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Introduction:
It is not fire. It is corporate power

drawing PH Lange / Friends of the Earth  Brazil

F
or decades transnational corporations have 

sought to expand their territorial control of 

the Amazon forest. Year after year, they have 

encroached on the world’s largest rainforest, whether 

by extending their frontiers in agriculture, mining, or 

large dams or via false solutions championed by 

green capitalism. The MercoSur-European Union 

Free Trade Agreement threatens to ramp up the 

pace of this territorialisation. Directly in the fi ring line 
are the Amazon Peoples, their rights, territories and 

ways of life.

 In 2019 the world witnessed deeply distressing 

scenes of fi re sweeping through the Amazon rainforest: 
across states in Brazil’s North and Northwest fauna 

and fl ora burned to death. Lives, knowledge and 
thousands of hectares of forest, homes, and territories 

were destroyed in the fl ames. When the fi res reached 
record levels in August 2019 there were more than 

31,000 outbreaks in the Amazon, an increase of 

34% over August 2018 (National Space Research 

Agency, INPE, 2019). In the same year 84% of 

assassinations in the countryside and 73% of 

attempted executions were concentrated in this 

area of the Amazon (Comissao Pastoral da Terra, 

CPT, 2020) 1.

 It is in this context that the so-called Day of 

Fire took place - an orchestrated action to set fi re 
to parts of the forest with the intention of “cleaning” 

those areas. This criminal act, coordinated by 

ranchers and plantation owners, emerged as a way 

to “demand attention from the authorities” regarding 

lack of investment in the region to allow for further 

increase in agribusiness production.  

 In truth the Amazon fi res have a long history 
and refl ect longstanding disputes over land use and 
ownership in the region. An overwhelming majority 

of forest fi res are on Indigenous Peoples’ and 
traditional communities’ territories, federal lands and 

environmental reserves. It is no coincidence that the 

Day of Fire took place in a context where fascism 

is on the rise, where attacks against Peoples have 

become commonplace and where impunity reigns.

 It is also a context where denouncing these 

acts also is dangerous - as demonstrated by the case 

of a journalist in the town of Novo Progresso, in Para 

State, who published details of the arson plan fi ve 
days before it happened, and received death threats 

as a result2. 

 The forest fi res are not an isolated incident. 
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They are one phase in a process involving the illegal 

extraction and sale of timber, razing and deforestation, 

and land- and water-grabbing by putting cattle to graze. 

This process is fuelling expansion of the agricultural 

frontier in the region. The illegally occupied land is 

dedicated to cattle-raising and growing agriculture 

commodities, specifi cally the major exports: soybean, 
corn and rice. Illegal occupation fuels and justifi es 
ever-growing demand for large infrastructure projects 

such as ports and roads, which in turn allow new 

modes of occupation, in a cycle which starts with 

illegal logging.  

 Cultivation of agricultural commodities is a 

primary step in the process of destroying the Amazon, 

including violation of the rights and territories of the 

Amazon Peoples. This cultivation will increase over 

the next few years as a result of the ratifi cation of the 
Free Trade Agreement (FTA) between the European 

Union and member states of MercoSur (Argentina, 

Brazil, Paraguay and Uruguay; Venezuela, although 

a member of MercoSur is excluded from the FTA). 

The Agreement is intensifying rising demand for 

primary materials for the global food and mineral 

industries organised and controlled by transnational 

corporations (TNCs). To supply this demand, more 

land is being appropriated for production of materials 

and commodities, resulting in an increase in illegal 

land-grabbing, exploitation of common goods, and 

expropriation and privatisation of areas belonging to 

Indigenous Peoples and traditional communities.

 Under the rhetoric of national sovereignty, 

Jair Bolsonaro’s government in Brazil is wasting no 

time in opening access for TNCs. And there appears 

to be no limit to the violation of environmental 

commitments and local Peoples’ rights and territories 

that will be tolerated to achieve this aim. The entire 

state apparatus is being used to favour the system, 

with scaling-back of environmental laws and granting 

of tax exemptions to investors. The government is 

creating a context favourable to TNCs in sectors 

including food, mining, fi nances, automobiles, energy 
production, technology and services taking over 

territories in Brazil, especially in the Amazon region.

 The entry points for transnational capital in 

the Amazon are diverse, and work to consolidate 

diff erent trends, such as land occupations by 
TNCs and logistics infrastructure associated with 

commodities exports. The expansion of a free trade 

regime, through Brazil’s ratifi cation of accords that 
protect investors and limit the capacity to regulate 

and implement public policy, threatens to intensify 

the processes of violent land appropriation in Brazil 

and particularly the Amazon.

 The following pages present refl ections on 
the Amazon and the forest fi res of 2019 as a warning 
of the possible consequences of the MercoSur-EU 

Free Trade Agreement being implemented. 

 The Agreement is part of the architecture of 

impunity: it could protect transnational corporations 

and foreign investors from risk of loss of presumed 

profi ts, granting them more rights at the expense 
of public policy and Peoples’ rights in MercoSur 

countries in general, and in the Amazon region in 

particular.
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photo Douglas Freitas / Friends of the Earth Brazil

Acre, state of Pará, Brazil:
On August 22, 2019, in a few hours the flames blazed and 
burned the five hectares of forest which corresponds to 50% of 
the total area of the “Huwã Karu Yuxibu Cultural Center”, of the 

Huni Kui people. With his feet upon the ashes where once the 
forest existed, the Pajé (Shaman) Isaka Huni Kuin expresses his 

profound sadness. “They do not know the medicine that exists 

inside the forest. They think it is useless, that it is only woods, 

but it is extremely valuable. From there, we get our hardwoods 

from which we construct our homes. When one of our children is 
sick, I know how to treat them, I know which medicine I have to 

look for. It is our pharmacy that is alive. If they finish off the forest, 
the wealth of knowledge that I have ceases with it; all of this fire 
makes me so very sad”
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T
he town of Novo Progresso and city of Altamira, 

in the state of Para (PA), have had the most 

forest fires during the most recent wave of 
blazes. 

 Novo Progresso sits alongside the Brazilian 

highway, BR-163. This road cuts through the states 

of Mato Grosso do Sul (MS) and Mato Grosso (MT), 

connects with the city of Santarem (PA) and is the 

principal outlet for soybean production for export 

in the Centerwest region, one of Brazil’s principal 

agricultural areas. In Santarem there are at least 

five harbour construction projects awaiting approval. 
Between Sinop (MT) and Itaituba (PA) there is a 

railroad under construction called the GrainTrain. The 

ultimate objective of all of these infrastructure projects 

is to drive grain production towards the Atlantic 

Ocean, a development model that has advanced the 

agricultural frontier in the Amazon region.

 The BR-163 highway cuts through the biomes 

of the Cerrado and the Amazon tropical forest and 

three water basins – the Teles Pires/Tapajos, Xingu 
and Amazonas rivers. This area alone is home to 

immense biological diversity which traditional and 

urban populations, family farmers and more than 

30 Indigenous Peoples depend on. According to 

the CPT3, 28 areas of the Legal Amazonia4 suffered 
forest fires in 2019, and 75% of them occurred on 
Indigenous lands.

 The regions with the most forest fires were 
those where the agricultural frontier’s expansion 

has been swiftest. Such is the case for Sao Felix 

do Xingu (PA). This was the municipality in Brazil 
with the highest number of forest fires and second 
highest number of deforestation alerts in the second 

semester of 2019. It’s no coincidence that it is also 

the municipality that is home to the largest cattle herd 

in Brazil, with 2.2 million heads of cattle.5

 With the arrival of the neoliberal, extreme 
far-right and fascist government of Jair Bolsonaro, 

the fusion of the Ministry of the Environment with 

the Ministry of Agriculture was announced. This act 

foreshadowed the undermining of protection and 

conservation policies for the Amazon region. Anyone 

who traveled the roads of Brazil’s Centerwest in 2017 
and 2018 would have seen billboards in support of 

Bolsonaro against a seemingly never-ending horizon 

of soybean plantations and cattle ranches. In the 

course of his presidential campaign in November 

2018 Bolsonaro said: “If it is left up to me, there are 

no more Indigenous land demarcations,” indicating 

from the outset that policy would favour agribusiness. 

The plan to surrender Amazon Peoples’ territories to 

agribusiness and TNCs is clear.

 INPE’s Real-time Deforestation Detection 

System (DETER) releases daily alerts on deforested 

areas to support the monitoring of the Amazon. Its 

data indicates that deforestation there grew by 50% 
in 2019. July was the worst month INPE had ever 

recorded, with alerts covering 2,254 square kilometres 
(km²) – a rise of 278% over July the year before6. 

The disclosure of the INPE data led to Bolsonaro’s 

dismissal of the institute’s director, Ricardo Galvão7. 

Immediately afterwards, his government announced 

a temporary replacement – an Air Force official, 
Darcton Policarpo Damião, following a pattern of 

militarisation of executive positions in the federal 

government8.

 Correlating the available information, it is 

possible to determine that the principal causes of 

forest fire and deforestation in Amazonia, as well as 
in the Cerrado (the Brazilian savanna), are linked to 

agricultural production and large-scale industrialised 

livestock and their logistical infrastructure. There 

is complicity between deforesters, land grabbers, 

the agribusiness sector, market-dominating global 

corporations, and their financial agents9. That is 

to say, the forest fires are an action within a well-
articulated network whose objective is to increase 

exploitation of common goods for pure profit. The 
agri-food industry’s global chain sustains itself in this 

way, as do mining companies controlled by TNCs.

 The failure of TNCs to hold their subsidiaries 

and suppliers accountable throughout local chains 

of production does not absolve them of their 

responsibility. In 2019 it was reported that British 

supermarket networks such as Morrison, Waitrose, 
Iceland, Lidl and Co-op10 sold meat originating from 

JBS, a Brazilian consortium. JBS is the world’s 

largest producer of animal protein and a world leader 

in meat processing. It owns brands such as Friboi, 

1953, Swift, Seara Gourmet, Doriana, Massa Leve, 
Pilgrim’s Pride, Plumrose and Primo among others. 

An Amazon Watch report11 confirmed that two cattle 
ranches, which were repeatedly fined for illegally 

forest fires in Amazonia AND THE
expansion of the agriculture frontier
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Cacique Kaxuqui, in Acre State, 

sitting on his Brazil Nut tree, which 

once was his livelihood, says: “This 

here once was a Brazil Nut tree that 

our subsistence depended on, for 

our entire family. Today, she is here 

burnt down. This will never return 

to stand upon the earth. The earth 

that we preserve, that we needed 

is now this way, destroyed by cattle 

ranchers”12

photo Douglas Freitas / Friends of the Earth Brazil

deforesting in the south of Para state, sold meat to 

JBS. Expanding into forests, regardless of fines, is 
still seen as profitable.
 Through the current government’s actions, this 

network of actors has moved into, and consolidated 

control over, Amazonia. Although their recent 

advance has been particularly devastating, many of 

these actors have been present since the Brazilian 

military dictatorship’s project to occupy and colonise 

the region, and are linked to global production chains. 

 The model of occupation of federal lands in 

the name of production has violently overwhelmed 

local communities. The latter have been denied the 

right to co-exist in their traditional and ancestral ways 

in Amazonia. A systematic attack is being carried out 

against Peoples and their territories throughout the 

Amazon region and in other biomes in Brazil.
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A
lthough forest fires affected all Brazilian 
biomes in 201913, Amazonia was the hardest 

hit. In that year there were 56,867 forest fire 
alerts for the entire national territory. These covered 

1,218,708 hectares (ha), representing 12,187 km² 
of deforestation. Of those alerts, 83% were in the 

Amazonia biome, where 63% of the area saw fire 
outbreaks. These alerts corresponded to an area of 

770,000 ha in 2019.
 One year on from the Day of Fire, the action 

was repeated: in August 2020 alone 74,119 active 
outbreaks were identified14. Of those actors engaged 

in deforestation and identified for destroying the 
forest, only 5.3% responsible were given some type 
of penalty by environmental inspection agencies15. 

At the same time the Ministry of the Environment, in 

a letter to the Ministry of the Economy, requested a 

reduction in Brazil’s official conservation objective, 
demonstrating how the government wants to rid itself 

of its obligation to reduce illegal deforestation and 

forest fires by 90% in all Brazilian biomes by 202316. 

 Increasing deforestation and socio-

environmental degradation are linked to violations 

of human rights and territorial rights. Since 2015 
the area of land affected by conflict has grown 
exponentially17. CPT’s annual report points out that 

in 2018 the area involved in disputes reached 39.4 

million ha, or 4.6% of national territory. Para is the 

state second most affected by the recent forest fires; 
it is also the state with the highest number of deaths 

due to rural conflicts (CPT, 2019).
 The violation of Peoples’ rights occurs 

via a well-articulated network that advances into 

Amazon territories. This network has various stages 

and players. Its objective is to strengthen the agri-

food industry’s and mineral commodities’ global 

production chains, the structure of demand, capital 

and, most importantly, land - further consolidating 

the same “development model” that has significantly 
contributed to the loss of biodiversity in Amazonia.

 The intense concentration of land in the 

hands of a few in Brazil dates back to the colonial 

occupation. Yet it is since the military dictatorship of 

1964-85 that (capitalist) “development” in Amazonia 

Beyond the fires:
What lies behind destruction of
the Amazon forest?

Of a total of 56,867 

forest fires alerts 

identified in the entire 
national territory – 

which covered 1,218,708 

hectares or 12,187 km² 

of deforestation –  

83% of these alerts 

were found in the 

Amazonia biome
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has been promoted. This has driven massive 

and concurrent migration of large companies 

and ranchers from the Centresouth, and 

impoverished rural workers from the Northeast, 

in search of work and land. The military era saw 

external debt accumulate and the groundwork 

laid for the advance of neoliberalism in Brazil. 

From the start of the dictatorship, and at the end 

of the 1980s and throughout the 1990s, TNCs 

began penetrating the Amazonia and illegally 

acquiring millions of hectares18.

 Today, the corporations most responsible 

for deforesting Amazonia are mainly in the steel 

industry and industrialised livestock farming. Of 

the 25 worst destroyers of the Brazilian Amazon 
forest, 13 are large businesses19.The steelworks 

listed by The Intercept Brazil benefited directly 
from timber extraction for production and use of 

charcoal.

 Public power at different levels has played 
a central role in the promotion of these projects.  

Meanwhile, these dynamics increasingly 

reflect private-sector interests, resulting in the 
loosening and scaling-back of domestic laws in 

social, economic and environmental domains.

 Bolsonaro reshapes the legal 

framework to favour TNCs

 The co-opting of democracy by 

transnational capital is evidenced today by the 

scaling-back of Brazil’s socio-environmental 

legislation – a rollback which has become 

the government’s priority. Since the 2016 

coup d’état to remove democratically elected 

president Dilma Roussef, and now intensified by 
the Bolsonaro government, climate legislation 

has been changed to surrender national 

fossil energy reserves to global petroleum 

companies. Bolsonaro fired the INPE director, 
cut the National Indigenous Foundation’s 

(FUNAI) budget by 90%20, reduced budget 

lines and fired civil servants from the Brazilian 
Institute of the Environment and Renewable 

Resources (IBAMA) and from the Chico Mendes 

Biodiversity Conservation Institute (ICMBio), 

hampering environmental law enforcement. 

The administration has also refused to support 

the Amazonia Fund21, a strategic programme to 

combat climate change and forest fires and for 
licensing and law enforcement.

 Faced with mounting international 

concern over the 2019 forest fires, the Bolsonaro 
administration directed its responses solely at 

financial interests, ignoring the problems facing 
Amazon Peoples. On the contrary, it placed them 

at risk while privileging policies favourable to 

land monopolisers and strengthening measures 

for the financialisation of nature22. In the national 

Congress, schemes such as the Payment for 

Environmental Services (PSA) were strengthened, 

while the government undermined past progress 

by granting amnesty to land grabbers, specifically 
through Draft Bill 2633, encouraging the very 

practice that lies behind the increase in forest 

fires.
 Regarding climate-change governance, 

the government has disbanded the National 

Commission for Reducing Emissions resulting 

from Deforestation and Forest Degradation 

(CONAREDD), the commission in which civil society 

was able to criticise the administration’s climate 

change measures and policies. Furthermore, 

Bolsonaro transferred to the military decisions 

over environmental inspections in Amazonia23, 

imposing military tutelage in the territory and 

making a nonsense of the concept of protection.

 Meanwhile, even as the Covid-19 health 

crisis deepens existing economic, social and 

environmental crises, further attacks have been 

unleashed on the Brazilian population. Executive 

Provisory Measure (MP) 910/2019 was intended 

to offer amnesty for the crimes of invading public 
lands and illegal deforestation carried out up to 

the end of 2018. The MP’s application period has 

expired and is currently under consideration in 

Congress as Draft Bill 2633/2020, which proposes 

a simplified process for legalising ownership 
of public lands for those who can demonstrate 

peaceful and productive occupancy since 2008. 

The project is sponsored by the Agri-livestock 

Parliamentary Caucus (FPA), Bolsonaro allies 

who are pushing for the vote to be held online in 

the midst of the Covid-19 pandemic.   

    In contrast, agrarian reform and the granting 

of collective land rights remain at a standstill24. The 

president’s declarations and the announcement 

of Draft Bill 2633/2020 demonstrate that land 

grabbers are rewarded, and have encouraged 

encroachment in areas traditionally occupied by 

small family farmers who are demanding agrarian 
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reform, and in Indigenous Peoples’ lands awaiting 

demarcation. Proof of this is seen in the improper 

certification of plantations on Indigenous land 
in the Amazon, specifically 100 properties that 
were legally recognised on Indigenous territories 

awaiting demarcation25.  As if that were not enough, 

Bolsonaro has proposed Draft Bill PL91/2020, 

which would enable industrial mining, petroleum 

and gas exploitation, and the introduction of 

infrastructure and planting of genetically modified 
organisms (GMOs) on Indigenous lands26.Where 
demarcation has not yet occurred, Indigenous 

Peoples, ironically, have no channel to appeal, let 

alone the means to exercise the right to prior and 

informed consent. 

 To round off this barrage of lawfare, 
Decree 10,394/202027 assigns jurisdiction to the 

Armed Forces over the boundaries of Indigenous 

lands, environmental conservation reserves and 

other federal areas in Amazonia.

Expansion of

agribusiness:

in the Santarém

region, Pará, a
school is surrounded

by soy plantations.

Use of pesticides

does not respect

school hours

photo Carol Ferraz / Friends of the Earth Brazil
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Amazonia is not the 

only region burning in 

Brazil: the expansion 

of agribusiness is 

causing trouble

in every Brazilan 

biome, as shown on 

the map on the next 

page. Pantanal, for 

example, has burnt

573% more in 2019, 
compared to the 

same period in 2018 

(source: INPE - 

National Institute for

Space Research)

84% of assassinations

in the countryside and 

73% of attempted 

executions were 

concentrated in this 

geographical area of the 

Amazonia (CPT, 2020)

[page 4]

In August 2020 

alone, 74,119

active hotspots 

were identified
[page 9]

It will be an

increase of

8.7 million tons

of GHGE per year

[page 18]
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INCREASE IN BURNT AREAS,

BY BIOMe (2018-2019)”



14

ECONOMIC JUSTICE AND RESISTING NEOLIBERALISM

arte Amigos da Terra Brasil

A
fter 20 years of negotiations, Brazil is 

signing the Agreement of Association 

between MercoSur and the EU28. This is 

against a background of successive attacks on 

democratic processes that started with the 2016 

coup d’état and culminated with the election of 

an openly fascist president, supported by a fake 

news network29, who has made the signing of the 

Agreement a priority.

 Signing of the Agreement represents 

something of a turnaround. From 2004 Brazil did 

not advocate for it, effectively impeding progress. 
Propaganda in favour of the FTA began with 

the undemocratic president, Michel Temer, who 

offered tariff relief to facilitate the negotiation. 
And so on 28 June 201930 the MercoSur and EU 

negotiating committees announced in Brussels 

the conclusion of negotiations and the signing of 

the FTA between the economic blocs. 

  With neoliberalism strengthened in Latin 
America, the Agreement will become strategic for 

the EU in guaranteeing the supply of raw materials 

for the production of value-added goods, and 

guaranteeing cheap and abundantly available 

natural resources that are subject to limited or no 

environmental law enforcement.

 The sector that will benefit most from the 
Agreement is Brazilian agribusiness, which implies 

the continued expansion of agricultural areas. 

Although it is possible that productivity per hectare 

will increase, the sudden growth in demand makes 

it more profitable simply to expand land use under 
the agribusiness model, which will lead to further 

degradation and environmental contamination as 

a result of the use of pesticides, hormones and 

antibiotics. The advance of agribusiness into 

Brazil’s biomes will further shrink the territory 

where the Peoples can survive and practice their 

livelihoods; and it will put at risk land that currently 

enjoys environmental protection as well as legally-

recognised territories. 

 The EU is the world’s largest agricultural 

importer31 and Brazil is its second largest supplier. 

According to data from the Ministry of Foreign 

The free trade agreement and
Brazil’s neo-colonial dependence

Relations32, 24% of Brazilian exports to the EU 

are currently tax-free. Should the Agreement 

become effective, this will increase to 95% for 
Brazil along with the other MercoSur countries. 

If we include in this calculation products that 

will be partly freed from tariffs (following quota 
criteria, entrance prices and preference), 99% of 

Brazil’s exports to the EU will be tariff-exempt.
 Eliminating or reducing tariffs on imports 
and exports will have negative impacts on 

national and local economies. The arrival of 

European value-added products will increase 

internal competition over industrial goods in 

sectors such as textiles, chemicals, auto-parts, 

timber and aviation. Local supply chains and 

consumption will be affected when, for example, 
dairy farmers and milk-derivatives producers not 

only have to compete with European products 

but will also be in dispute with European food 

sanitary legislation, slowly changing the entire 

regional economy.

 Brazil’s neo-colonial role in international 

geopolitics will be reinforced and deepened as 

an agribusiness economy in the periphery - the 

Global South - while increased high value-added 

production remains at the centre - the Global 

North. The result will be to reinforce Brazil’s neo-

colonial dependence.

 The Agreement promotes production of 

low value-added goods, such as soybean, meat, 

ethanol, corn and wheat for export. Agribusiness, 

controlled by large plantation-owners and 

industries and the colossal transnational 

sector, will be the sole beneficiary. Minimal 
employment will be generated relative to the 

level of investment, and there will be enormous 

environmental damage, as summarised in the 

infographics (see page 17).

 The FTA and climate policy

 As the Amazon fires burned, Brazil faced 
criticism from European leaders over its stance 

on environmental issues. This raised questions 

over the trade agreement, since it requires 
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On the roads, it is common to see tractor trailers loaded with 

gigantic trunks of wood. Talking to a leader of the Apurinã 

people, in Acre, he explains: the loggers enter in pristine 

jungle, cut it down, remove the hardwoods – such as cedar 

and itauba. Then the loggers cut down the rest of the forest 

on top of the trunks, “they do this so we cannot see what 

type of trees they have removed”. In the following year, they 

will burn with the intention of clearing the area and taking 

advantage of the remaining trunks. After that, they start to 

lay the pastures for cattle raising. “This is the model that they 

use to invade and grab indigenous territories that we protect. 

Here for example, five days ago, everything had been cut 
down, and even with IBAMA here in Boca do Acre, they still 

continue cutting down”, he denounces
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In the event that 

the Agreement 

becomes effective,
99% of exports

to the EU will

be tariff exempt

countries to comply with conservation benchmarks 

agreed multilaterally in the Paris Accord. In other 

words, the environmental clause in the MercoSur-

EU FTA is effectively the Paris Accord33.

 The sole legally-binding clause in the Paris 

Accord is the review of voluntary goals, referred 

to as Nationally Determined Contributions (NDC). 

This clause is not subject to the FTA’s dispute-

resolution mechanism, which implies that a state 

or bloc cannot impose compliance on another state 

through the FTA. In this respect, governments have 

agreed to develop their own climate commitments. 

Each nation presents its contribution to greenhouse 

gas reductions, based on what it considers viable 

given its social context and local economy. Brazil’s 

voluntary goals are based largely on the advance 

of forestry agribusiness and the construction of 

mega-dams34. In contrast, the FTA brings a non-

binding environmental agreement in to the trade 

deal, which in practice represents deregulation. 

This does not change the ideology of the trade 

agreement, but makes it an easier sell for the 

public. 

 With or without the FTA, Brazil has already 
demonstrated that it has no intention of complying 

with the climate objectives signed in the Paris 

Accord back in 2015; in other words, the 37.5% 
reduction in its greenhouse gas emissions is on 

hold. There is a risk of non-compliance with the 

Paris Accord precisely because a large part of 

Brazil’s emissions are related to deforestation of 

tropical forests and to an attack on the rights of 

Peoples who largely guarantee and maintain the 

territory’s biodiversity, rights which are not being 

respected.

 Deforestation is a common consequence 

of many mega-projects in Amazonia – for example 

in the case of the construction of the Santarem 

(PA) port, referred to previously. With such cases, 
judicial complaints are triggered by breaches 

of the International Labour Organisation’s (ILO) 

Convention 169. That Convention recognises the 

rights of traditional and Indigenous communities 

and quilombolas (traditional African-descent 

communities in Brazil) and it requires that 

mandatory, free, prior and informed consent 

precede any administrative or legislative measure 

that might directly affect traditional Peoples.
 Although this rule is often violated by 

TNCs and by the government, Convention 169 

is the first international legally-binding instrument 
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to deal specifically with Indigenous peoples and 
traditional communities’ rights. It is designed 

to ensure not only the right to consultation - 

often a rubber-stamp process used to obtain 

environmental approval - but also the right to 

prior, free and properly informed consent from 

the affected communities. That includes the right 
to say no and to a response. Convention 169 is 

not guaranteed in the MercoSur-EU FTA, and this 

places Peoples and traditional communities at 

risk.

 Indeed, there is concern that the Agreement 

could boost sales of pesticides by European 

companies35 such as Monsanto, BAYER, BASF 

and Syngenta to Brazilian producers, the world 

leader in pesticide use, because there will a 

significant decrease in commercial tariffs for both 
sides. The Precautionary Principle - included 

in the chapter on sustainable development as 

guaranteed by the EU to MercoSur - cannot be 

imposed as it is regarded as an unjustified obstacle 
to commerce. It establishes that final protection 
measures should be reviewed, as they cannot be 

treated as definitive36.

 Thus, the Precautionary Principle cannot 

be used to stop MercoSur products with excessive 

pesticide levels entering Europe. This could create 

precedents that could lead to an overall increase 

in the volume of pesticide residues permitted 

in certain products. In effect, the FTA creates a 
loophole that annuls existing safety measures 

against pesticides37 and affects public health and 
the environment of both blocs, and principally the 

Amazon Peoples. On the other hand, protecting 

the European bloc, there is a chapter on health 

and phytosanitary norms that the EU can use as a 

non-tariff control on agricultural imports to Europe 
- an argument that was used to placate European 

farmers who opposed the FTA. 

  When demanding environmental and 
climate justice, FTAs must be challenged. They 

cannot be justified with “sustainable development” 
clauses. According to the International Panel 

on Climate Change (IPCC), trade agreements 

are powerful drivers of the expansion of the 

agro-industrial food chain and as such are 

responsible for up to 37% of global greenhouse 
gas emissions (GHGE)38. A study conducted by 

Grain39 demonstrated that the MercoSur-EU FTA 

will intensify the climate crisis through a significant 
increase in global GHGE. The direct impact 

of the FTA on eight agriculture products alone 

– beef, cheese, ethanol (sugar cane derivative), 

baby formula (powdered milk), poultry, rice and 

skimmed powdered milk and sugar – will be an 

increase of 8.7 million tons of GHGE per year. 
Two-thirds of the new emissions will be produced 

on agricultural plantations, including through 

fertilisers and manure; and almost 30% will come 

from changes to land use, including deforestation 

(see infographic).

 The MercoSur-EU FTA is one more 

international bi-lateral or bi-regional mechanism 

that privileges TNCs’ interests. Free trade 

agreements come with an enormous complexity 

of legal accords and series of clauses that 

guarantee TNCs’ investments and provide 

impunity without respecting the rights of local 

Peoples. The Agreement will stir up conflicts in 
rural areas, attacks against territories and a loss 

of socio-biodiversity. It will fuel the advance of 

the agribusiness frontier towards regions where 

Indigenous Peoples and traditional communities 

are already threatened because they defend 

their territory, water, forests, biodiversity and 

livelihoods.
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T
he “development” model proposed for the 

Amazon is focused on increasing infrastructure 

in the region to extract and export low-value-

added goods. Port and railway construction, more 

mining, and conversion of forest to pastures and 

monocultures, lead to the creation of enormous 

urban fringes on the edges of Amazon cities, and 

to the extermination of Indigenous and traditional 

peoples and their livelihoods. Environmental 

policies have already permitted the advance of this 

developmentalist model in Brazil. They are now being 

further deregulated and dismantled. This is to clear 

the way for the advance of destructive transnational 

capital into the forest, under a fascist and extreme-

right government that publicly admits using the 

Covid-19 pandemic to disguise attacks against 

environmental policy and Indigenous Peoples. TNCs, 

with all the benefits and growth in demand that the 
FTA offers, can plan to expand with greater legal 
security, presuming profits that cannot be affected by 
environmental restrictions or by the veto of traditional 

Peoples. The Agreement does not guarantee the 

ILO Convention 169, which delineates the right of 

consent by Traditional or affected peoples; it reduces 
consideration of the environment to the climate 

question and, more specifically, to the verification of 
compliance with the climate-change goals (NDCs) 

voluntarily established by each government. 

 This, then, is the scenario in Brazil: weak 

regulations with regard to guaranteeing Peoples’ 

rights, incentives to grab public lands, attacks against 

Peoples and their territories, and environmental 

deregulation. It has become the perfect terrain for 

capital’s advance on territories. Foreign investors 

use public power that protects them and perpetuates 

an architecture of impunity. This architecture will be 

strengthened by enactment of the MercoSur-EU 

FTA, conditional on ratification by member countries’ 
parliaments.

 The state at the service of TNCs

 To ensure companies and investors can 

grow their profits and continue to enjoy impunity, 
various methods are used - such as co-opting 

discussion processes and using public power 

platforms to benefit their interests. Witness, for 
example, the scrapping or weakening of councils 

and forums with civil society participation - such 

as the Hydrography WaterBasins Committees, the 
Brazilian Forum on Climate Change, the Amazonia 

Fund, and the National Council on Human Rights. 

Often, representatives from the companies 

themselves, or via “corporate responsibility 

initiatives”, occupy seats reserved for civil society. 

At the same time as failing to guarantee the right 

to access to information and peoples’ participation, 

FTAs are negotiated to guarantee economic 

activities that expand the profit frontier. Such 
approved pathways go undisturbed by cases of 

rights violations, or cases where resistance is 

demobilised or destroyed violently40.

 Impunity is perpetuated by a hegemonic 

neoliberal capitalist system that weakens states 

and provides power to an ever-diminishing number 

of corporate actors and financial institutions. To 
do this, it is necessary to co-opt democracy and 

shape the judicial system to suit private interests. 

On the one hand, there is no legal framework in 

international law that regulates TNCs, let alone 

mechanisms or courts to judge their corporate 

crimes. TNCs exert invisible power. States do 

not publicly consider them as actors that must 

respect rights but as indicators of, or worse yet as 

“opportunities” for, a country’s development.

 Under the Bolsonaro government, 

democratic processes are set aside. The military 

apparatus is being used under the guise of 

“national sovereignty” to maintain control of 

Brazil’s territory. This is so in the extreme in 

Amazonia. Behind the discourse and practice is 

Trade deals fuelling
the architecture of impunity
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Cargil’s port, in 

Santarém/PA, is an 

example of the damage 

that agribusiness 

and transnational 

companies bring to 

communities, without 

representing gains for 

local people

photo Carol Ferraz / Friends of the Earth Brazil

a mercantile and violent logic that has characterised 

relations between the armed forces and Amazonia 

since the period of Brazilwood (pau-Brasil) extraction 

during colonial times. The military perspective sees 

Amazonia as a backwards place relative to the 

“civilisation” model, and resources as there to be 

exploited. The “development” model imposed on the 

region has an ancient history, and it intensified during 
the military dictatorship from 1964 to 1985.
 In advancing the co-opting of democratic 

processes to serve neoliberal capitalism, TNCs use 

free-trade instruments and policies to guarantee 

their economic activities and expand their profit 
frontier. The agendas of business and investment 

have enormous capacity to deregulate laws and 

democratically-constructed public policy and put at 

risk states’ decisions, and decision-making capacity, 

to protect the environment and guarantee Peoples’ 

rights. The picture is worse still when neoliberal far-

right governments defend business and investment 
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interests through destroying states’ own roles in 

the economy and aligning with foreign investor 

interests. This combination constitutes a series 

of privileges for international financial capital 
to meddle in countries’ sovereignty, leading to 

land appropriation and violations of Peoples’ 

fundamental rights and of human rights.

 There is no lack of evidence to demonstrate 

this project is under way in Brazil. The old idea of 

Brazil as the world’s granary has been gathering 

momentum since the coup d’état in 2016. Domestic 

policies have been directed towards international 

markets, undermining life for Brazil’s peoples. The 

limits placed on public spending in 2016 are further 

proof that this “development” model excludes 

the majority of Brazil’s population. A free trade 

agreement will worsen conflicts in the countryside, 
violations of Peoples’ fundamental rights and the 

loss of Amazonia’s biodiversity.

 Policies are created in offices, disconnected 
from the daily livelihoods of those most affected by 
the accords, and signed by white men who determine 

others’ destinies. Yet  social transformations don’t 

just start with structural adjustments to the global 

economy; they also come about through changes 

in gender relations. When constructing new ways 
to discuss old problems and arrive at answers that 

incorporate respect for the fundamental rights of 

Peoples and their territories, we must consider 

new economic forms based on anti-patriarchal and 

anti-capitalist perspectives. 
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O
ne of the pillars of the current government’s 

capitalist logic is patriarchy. Historically, 

Peoples have fought against structures 

that for centuries have maintained power in the 

hands of white males who burn down Amazonia. 

Big corporations and agribusinesses that devastate 

the Amazon buttress the accumulation of capital 

by uprooting thousands of families in rural areas 

and cities.

 The current process of “development”, 

which is tied up with the capitalist model and 

energy-production model in Brazil, violates human 

rights - and women are the worst affected. In 
Altamira, Para, the women badly affected by the 
Belo Monte Mega-Dam are an example of strength 

and resistance to challenges brought by colossal 

infrastructure projects. When the dam arrived, 
women faced new challenges. Josiane from the 

Movement of People Affected by Dams in Brazil 
(MAB/La Via Campesina) affirms: “When we lack 
water, it is the women who most suffer, we are the 
ones who cook, we clean the house, we wash the 

clothes.” Because of this, women often become 

water defenders.

 With the arrival of colossal infrastructure 
projects in Amazonia, patriarchal practices are 

intensified by TNCs. For example, in Belo Monte, 
for families to secure their right to housing, 

women were forced to legalise their partnerships 

into common-law marriages – an egregious 

transgression.

 Bolsonaro’s discourse in July 2019 

compared Amazonia to “a virgin that every foreign 

pervert lusts after”, revealing the objectification 
of the territory as well as of women, and raising 

questions for us over the government’s project for the 

Amazon forest.

 There is no doubt that the MercoSur-EU 

FTA - and all FTAs, whatever they are called – will 

heavily influence structures that mould the lives of 
the population through domestic policy directed at 

international markets; and will reinforce the structures 

of a capitalist society with racist and sexist foundations, 

where women come off worst. In the Brazilian case, 
where it is assumed that Amazonia will be the most 

affected by the Agreement because it is the principal 
agricultural frontier, it is the women of Amazonia who 

will be the most affected by the MercoSur-EU FTA.
 These women are key actors in caring for life, 

for the body-territory, for communities and the life of 

their territories, and in maintaining their livelihoods. In 

this sense they become guardians of the territories, 

co-creators of resistance, re-inventing the fight to 
defend their lives, for democracy and for their rights. 

Fighters and defenders of life have had their lives 

torn from them and their communities by the invisible 

hand of capital. Among them we remember Dilma 

Ferreira41 and the fighters Nicinha and Sister Dorothy, 
who resisted to the end at the cost of their lives, in the 

struggle to guarantee the fundamental rights of the 

Peoples.

While patriarchy props up impunity,
women defenders resist
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BOTTOM 

LEFT

Dercy was the first woman president 
of the Xapuri Rural Workers Union 

(Acre State). In her own words, she 

defeated the military dictatorship of 

1964 and the dictatorship of men.  

In this photo, taken in September 

2019, after the worsening of the 

forest fires in the Amazonia, she 
hugged a rubber tree, which was 

the source of the livelihood for 

her and that of many families 

in Acre. Photo: Douglas 

Freitas / Friends of the 

Earth Brazil

TOP LEFT

An indigenous 

woman holds a poster 

that says: ‘Women’s 
resistance in Amazonia’. 

8 March 2020, International 

Woman’s Day, Altamira/Para. 
Photo: Carol Ferraz/ Friends of 

the Earth Brazil
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RIGHT

Dilma Ferreira has left us 

with an inspiring legacy of 

perserverance in the struggle 

for fundamental rights. She 

fought to the last day of her 

life in defence of her territory 

and against the exploratory 

advancement by transnational 

corporations upon Amazonia 

and its Peoples.  On March 22, 

2019, when the International 

Day of Water is celebrated, the 
Maranhense, 48 years old and 

the regional co-ordinator of the 

Brazilian Movement of those 

Affected by Dams (MAB) in 
Tucurui (PA), Dilma was brutally 

assassinated. Photo: Arquivo 

do Movimento dos Atingidos 

por Barragens (MAB)
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I
n this publication we have described the 

corporate crimes committed and ongoing in 

the form of the forest fires in Amazonia and 
all Brazil’s biomes. We have also shown that 
free-trade agreements are a fundamental pillar in 

the architecture of impunity. Friends of the Earth 

International therefore rejects the MercoSur-EU 

Agreement.

 Across the world TNCs are granted impunity 

– this has been clearly demonstrated. It is also clear 

how important it is to resolve regulatory breaches 

in international law so as to regulate corporations 

and their activities throughout the global production 

chain efficiently and precisely.
 Facing a cycle of violations perpetrated 

by transnationals, and as a result of the social 

movements and affected communities’ historical 
struggles, Resolution 26/9 of 2014 created the 

Intergovernmental Working Group under the 
auspices of the UN’s Human Rights Commission. 

Its mission was to develop a legally-binding 

instrument regarding human rights and TNCs. 

This is more than 40 years after Salvador Allende’s 

address to the UN’s General Assembly denouncing 

actions by transnational corporations - considered 

a landmark speech in the history of human rights 

and corporations.

 Friends of the Earth International supports 

this process for a legally-binding Treaty that puts an 

end to the impunity of TNCs. In this we are united 

with the Global Campaign to Reclaim Peoples’ 

Sovereignty, Dismantle Corporate Power and 

Stop Impunity, and are part of the Treaty Alliance. 

In the weeks when the Treaty is being negotiated, 

a week of Peoples’ mobilisation takes place. Here 

social movements and affected communities from 
all over the world come together to condemn 

violations of rights by corporate power and to 

debate what should be included in the legally-

binding instrument – for example, to guarantee 

the spirit of Resolution 26/9 and a document 

that is both ambitious and proportionate to the 

violations and crimes committed.  

 To achieve social, economic, 

environmental and gender justice, it is urgent and 

necessary to fight TNCs and end the architecture 
of impunity. We do so through the convergence of 
social movements that resist corporate power and 

continue in the internationalist, anti-fascist, anti-

capitalist, anti-patriarchal, anti-racist and anti-

colonialist struggle to guarantee the rights and 

sovereignty of all Peoples.

Friends of the Earth’s
POSItion

We are fighting for 
an international 

legally-binding 

instrument on 

transnational 

corporations with 

respect to human 

rights
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To defend Amazonia is to defend and care for life. To defend 

the life of Amazonia, we must guarantee that the Peoples who 

belong to these territories - who protect these territories and 

the biodiversity of the world’s largest forest – are able to live, 

with their rights respected over profit.

Last day of negotiations

of the fifth session for 
the binding treaty in 

Geneva, October 2019

photo Amelia Collins / Friends of the Earth International
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