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Abstract: This paper discusses Brazil’s role in climate governance, methodologically and metaphor-
ically comparing it to chess pieces moves, based on national and regional official documents, com-
mitments and data. Unlike other IR studies, our proposal suggests different behaviours at different 
levels of analysis for the same country. Nationally, the country played the role of pawn. Regionally, 
there is no unitary behaviour: in international cooperation (carbon pricing case), it moves like a 
queen; in the regional integration process (energy integration case), like a king. The current scenario 
raises doubts about these roles, suggesting that Brazil has been presenting an increasingly moderate 
and conservative behaviour in the past years.
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Introduction

The climate and sustainable development agenda has historically been of little relevance to 
issues related to hard power, such as military and defence, since they are relatively ‘recent’ 
topics in the area of international relations (IR). That way, and often being relegated to the 
background, this agenda is traditionally associated with soft power – either for being a tool 
not limited only to states, or for it encompasses ideological, social and cultural aspects.

However, it is possible to argue that these agendas have gained increasing relevance, 
especially from the different initiatives carried out from the 1970s. It is worth mentioning 
that Garrett Hardin’s ‘Tragedy of the Commons’ (1968) was published in the late 1960s, 
with particular emphasis on the collective management of (common) natural resourc-
es and collective action failures. Hardin’s work analyses a situation in which individuals, 
acting independently and rationally in accordance with their own interests, behave in op-
position to the best interests of a certain community, hence exhausting some common 
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resource. The hypothesis hereby raised states that free access and the unrestricted demand 
for a finite resource ends up structurally condemning the resource due to its overexploita-
tion, so it directly addresses the environmental and climate agendas. Notwithstanding, it 
was precisely with the turn of the 21st century that such agendas gained weight and urgen-
cy on a global scale. As a result, the past 50 years have witnessed not only the evolution 
of the discussion of new environmental themes and different actors, but rather, above all, 
the emergence of new ways to face the challenges presented by different knowledge, dis-
ciplines and sciences.

Therefore, the main purpose of this paper is to discuss and evaluate the Brazilian 
climate governance considering the IR view, specifically understanding the consistency of 
the country’s role, domestically and regionally. Without seeking to analyse the etymology 
of the term ‘governance,’ the paper is intended to contribute to the specialized literature 
from an analysis of the Global South, particularly focusing on the (regional) role of Brazil 
in terms of the 21st century climate agenda. Ergo, we will not only address global gov-
ernance, but also the country’s role at the following levels: national, regional, and even 
global. 

It is not the focus of this article to make a detailed analysis of the national climate pol-
icy or of all the initiatives that the country participates in, but instead, to analyse specific 
cases in order to assess the consistency of the Brazilian role. Although some actors and 
cases are cited throughout the text, the purpose of this article is not to map them. National 
perspectives are often offered by different states; on the other hand, global governmental 
commitments are widely disseminated and published by international organizations. The 
justification for this additional regional lens is due to the fact that the region accounts for 
a significant share of the world’s tropical forests, potential arable land, freshwater reserves, 
important mineral reserves, and carbon emissions from land use (Baud et al 2011).

Similar to some studies on international politics, the analysis of Brazil’s role will be 
methodologically and metaphorically compared to the chessboard/game (Kopper 2017; 
Marks 2011; Nye 2002; Putnam 1988), based on national and regional official documents, 
commitments and data. However, unlike the usual procedure, we will hereby evaluate how 
the movement of a chess piece changes depending on the level and context analysed. By 
playing with words, we say we ‘put in check’ its role as a regional player.

By ‘movement of a chess piece,’ we mean the net and aggregate result of different na-
tional interests that does not necessarily provide an exclusively state-centred perspective. 
In that sense, and considering the chessboard methodological restriction, national move-
ments are unique, since they express more influential interests that change over time, with 
the political and economic situation.

Since climate change has been identified as one of the greatest economic and political 
challenges faced by the world economy (IPCC 2014), two regional cases that are embed-
ded in the proposed analysis and that have often been ignored will be analysed from the 
point of view of Brazil’s role. The first one evaluates Brazil’s international cooperation 
through carbon pricing initiatives in Latin America. The second case focuses on energy 
integration within the scope of South America. 
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We justify the joint treatment of the two cases, as both were advancing in the past 
decade, reinforcing the positive Brazilian self-image role in global climate governance 
(Franchini and Viola 2019) before recent changes took place. Besides, this directly relates 
with the argument of south-south environmental cooperation (Hochstetler and Inoue 
2019) and with a Brazilian foreign policy more oriented to the Global South and sensi-
tive to environmental and climate issues (Vieira 2012; Kiessling 2018). Therefore, starting 
from the view of international politics through environmental and climate governance, 
we use energy integration and carbon pricing as case studies to show how Brazil has been 
losing its role and relevance in this agenda, nationally, regionally and globally – fully in 
line with Mauad and Betsill (2019), Basso (2019), and Viola and Franchini (2018).

Literature review: the climate chessboard

International climate architecture can be compared to a chessboard, and specialized litera-
ture frequently places it within the ‘environmental’ scope, often analysing it from the point 
of view of governance. Despite the strong institutional influence that the term ‘governance’ 
adds to the concept, it calls upon globally agreed standards, international cooperation and 
regional integration, given the different initiatives that can and should be undertaken to 
address climate challenges.

Generally, the discussion on environmental governance is carried out from the per-
spective of global environmental governance (GEG). GEG comes from different econom-
ic, environmental, and social policies, as well as cultural values among different actors 
(not limited to states, but that takes into account subnational, regional and transnation-
al actors), such as citizens, states, companies and NGOs (Saunier and Meganck 2009). 
Different Latin American authors analyse GEG from a regional perspective (Hochstetler 
and Inoue 2019; O’Ryan and Ibarra 2017; De Castro et al 2016; Hochstetler 2014), includ-
ing different publications, as those by UN agencies for the Latin American and Caribbean 
region (Cepei 2018; Bárcena 2015).

Among its characteristics, it is possible to emphasize: (i) influence of the concept of 
national sovereignty, due to the 1648 Westphalia Settlement; (ii) influence of the inter-
national law and binding agreements, which often affects national law; (iii) relevance of 
some principles and other non-binding instruments; and (iv) the role of civil society in 
decision making. By presenting at least three not static core components: process, archi-
tecture and implementation (Saunier and Meganck 2009), GEG can be understood as a 
thematic island of the IR archipelago, although other subfields pay relatively little atten-
tion to it (Morin and Orsini 2013).

However, our main objective in this section is to question the benefit and efficiency 
of focusing on only one level of governance, suggesting the need to consider and give 
relevance to the regional perspective. The reason therefor is the fact that such perspective 
considers more appropriately the particularities of the countries involved, allowing for the 
exploitation of scale gains that are associated with international cooperation and regional 
integration.
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Since not all environmental issues will be taken into account, but specifically the cli-
mate one, Keohane and Victor (2011) stress that climate (change) differs from GEG, either 
by (i) forms of governance (multilateral, club, bilateral, expert); (ii) issues (adaptation, nu-
clear, trade, financial); and/or (iii) functions (scientific assessment, rule-making, financial 
assistance, capacity building). Held and Roger (2018) show how climate governance has 
changed between the Kyoto Protocol (1997), the Copenhagen Accord (2009) and the Paris 
Agreement (2015). These particularities become quite evident upon analysing Brazil’s rel-
evance in both regional carbon pricing and energy integration cases.

Given the limitations of tackling the problem of environmental/climate governance 
from a global perspective, several authors have begun to consider the possibility of doing 
so from a regional perspective because, in practice, some international environmental 
governance actually happens at the regional level. In fact, rather than dealing with exclud-
ing or opposing perspectives, they can work together to provide feedbacks to each other 
in order to better face the environmental and climate challenges. 

In this vein, the regional environmental governance – known as REGov or REG 
(Balsiger 2011) not only takes into account the important principle of common but dif-
ferentiated responsibilities (CBDR), but also avoids transaction costs, weaker compliance 
and lower common denominator approaches related to global perspectives (Debarbieux 
and Rudaz 2010). The CBDR principle has been widely used in environmental and climate 
discussions, including in Latin American countries (Franchini and Viola 2019; Silva 2015; 
Campello and Silveira 2012). Compared to global approaches, initiatives with a region-
al focus may benefit from enhanced ‘commonalities’ in a particular environmental chal-
lenge, greater familiarity with key actors, and from the ability to tailor mitigating action to 
a smaller than global constituency (Balsiger and VanDeveer 2010, 2012). Most specifically, 

By virtue of its institutional definition, the regional level is conceived 
as a complement to other levels, notably the global and national lev-
els. […] Indeed, governance structures for the environment can be 
found on a multiplicity of levels (Balsiger and Debarbieux 2011: 3).

Therefore, it is possible to realize that, in reality, there is a multilevel governance 
(MLG) ranging from local to global level, through national and regional ones (Paavola 
2016; Saito-Jensen 2015; Winter 2011).

Following the discussion on global, regional and multilevel environmental gover-
nance, the focus of this paper is on the role of Brazil’s regionally. Recently, Latin American 
(LA) countries have played a key role in the debate on environmental challenges and cli-
mate change (World Bank et al 2019). Baud et al (2011) emphasize that from the mid-
1980s onwards, the environmental governance in LA witnessed different perspectives: (i) 
state-based centralized decisions; (ii) privatization-led and decentralization-led; and (iii) 
recently, higher participation of civil society and private enterprises. The edited book by 
Castro et al (2016), for example, discusses the post-neoliberal environmental governance 
in some LA regions, such as Bolivia and Ecuador, as well as local solutions for environ-
mental justice.
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Regardless of the perspective, it is a fact that the regional view allows including sub-re-
gions (e.g., the Amazon, Andes, Meso-America, the Caribbean) or more local contexts 
into consideration, as done by Faria and Magrini (2016), Viana et al (2016), Davenport et 
al (2017), Bizzo and Michener (2017) and Gebara et al (2019). However, the purpose of 
this paper is to look at areas barely discussed in the LA regional context. Unlike Becker 
(2001), who analyses the Amazonian frontiers at the beginning of the 21st century, and in 
line with Viola and Franchini (2018), who investigate the Brazilian role in climate change 
beyond the Amazon, the next sections will evaluate both national paths and regional ini-
tiatives (carbon pricing and energy integration).

National and global milestones

Brazil has been an important player in the discussions about climate change and its pol-
icies in the last decades (Gurgel and Paltsev 2017; Viola and Franchini 2013). During 
the 15th Conference of the Parties (COP 15), in Copenhagen in 2009, under the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) coordination, the coun-
try assumed a pioneering position among developing countries in terms of the commit-
ments it made to mitigate climate change. Brazil announced volunteer goals to decrease 
emissions between 36.1% and 38.9% regarding emissions projected for 2020. With the 
voluntary reduction proposal, the government intended to prevent the country from is-
suing between 975 million and 1 billion tonnes of carbon dioxide by 2020 (Brazil 2009), 
compared to forecasting emissions as if no action were taken (Business as Usual – BAU).

These (global) objectives agreed at COP 15 gained legal national force, following 
the enactment of Law 12.187/2009, which established the Brazilian National Policy on 
Climate Change (NPCC). The law aims to reduce anthropogenic GHG emissions and 
strengthen carbon removal through national sinks and foster measures that promote ad-
aptation to climate change (Santos 2018). Overall, this objective is to be achieved through 
sectorial plans for adaptation and mitigation of climate change that take into account the 
specificities of each sector. 

The Brazilian NPCC promoted the adoption of a voluntary national commitment 
to reduce projected GHG emissions by 2020 (World Bank 2011) regulated by Decree 
7.390/2010, which establishes guidelines concerning legal articles and imposes emission 
targets for GHG by economic sectors (Brazil 2009, 2010). Moreover, Brazil is also imple-
menting its NPCC through a broad range of integrated national policies and programs, 
including command-and-control measures, economic incentives, and public and private 
investments (Santos et al 2018). In addition to the expected engagement of the different 
actors (including the private sector), these policies and programs would require signifi-
cant amounts of public resources by 2020 (CEBDS 2017; Brazil 2015a). 

In its article 5, the NPCC affirms that the use of financial and economic instruments 
to promote mitigation and adaptation actions to climate change will be encouraged, and 
article 6 highlights that such mechanisms already exist in the scope of the UNFCCC, 
which must present environmental standards and measurable and verifiable targets (Brazil 
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2009). Notwithstanding, changes in the emissions profile – in particular, from the NPCC’s 
inspection of deforestation and illegal burning in the Amazon region – and potential new 
mitigation policies for the post-2020 period indicate the need to explore new economic 
instruments (Santos 2018). This is even more important considering the growth of fires 
and deforestation in the past years. 

More recently, the COP 21 held in Paris in 2015 was a milestone in the history of 
international politics, achieved with the adoption of the Paris Agreement. Driven by long-
term visions for development and sustainability, it aims to strengthen the global response 
to the challenges posed by climate change. To this end, it establishes the goal of limiting 
the increase in the average temperature of the planet to a level below 2°C in relation to 
pre-industrial levels, with an indication of efforts so that the limit of 1.5°C is not exceeded 
(Brazil 2015b). 

As far as the presentation of the Brazilian Nationally Determined Contributions 
(NDC) at the international level, no sector commitments were reported, even though it is 
economy-wide, i.e., it covers all the economic sectors. The national territory was covered 
in the Brazilian NDC, and it was up to the government to define which sectors it in-
tends to prioritize at the domestic level, as well as what policies and actions to implement. 
However, for internal purposes, in the process of quantifying the national contribution, 
the level of effort expected to be obtained from each sector for planning and considering 
the feasibility of the mitigation contribution was indicated (Brazil 2015a, 2015b).

In this context, Brazil has announced the target of reducing GHG emissions by 37% 
compared to 2005 levels by 2025 and the intention to reduce them by 43% by 2030. Several 
indicative mitigation strategies were envisioned and explicitly described in the Brazilian 
NDC to be achieved by 2030 (Gurgel and Paltsev 2017; Ministry of Science, Technology 
and Innovation [Brazil] 2016). We stress eight of them: (i) achieve zero illegal deforesta-
tion; (ii) restoring and reforesting 12 million hectares (ha) of forests; (iii) increasing the 
share of sustainable biofuels in the energy mix to 18%; (iv) achieving 45% of renewable 
energy sources in the energy mix; (v) increasing the share of renewables in the power sup-
ply to 23%; (vi) achieving efficiency gains of 10% in the electricity sector; (vii) restoring 15 
million ha of degraded pastures, and; (viii) expanding the area of integrated cropland-live-
stock-forestry systems by 5 million ha (Brazil 2015a, 2015b).

In short, Brazil has played a relevant role in the environmental and climate agendas 
in the last decades. Based on its domestic moves in the period analysed (2009-2015), one 
can verify Brazil’s close relationship with the pawn, moving only one square forward. It 
is also the most numerous piece (given that it is only one country among many others on 
the international board) and initially less powerful (since it is only a single piece of that 
board, from the Global South). However, as a pawn in his first move, Brazil can advance 
one or two houses (a proxy for some audacious moves on the chessboard, like the bold-
ness proposed at COP 15, for instance, the announcement of voluntary greenhouse gas 
mitigation targets). 

Nonetheless, at the same time, the pawn cannot skip other pieces, having its path 
eventually blocked. This means that, on the other side, there may be limitations along 
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the way that stem from national or regional obstacles. Nationally, the inability of some 
governments to halt the deforestation of the Amazon region has been a source of harsh 
criticism by international environmental activists (Vieira 2012). The National Institute for 
Space Research (INPE) recently announced that June 2020 presented the highest number 
of deforestation alerts in the entire historical series, which started in 2015. In the first half 
of the 2020, the alerts indicated devastation in 3,069.57 km² of the Amazon, an increase 
of 25% compared to the first half of 2019. Only in June 2020, the alert area comprehended 
1,034.4 km² (INPE 2020). 

Another historical practice that occurs in Brazil, responsible for recent and severe 
international criticism, as well as strong economic retaliation, is the burning of forests, 
in particular of the Amazon. This practice is very much used for cleaning and renovation 
of pastures for the livestock and agricultural sectors, directly related to land use. In 2019 
alone, during the first year of the term of office of President Bolsonaro, there was an in-
crease of over 40% in deforestation warnings between August and July. Between January 
and August of 2019, the fires increased by 83% when compared to the same period of 
2018, according to the data released by INPE. The number is the highest in seven years, 
with nearly 73,000 fire points recorded, reaching the triple border between Brazil, Bolivia 
and Paraguay and consuming more than 20 thousand hectares of vegetation.

In addition to deforestation and burning, other agendas related to the environment 
and climate change are under serious threat in the current federal government, given their 
neglect and emptying in the political sphere. Among these, we can highlight the govern-
ment’s interest in extinguishing the legal reserve areas and revising the areas of conserva-
tion units; the weakening of the Ministry of Environment; the possibility of extinction of 
the Amazon Fund; the loosening of the forest code; the possibility of re-marking indig-
enous lands; and the increasing authorization for the use of new pesticides – only in the 
first 100 days of government, 152 were authorized, of which 44 were rated as highly or 
extremely toxic, representing a record compared to the last ten years (Greenpeace 2019). 
One cannot forget the government’s refusal to host the 25th Climate Conference (COP 25) 
in Brazil, arguing fiscal and budgetary constraints.

Given what has been happening domestically, we argue that Brazil has not been mak-
ing the ‘traditional’ movement of the pawn just walking forward. Thus, it is understood 
that the country has been ‘breaking the rule of the game,’ going backwards at the national 
level. However, in spite of the independent moves that a pawn can have, it can only pro-
tect the piece that is close to it. The pawns should advance together to form a solid pawn 
chain. Consequently, regardless of its interests and objectives, an isolated pawn could be 
an extremely fragile chess piece. Therefore, it is clear that the pawn move is stronger when 
it advances alongside with other pawns, demanding joint moves – which metaphorically 
leads us to evaluate the aforementioned need for greater international cooperation and 
regional integration.



106  vol. 43(1) Jan/Apr 2021 Santos & Santos

Regional approach

This section specifically assesses the role of Brazil regionally. After identifying the progres-
sive advancement of the pawn at the national level (as well as its questionable moves, that 
suggest breaking the rules of the game), it is necessary to understand how the country acts 
in the regional scenario and, moreover, if there is a single behaviour at this level of analy-
sis. To this end, we will evaluate two cases in which the country has a recognized regional 
role: (i) from the point of view of international cooperation, we will analyse the power of 
Brazil in the Latin American carbon pricing agenda; and (ii) from the point of view of 
regional integration, we will analyse the importance of Brazil in the energy integration 
of South America. Both cases were selected due to their great interface with the climate 
chessboard, particularly with regard to the emission mitigation agenda. 

Carbon pricing 

Carbon pricing gives flexibility to sector’s efforts to reduce GHG emissions, allowing mit-
igation targets to be achieved more cost-effectively (Santos et al 2018). In addition, as a 
key component of an effective and efficient mix of climate policies, it also represents an 
important tool for risk management and the development of competitive advantages in a 
world in transition for decarbonization to the private sector (CEBDS 2016).

Policymakers have at their disposal command-and-control measures and mar-
ket-based instruments. The later include the commercialization of GHG emissions per-
mits (emissions trading schemes – ETS) and the taxation of emissions (carbon tax). 
Determining a price on carbon is fundamental to climate policy, so that different designs 
of carbon pricing instruments (CPI) are being developed by countries, taking into account 
national and regional specificities as well as the dynamics of involved sectors (ICAP 2018; 
World Bank 2016). According to the literature, the most economically-efficient way to 
reduce GHG emissions is through the use of CPI (CPLC 2017; Stavins 2008).

Currently, 46 national and 28 subnational (cities, states and subnational regions) ju-
risdictions are putting a price on carbon. Carbon pricing initiatives that are already in 
place and scheduled for implementation would cover approximately 11 gigatons of carbon 
dioxide equivalent (GtCO2e), roughly 20% of global emissions, compared to 8 GtCO2, or 
about 15% in 2017 (World Bank et al 2019). 

In this context, and taking into account the Brazilian scenario, it is important to high-
light that the Brazilian NDC also considers the use of economic mechanisms, but it is not 
clear about the configuration of the Brazilian climate policy in terms of economic instru-
ments for carbon pricing (Santos 2018). Therefore, some issues become relevant when 
looking at the Brazilian NDC: how will the national climate policy be reshaped in terms of 
economic mechanisms and instruments for carbon pricing? What is the role of Brazil in 
the regional and global carbon pricing agendas?

As stated in the national NDC, ‘Brazil reserves its position regarding the possibility of 
using any market mechanisms that may be established under the Paris Agreement’ (Brazil 
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2015b: 2). Furthermore, article 5 of the NPCC states that ‘the use of financial and eco-
nomic mechanisms that are national in scope and referring to mitigation and adaptation 
to climate change’ will be encouraged, and article 6 emphasizes that such mechanisms are 
among those already existing within the framework of the UNFCCC, which must present 
environmental standards and quantifiable and verifiable targets (Brazil 2009).

In the same article, more specifically in item VI, there is a reference to the possibility 
of adopting a tax. According to the paragraph, ‘fiscal and tax measures to encourage the 
reduction of emissions and removal of GHG, including differentiated rates, exemptions, 
compensations and incentives, to be established in a specific law’ may be used (Brazil 
2009). It should be stressed that any attempt to tax emissions faces resistances, given 
the unpopularity of increasing the tax burden on citizens and companies (Pereira and 
Bertholini 2017). However, Brazil already has a legal framework developed regarding the 
use of economic instruments as mechanisms for environmental protection, in addition 
to having experienced destining part of taxes collected for social and environmental pur-
poses – for example, the Ecological Tax on Circulation of Goods and Services (Ecological 
ICMS) and the Contribution of Intervention in the Economic Domain – Fuel (CIDE 
Fuels).

Nonetheless, in article 4, item VIII, it is affirmed that ‘the development of the 
Brazilian Emission Reduction Market (MBRE) will be fostered’ (Brazil 2009). Another 
reference to the use of an ETS occurs throughout the document, specifically in article 9, 
which states that this market ‘will be operationalized in commodities and future exchang-
es, stock exchanges and organized over-the-counter entities authorized by the Securities 
and Exchange Commission (CVM), where it will be negotiated securities representing 
certified greenhouse gas emissions avoided.’ In addition, Decree 7390/2010, which regu-
lates some articles of the NPCC and imposes targets for GHG emissions from economic 
sectors, states in its article 4, item V, caption 3 that ‘sectorial targets may be used as pa-
rameters for the establishment of the Brazilian Emission Reduction Market – MBRE.’ No 
reference to possible fiscal or tax measures of carbon is presented in this Decree after all 
(Brazil 2010).

Since the promulgation of the NPCC in 2009, that was presented at COP 15 in 
Copenhagen, and the launch of its decree the in following year, reaching the Brazilian 
NDC in 2015, it can be seen that the carbon pricing agenda has always been present in po-
litical (and business) discussions. However, drawing from the analysis of the official docu-
ments essential to the design of the Brazilian climate policy, it is not clear how the national 
climate policy will be shaped in terms of which economic mechanisms and instruments 
for carbon pricing would help reach the goals taken on by the country. Nonetheless, the 
Brazilian Federal Government has shown an interest in analysing the CPI frameworks 
and assessing their potential impacts on the Brazilian economy (ICAP 2019; Brazil 2015a, 
2015b).

In this context, the World Bank has established the Partnership for Market Readiness 
(PMR) through a trust fund supported by capacity-building grants. This partnership aims 
to provide ‘implementing countries’ with financial and technical support to build capacity 
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to start structuring the main components of market readiness, such as data collection, 
monitoring, reporting and verification (MRV) system and/or construct pilot market 
instruments to define the correct scale of their mitigation efforts (Ministry of Finance 
[Brazil] 2014). The PMR also creates and shares a body of knowledge about market instru-
ments, such as how to prepare market instruments and lessons learned.

In May 2012, the Partnership Assembly approved the allocation of funding for 
the preparation phase of Brazil based on what the country presented in its Organizing 
Framework for the Market Preparation Activities Scope (Ministry of Finance [Brazil] 
2014). During the Brazilian market preparation proposal, the identified information gap 
began to be filled by studies commissioned by the Brazilian Ministry of Finance with 
the support of the PMR. In the context of implementing the Brazilian Market Readiness 
Proposal (MRP), the PMR Project is currently assisting the General Coordination of 
Environment and Climate Change of the Ministry of Finance’s Secretariat of Economic 
Policy in the implementation of Component 1 and 2 of the Brazilian MRP. This includes 
conducting sectorial studies focusing on the electricity, fuel, industry and agriculture sec-
tors/subsectors, as well as drawing up proposals for different CPI designs – the main in-
struments considered are ETS and/or carbon tax – aiming at helping assess the potential 
impacts of different design options. 

The way each country designs and implements carbon pricing is influenced by its 
environmental, economic, social, political and institutional conditions. As a result, the 
incentive structures of a CPI vary widely, depending on each country’s mitigation strategy. 
Therefore, the understanding of the institutional and regulatory framework is essential to 
the economic and distributive results from implementing a CPI (Santos 2018), reason why 
there are so many uncertainties about the future of this agenda in Brazil, given the political 
framework in the country in 2020.

This becomes even more critical when we look at the recent global and region-
al advances in the carbon pricing agenda. Considering the regional perspective, Latin 
American countries are approaching CPIs through gradual efforts, mostly through the 
form of carbon taxes applied to fossil fuels. All existing CPIs can be expanded in scope, 
including more sources and fuels; tax rates could also be raised over time (World Bank et 
al 2019; ICAP 2019). On the other hand, transitioning to an ETS, as was recently the case 
in Mexico and under consideration in Argentina, Chile and Colombia, would allow for 
market linkages, with benefits such as increased funding for mitigation activities, to fur-
ther help countries to reach their Paris Agreement goals. An ETS, also popularly known as 
a carbon market, is an instrument that aims to reduce GHG emissions cost-effectively by 
setting limits on emissions and enabling the trading of emission units, which are instru-
ments that represent emission reductions. 

International cooperation is a key issue when it comes to improving the cost-effec-
tiveness of CPIs. As an example, globally integrated carbon markets could make it pos-
sible to achieve almost two times the emissions reductions from current climate policies 
with the same cost (Piris-Cabezas and Lubowski 2018). Regionally, the cooperation be-
tween smaller groups of countries can help to foster confidence among policymakers and 
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businesses towards collaborative approaches to deal with climate change. In that sense, 
Mexico’s intention to link up its prospective ETS with California and Quebec seems to 
represent a step in the right direction.

Another initiative worth mentioning is the Carbon Pricing in the Americas (CPA), a 
cooperative framework launched in December 2017 by the government leaders of Canada, 
Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, México, the Governors of California and Washington in the 
United States, and the Premiers of Alberta, British Columbia, Nova Scotia, Ontario and 
Quebec in Canada. The initiative vows to strengthen Monitoring, Report and Verification 
(MRV) schemes, develop common standards, share best practices, build capacities and 
engage stakeholders, while asserting the CPIs’ role as a central feature in climate policies.

Unfortunately, Brazil is not involved in any of these two projects, which shows that the 
country not only is losing its protagonist role in the region but is also losing a lot of oppor-
tunities to strengthen the efforts to achieve its NDC goals and its political, diplomatic and 
economic relations with its neighbours. Thus, Brazil’s role in international cooperation in 
promoting regional carbon pricing can be compared to the queen in the chess. Although 
it is the most powerful (largest emitter in LA) and with greater possibility of moves, it can 
be (and has been) blocked by any piece (and by itself) in its path and has not been the most 
important actor in the game. 

Metaphorically, despite the power to promote bold advances in the agenda, Brazil 
does not advance when other countries in the region (and Brazil itself) pose barriers, ob-
stacles or threats. Therefore, in spite of its alleged interest, the country is unable to coordi-
nate and lead the game between different pieces (States), being strongly dependent on the 
context and on the conjuncture – which is evident from the lack of participation in recent 
projects that are developed in the regional scope. In terms of the domestic perspective, 
there is also a strong lobby from the energy-intensive economic sectors that are afraid of 
losing their competitiveness both in terms of national and international commerce, ren-
dering carbon pricing policies in Brazil difficult to be implemented (Santos 2018). These 
sectors cover relevant and strategic Brazilian economic groups such as industry, transpor-
tation and energy. These sectors are responsible for a large generation of employment and 
income, reason why any initiatives that may impact on the economic dynamics of these 
sectors encounter significant political resistance. Brazil plays like a daring queen who can-
not skip any piece, highlighting conditions and constraints of its own (domestic) and of 
foreign (regional) nature (Kiessling 2018).

Energy integration 

After analysing a case of Brazil’s international cooperation with other Latin American 
countries in the climate chess, this subsection will specifically address energy integration 
with the other South American countries. ‘It is important to note that although energy 
integration is considered a branch of physical integration, [we understand] that energy 
integration comprises a set of perspectives, being a physical and infrastructure theme, but 
also a political, institutional, economic, social and environmental one’ (Santos 2018a: 35).
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Unlike the previous subsection, promoting Latin American energy integration is 
very complex, due to the geographic and physical peculiarity of incorporating Central 
America countries and the Caribbean islands and also because the region already has a 
very advanced initiative in this area – the Central American Electrical Interconnection 
System (SIEPAC). That way, we will focus on South America, analysing the regions of 
the Southern Common Market (Mercosur) and the Union of South American Nations 
(UNASUR).

The Mercosur was founded in 1991 with the Treaty of Asunción. Its main goal was to 
build up a common market between the four countries (Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay and 
Uruguay). Here, a historical analysis of the evolution of Mercosur will not be carried out; 
instead, we will focus on the energy sector, highlighting the role of (i) the Fund for the 
Structural Convergence of Mercosur (FOCEM); and (ii) the Working Subgroup (SGT-9). 
With regard to the issue of the different projects to be developed within Mercosur, the 
FOCEM is the first solidarity financing mechanism for the bloc countries that aims to 
reduce the existing asymmetries within them. Created at the end of 2004 and operating 
since 2006, the fund is based on a system of contributions and distribution of resources in 
an inverse manner, which means that countries with greater relative economic develop-
ment make greater contributions, which, in turn, go to the countries that contribute the 
least. 

The funds are intended for countries and delivered as a non-refundable donation to 
finance up to 85% of the eligible value of the projects presented. Contributions to FOCEM 
began in 2006, considering a total annual amount of US$ 100 m up to 2012. Therefore, 
contributions are considered as a central point of any regional integration process aimed 
at reducing regional asymmetries.

Table 1 – Annual contributions and resources received in FOCEM (2015)

Country Annual contributions 
(US$ millions) % Annual resources received 

(US$ millions) %

Br 70 55.12 11.55 9.09

Ar 27 21.26 11.15 9.09

Ve 27 21.26 11.50 9.06

Uy 2 1.57 36.96 29.10

Py 1 0.79 55.44 43.65

Total 127 100.00 127.00 100.00

Source: Created by the authors.  
Br = Brazil; Ar = Argentina; Ve = Venezuela; Uy = Uruguay; Py = Paraguay; † in the period,  

Venezuela was still listed as a Mercosur state party.

Based on Table 1, Brazil is the country that contributes the most to FOCEM (55,12%), 
while Paraguay has the least capital (0,79%). This logic is related to the GDP size of each 
country. Conversely, the annual resources received go mainly to Paraguay (44,65%) and 
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Uruguay (29,10%). In addition, taking into account the distribution of funds by programs, 
it is noteworthy that 43% goes to the infrastructure sector – including the energy one. 

It is also interesting to note the existence of a Sub-Working Group within Mercosur 
that specializes in energy issues (SGT-9), created in 2005. Environmental issues are under-
taken by SGT-6, acquiring a more political tone and dealing with some energy issues with 
climate impacts. Figure 1 therefore presents the evolution of SGT-6 and SGT-9 meeting 
frequencies, 66 being SGT-6 (1996-2015) and only 16 SGT-9 (2005-2011). SGT-6 meet-
ings have become even less frequent and there is no public information pre-2005 and 
post-2011 regarding SGT-9 meetings.

Figure 1 – The evolution of SGT-6 and SGT-9 meeting frequencies (1996-2015) 
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We can argue that SGT-9 did not act to structure and coordinate concrete policies or 
projects on regional energy integration. In the period comprehended by the Figure 1, it 
only worked on (i) the harmonization of energy regulation in order to facilitate exchanges; 
(ii) the elaboration of inventories on the electric sector; (iii) feeding databases to foster 
decisions in other instances; and (iv) the analysis of financial, legal and tax aspects of the 
sector. Although SGT-9 has daring objectives, these ended up not being reached by several 
reasons (Santos 2018a). 

In this vein, SGT-9 lost some of its relevance and ceased meeting after the creation 
of the Union of South American Nations’ (UNASUR) Energy Council, the corresponding 
technical forum, and following the negotiations of the UNASUR energy integration trea-
ty. As already discussed, global environmental governance (GEG) is characterized by an 
overlap of initiative, and so is the nature of South American regional integration processes, 
characterized by the overlap of initiatives, which often deal with the same theme. In terms 
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of energy, this occurs between the Mercosur, the Initiative for Regional Infrastructure 
Integration South America (IIRSA) and the UNASUR. 

The IIRSA was created in 2000 and is the broadest one in the subcontinent and, conse-
quently, UNASUR. This direct relationship between both institutions is given the fact that, 
since 2011, IIRSA was incorporated into the South American Council of Infrastructure 
and Planning (COSIPLAN), which is a forum for political and strategic discussion, efforts 
and articulation of programs and projects to foster regional infrastructure integration 
among UNASUR member countries. In turn, UNASUR was created in 2008.

Based on official data from UNASUR’s COSIPLAN (2016), the investment portfo-
lio estimated in 2016 was of US$ 191420,10 m and had 581 projects. Considering this 
amount, 5 (0.9%) were multinational, 94 (16.1%) bi-national and 482 (83%) national. 
Upon analysing the projects by type of financing, we noted that 475 (US$ 117691 m) 
were financed with pure public funding, 71 (US$ 35926 m) with pure private funding and 
35 (US$ 37803,1 m) with public-private or shared funding. There is a huge asymmetry 
in terms of project numbers and estimated investment value (US$ m) in the different 
Integration and Development Hubs (EIDs).

There is also a noteworthy asymmetry in the number of projects by countries. 
Argentina is the country with the most projects (178 projects, US$ 48565,9 m), followed 
by Brazil (94, US$ 82413,8 m), Chile (73, US$ 16105 m), and Peru (73, US$ 11801,7 m). 
On the other hand, the countries with the fewest projects in terms of quantity and finan-
cial volume are Guyana (8, US$ 911,9 m) and Suriname (7, US$ 3831,9 m).

Among this project portfolio, 518 projects (89,2%) come from the transport sector 
(US$ 133958,90 b), 56 projects (9,6%) from the energy sector (US$ 57419,70 b), and 7 
projects (1,2%) from the communication sector (US$ 41,50 m). However, it is worth 
mentioning that the total amount of projects in the portfolio has evolved considerably 
over time. Between 2003 and 2004, for example, they were 335 projects (US$ 37425,00 
m), while in 2010 there were 524 (US$ 96119,20 m). As already presented, in 2016 they 
were 581 projects (US$ 191420,10 m). During the whole period, projects summed up US$ 
1255,41 b.  

In terms of funding sources, there are pure public, pure private and public/private 
investment. In the energy sector, specifically, 53% of investments are public, 3% are private 
and 44% are public/private (COSIPLAN 2016). We noticed again that in terms of invest-
ments, the profile changes a lot for each sector, highlighting the share of public invest-
ments to guarantee investments in physical infrastructure in South America.

The periods in which Brazil was in the pro-tempore presidency of Mercosur (six 
months in 1992, 1994, 1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, 2010, 2012, 2014, 2017, 
and most recently, in 2019) did not correspond to those in that SGT-6 and SGT-9 were 
more active. In fact, in 2018 UNASUR started to dismantle with the unannounced sus-
pension of the participation of six countries (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Paraguay 
and Peru). Brazil has formalized its decision to leave UNASUR shortly after being in-
formed that Bolivia had handed over the pro-tempore presidency to Brazil in April 2019. 

However, contrary to the assumption of reducing regional asymmetries, Brazil is one 
of the countries that most benefited from the projects related to COSIPLAN. Besides, 
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contrary to energy integration, most of the energy projects deal only with national elec-
tricity generation, not facing harmonization of regulatory frameworks and/or bi-national 
or multilateral initiatives. Santos (2018a) shows how this asymmetry evolves over time, 
prioritizes national projects, focuses on the largest countries and on sectors that do not 
specifically cope with the challenges of South American regional integration. 

Hence, Brazil’s role in regional energy integration can be compared to the king piece 
in the climate chess. Considering energy integration as a way to diversify the regional 
energy matrix, to mitigate GHG emissions and to reduce the need for new ventures with 
negative socio-environmental and geographic impacts, the country’s performance in the 
promotion of regional energy integration was not very bold. The reason therefor is the fact 
that, despite its regional importance in the theme (Santos 2018b), Brazil only moves one 
square in any given direction. Metaphorically, these shorter moves in (physical and regu-
latory) energy integration require more caution and care to progress. By drawing a parallel 
with the game of chess, the king can never move to a house at risk of attack. 

Unlike some projects under the COSIPLAN umbrella, projects deal with harmoniza-
tion of regulatory frameworks, joint regional planning, and collective optimization of en-
ergy systems. Precisely for these reasons, and because they involve international treaties, 
MOUs and contracts, they end up advancing in a slower, more resistant, and cautious way 
– especially in the face of increased regional uncertainty and the lack of a paymaster actor.

That way, it is again clear that Brazil’s behaviour is not cohesive or unified, either 
depending on the level of analysis (national, regional or global), or depending on the 
regional initiative (cooperation or integration). Unlike what can be imagined and often 
suggested by specialized literature, different moves at different levels involve different ac-
tors, which is why the outcome of individual (national) and collective actions (regional 
and global) is significantly different. Thus, using chess metaphorically to analyse the role 
of a country by associating it with only one piece in the climate chess is inadequate, since 
one country actually represents many pieces whose moves (strategies) may also change 
depending on the circumstances and level of analysis.

Conclusions

There is no need for only top-down or only bottom-up initiatives, neither a country play-
ing exactly the same role in different level of analysis. Multilevel governance suggests that 
are many possibilities rather than these traditional and rooted dichotomies to meet global 
environmental/climate challenges. Consequently, it is hard to argue for good or bad gov-
ernance, since it actually relies on different actors, leadership capabilities, institutional 
arrangements, effective coordination, and political will.

The analysis proposed in this paper metaphorically compared the role of Brazil (chess 
piece) in climate governance (chessboard) at the national, regional and global levels. 
Although this type of analysis is very consolidated (and even common) in the IR litera-
ture, our proposal is innovative in a way that it in fact presents different roles for the same 
piece (State). Here, we realize that Brazil has played different roles, depending on the level 
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of analysis and the subjects in question, evidencing a lack of solid strategy on this agenda. 
It is clear that the role played by Brazil is strongly influenced by the domestic situation, so 
its regional leadership ends up being fickle and even conflicting.

We concluded that at the national level, Brazil played as a pawn, since it presented 
continuous consistent moves, in a progressive way and gaining relevance as it progressed 
collectively. However, this behaviour has recently changed. Regionally, in both analysed 
cases – carbon pricing (queen moves) and energy integration (kind moves) – witnessed 
moves in all directions (including backwards/setbacks), showing that the regional and 
domestic context and situations decisively affect the Brazilian move, in line with the argu-
ments by Franchini and Viola (2019) and Basso (2019).

Recently, though, and precisely after 2016, one can verify a change in the Brazilian 
behaviour regarding the climate agenda (and, more generally, in the environmental agen-
da). Even in the domestic case, whose role was associated with the pawn in the chess-
board, Brazil acts as an unusual, atypical and wandering pawn. Breaking the rules of the 
(chess) game that has been consolidated for decades, the Brazilian pawn has been moving 
some back squares when, for instance, it (i) refused to host the last climate conference 
(COP 25) that happened on December 2019; and (ii) tried to reduce the protagonism 
of the Brazilian Ministry of the Environment (MMA) by joining it to the Ministry of 
Agriculture, Livestock and Food Supply (Mapa). Considering the climate agenda, it is 
possible to argue that Brazil has been recently presenting an increasingly moderate and 
conservative behaviour (Viola and Franchini 2018), making room for a series of questions 
from (inter)national civil and organized society. Recent cases like the oil spill in Brazil’s 
northeast (September 2019), record deforestation in the Amazon Forest (April 2020), and 
wildfires in Brazil’s Pantanal tropical wetland (September 2020) show the seriousness of 
the problem.

The same occurs regionally and globally, with Brazil (i) stifling the energy integration 
agenda (beyond regional integration itself, occurring in Mercosur and UNASUR as of 
2020); (ii) presenting manifestations of interests to withdraw from the Paris Agreement; 
and (iii) relativizing and decreasing environmental/climate relevance on infrastructure 
projects guidelines. Thereafter, it is possible to argue that there is a strong uncertainty 
about the current environmental and climate agendas in Brazil, precisely after (i) the elec-
tion of President Jair Bolsonaro; (ii) the conservative position and relativization of the 
theme by the current Minister of the MMA, Mr. Ricardo Salles; and (iii) the association of 
climate change with some kind of ‘ideology’ by the current Minister of Foreign Ministry 
(MRE), Mr. Ernesto Henrique Fraga Araújo. 

Undoubtedly, this domestic situation has already been affecting the national position 
(domestic priorities) and regional (foreign policy) when it comes to climate governance. 
This poses doubts about the roles played by the country in the domestic, regional and 
global spheres. At the moment, the only certainty is that the initiatives carried out in the 
national and regional level can be associated with chess pieces, whose movements are un-
certain, sometimes break the rules of the game, and are highly vulnerable to the national 
political-economic situation.
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Colocando em Xeque os Movimentos Brasileiros 
no Tabuleiro de Xadrez Climático

Resumo: Este artigo discute o papel do Brasil na governança climática, comparan-
do-o metodológica e metaforicamente, às jogadas das peças de xadrez, com base 
em documentos nacionais e regionais oficiais, compromissos e dados. Ao contrário 
de outros estudos de RI, nossa proposta sugere diferentes comportamentos em di-
ferentes níveis de análise para o mesmo país. Nacionalmente, o país desempenhou 
o papel de peão. Regionalmente, não há comportamento unitário: na cooperação 
internacional (no caso da precificação de carbono), ele se move como uma rainha; 
na integração regional (no caso da integração energética), como um rei. O cenário 
atual suscita dúvidas sobre esses papéis, sugerindo que o Brasil tem apresentado 
recentemente um comportamento cada vez mais moderado e conservador.

Palavras-Chave: Brasil; mudanças climáticas; agenda 2030; precificação de carbo-
no; cooperação internacional; integração energética; governança climática.
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