbanization and industrialization, large 
coffee producers in the First Republic, for example, lost influence in the conduct of State policies, but 
they remained an important political and economic force. At the present time, powerful complexes 
that produce agricultural commodities (for example, meats, soy, wood and sugar) and minerals (iron, 
bauxite, manganese and niobium) have prominent positions in this coalition, made up of national 
and multinational capitals (Pádua, 2018).

Traditional Developmentalists were one of the main integrators of a neo-conservative and 
neoliberal movement that won in the 2018 presidential elections. Internally, this movement brings 
together, in addition to agribusiness, an expressive representation of the military, evangelicals, powerful 
businessmen who shared beliefs, such as anti-leftism, authoritarianism, reducing state intervention 
and social policies, and opening the market. Externally, the dominant coalition benefited and aligned 
itself with the neoconservative wave led by US President (Hunter & Power, 2019). The Traditional 
Developmentalists have always pressed for weak regulation and implementation of environmental 
legislation, especially federal ones (Dean, 1997).
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International pressure, public opinion and socio-environmental movements contributed, in 
a context of re-democratization, to the expanding the institutional structure, to the “flood” of 
environmental legislation (Dryzek, 1992), as well as to organize the three others coalitions in the 
Brazilian environmental policy subsystem (Enlightened Technocrats, Socio-Environmentalists and 
Modern Developmentalists) (Hochstetler & Keck, 2007).

Advances in Brazilian environmental policy have generated permanent and growing conflicts 
and tensions between the environmental policy subsystem and the productive sectors and other 
subsystems responsible for economic expansion, such as agriculture, infrastructure, industry and 
others (Ames, 2019).

The counteroffensive of the current Traditional Developmentalists coalition intensified since 2008, 
demanding the relaxation of important regulatory legislations: environmental licensing, the Federal 
Forest Law (1965), authorization of pesticides, reduction of indigenous lands and other protected 
areas. The main milestone and victory of this counteroffensive was the Federal Forest Law reform in 
2012 (Law 12.651/2012), which, despite contrary arguments from scientific and experts, increased 
the productive use of protected areas and amnestied fines for deforestation (B. Soares et al., 2014).

With the rise of Jair Bolsonaro, the Traditional Developmentalists coalition – the current dominant 
coalition in Brazilian environmental subsystem –, started to occupy strategic spaces in the economic 
and environmental policy sectors in the federal government, to start a phase that can already be 
characterized as the one of the most explicit dismantling of the federal environmental policy, increasing 
tensions with specialists, public opinion and environmental movements. 

We will assume, for the purpose of analyzing policy changes from the ACF perspective, that the 
four coalitions addressed in Box 1 are representative of the subsystem of Brazilian environmental 
policy even after the recent large-scale changes, presented in greater details in the next section. 

4. ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY IN BRAZIL: RECENT CHANGES (SHOCKS) FROM THE ACF  
PERSPECTIVE

Brazil’s environmental policy subsystem underwent significant large-scale changes in 2019. We will 
highlight such changes, from the “shock category” proposed by the ACF. The discussion will focus 
on external and internal shocks concerning the subsystem. 

Recent internal shocks are related to two aspects: (i) growth in the power resource of the dominant 
coalition (Traditional Developmentalists) and the (ii) lack of structural influence in the subsystem 
by this coalition. 

(i) The political resources of Traditional Developmentalists were enhanced after the election of 2018. 
Several factors explain this expansion: the first was the increase in the number of seats controlled by  
the Rural Caucus (“Bancada Ruralista”) in the National Congress. The share of the seats controlled  
by the “Ruralistas” jumped to 44% of the seats at the Lower House and 39.5% of the seats at the Federal 
Senate (Congresso Em Foco, 2019a). This increased political influence was sufficient, for example, to 
restore the Special Congressional Committee on Climate Change and, immediately after, to appoint 
as president of this committee someone who does not believe in the urgency of measures targeted to 
mitigate the effects of climate change (Shalders, 2019). 

In addition to a new distribution of seats in the Congress there were also important 
changes in the Executive Branch which strengthen the discourse and values of the Traditional 
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Developmentalists coalition. The new President and his political appointees were outspoken 
critics of the previous environmental policies and institutions, and denounced the political groups 
associated with the environmental movement as opportunist and corrupt without any explicit proof. 
The President is against most of the existing environmental regulations and frequently denounces the 
existing environmental agencies as an “industry of environmental fines” (Dunder, 2019) that inhibits 
investment and economic growth. In addition to that, he and his ministries criticized the number 
and size of the existing Indigenous lands and environmental conservation units in the country (Carta 
Capital, 2018), and announced the intent to reform current laws on these subjects. 

In addition to an expansion in the number of seats in Congress and political appointees in the 
Executive Branch, members of the Traditional Developmentalists coalition gained access and control 
of technical information and have been using it to influence public opinion. We should mention 
the case of the data provided by Amazon Rainforest Monitoring System that uses remote sensing 
satellite information to monitor deforestation in the Brazilian Amazon biome, which covers an area of  
4.7 million square kilometers. The System is managed by the National Institute for Space Research 
(Instituto Nacional de Pesquisas Espaciais – INPE). INPE was created in 1971, and currently is a research 
unit of the Brazilian Ministry of Science and Technology. In August 2019, the chief of the agency was 
fired by the Ministry of Science and Technology after a public divergence with the President over 
the validity of the data from the satellite system monitoring deforestation. The President argued that 
data showing increasing deforestation and fires in the region was altered to attack his government 
(Congresso Em Foco, 2019b). 

(ii) A second internal shock, linked to the increase in the control of power resources of the 
dominant coalition, has been noted in the environmental policy subsystem and it is a paradoxical 
movement. On one hand, the Traditional Developmentalists coalition gained control of some of the 
most valuable resources and strategic positions in the environmental policy subsystem. On the other 
hand, this coalition’s reputation lost strength. The actions of this group began to be more strongly 
questioned from a technical point of view, including negative effects with buyers of Brazilian products 
in the international market (Vieira, 2019). 

Since early 2019 there has been a huge realignment and a highly contentious dispute between 
members of the dominant coalition and the members from all other three coalitions (Enlightened 
Technocrats, Socio-Environmentalists and Modern Developmentalists). A concrete example was the 
unprecedented construction of a front composed of eight former environment ministers to subscribe an 
open letter of protest warning about the “systematic, constant, and deliberate policy of deconstruction 
and destruction of environmental policies” (Gortázar, 2019). Another example was the open letter 
of protest directed to the Minister of Environment by the National Association of Environmental 
Careers (Associação Nacional de Servidores de Carreira de Meio Ambiente – Ascema Nacional), who 
they called “cunning, fallacious, and rude” after he publicly threatened to investigate the conduct of 
environmental agents of the Brazilian Environmental Agency (Calcagno, 2019). In the same line, a 
group of non-governmental organizations organized offensives against the government’s management 
framework that they call “environmental anti-politics” (Girardi, 2019). 

With regard to external shocks, at least two are worth highlighting: (i) important changes in 
ideological orientation at the federal Executive Branch, characterized by authoritarianism and 
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strong commitment to economic liberalization and disregard for environmental impacts; (ii) and 
the environmental disasters that occurred in Brazil. 

(i) The rise of a new political elite, nowadays in the role of dominant coalition in environmental 
policy subsystem, brought changes also in economic and regulation policies, with a strong emphasis 
on liberalization and privatization and the dismantling of the so-called “Administrative State”. These 
changes have also affected the many aspects of the environmental subsystem. The privatization 
profile was observed in the management of national parks (NexoJornal, 2019), in the reduction of the  
environmental fines to enable the participation of private companies (Prizibisczki, 2019) and in  
the defense of liberalization of mining and agricultural activities in the Amazon Rainforest Region and 
Indigenous lands (Vilela, 2019). Moreover, these changes are also observed in the intention of hiring 
private companies to monitor the deforestation of the Amazon (G1, 2019) and important changes in 
the current regulation framework in order to create incentives for water privatization allowing private 
companies to control water provision and sanitation services in Brazilian municipalities (Pupo, 2019). 

Meanwhile, there were movements in the dominant coalition towards demobilization and 
inhibiting popular participation in public policy decisions. The presidential discourse shows clearly   
the government’s discomfort with the participation of NGOs in the political process (Pereira, 2019). 
Public officials blamed NGOs first for the increase in the number of fires in the Amazon forest 
(Mazui, 2019b), and then for the oil spills on the Brazilian coast (Moreira, 2019). The interruption 
of the Amazon Fund financing1 in 2019 (Figueiredo, 2019b) was largely due to the Ministry of the 
Environment’s suspicion of the existence of inconsistencies in NGOs’ contracts (Figueiredo, 2019a) 
– which was contradicted moments later by the international financiers (Trigueiro, 2019). 

In addition to the troubled relationship with the third sector, there have been a movement to reduce 
the participation of civil society in political processes. This movement claimed for the downsizing of the  
National Environmental Council (B. Soares, 2019), which in practice would make the operation of this 
collegiate body through technical chambers unfeasible,  as well as the extinction of many collegiate 
committees that assist in Brazil’s environmental management (Grandelle, 2019). 

(ii) External factors linked to disasters have put pressure on the environmental policy subsystem, 
with the potential to promote changes. Only in 2019, there were three major environmental disasters 
in Brazil: the disruption of a dam in the state of Minas Gerais (MG); forest deforestation and fires in 
the Amazon Rainforest; and the appearance of oil spill on the Northeastern shore.

The collapse and disruption of dam B1 at the Córrego do Feijão Mine in Brumadinho (MG), was 
considered a major environmental disaster, with more than 270 deaths (Cordeiro, 2019). The Corrego 
do Feijão Mine was managed by the multinational mining company Vale S.A. Once a state-owned 
company, Vale S.A, now operates in thirty countries and is listed in the stock exchanges in São Paulo, 
New York, Hong Kong, Jakarta, Paris and Madrid.  According to the investigations conducted so far, it 
was a tragedy foretold, because Vale S.A. knew that the dam was unstable months before the collapse 
(Deputados, 2019). Although the federal government responded immediately to help the victims 
of the disaster, it moved away from monitoring repair and compensation programs, delegating all 
responsibility in this regard to the state of Minas Gerais (Deputados, 2019).

1 The Amazon Fund is a REDD + mechanism created to raise donations for non-reimbursable investments in efforts to prevent, monitor 
and combat deforestation. For more detail, see: http://www.fundoamazonia.gov.br/en/home/ 
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Beyond the 30% increase in Amazon deforestation (Oliveira & Matos, 2020), the year 2019 had 
record numbers of fire spots in the Amazon Rainforest (O Globo, 2019). In addition to the Amazon 
deforestation and fires, the way the federal government treated this problem generated countless 
criticisms from the scientific and environmental communities, and strong criticism from the three 
non-dominant coalitions of the subsystem. The Minister of the Environment, for example, said that 
the association between forest fires and the climate in the city of São Paulo was fake news (Toledo, 
2019), indicated problems in the actions promoted by state governments to contain the outbreaks of 
fire (Turollo & Fernandes, 2019) and said that the outbreaks increased because the region was going 
through a dry period (TV Cultura, 2019), a fact that is not proven by scientific data (Marés, Moraes, 
& Afonso, 2019). The President claimed that the forest was not on fire, but rather the pasture areas 
(Mazui, 2019a), a fact also denied by national and international researchers (Mendes, 2019). 

The presence of oil spills on the beaches of Northeastern Brazil has been considered the largest 
environmental aggression ever suffered by the country, similar to the Gulf of Mexico spill in 2010 
(Valor Online, 2019). As in the case of the fires, the attention was not only on the disaster but on the 
weak governmental action for its containment. There was strong criticism of the federal government 
for the delay in promoting actions to mitigate the disaster. The Federal Public Prosecutor’s Office has 
filed a lawsuit against the Union (Deutsche Welle [DW], 2019), a Committee of Inquiry was created 
in the Federal Senate (Madeiro, 2019) and another was created in the House of Representatives 
(Vivas, 2019) to investigate the State’s omission to act on the tragedy. Surrounded by criticism, 
the Environment Minister blamed the neighboring country Venezuela (Agência Brasil, 2019) and 
Greenpeace (Barbosa, 2019) for the disaster. 

In the next section, we will discuss the four shocks impact on the environmental policy subsystem 
according to ACF framework perspective. 

5. POLICY CHANGE: THEORETICAL DISCUSSION ABOUT RECENT BRAZILIAN ENVIRONMENTAL 
POLICY SHOCKS 

It is not easy to analyze recent large-scale changes in Brazilian environmental policy by the inconclusive 
nature of the events and their effects on the structure of the environmental subsystem. The 2018 
election brought to power a Traditional Developmentalist coalition, altering the balance of the 
environmental subsystem and creating a new dynamic for policy change. In short, we will analyze 
four major implications in ACF theoretical debate: (i) the rise of a hyper-adversarial environmental 
policy subsystem; (ii) a realignment between non-dominant coalitions in cooperative direction;  
(iii) the imposition of clear barriers to negotiation; and (iv) changes in the use of scientific information 
by more politicized discourses with a high degree of biases. 

(i) The rise of a hyper-adversarial environmental policy subsystem. The capacity of political 
actors to produce and shape the results of public policies is influenced by how the actor is perceived by 
their peers in the decision-making process. The power of decision-makers is critical to the outcomes 
and legitimacy of the policy, and is related to at least two criteria: their reputation or structural influence 
and their formal authority or institutional influence (Ingold & Leifeld, 2014). 

The previous section shows the low level of reputation of the dominant coalition among the actors 
belonging to the environmental policy subsystem in Brazil. The meeting of eight former ministers of 
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the environment in a speech contrary to what is practiced by the current Environmental Minister, the 
critique produced by the National Association of Environmental Careers and by NGOs, are concrete 
examples of the dominant coalition’s lack of reputation influence. The criticism are so widespread 
that they often generate mockery on social network presenting the Minister of the Environmental as 
an anti-minister (O Globo, 2019d).

The reputational deficiency of the dominant coalition in the subsystem negatively impact the 
effectiveness and legitimacy of decision-making in the public sector (Watkins & Rosegrant, 1996). 
Added to this, there is also the authoritarian and often revanchist style of the dominant coalition that 
has fomented polarization and the rise  of conflict in a political subsystem already characterized by 
intense disputes (Muta, 2019).

In this sense, conflicts become the rule and not the exception in environmental policy in Brazil, 
which appears to have overcome the adversarial contour towards a hyper-adversarial policy subsystem. 
A conflictive and hyper-adversarial policy subsystem could create a divergence in policy position 
and cross-coalition coordination, reduce negotiation venues (Weible, Heikkila, & Pierce, 2018), and 
expand the threats and the unwillingness between coalitions (Heikkila & Weible, 2017). 

The Brazilian environmental policy subsystem could be a great example to test hypotheses and 
improve some research agendas on policy conflict. ACF studies pay limited attention to conflict and 
hyper-adversarial subsystems, as well as to the implications in terms of policy change (Weible & 
Heikkila, 2017).

(ii) A realignment between non-dominant coalitions in a cooperative direction. While the 
dominant coalition has reputation fragilities in the Brazilian environmental policy subsystem, it 
has  formal authority or institutional influence (Ingold & Leifeld, 2014). Formal authority allows a 
dominant coalition to access political resources, to increase political influence in National Congress 
and to alter structures and public agents according to their particular interest (Spring, 2020b). Hence, 
a dominant coalition frequently imposes their beliefs and ideas on environmental policy, even without 
the support or agreement of the other three advocacy coalitions that act in the subsystem. 

In response to this scenario, the three other non-dominant advocacy coalitions (Enlightened 
Technocrats, Socio-Environmentalists, and Modern Developmentalists) start a cooperation 
realignment between them in opposition to the dominant coalition and, more than that, against 
the narrative of the President and his allies about environmental policy. This unprecedented 
realignment among environmentalists that have different points of view makes explicit a clear effort by  
non-dominant coalitions in order to (re)build new channels of articulation and negotiation 
(Adshead, 2011; Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993). With the union of the three groups, without yet 
mischaracterizing their differences in policy beliefs, they escalate a conflict that has been raging since 
January 2019. 

Additionally, the recent realignment between non-dominant coalitions represents a movement 
towards policy-oriented learning in the Brazilian environmental policy subsystem (Moyson, 2017). 
This learning process involves reducing differences between these three coalitions in favor of reducing 
conflict in the environmental policy subsystem. The signals for cooperation indicate that an effort 
towards lower losses to the environmental institutions in Brazil depends on a negotiated agreement 
around a positive environmental agenda, capable of competing against the narrative and formal power 
of the dominant coalition agenda. 
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Whether this cooperation movement between the three non-dominant coalition is related to 
the “Devil Shift” ACF category (Sabatier, Hunter, & McLaughlin, 1987), to recurring environmental 
disasters, or to an increase in the convergence of policy beliefs between the rival and non-dominant 
coalitions (Jenkins-Smith, Nohrstedt, Weible, & Sabatier, 2014; Kettell & Cairney, 2010; Weible & 
Sabatier, 2009), are relevant questions to be tested in future research. 

(iii) Imposition of clear barriers to negotiation. The downsizing of the National Environmental 
Council represents a clear example of this barrier as well as public speech from the dominant coalition 
against the NGO’s, science data and transparency in environmental public service, all shown in the 
previous section. This movement that reinforces a deadlock profile in the Brazilian environmental 
policy subsystem (Sabatier & Weible, 2007) was discussed in some other empirical cases (Frahsa, 
Rütten, Abu-Omar, & Schow, 2014; Heikkila et al., 2014).

After taking over the formal authority in Brazilian environmental subsystem, the Traditional 
Developmentalists coalition appears to have no intention to create negotiation venues and agreement 
with the other three non-dominant coalitions. Instead, the dominant coalition has been preferring to 
impose unilateral decisions or to negotiate with coalitions belonging to other subsystems (agriculture, 
mining and military).  This kind of behavior induces a reflection about the study of “dialogue of deaf ” 
(Sabatier, 1988) that is still little discussed in ACF empirical cases.

A barrier imposed by the dominant coalition in the Brazilian environmental subsystem suggested 
an important reduction in the influence by civil society and specialized actors in generating and 
changing policies. As mentioned previously, one of the most important ACF frameworks’ ideas is 
the expansion of the number of actors involved in the public policy subsystem to beyond the “iron 
triangle” (Weible & Sabatier, 2009). The political closure to civil society participation that is currently 
taking place in the Brazilian environmental subsystem goes against the consolidation of a wide and 
specialized network of actors. This ambiguity could generate a discussion on the adherence of ACF in a 
non-consolidated pluralism (John, 2003) outside  Western Europe and North America (Henry, Ingold, 
Nohrstedt, & Weible, 2014), as well as about the ability of marginalized groups to influence  policy 
process (Holmes & Scoones, 2001), especially in socially unequal countries like Brazil (Souza, 2004). 

Furthermore, by prioritizing the medium and micro level institutional analysis, the ACF does not 
focus on the macro-structural or historical plan (Ianoni, 2017) which, in the case of Brazil, implies 
disregarding or marginalizing the legacy of an extractive and agriculture-export economic structure 
and its historically complicated relationship with environmental protection.

(iv) Changes in the use of scientific information by more politicized discourses with a high 
degree of biases. These changes have been discussed in the previous section when the dominant 
coalition put in doubt the numbers of Amazon deforestation, fired  INPE’s president, accused 
inconsistencies in the contract with the Amazon Fund and NGOs, blamed NGOs first for the increase 
in the number of fires in the Amazon forest for the oil spills in the Brazilian coast. A lack of concern 
with the use of scientific basis in narratives is consolidated, which did not occur, at least not to this 
degree, before 2019. 

This movement, produced by the dominant coalition, represents a strategy for information 
deconstruction and, hence, to be able to introduce new beliefs and ideas in public policy process.  
The use of information by the Traditional Developmentalists coalition often deals with fake news, anti-
science, anti-traditional media and environmental crisis denialist t components (Benites, 2018). This 
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kind of dominant coalition strategy could be understood with ACF secondary component that explains 
a policy change in the Brazilian environmental policy subsystem (Pierce, Peterson, & Hicks, 2020).  

The biased information used as dominant coalition strategy has two implications. First, its 
association with the mobilization of public opinion. As discussed previously, the absence of reputational 
influence of the dominant coalition within the Brazilian environmental subsystem, even with the 
strength of formal power, implies a reduction in the legitimacy of the dominant coalition and also 
hinders its performance in practice (which can even lead to ineffective disaster response as mentioned 
above). By biasing scientific and official information, the Traditional Developmentalists coalition bets 
on legitimizing its actions only through public opinion. In ACF perspective, the public opinion is an 
important coalition resource to increase the power, the capacity of influence and the probability of 
winning the competition in the subsystem and thus imposing their desires, interests and beliefs on 
the decision-making process (Weible & Ingold, 2018). 

The second implication concerns the impact of distortions of scientific information in the policy 
belief system. Although the ACF predicted to some extent biases and political use of information in 
the subsystem, its studies analyzed their impact on instrumental and policy core beliefs. The form of 
intervention in the public problem is the main objective of this strategy (Montpetit, 2011). However, 
in Brazilian environmental policy subsystem, biases and political use of information starts to be 
applied in the deep core beliefs. This scenario allows dominant coalition to deny environmental 
public problems like environmental crisis and climate change. The denialist strategy of public 
environmental problems guarantees the state’s inaction (McConnell & Hart, 2019), inaugurates 
a more conflicted way of biased use of information and increases the advance of  environmental 
deregulating forces. 

In the next section we will develop the final considerations.

6. FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

Since re-democratization of Brazil, we have not seen a large-scale change in the environmental policy 
subsystem, such as the one we are currently seeing. The return to formal power of conservative and 
liberal ideologies, represented by Traditional Developmentalists, has been promoting changes in 
environmental policy by a combined effort of dismantling politics and fighting against learning, 
negotiations, civil society, scientific information, and experts. 

In this article, using ACF contributions, we summarize, from the confluence of external and 
internal shocks to the subsystem, four implications of these changes: the rise of a hyper-adversarial 
environmental policy subsystem; the realignment between non-dominant coalitions in a cooperative 
direction; the imposition of barriers to negotiation; and changes in the use of scientific information 
by more politicized ones with a high degree of biases.

These large-scale changes and its implications challenge the conventional analytical form of 
the ACF. Although it allows to capture and systematize important features of the changes that have 
occurred, it is necessary to pay attention to their weaknesses to analyze societies’ manifestations by 
profound and varied inequalities, including access to natural resources. Historically characterized  
by social inequities, Brazilian reality is becoming increasingly marked by political authoritarianism, 
which can aggravate this situation. In terms of environmental policy, if the political reality is not 
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reversed, Brazil is moving towards the perspective of non-public policy and, perhaps, of the dismantling 
of the policy subsystem.

In addition to the various topics already suggested above, we recommend investigations in:
(i)	 The hyper-adversarial subsystem and the deep beliefs rupture in the decision-making patterns 

typical of a liberal democracy could be better explored. In terms of the ACF, is it worth asking what  
can be learned with a dominant coalition guided by symbolic and even material violence?  
What learning is possible with a dominant coalition denying the legitimacy of the subsystem’s existence? 

(ii)	 Revitalization and articulation of non-dominant coalitions need to be better monitored 
in hyper-adversarial subsystem. Studying the degree of approximation of the different beliefs of  
non-dominant coalitions seems to be a way to understand negotiation venues in conflicting subsystems. 

(iii)	The movement to exclude civil society and experts from the subsystem composes another 
research agenda. It is necessary to detail the extent of this exclusion and its impacts on policy process. 
In this effort, correlating with ACF categories such as knowledge, policy learning and negotiated 
agreements could be important. 

(iv)	Distortions in scientific data, using tactics like fake news, post-truth and denialism are still not 
explored by the ACF. As scientific information is an important element to understand policy change 
in the ACF, its denial, distortion and even devaluation needs to be incorporated in future studies.

Thus, the challenges for the use of ACF in Brazil and developing countries should continue to be 
investigated, since they have political and social systems and subsystems that put the assumptions 
foreseen in the ACF framework at stake.
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