Ca' Foscari
University
of Venice

Master’'s Degree programme
in Comparative International Relations

Final Thesis

Regionalism as a Strategy for
Addressing Environmental Concerns

The Case of Brazil in-between Mercosur and BRICS

Supervisor
Ch. Prof. Sofia Eliodori

Graduand
Veronica Ciotti
Matriculation Number 874902

Academic Year
2024/2025



Table of contents

List of abbreviations 4
General Summary [Italian Version] 7
Introduction 13
Methodology 14
Findings and Further Research 15
1. Regionalism and Environmental Governance: Connecting Brazilian Domestic Policies with
Regional Frameworks in Forestry Management 17
1.1 Defining Regionalism: Terminology, Conceptual Framework and Controversies 17
1.2 Theoretical foundations and literature review 19
1.2.1 The Evolution of Regionalism: Exploring the Old and New Waves with a focus on
the centrality of the European experience 19
1.2.2 A Multidimensional Analysis of Regionalism: Systemic Theories, Regional Theories
and Domestic-level Theories 21
1.2.3 Regional Governance within the Multilateral Framework or as a Challenge to
Global Governance? 24
1.3 The Effectiveness of Regional Governance and Its Impact on Addressing Environmental
Challenges 26

1.4 Assessing Brazil’s Regional Governance in Advancing Environmental Policy Outcomes
27

1.5 An Overview of Brazil: Contextual Factors and Assessment of Key Variables 28
1.5.1 Experiencing Regionalism in Latin America 28
1.5.2 Brazil’s Path to Regionalism: Economic Globalization, Social Reforms and
Regional Leadership 30
1.5.3 Political Discourses on Regionalism in Brazil: A Comparative Analysis 32
1.5.4 Brazil’s Level of Engagement in Regional Organisations and Initiatives 34
1.5.5 Environmental Policies and Outcomes: Deforestation in the Amazon 37
1.5.6 Critical Insights and Key Observations 40

2. The Evolution of Mercosur and EU-Mercosur Relations: Political, Institutional, Legal and
Environmental Dynamics in Regional and Interregional Cooperation 41

2.1 Expanding the Scope of Regional Governance: From Regional Leadership to

Inter-Regional Cooperation 41

2.2 Understanding Mercosur 42
2.2.1 Origins, Identity and Evolution of Mercosur 42
2.2.2 Literature on Mercosur: Different Scholarly Perspectives 46
2.2.3 Brazil’s Key Role in Mercosur: Strategies and Challenges 49

2.3 National Actors and Regional Mechanisms: Shaping Environmental Governance in

Mercosur 52
2.3.1 The Influence of National Actors in Shaping Environmental Governance in
Mercosur 52
2.3.2 Regional Environmental Mechanisms and Instruments: The Role of GMC, SGT 6
and The Environmental Framework Agreement 54

2.4 EU-Mercosur Relations: Legal, Political and Environmental Dimensions of the Trade
Agreement 58
2



2.4.1 Key Differences between Mercosur and the EU: Structural and Legal Perspectives

58
2.4.2 EU-Mercosur Trade Agreement: A Long Path Towards Strategic Objectives,
Outcomes and Mutual Benefits 60
2.4.3 Agricultural, Political and Economic Challenges: Leveraging Delays in Ratification
for Stronger Environmental Commitments 65
2.4.4 Environmental Governance in the EU-Mercosur Trade Agreement: Addressing
Sustainability Clauses, Compliance and Enforcement 68
2.5 Final Remarks 70

3. The Rise of BRICS: Interregional Power, Internal Dynamics and Environmental Diplomacy
71

3.1 BRICS as a Rising Power in the Global South: Exploring Perspectives on

Interregionalism and Observing a New World Order 71
3.2 The BRICS Grouping: Aspirations, Divergences and Global Impact 75
3.2.1 The Rationale Behind BRICS 75
3.2.2 BRICS and its Internal Contradictions: Diverging Interests, Strategic Priorities
and Unequal Significance for Members and the International Community 78
3.2.3 Intra-BRICS Dynamics and The Broadening Scope of Cooperation 80
3.2.4 BRICS Summits and Declarations: A Trajectory of Development, Influence and
Objectives 83
3.3 The BRICS: Beyond the Expectations 89
3.3.1 The Institutional Reform and the Strategic Role of the New Development Bank
(NDB) 89
3.3.2 Rethinking BRICS: Insights into the Bloc’s Evolving Identity and Strategic
Orientation 92
3.3.3 Brazil in BRICS: Economic, Political and Strategic Dimensions 95
3.4 Environmental Action in BRICS 98
3.4.1 The Energy Economy: A Just Transition Towards a Green Economy 98
3.4.2 Climate Ethics: BRICS Discourse on Environmental Responsibility and
Sustainability 101
3.4.3 Institutionalising Climate Change within BRICS: Domestic Initiatives and
International Engagement 103
3.5 From BRIC to BRICS+: Final Observations 107
Conclusion 109
Significance of the Findings and Critical Reflections 110
Bibliography 112



List of abbreviations

AlIB Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank
ALADI Latin American Integration Association
ALBA Bolivarian Alliance for the Americas

ARC Africa Regional Center

ARO Americas Regional Office

ASEAN Association of Southeast Asian Nations
BASIC Brazil, South-Africa, India and China
BEST BRICS Environmentally Sound Technology
BIMSTEC Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation
BNC Bi-regional Negotiations Committee

BNDES Brazil’s National Development Bank

BRI Belt and Road Initiative

BRIC Brazil, Russia, India, China

BRICS Brazil, Russia, India, China, South-Africa
CACM Central American Common Market
CARICOM Caribbean Community

CCM Mercosur Trade Commission

CDBR Common but Differentiated Responsibilities
CELAC Comunidad de Estados de Latinoamérica y el Caribe
CET Common External Tariffs

CMC Common Market Council

CONAMA National Environmental Council

CPEC China-Pakistan Economic Corridor

CPRM Commission of Permanent Representatives of Mercosur
CRA Contingent Reserve Arrangement

CSN South American Community of Nations

DCs Developed countries

EC European Community

EEC European Economic Community

EFTA European Free Trade Association

EMDCs emerging markets and developing countries
EMU European Monetary Union

ESTs Environmentally Sound Technologies

EU European Union

FAO Food and Agriculture Organisation

FDI Foreign Direct Investment

FOCEM Mercosur Structural Convergence Fund
FTA Free trade agreement

FTAA Free Trade Agreement of the Americas
GATT General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
GBF Global Biodiversity Framework

GDP Gross Domestic Product

GHG Greenhouse gas emissions



GMC Common Market Group

GMM Macro-Economic Monitoring Group

IBAMA Brazilian Institute of Environment and Renewable Natural Resources
IBSA India, Brazil, South Africa Dialogue Forum
IGOs Inter-governmental organisations

IIRSA South American Initiative for Regional Infrastructure Integration
ILO International Labour Organisation

IMF International Monetary Fund

INDCs Intended Nationally Determined Contributions
INPE National Institute for Space Research

IR International Relations

ISI Import-Substitution Industrialisation

LAC Latin America and the Caribbean

LAFTA Latin American Free Trade Agreement

LDCs Less developed countries

LNOB Leave No One Behind

MDBs Multilateral Development Banks

MDGs Millennium Development Goals

MERCOSUR Southern Common Market

NAFTA North American Free Trade Agreement
NAM Non-Aligned Movement

NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organisation

NDB New Development Bank

NDCs Nationally Determined Contributions

NGOs Non-Governmental Organisations

NR New Regionalism

OAS Organisation of American States

OAU Organisation of African Unity
OECD Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
PARLASUR the Mercosur Parliament

PICE Program for Integration and Economic Cooperation

PPCDAm Plan for the Prevention and Combating of Deforestation in the Amazon
PPTU Uruguayan Pro Tempore Presidency

RARODS Meeting of High Authorities Responsible for the Sustainable Development Goals
REDD+ Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation

REMA Specialised Meeting on the Environment

RIAs Regional integration arrangements

RMMA Meeting of Environment Ministers

SAM Mercosur Administrative Secretariat

SDGs Sustainable Development Goals

SGT 6 Working Subcommittee No. 6 on the Environment

STIEP Science, Technology and Innovation Entrepreneurship Partnership

TEU Treaty on European Union

TFEU Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union

TPR Permanent Review Tribunal

UN United Nations



UNASUR Council of South American Nations

UNCED United Nations Conference on Environment and Development
UNDP United Nations Development Program

UNEA United Nations Environment Assembly

UNFCCC UN Framework Convention on Climate Change

US United States

WB World Bank

WGs Working Groups

WOA World Order Approach

WTO World Trade Organization



General Summary [Italian Version]

Il cambiamento climatico rappresenta una delle sfide piu complesse e urgenti a livello globale del
XXI secolo. Questo fenomeno non riguarda solo I’ambiente, ma ha un forte impatto anche su aspetti
economici, sociali e geopolitici del sistema internazionale. Le conseguenze del cambiamento
climatico sono ormai evidenti e spesso drammatiche: eventi meteorologici estremi come uragani
sempre piu violenti, ondate di calore prolungate, alluvioni e lunghi periodi di siccita minacciano la
sopravvivenza di milioni di persone; I’innalzamento del livello dei mari mette a rischio le popolazioni
che vivono nelle zone costiere e nelle isole, esponendole a fenomeni di erosione e inondazioni che
mettono a repentaglio la loro abitabilita, costringendoli ad abbandonare le proprie case e a trasferirsi
altrove; la perdita di biodiversita compromette e indebolisce la capacita degli ecosistemi di mantenere
il proprio equilibrio.

Sebbene il cambiamento climatico costituisca una sfida di portata globale, 1 suoi effetti si manifestano
in modo differente a seconda dei vari contesti geografici e socio-economici. Le ripercussioni piu
gravi ricadono sulle fasce di popolazione maggiormente vulnerabili, come bambini, donne, anziani e
comunita indigene. Inoltre, i Paesi in via di sviluppo risultano significativamente piu esposti agli
impatti climatici a causa di fattori strutturali come la posizione geografica, il limitato livello di
sviluppo economico e la ridotta capacita di risposta e adattamento da parte delle istituzioni.

Di conseguenza, tali disparita contribuiscono ad amplificare le disuguaglianze sociali gia esistenti e
possono generare nuove tensioni sia sul piano politico che su quello sociale, a livello nazionale e
internazionale. Per questo motivo, il cambiamento climatico non puo essere affrontato esclusivamente
come un problema ambientale, ma rappresenta anche una questione di giustizia sociale che richiede
una riflessione critica sulla distribuzione equa dei costi e dei benefici legati alle politiche climatiche.

Il cambiamento climatico pud essere interpretato come una conseguenza diretta del processo di
globalizzazione, poiché quest’ultimo ha intensificato le interazioni economiche, sociali e ambientali
su scala mondiale, amplificando cosi gli impatti ambientali a livello globale. Di conseguenza, il
cambiamento climatico si configura come un fenomeno globale e interconnesso che interessa
molteplici territori e settori e come tale richiede un approccio multilivello, capace di coinvolgere,
integrare e coordinare le azioni di diversi attori. Oltre agli Stati nazionali, assumono un ruolo sempre
piu importante anche attori transnazionali, organizzazioni della societa civile e le istituzioni regionali.
Queste ultime svolgono un ruolo fondamentale di coordinamento, fungendo da intermediari tra le
esigenze specifiche dei territori locali e le strategie adottate a livello globale, facilitando cosi la
cooperazione tra Paesi geograficamente vicini e/o caratterizzati da interessi e problematiche simili,
contribuendo alla definizione di standard comuni e condivisi che possano essere adattati alle diverse
realta territoriali.

Alla luce di tali complessita, questa tesi si interroga su quali strategie e strumenti possono essere piu
efficaci per ridurre gli impatti negativi del cambiamento climatico e favorire 1’adattamento alle nuove
condizioni ambientali. Questa ricerca propone un contributo originale al dibattito, esplorando il ruolo
della governance regionale come ambito efficace per l’elaborazione e I’attuazione di politiche
ambientali. La domanda di ricerca che guida l’intero lavoro ¢ la seguente: In che misura la
governance a livello regionale puo rappresentare uno strumento valido e strategico per affrontare le
sfide del cambiamento climatico?



E importante evidenziare che nel quadro di questa ricerca la governance regionale non viene intesa
come un’alternativa al multilateralismo, bensi come una strategia complementare e sinergica, volta a
rafforzarne 1’efficacia. Pertanto, la presente tesi analizza il regionalismo come risposta al
cambiamento climatico, focalizzandosi in particolare sul caso del Brasile e sul suo ruolo all’interno di
due organizzazioni regionali di rilievo: Mercosur ¢ BRICS.

In tale prospettiva, il regionalismo rappresenta il principale quadro teorico di riferimento, inteso come
una forma di governance multilivello potenzialmente piu efficace e concreta nel rispondere alle sfide
ambientali globali. Per costruire una base teorica solida e coerente, ¢ innanzitutto fondamentale
chiarire il significato e I’uso dei concetti chiave associati al regionalismo, spesso ambigui e soggetti a
interpretazioni divergenti. Infatti, termini come regione, regionalita (regionness), regionalizzazione e
regionalismo possiedono sfumature concettuali distinte ma strettamente interconnesse.

Il primo capitolo “Regionalism and Environmental Governance” propone un’analisi dei principali
approcci teorici, richiamando i contributi di numerosi autori di rilievo. Tra questi, Hettne interpreta la
regionalita come un processo evolutivo di integrazione, che si sviluppa lungo assi politici, economici,
culturali ed istituzionali, il cui grado di intensita riflette il livello di regionalizzazione raggiunto
(1993:219). In un contesto post-Guerra Fredda, le regioni sono concepite come “entita in divenire”,
capaci di promuovere interessi transnazionali condivisi. Egli sottolinea inoltre come 1’emergere di
regioni coese ¢ interdipendenti stia contribuendo a una trasformazione del sistema internazionale,
sempre piu orientato verso una logica regionale, superando il tradizionale modello westfaliano.
(20052a:269-270). Fawn (2009:10-15) evidenzia la difficolta di definire con precisione il concetto
stesso di regione, individuando come sfide principali 1’analisi delle condizioni che ne favoriscono
I’emergere, della loro evoluzione e delle interazioni con altri livelli di governance. Hurrell
(1995:333-334) adotta una prospettiva piu economica, descrivendo la regionalizzazione come
un’intensificazione dell’interdipendenza economica tra i Paesi di una determinata area geografica,
superiore a quella con il resto del mondo. Infine, S6derbaum (2013:11-12) propone una lettura
costruttivista del fenomeno, secondo cui le regioni non sono entita fisse o predefinite, bensi
costruzioni sociali in continua evoluzione, modellate dall’interazione di attori locali e globali
attraverso discorsi, pratiche e interessi che ne (ri)definiscono confini e identita.

Nonostante 1 progressi concettuali maturati negli ultimi decenni, la letteratura continua a evidenziare
una persistente frammentazione teorica. La mancanza di una definizione condivisa tra gli studiosi
rende questo ambito di studio particolarmente articolato, riflettendo la sua natura intrinsecamente
multidimensionale e teoricamente frammentata. Tuttavia, pur in assenza di una definizione univoca e
definitiva, le diverse elaborazioni teoriche forniscono strumenti preziosi per interpretare le
trasformazioni in atto e comprendere le potenzialita del regionalismo.

Molti studiosi, tra cui Hurrell (2007) e Breslin, Higgott e Rosamond (2002), riconoscono 1’Europea
come il principale laboratorio per la formazione di blocchi regionali. Come sottolinea Hameiri
(2013:316), dall’inizio degli anni ‘90 I’interesse per il regionalismo ¢ cresciuto grazie all’emergere
del cosiddetto “nuovo regionalismo” e al consolidamento istituzionale dell’Unione Europea, fattori
che hanno alimentato il dibattito accademico. Fawcett (2004) individua le prime manifestazioni di
regionalismo gia negli anni ‘20 con la Societa delle Nazioni e 1 dibattiti tra universalismo e
regionalismo, ma ¢ nel secondo dopoguerra che si sviluppano organizzazioni regionali piu strutturate,
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come 1’Organizzazione dell’Unita Africana e 1’Organizzazione degli Stati Americani. Durante la
decolonizzazione e la Guerra Fredda, il regionalismo si diffonde nei Paesi in via di sviluppo, con
esperienze significative come il Movimento dei Non Allineati. Nel periodo post-Guerra Fredda, il
“nuovo regionalismo” si afferma come fase di decentramento del sistema internazionale e di crescita
delle potenze regionali. Dalla fine degli anni ‘80, organizzazioni come ASEAN, NAFTA e Mercosur
sono esempi di integrazione economica profonda, rappresentando il “nuovo regionalismo” (Hurrell,
2007:129). In questo senso, si possono distinguere due ondate principali di regionalismo: quella del
“vecchio regionalismo” e quella del “nuovo regionalismo”.

Secondo Fawecett (2004), il “vecchio regionalismo” era caratterizzato da organizzazioni regionali
statali, principalmente in Europa e Nord America nel periodo post-Seconda Guerra Mondiale, mentre
il “nuovo regionalismo” coinvolge sia attori statali che non, includendo anche Paesi in via di
sviluppo. Il regionalismo ¢ dunque passato da un insieme di politiche attuate da organizzazioni statali
circoscritte geograficamente a uno strumento strategico per le potenze emergenti, volto ad aumentare
la loro influenza a livello regionale e globale (Fawcett, 2013:4). Breslin, Higgott e Rosamond (2002)
sottolineano che il “vecchio regionalismo” era visto come un meccanismo difensivo per ridurre la
dipendenza dall’economia internazionale, mentre il “nuovo regionalismo” ¢ concepito come una
strategia per competere e accedere ai mercati globali, rappresentando cosi sia una risposta sia un
motore della globalizzazione. Una visione simile ¢ proposta da Farrell (2005), che interpreta il
regionalismo non solo come un’integrazione economica e politica profonda, ma come un processo
multidimensionale che comprende aspetti economici, culturali, politici e sociali, mirato non solo alla
creazione di blocchi regionali, ma anche allo sviluppo di coerenza e identita all’interno di essi. Infine,
Hurrell (2007) definisce il regionalismo come un processo complesso e dinamico, caratterizzato da
logiche economiche, tecnologiche, politiche e di sicurezza in continua competizione. Per Hurrell, il
regionalismo ¢ un processo instabile e indeterminato, privo di un fine unico o definitivo, dove le
regioni dinamiche sono intrinsecamente instabili e difficilmente cristallizzabili in uno status quo.

La letteratura accademica sul regionalismo ¢ stata tradizionalmente dominata da una prospettiva
eurocentrica, che vede nell’Unione Europea il modello paradigmatico per analizzare e interpretare i
processi di integrazione regionale. Gli studiosi che adottano questo approccio utilizzano 1’esperienza
europea come riferimento standard, presupponendo che le sue dinamiche e caratteristiche possano
essere applicate e replicate in altri contesti regionali (Breslin, Higgott & Rosamond, 2002; Farrell,
2005; Fawcett, 2004, 2013; Hurrell, 1995, 2007). Tuttavia, studi piu recenti sottolineano come una
tale visione possa risultare riduttiva, rischiando di limitare la comprensione di altre forme di
regionalismo esistenti. In particolare, il regionalismo latinoamericano presenta peculiarita uniche che
differiscono dal modello europeo, richiedendo pertanto un’analisi autonoma e contestualizzata. In
particolare, S6derbaum (2013) critica questo eurocentrismo, evidenziando come I’Unione Europea sia
spesso idealizzata, mentre altre forme di regionalismo sono percepite come deboli o fallimentari. Tale
approccio distorce la comprensione del fenomeno, ignorando che non tutte le regioni mirano a una
profonda integrazione politica ed economica come quella europea. Acharya (2014), attraverso il
concetto di Global International Relations, invita a superare questo paradigma, valorizzando la
pluralita delle esperienze regionali e riconoscendo che oggi le iniziative regionali affrontano nuove
sfide transnazionali, dalla crisi dei rifugiati alla questione ambientale, che vanno ben oltre la semplice
liberalizzazione commerciale e la gestione dei conflitti.



Per comprendere in modo piu approfondito il regionalismo latinoamericano, si ¢ scelto di
riorganizzare la letteratura accademica esistente in due modelli interpretativi distinti, elaborati a fini
analitici: il modello della frammentazione e il modello dell’integrazione. La prima considera la
governance regionale come un potenziale ostacolo alla governance globale, favorendo interessi
regionali a scapito della cooperazione multilaterale (Kacowicz, 1999, 2018; Plesch & Weiss, 2015;
Acharya, 2016); la seconda invece concepisce la governance regionale come un elemento di
connessione tra i livelli nazionale e globale, capace di promuovere la cooperazione e affrontare
efficacemente le sfide comuni come il cambiamento climatico (Hurrell & Sengupta, 2012; Fawcett,
2004, 2013; Farrell, 2005). Anche se apparentemente sembrano contrapposti, entrambi i modelli
riconoscono il regionalismo come una risposta alla globalizzazione e come uno strumento per i paesi
emergenti per accrescere la propria influenza internazionale.

In questo contesto teorico, il Brasile rappresenta un caso di studio particolarmente interessante in
quanto si tratta di un paese emergente di grande rilievo economico e geopolitico, con un ruolo chiave
sia a livello regionale che globale. La tesi si concentra in particolare sui governi di Luiz Inacio Lula
da Silva e Jair Bolsonaro, due amministrazioni con orientamenti politici e approcci alla governance
regionale e ambientale completamente diversi tra loro. Inoltre, la tesi esplora come il regionalismo,
nel caso brasiliano, assume una duplice funzione: agisce sia come una strategia di soft balancing nei
confronti dell’influenza degli Stati Uniti (Gratius & Gomes Saraiva, 2013; Carranza, 2006; Stuenkel,
2013, 2014; Kikonen, 2014), sia come un mezzo per consolidare il ruolo di leadership internazionale
del Paese (Gratius & Gomes Saraiva, 2013; Klom, 2003; Gena & Hiroi, 2007; Kékonen, 2014; Naik,
2019; Unay, 2013; Ferragamo, 2024). Attraverso 1’analisi delle strategie adottate dai governi di Lula
e Bolsonaro e del ruolo del Brasile nel Mercosur e nei BRICS, questa tesi mira a comprendere come
lo Stato abbia cercato di sfruttare la dimensione regionale per rafforzare la propria posizione
internazionale e per contribuire a una governance climatica piu giusta ed efficace.

Sulla base di queste premesse, la tesi adotta una metodologia qualitativa e comparativa, fondata su un
quadro analitico articolato su tre livelli, ovvero nazionale, regionale e internazionale, corrispondenti
ai tre capitoli della tesi. Il primo capitolo offre un inquadramento teorico e storico del regionalismo,
accompagnato da una rassegna critica della letteratura di riferimento. Attraverso il confronto tra le
amministrazioni di Lula e Bolsonaro, vengono messi in luce approcci differenti al regionalismo e alla
tutela ambientale, evidenziando come tali orientamenti hanno inciso sull’evoluzione delle politiche
ambientali del Brasile, determinandone progressi o regressi. Il secondo amplia il focus alla
dimensione regionale e interregionale, esaminando il ruolo del Brasile nella costruzione del Mercosur
e nella definizione dei rapporti con 1’Unione Europea. Particolare attenzione ¢ rivolta all’evoluzione
delle politiche ambientali del Mercosur e al ruolo svolto dal Brasile nei negoziati UE-Mercosur,
spesso condizionati dalle scelte ambientali dei governi in carica. Infine, il terzo capitolo si concentra
sul contesto internazionale, analizzando 1 BRICS come piattaforma strategica per la promozione di
modelli alternativi di governance ambientale globale. L’analisi si sofferma sul discorso emergente del
blocco in materia di giustizia climatica, cooperazione Sud-Sud e sviluppo sostenibile, evidenziando il
ruolo del Brasile come attore centrale ma spesso incoerente.

La metodologia si articola attorno all’analisi di quattro fattori principali, esaminati in chiave
comparativa tra le due presidenze. Il primo riguarda il livello di partecipazione regionale del Brasile,
inteso come il grado di impegno del Paese nella costruzione e nello sviluppo delle organizzazioni
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regionali, valutando se tale coinvolgimento riflette un approccio isolazionista e protezionista oppure
cooperativo e multilaterale. Il secondo elemento esaminato ¢ I’elaborazione di politiche ambientali
interne, considerando la loro efficacia e il loro impatto sulle capacita del Paese di promuovere
un’azione collettiva efficace e risultati ambientali positivi. Il terzo fattore riguarda la valutazione
degli esiti ambientali, misurati attraverso indicatori come I’aumento o la riduzione del tasso di
deforestazione, il rispetto o I’inosservanza degli obiettivi di riduzione delle emissioni e 1’adesione o
la violazione dei principali accordi internazionali, tra cui 1’Accordo di Parigi (Paris Agreement) e la
Convenzione Quadro delle Nazioni Unite sui Cambiamenti Climatici (UNFCCC). Infine, il quarto
aspetto considerato ¢ [’analisi del discorso politico, con particolare attenzione alla retorica
presidenziale in merito al regionalismo e alla questione ambientale. Questo livello di indagine si basa
sull’esame di discorsi ufficiali, documenti e dichiarazioni pubbliche, per comprendere il grado di
volonta politica e I’effettivo impegno nell’integrare la dimensione ambientale nelle agende nazionale
e regionale.

Il materiale di ricerca impiegato in questo studio comprende sia fonti primarie sia fonti secondarie. Le
fonti primarie includono documenti ufficiali e giuridici, tra cui convenzioni come la Convenzione
Quadro delle Nazioni Unite sui Cambiamenti Climatici (UNFCCC) e trattati internazionali come il
Trattato di Asuncion del Mercosur, il Trattato sull’Unione Europea, il Trattato sul Funzionamento
dell’Unione Europea e il Trattato per ’istituzione del BRICS Contingent Reserve Arrangement.
Inoltre, si fa riferimento ad accordi multilaterali e interregionali di rilievo, come 1’Accordo di Libero
Scambio tra UE e Mercosur (EU-Mercosur Trade Agreement), I’ Accordo di Parigi, I’Accordo Quadro
Ambientale del Mercosur (Mercosur Environmental Framework Agreement) e 1’Accordo per la
Creazione della Nuova Banca di Sviluppo (Agreement on the NDB). Altre fonti fondamentali
includono le dichiarazioni congiunte dei vertici BRICS e quelle adottate durante i summit annuali,
come la Dichiarazione di Sanya (2011), la Dichiarazione di Goa (2016), la Dichiarazione di Ufa
(2022), la Dichiarazione di Xiamen (2017), la Dichiarazione di Johannesburg II (2023), che
permettono di cogliere I’evoluzione del discorso del blocco su ambiente e governance globale. Infine,
completano il corpus delle fonti primarie i comunicati ufficiali e gli interventi istituzionali, come il
discorso di Lula in occasione di un meeting con i presidenti del Sud America nel 2023 e I’intervento
di Bolsonaro all’apertura della 74esima Assemblea Generale delle Nazioni Unite a New York nel
2019. Le fonti secondarie includono un’ampia selezione di studi accademici, articoli scientifici e
analisi di politica internazionale, pubblicati su riviste specializzate, che contribuiscono a
contestualizzare criticamente i dati raccolti ed ad arricchire il quadro interpretativo.

Cio che si evince ¢ una notevole discontinuita tra le due amministrazioni presidenziali di Lula e
Bolsonaro, mostrando come la volonta politica eserciti un forte impatto sulla governance regionale e
sulle politiche ambientali. Durante la presidenza di Lula, il Brasile ha assunto un ruolo attivo e
centrale nella promozione della governance regionale, adottando politiche ambientali orientate a un
approccio cooperativo e basato sul dialogo. In ambito Mercosur, la sua amministrazione ha
intensificato la collaborazione con gli altri Stati membri, rafforzando le strutture dedicate alla
sostenibilita e integrando clausole specifiche di tutela ambientale negli accordi commerciali, come
nel caso delle negoziazioni tra Mercosur e Unione Europea. Tali azioni hanno contribuito a
consolidare I’immagine del Brasile come leader regionale impegnato nel campo della sostenibilita e
della protezione ambientale. Nel contesto dei BRICS, il Presidente Lula ha promosso principi chiave
come quello di Responsabilita Comuni ma Differenziate e la giustizia climatica, sostenendo una
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cooperazione rafforzata tra Paesi emergenti. Inoltre, ha contribuito all’istituzionalizzazione di
iniziative ambientali di rilevanza internazionale tramite la Nuova Banca di Sviluppo (New
Development Bank) e progetti specifici come BEST (BRICS Environmentally Sound Technology),
finalizzati a sviluppare e finanziare tecnologie sostenibili a basso impatto ambientale.

Al contrario, sotto la presidenza di Jair Bolsonaro si osserva un netto cambiamento di rotta. La sua
amministrazione ha adottato un marcato orientamento nazionalista e isolazionista, che ha portato a un
progressivo disimpegno dalle dinamiche regionali di cooperazione ambientale. Questo ha determinato
un indebolimento delle strutture di governance ambientale, con ripercussioni concrete e negative,
come ad esempio un aumento significativo della deforestazione in Amazzonia, la sospensione o il
rallentamento di negoziati fondamentali (come I’accordo UE-Mercosur) e una marginalizzazione del
ruolo del Brasile nelle iniziative ambientali comuni all’interno dei BRICS.

L’analisi complessiva mette in luce come I’efficacia della governance ambientale a livello regionale
sia fortemente condizionata dalle scelte politiche e dall’orientamento ideologico delle élite al potere.
Quando la governance regionale viene interpretata e presentata come uno strumento di cooperazione,
come avvenuto durante i mandati di Lula, si assiste ad una maggiore apertura verso 1’integrazione
regionale ¢ ad un impegno concreto e attivo nel promuovere politiche ambientali specifiche e
I’adesione a trattati internazionali; al contrario, quando la governance regionale viene percepita come
una minaccia alla sovranita nazionale, come durante la presidenza di Bolsonaro, si assiste a una
sostanziale negazione delle problematiche climatiche, che si traduce in un indebolimento
dell’impegno del Paese nella lotta al cambiamento climatico, con gravi ripercussioni come la
sospensione di accordi internazionali e ’aumento di impatti climatici negativi. Tuttavia, nonostante
queste oscillazioni politiche, le organizzazioni regionali rimangono spazi essenziali e insostituibili per
elaborare risposte coordinate e condivise alla crisi climatica globale. Il Mercosur, pur caratterizzato
da un livello di integrazione politica ed economica inferiore rispetto ad altre realta regionali come
I’UE, pud comunque svolgere un ruolo rilevante nel favorire la cooperazione ambientale tra i Paesi
membri; allo stesso modo, il gruppo dei BRICS offre un forum strategico in cui Paesi con interessi
differenti e problematiche ambientali affini possono costruire alleanze, strategie e agende comuni,
aumentando il proprio peso negoziale a livello globale.

In conclusione, la governance regionale rappresenta un livello d’azione fondamentale per affrontare
efficacemente il cambiamento climatico. Essa ha il potenziale di rafforzare e coordinare le iniziative
nazionali e internazionali, svolgendo un ruolo di collegamento tra questi due ambiti. Nel caso del
Brasile, il contributo alla governance regionale dipende in larga misura dall’orientamento politico dei
suoi governi e dalla capacita di bilanciare le priorita interne con le responsabilita ambientali globali.
Una partecipazione attiva, responsabile e innovativa all’interno delle organizzazioni regionali
consente al Paese di valorizzare appieno le opportunita offerte dal regionalismo. Adottando un
approccio cooperativo e coerente con i principi dell’integrazione regionale, ¢ possibile sviluppare
strategie ambientali piu mirate, adattate al contesto locale e piu efficaci nel promuovere la
sostenibilita.
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Introduction

Climate change has emerged as one of the most pressing global challenges, posing significant threats
to both human and environmental systems. It is responsible for the planet’s shifting climatic patterns,
resulting in a series of adverse consequences, including rising global temperatures, melting glaciers,
rising sea levels, the increasing risk of small islands being submerged and a substantial loss of
biodiversity. These changes not only jeopardise ecosystems but also exacerbate human
vulnerabilities, leading to internal and international displacement of people, serious health-related
issues and several concerns for the survival of humankind.

Given the severe and profound implications of climate change, environmental protection has become
a critical priority at both national and international levels. Addressing this issue requires
interdisciplinary engagement, since it is of direct relevance not only to climate scientists, IR scholars,
policymakers and political leaders, but its significance extends also beyond academic and
governmental spheres, as it directly affects the general public and future generations. The urgency of
finding effective and sustainable solutions represent a prime concern, so it is imperative to foster
comprehensive discussions and implement decisive actions to mitigate climate change and ensure a
sustainable future for the whole world.

The question of how to mitigate, reduce and combat climate change remains a critical global
challenge. This thesis seeks to address the research question: to what extent does regional governance
provide an effective approach to addressing environmental challenges? The analysis presents regional
environmental governance as an intermediate layer within the multilateral architecture of the
international system, offering not an alternative but a viable and complementary approach to tackling
climate change. To explore this, the study examines Brazil as a case study, given its status as a
developing country characterised by complex environmental governance dynamics. Brazil’s domestic
environmental policies have been largely shaped by the actions and priorities of its Presidents, whose
leadership has influenced both national and regional approaches to environmental governance.
Notably, Brazil has played a key role in shaping the development of regional organisations such as
Mercosur and BRICS, actively influencing their environmental policies.

The academic literature on regionalism has been predominantly Eurocentric, with the European
Union (EU) often regarded as the primary model for regional integration. Many scholars have
attempted to apply the EU’s characteristics and dimensions to understand Latin American regionalism
(Breslin, Higgott & Rosamond, 2002; Farrell, 2005; Fawcett, 2004; Fawcett, 2013; Hurrell, 1995;
Hurrell, 2007). However, other scholars argue that this European-led examination is a limitation,
since Latin American regionalism represents a distinct form and experience of regional integration,
differing significantly from the European model (S6derbaum, 2013; Acharya, 2014).

A key aspect of this literature review, which serves as the foundation for this study, is the distinction
between two main schools of thought: the fragmentation model, which views regional governance as
a threat to global governance, as it may prioritise regional interests over global cooperation,
potentially weakening the multilateral system (Kacowicz, 1999; Kacowicz, 2018; Plesch & Weiss,
2015; Acharya, 2016) and the integration model, according to which regional governance acts as a
bridge between national and global levels, fostering cooperation and tackling challenges more
effectively (Hurrell & Sengupta, 2012; Fawcett, 2004; Fawcett, 2013; Farrell, 2005). However,
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though the integration and fragmentation approaches appear opposed, both see regionalism as a
response to globalisation and a tool for emerging countries to gain influence. In fact, for Brazil
regionalism represents both a strategy for soft-balancing the United States (US) (Gratius & Gomes
Saraiva, 2013; Carranza, 2006; Stuenkel, 2013-2014; Kékonen, 2014) and a means to strengthen
Brazil’s role as a pivotal leader in international politics (Gratius & Gomes Saraiva, 2013; Klom,
2003; Genna & Hiroi, 2007; Kikdnen, 2014; Naik, 2019; Unay, 2013; Ferragamo, 2024).

By applying these theoretical frameworks to the Brazilian case, this research examines how the
leadership and policies of Brazilian Presidents influence the country’s approach to regionalism, as
evidenced by its engagement in Mercosur and BRICS.

Methodology

The study employs a three-level analytical framework to assess the impact of Brazilian Presidents on
environmental policy at the domestic, regional and international levels. Brazilian environmental
policies not only shape national governance but also influence broader regional frameworks within
Mercosur and BRICS, reflecting the country’s role as a key actor in regional environmental
policymaking.

The research is organised into three chapters, each addressing a specific analytical level.

Chapter 1 provides a conceptual and historical overview of regionalism, accompanied by a critical
review of its principal literature. This chapter highlights the contrasting approaches of the Lula and
Bolsonaro administrations regarding regionalism and environmental protection, illustrating how these
differing perspectives have influenced the progress and determined the setbacks of Brazilian
environmental policies. Chapter 2 expands the focus from the national level to the regional and
interregional dimensions, emphasising Brazil’s pivotal role in the establishment and development of
Mercosur, as well as its relationship with the EU. This section elucidates Mercosur’s primary
environmental policies and examines the long-standing and complex partnership between Mercosur
and the EU. A significant aspect of this chapter is Brazil’s central position in EU-Mercosur
negotiations, influenced by its environmental policies, which have had both positive and negative
repercussions. It is again noted that the Brazilian government’s approach to environmental issues
varied within the administration in power, affecting the momentum of negotiations and the prospects
for concluding the trade deal. Chapter 3 examines BRICS as a strategic multilateral forum for
advancing alternative models of global environmental governance. It explores the bloc’s evolving
discourse on climate equity, sustainable development and South-South cooperation, which
collectively position BRICS as a counterweight to Western-led environmental frameworks. Particular
attention is given to the bloc’s endorsement of the principle of Common but Differentiated
Responsibilities (CBDR), its advocacy for increased climate finance and technology transfer and its
framing of sustainability within the broader struggle for global equity. Despite internal asymmetries
that hinder cohesive action, Brazil remains a visible but inconsistent actor, leveraging BRICS to
advance its environmental agenda and promote Global South perspectives.

The research methodology is based on a qualitative analysis that evaluates several key variables to
assess Brazil's involvement in regional governance and environmental policy.

The level of regional engagement examines the extent of Brazil’s involvement in the formation and
evolution of regional organisations. It considers whether Brazil’s participation in regional blocs and
its cooperation with other entities reflect a weakened, isolationist and protectionist stance or a more
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cooperative approach that enhances bilateral and multilateral relationships. This aspect of the analysis
aims to understand how Brazil’s regional engagements influence its role in the international arena and
its commitment to collaborative solutions for regional challenges.

The establishment of environmental policies assesses the promotion or devaluation of collective
environmental action within Brazil. The evaluation will focus on the environmental policies that have
been established, their effectiveness in implementation and their significance for achieving positive
environmental outcomes.

Environmental outcomes will be measured through indicators such as changes in deforestation rates,
adherence to emission reduction targets and compliance with major multilateral agreements, like the
Paris Agreement and the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC).

Political discourse analysis on regionalism and the environment is an interesting dimension that
analyses the political rhetoric surrounding regionalism and environmental issues, examining how
these concepts are framed by Brazilian Presidents in their public speeches. It considers how leaders
articulate their perspectives on the environment and regional cooperation, the importance assigned to
these issues and the perceived efficacy of regionalism as a tool for addressing environmental
concerns. This analysis will provide insights into the political will and commitment to integrating
regionalism and environmental protection in Brazil’s governance agenda.

Findings and Further Research

The research provides some interesting insights. It reveals that regionalism in Latin America is
predominantly state-driven, granting Presidents significant authority in shaping the decisions and
actions of regional organisations, which are often weakly institutionalised. As a result, presidential
leadership plays a crucial role in regional governance dynamics. Brazil is recognised as the primary
leader of Latin American integration, particularly under President Lula’s administration, whereas a
rollback in regional engagement occurred during President Bolsonaro’s presidency. The divergent
attitudes of Lula and Bolsonaro towards regional organisations and their differing perceptions of the
urgency of climate change have produced varying outcomes at both national and international levels.
President Lula actively promoted regional and interregional cooperation as a means to address
environmental challenges and combat climate change. He viewed collective action at these levels as
essential for enhancing environmental measures and meeting international standards. In contrast,
President Bolsonaro often rejected the advantages of a cooperative approach, perceiving it as external
interference that undermined the autonomy and sovereignty of the state. This stance resulted in a
denial of the urgency of environmental concerns and a prioritisation of the interests of national
miners, loggers and land-grabbers, often at the expense of environmental protection.

These contrasting approaches are evident not only in the trajectories of regional organisations but also
in Brazil’s involvement within them. Furthermore, domestic policies have significant implications for
regional policies, particularly within the context of Mercosur, where Brazil serves as the leading state.
Bolsonaro’s administration posed a challenge for the EU regarding environmental issues, leading to
demands for stricter compliance with environmental standards as a prerequisite for advancing
negotiations. This dynamic improved under President Lula, culminating in a recent development in
December 2024 when the EU and Mercosur reached a political agreement. Beyond Mercosur, similar
patterns are observable in Brazil’s engagement within BRICS, where the country’s posture on
environmental cooperation shifted markedly between administrations. While Bolsonaro’s tenure was
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characterised by disengagement and scepticism toward multilateral environmental commitments,
Lula has reinvigorated Brazil’s role as a proponent of climate equity and sustainable development,
reaffirming the country’s strategic use of both Mercosur and BRICS as platforms to shape regional
and global environmental governance.

Some areas remain underexplored, and further research would be valuable for scholars, policymakers
and the general public. Specifically, investigating ways to strengthen regional governance
frameworks for more effective climate change mitigation could significantly enrich the literature on
regionalism. This research demonstrates the close connection between regionalism and environmental
governance, highlighting that regional approaches, being context-specific, can address climate change
more directly and equitably. Nevertheless, identifying and implementing elements to enhance
regional frameworks remains a critical area for future inquiry, as it holds the potential to improve
both the scope and impact of regional efforts in tackling climate challenges.
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1. Regionalism and Environmental Governance: Connecting
Brazilian Domestic Policies with Regional Frameworks in
Forestry Management

1.1 Defining Regionalism: Terminology, Conceptual Framework and
Controversies

To construct a strong foundation for this academic work, it is essential to begin with the basics:
definitions and conceptual foundation. In analysing the area of regionalism, it is crucial to clarify the
terminology and address the debates surrounding the key concepts to provide a comprehensive
understanding of the research, thus ensuring a clear framework upon which the thesis can be built.
The terminology associated with regionalism is both diverse and nuanced. Terms such as "region",
"regionness", "regionalisation" and '"regionalism" are intrinsically interconnected and frequently
examined in tandem; however, they encompass distinct meanings and theoretical significance.
Moreover, the lack of scholarly consensus regarding their precise definitions further complicates the
study of this field, highlighting the conceptual complexity inherent in regionalism.

As argued by Hameiri (2013:316), since the 1990s the study of regionalism and related concepts,
such as regions, regionalisation, regional governance, regional integration and regional cooperation,
has expanded significantly, driven by the rise of “new regionalism” and the institutional evolution of
the European Union (EU). Despite notable progress in conceptual and theoretical development over
recent decades, the field remains characterised by a persistent sense of fragmentation. Indeed, there is
a general consensus among scholars on the idea that the study of regionalism lacks a cohesive
theoretical and conceptual foundation, hindering the establishment of a unified framework for
understanding regional phenomena. In a similar vein, Hettne (2005b:543) highlights that the
challenge studying regionalism lies in both ontology, defining “what we study when we study
regionalism”, and epistemology, concerning the methods and approaches used to study them; these
foundational questions complicate the development of a cohesive framework, contributing to the
fragmentation of such field.

However, as outlined in the following paragraphs, scholars have provided their own definitions and
interpretations of the main concepts inherent in the study of regionalism, each contributing to a more
comprehensive understanding and delineation of this phenomenon.

The concept of regionness has been extensively elaborated by Bjorne Hettne, who in
“Neo-Mercantilism: The Pursuit of Regionness” (1993:219) argues as follows:

“A higher degree of ‘regionness’ implies a higher degree of economic interdependence,
communication, cultural homogeneity, coherence, capacity to act and resolve conflicts in the region
concerned. Regionalisation includes the process of increasing regionness. This concept can refer not
just to the dynamics of a single region, but also to the changing structure of the world system. As
regions increase their degree of regionness, the world system becomes more regionalised”.

To further clarify, Hettne interprets the concept of regionness as the product of an ongoing process of
integration within the region across the above-mentioned dimensions. The intensification of these
dimensions corresponds to the process of regionalisation. He also broadens this argument to suggest
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that the concept of regionness is not solely confined to individual regions but it also contributes to
shifts in the global system, indeed as regions achieve increasing levels of cohesion and
interdependence, the world system becomes increasingly regionalised. Particularly in the post-Cold
War period, Hettne (2005a:269-270) observes a transition from the Westphalian international system
to a new world order characterised by the rise of regional coalitions; he refers to regions as “subjects
in the making”, where their capacity for cooperation and action depends on their ability to prioritise
and advance shared transnational interests.

In his article “Regions and their study” (2009:10-15), Rick Fawn argues that the main challenge is
defining regions, understanding the factors that drive their emergence, examining their interaction
with other levels of governance and the broader international system. He references a range of
scholars to provide an overview of the existing definitions within the field. In particular, he highlights
the lack of consensus, labelling regionalism as “an elusive concept” since academic investigation has
not yet elaborated an agreed definition, however he offers working explanations for these
foundational terms: regionalism refers to “the set of policies of coordination and cooperation within a
given region”, while regionalisation denotes “the growth of economic interdependence within a given
region”.

Fawn describes a region as a construct shaped by actors who “define and promulgate to others a
specific identity”, and regionness as “the capacity of a region to articulate its identity and interests to
other actors”. He also mentions Katzenstein’s perspective, according to which regions are “works in
progress”, “perpetually unfinished projects”, “porous, interlinking, influencing and being influenced
by other regions”.

As explained by Andrew Hurrell in “Explaining the Resurgence of Regionalism in World Politics”
(1995), the debate on definitions gained prominence in particular in the late 1960s and early 1970s,
when scholars commonly framed regionalism in terms of “social, political and organisational
cohesiveness”. They identified some specific factors as critical dimensions of regionalism, namely
“ethnicity, race, language, religion, culture, history, consciousness of a common heritage, trade
patterns, economic complementary, regime type, ideology and existence of formal regional
institutions” (1995:333). However, Hurrell cautions against oversimplification: while these
dimensions might appear comprehensive, he contends that contemporary debates have demonstrated
the limitations of defining regionalism solely through economic, social, political, cultural and
historical factors. Instead, Hurrell emphasises the need for context-specific analysis, arguing that
“definitions of regions and indicators of regioness vary according to the specific problem under
investigation” (1995:334).

Similarly to Fawn’s perspective, Hurrell elaborates the explanation of regionalisation as the
attainment of ‘“higher levels of economic interdependence within a given geographical area than
between that area and the rest of the world” (1995:334). Therefore, this understanding highlights the
dynamic and multifaceted nature of regionalism, which necessitates a flexible and context-driven
approach to its study.

In “Rethinking Regions and Regionalism” (2013), while acknowledging the importance of regions
and regionalism, Fredrik Soderbaum highlights the presence of different interpretations of
regionalism, explaining that “the approach of different academic specializations varies considerably,
and regionalism/regional integration means different things to different people in different contexts”
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(2013:9). He focuses on the concept of regions, drawing on Hurrell’s insights to strengthen his
argument. He asserts that regions are not fixed or predetermined structures, but they are socially
constructed entities: in his words, regions are not “natural” or “given”, but they are “made and
unmade, intentionally or unintentionally, endogenously or exogenously by collective human action
and identity formation” (2013:11). This means that regions are created and continuously shaped by
human action from both within and outside boundaries. Moreover, the socially constructed nature of
regions implies their inherently political character characterised by competing strategies and interests,
as Soderbaum (2013:12) notes, “the socially constructed nature of regions implies that they are
politically contested, and there are nearly always a multitude of strategies and ideas about a particular
region which merge, mingle and clash”.

The concept of regionalism is both multifaceted and complex. Even though scholars have not agreed
on a precise and fixed definition, their conceptual interpretations provide valuable insights into the
dynamics of regionalism, offering foundations for understanding its complexities. These perspectives
serve as a basis for theoretical debate and the advancement of scholarship in this field, which will be
explored in detail in the following section.

1.2 Theoretical foundations and literature review

1.2.1 The Evolution of Regionalism: Exploring the Old and New Waves with a focus on the
centrality of the European experience

The concepts of regions and regionalism have been the subject of extensive academic debate, with
evolving perspectives on their nature and significance. Rather than being regarded as “fixed physical,
cartographic, or cultural entities”, regions should be seen as “dynamic, purposeful, and socially
constructed entities” that are “less territorially-based or state-centric, encompassing an ever-widening
range of actors and issues” (Acharya, 2014:650).

Studying regionalism is crucial for understanding the dynamics of the contemporary world order. As
Enrst B. Haas (1970:610) asserts, “the study of regional integration is concerned with explaining how
and why states cease to be wholly sovereign, how and why they voluntarily mingle, merge and mix
with their neighbors so as to lose the factual attributes of sovereignty while acquiring new techniques
for resolving conflict between themselves”.

It would be limiting to reduce regionalism to the merely aggregation of States with shared interests
and goals forming alliances to pursue economic interests or to exert influence in the international
arena, but as observes Louise Fawcett, “regionalism is far from being a linear or uniform process;
rather it has emerged in stages, shaped by a variety of external and internal factors alike” (2013:8).

To achieve a more comprehensive understanding of the nature of regionalism, it is necessary to
carefully examine the context and the historical background that influenced the emergence and
development of regional coalitions. First of all, it must be pointed out that in analysing regionalism,
many scholars have agreed that Europe has served as the main laboratory inspiring successive
attempts in creating regional blocs: Hurrell highlights that “the success of economic regionalism in
Europe was the most important catalyst encouraging a wave of attempts at imitation and export
across many parts of the post-colonial world” (2007:129); as well as, Breslin, Higgott and Rosamond
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describe Europe as “the intellectual laboratory for the study of regionalism” (2002:2).

Louise Fawcett provides an historical overview of the evolution of regionalism in her article
“Exploring Regional Domains: A Comparative History of Regionalism” (2004). According to her,
the first traces of regionalism dates back to the 1920s, at the time of the League of Nations, when the
first debates on universalism versus regionalism took place; after the Second World War, there was a
proliferation of regional institutions like the Organisation of African Unity (OAU) or the
Organisation of American States (OAS), but it was especially during the decolonisation and the Cold
War period that the process of regionalism expanded to include developing countries, which grouped
together in the Non-Aligned Movement and the Group of 77. Significant progress occurred in the
post-Cold War period with the emergence of what is called “new regionalism”: Fawcett identifies in
this era a decentralisation of the international system and the emergence of regional powers which
shifted the balance of power.

Similarly, Hurrell considers the Cold War as a pivotal moment for the establishment of regional
arrangements, which tried to impose themselves in the international order (1995:331). Indeed,
starting from the late 1980s regional organisations like ASEAN, NAFTA and Mercosur were
regarded as successful regional entities able to enhance deep economic integration, thus giving birth
to what scholars termed “new regionalism” (Hurrell, 2007:129).

As aresult, it is evident that regionalism can be distinguished into two waves, namely old regionalism
and new regionalism; needless to say, this research focuses more on new regionalisms, however a
comparative analysis of the first and second wave will be offered to provide valuable insights into the
evolution and significance of regionalism within international politics. In this regard, the perspectives
of scholars like Andrew Hurrell, Shaun Breslin, Richard Higgott and Ben Rosamond, Louise Fawcett
and Mary Farrell represent noteworthy contributions to the subject, and therefore will be explored in
the following section.

In Fawcett’s perspective, old regionalism was characterised by state-based regional organisations,
typically in Europe and North America in post-WW?2 period, while new regionalism includes both
state and non-state actors encompassing also developing States; she reflects upon the development of
regionalism, which in her words from being “a set of policies and practices enacted by state-based
organisations with membership confined to a limited geographical area” (2013:4), it is now a
fundamental policy tool for emerging powers to enhance their influence at both regional and global
level (Fawcett, 2004).

As established by Breslin, Higgott and Rosamond in “Regions in Comparative Perspective” (2002),
the main change is that in earlier studies regionalism was seen as a defensive mechanism to reduce
dependence from the international economy, whereas scholars of new regionalism started to consider
it as a way to be competitive and access global markets, therefore, regionalism can be at the same
time a response to and a dynamic behind globalization.

A similar perspective is shared by Farrell in “The Global Politics of Regionalism: An Introduction”™
(2005), in which she explains that regionalism could no longer be conceived as the intention to
establish a deep economic and political integration, but it was the idea that States are dynamic and
open to change and adaptation and the process of region-building must be considered as a
multidimensional form of integration including economic, cultural, political and social aspects, in
which the aim is not only the creation of regional blocs but also the establishment of a certain
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coherence and identity within the blocs.

Finally, Hurrell agrees on a similar perspective saying that at the beginning the main objective for
regional blocs was to create a common market and prioritise their economic interests, but regionalism
is much more than this: it is an “extremely complex and dynamic process” characterised by
“interacting and competing logics” including “logics of economic and technological transformation
and societal integration; logics of power-political competition; logics of security; and logics of
identity and community”. Therefore, in Hurrell’s words, regionalism is “an unstable and
indeterminate process of multiple and competing logics with no overriding teleology or single-end
point, and dynamic regions are inherently unstable with little possibility of freezing the status quo”
(2007:130).

The centrality of European experience has heavily influenced the scholarly framing of regionalism,
leading to a twofold and interrelated impact. On the one hand, the analysis of regionalism has largely
relied on theories originally designed to explain the creation and evolution of the EC; on the other
hand, the focus on European experience represents certain limitations. S6derbaum (2013) criticises
the exaggerated Eurocentrism through which the phenomenon of regionalism has been studied and
analysed, indeed he explains that after World War II European regional integration has become the
principal reference point, thus laying the foundation for the development of theories on regionalism
which were subsequently applied to other experiences of regional integration all over the world; as a
result, the European Community (EC), later the European Union (EU), was often regarded as the
ideal model, whereas other forms of regionalism were depicted as “weaker/failed”. According to
Sdderbaum, this Eurocentric lens distorts perceptions of the nature and purpose of regionalism, for
instance the fact that the EC’s integration process has been driven by the desire for a deep economic
and political unification does not imply that all other cases of regional integration must share the
same goals. Of a similar perspective is Acharya, who introduced the concept of Global IR describing
it as “not a theory but an aspiration for greater inclusiveness and diversity in our discipline”
(2014:649); he encourages Global IR scholars to explore diverse forms of regionalism, moving away
from the dependency to evaluate them solely based on their success in replicating the EU model of
integration; on the contrary, Acharya acknowledges that regional blocs have evolved with distinct
purposes and functions, indeed while in the past regional efforts focused on trade liberalisation and
conflict-management, contemporary regional initiatives address transnational challenges such as
refugee crisis, migration, environmental concern, human rights and so on.

1.2.2 A Multidimensional Analysis of Regionalism: Systemic Theories, Regional Theories and
Domestic-level Theories

Hurrell (1995) tries to distance himself from liberal theorists who dominated this literature, which
primarily emphasised intra-regional dynamics and factors facilitating or impeding regional economic
integration. Instead, Hurrell’s approach integrates theoretical perspectives that also consider the
critical role of domestic factors and the impact of regional interdependence.

In his analysis, Hurrell differentiates between three distinct theoretical approaches. The first category
is the so-called “systemic theories”, which highlights the significant role of external pressures
determining regionalist initiatives, including “neorealism” and “structural interdependence and
globalization”; secondly, he identifies “regional theories” characterised by a strong link between
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regionalism and regional interdependence, such as “neofunctionalism”, “neoliberal institutionalism”
and “constructivism”; the third category consists of “domestic-level theories”, encompassing
approaches like “regionalism and state coherence”, ‘“regime type and democratisation” and
“convergence theories” which give relevance to domestic factors (Hurrell, 1995:339). The following
sections provide a concise overview of the key features of these theories to offer a more nuanced
perspective.

First of all, Hurrell (1995) refers to the development of the neorealist theory as the result of the
inability of realism to explain the struggle of power which took place in the 1950s. Neorealists
observed European integration as the prime example of regionalism: for them, regionalism was
considered as a way to establish alliances and overcome political and economic pressures. This
reasoning can be applied not only to European integration, but also to smaller States outside Europe
which group together in order to counterbalance the influence of superpowers. One evidence of this is
the establishment of regional coalitions between the 1970s and the 1980s by developing countries in
Africa, Latin America and the Middle East with the aim of addressing external pressures. From this
perspective, regionalism is understood as a reaction to the hegemonic power of a State, as a solution
to contrast the power and exercise of such a State. This relationship between external pressures and
the need to survive in the international system aligns the logic of “outside-in factors” that Hurrell
defines as fundamental for the development of regionalism (Hurrell, 2007).

Neorealist explanation on regionalism has been criticised for presenting an extremely simplified
overview of the nature of the international system, in other words, this theory lacks the recognition of
the global economy as the driving element determining State interests and economic and political
competition. In response to these limitations, an alternative perspective is what Hurrell named
structural interdependence and globalization. In the 1970s authors like Joseph Nye, Robert Keohane
and Edward Morse started to reflect upon interdependence and the issue of globalization, particularly
this latter received great attention in the post-Cold War period and presents a contrasting relationship
with regionalism: on one side economic interdependence is responsible for global issues like
environmental crisis or refugees emergency, highlighting the need for an international institution able
to address such concerns; from this perspective, globalization acts as a constraint on regionalism,
emphasising the need for a global governance framework. On the other side, it must be acknowledged
that globalization impacts different regions unevenly, thus creating circumstances in which regional
institutions are better positioned to manage localised concerns in a more effective way, in that sense
globalization can be understood as a stimulus for regionalism, encouraging the development of
regional mechanisms to tackle such region-specific issues.

It is also worth-mentioning the neofunctionalist approach, which focused more on European
integration and institutional development. Proponents of neofunctionalism argued that the process of
integration would become self-sustaining over time and they introduced the concept of spillover,
according to which initial steps towards integration would create international challenges and
interdependencies that could be only addressed through further cooperation, thus creating a knock-on
effect, thus deepening integration progressively.

In neoliberal institutionalism the focus is on institutions whose fundamental role is addressing
problems through collective action. Within this framework, the State is considered as the main actor
capable of managing international issues. Institutionalists assert that regional arrangements are
fundamentally rooted in intergovernmental negotiations, thereby highlighting the state's critical role
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as an intermediary between domestic priorities and international obligations. This perspective
underscores the significance of institutions in facilitating cooperation and enhancing the state's
capacity to navigate complex global dynamics.

The theory of constructivism emphasises the concept of “cognitive regionalism”, meaning the
collective awareness of belonging to a community and sharing a specific regional identity. This
shared sense is regarded as a fundamental element for the success of regional arrangements.
Constructivism thus shifts the focus from purely economic considerations to the sociological
dimension of regional integration, highlighting the crucial role of identity and belonging to a
community in fostering cohesive regional frameworks.

According to regionalism and state coherence, strong State structures and legitimacy are fundamental
prerequisites for successful region-building. In the post-Cold War period, many States lacked
legitimacy within themselves and suffered from political instability, economic difficulties and civil
war, as a consequence State structures and legitimacy were undermined and region-building was
unfeasible, as happened in many parts of Africa, the Middle East and South Asia. By contrast the EC,
Mercosur, NAFTA, ASEAN are examples of successful regionalism where legitimacy and stability of
member States were not in question. From this perspective, the State is not a challenger to the process
of regionalism but it is the fundamental building-block.

The theoretical framework of regime type and democratisation emphasizes the role of democracy in
fostering regional integration. Central to this perspective is the notion that democratic governance
enables states within the same geographic region—often previously engaged in conflict—to resolve
historical discord and join together in regional groupings. Furthermore, a clear linkage can be
observed between the process of democratisation and the resurgence of regionalism during the 1980s.
For example, in South America, the initial steps toward regional cooperation coincided with a
political transition from military rule to democratic regimes, underscoring the interplay between
democratisation and regional integration.

Theorists of convergence theories posit that the establishment of regional cooperation serves as a
mechanism for states to advance their domestic interests, thereby reinforcing their roles within the
international system. According to this perspective, regional integration emerges as a byproduct of
states pursuing specific domestic policy objectives. This process is often aimed at safeguarding
particular domestic frameworks, including those rooted in Keynesian economic principles, social
welfare policies, and corporatist social structures. Notably, such convergence has played a pivotal
role in the resurgence of regionalism, particularly through the transition towards trade liberalisation
and export-oriented growth strategies, which have been prominent in the developing world.

The theoretical frameworks examined highlight the evolving nature of regionalism as a dynamic
process influenced by a range of external and internal factors. This multidimensional approach
underlines the interplay between external pressures, domestic interests, political aspirations,
economic integration and institutional roles in shaping regional arrangements.

This literature suggests that regionalism cannot be reduced to a singular narrative or specific-context
experience. On the contrary, this process embodies a wide range of motivations and objectives and
only by integrating these different theoretical approaches can the transformative and adaptive nature
of regionalism be understood.
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1.2.3 Regional Governance within the Multilateral Framework or as a Challenge to Global
Governance?

This section provides an in-depth analysis of the dynamic relationship between regional governance
and the multilateral framework, exploring whether regionalisms operate as a component of the
multilevel governance structure or as an autonomous, self-sustaining system. In assessing the
significance and the role of regional governance in the multilateral framework, it is possible to
distinguish two approaches: on the one hand, those scholars that view regional governance as part of
the multilevel governance, so as a way to enhance cooperation and facilitate problem-solving across
regions, contributing to the overall effectiveness of global governance; on the other hand, those that
consider regional governance as an alternative to global governance, potentially leading to
fragmentation and undermining the unified international system. For clarification, these two opposite
schools of thought can be defined respectively as the integration approach and the fragmentation
approach and will be further elaborated in the following paragraphs. By delineating these two
perspectives, the final objective is to establish whether regional governance should be understood as a
complementary part of the multilateral architecture or as a competing structure alternative to global
governance.

Starting from the integration model, regional governance is regarded as a complementary layer within
the broader multilevel governance system which facilitates cooperation, addresses region-specific
challenges more effectively and regional institutions are perceived as actors playing a fundamental
role in bridging gaps between global governance structures and domestic interests.

In their co-authored work, Sengupta and Hurrell recognise the happening of a shifting of power from
traditional Western superpowers to emerging powers as the outcome of globalization and
democratisation, highlighting that this is perceived as a problem by Western developed states (Hurrell
and Sengupta, 2012). In particular, Hurrell explains that there is an undeniable relationship between
the “one world” (the international system) and the “many worlds” (regionalisms) and such a
relationship can be described as a mutual one, indeed, for him, regionalisms are the result of what he
calls “outside-in factors”; he agrees with the general idea that regional blocs have played a
fundamental role in bargaining power in the context of a globalised world and he also recognises
regional governance as a level in a system of multilevel governance, in which global and regional
levels collaborate, cooperate and influence each other (Hurrell, 2007). Moreover, Hurrell underlines
that regionalism is a reaction to global threats and derives from the need to find allies to contrast
them, but on the other hand it might happen that states in a region are not so united thus affecting and
reducing regional power; in support of this, he stresses that it is not surprising that the age of
regionalisation is contemporary to the phenomenon of economic globalization since the first can be
understood as a reaction to the second, hence as a sort of resistance (Hurrell, 2007).

Fawcett refers to the debate on regionalism versus universalism: until the 1930s the universalist
approach was considered as the most successful attitude in problem solving, whereas regional
arrangements were perceived as attempts of revival of nationalistic superpowers, only then the UN
recognised the need for States to address and manage economic, political and security issues within
their regional context. Fawcett asserts a complementary relationship between the UN and regional
institutions: according to her, global crises shed light to a re-evaluation of regionalism as a
supplement to multilateralism and she believes that regionalism is part of the multilateral architecture,
therefore regional actors are not an alternative level of governance, but a complementary one in a
system of multilevel governance (Fawcett, 2013). In her view, regionalism plays a crucial role in
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enhancing economic, political and security cooperation while consolidating state-building,
democratisation, transparency and accountability, thus helping to address negative effects of
globalization (Fawcett, 2004).

Farrell based her research on a fundamental premise, that is regionalism is a response and a reaction
to globalization and several aspects of global processes, indeed it must be remembered that
globalization is a multi-faceted phenomenon leading to both positive and negative impacts and
countries can resort to regionalism as a defensive or offensive strategy (Farrell, 2005). According to
her, it is noticeable that the international system of States has failed in creating a global governance
system that is comprehensive in scope and capable to manage and regulate, therefore States have tried
to create other forms of cooperation at the regional level to deal with their common problems and
shared interests. In her perspective, regionalism is the result of a specific distribution of power in the
international system that has favoured developed countries to the detriment of developing countries,
so regional cooperation is regarded by States as a way for cooperative decision-making which would
strengthen their sovereignty and allow them to exercise shared authority, in other words belonging to
a regional organisation or institution is a synonym of states’ bargaining power and political capacity
(Farrell, 2005).

In accordance with the fragmentation model, regional governance is perceived as a challenger against
the global governance structure, which is at risk because regionalism could prioritise specific-region
interests and undermine efforts at global coordination and action, thus destabilising the multilateral
system.

Kacowicz examines all the possible links between regional governance and global governance,
addressing the potential for a conflictual dynamic between these levels. He frames regional
governance as a reaction to the “amorphous, undemocratic, and inexorable economic rules of
globalization and their concomitant mechanisms of global governance”. In this context, regional
governance emerges as a form of resistance to global processes, especially in the developing world,
where regionalism is conceptualised as a strategy to decentralise authority, thereby enhancing
independence and self-sufficiency. Moreover, this approach underscores the capacities of the region
to address negative externalities of globalization, consistent with this is the example of Mercosur
which has been created to counterbalance global economic pressures (Kacowicz, 1999; Kacowicz,
2018).

Plesch and Weiss (2015) criticise the disproportionate scholarly focus on informal institutions,
arguing that this emphasis comes at the expense of addressing the imperative to strengthen
intergovernmental organisations (IGOs). They contend that informal pluralism imposes significant
limitations on the global governance framework. In their view, only well-structured and resilient
IGOs can effectively enable states and their citizens to harness the benefits of trade and globalization
while providing comprehensive mechanisms to confront pressing security threats and tackle
environmental degradation.

Acharya (2016) asserts that the proliferation of regional arrangements has contributed to the
fragmentation of global governance, particularly in terms of the authority and legitimacy of global
multilateral institutions. He attributes this fragmentation to the growing demand for innovative
approaches to address global challenges that existing multilateral frameworks have proven inadequate
to manage. A significant factor driving this trend is the dissatisfaction of emerging economies with
the rigidity and lack of reform within established institutions. In response, these developing countries
have established alternative mechanisms, such as the BRICS' creation of the New Development Bank
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(NDB) and the Contingent Reserve Arrangement (CRA). However, while acknowledging that
fragmentation is inevitable, Acharya provides a more optimistic perspective on its trajectory,
establishing that it can be constructive rather than detrimental, indeed fragmentation does not
necessarily imply a weakening of global governance, but it may foster innovation and adaptability in
the evolving international system.

In conclusion, this overview on the contrasting perspectives on the role of regional governance within
the multilateral framework has revealed that even though the integration approach and the
fragmentation approach seem to stand in opposition, they share a common ground in recognising
regionalism as both a reaction to globalization and a mechanism for emerging countries to establish
themselves in the international arena. Scholars of the two sides are not confined to their perspective,
but they try to understand and include also the opposite perspective: integration scholars recognise
that fragmentation can be a challenge, whereas fragmentation scholars acknowledge its potential to
drive and foster innovation and adaptability.

While both schools of thought make compelling arguments, the integration approach is most
convincing because it offers a comprehensive understanding of the current world order. Regional
governance is a layer of a multilevel governance system, an intermediary between State-level
governance and global institutions, a crucial actor which plays the fundamental role of filling
institutional gaps and creating pathways for more equitable and inclusive decision-making processes.
Furthermore, this perspective better reflects the realities of the increasingly interconnected world,
where transnational challenges like climate change require responses at multiple levels of
governance, and regional governance represent a pathway for enhancing effectiveness.

This approach is the foundation upon which the following analysis will be conducted, highlighting
how regional governance can work as a support for multilateral framework, facilitating regional
cooperation and consensus-building, meeting regional needs and aspirations, establishing more
effective, responsive and adaptable policies to address environmental impacts, with a particular focus
on the case-study of Brazil, which will be explored in order to illustrate how regional mechanisms
and institutions have been employed to address Brazil’s environmental concerns.

1.3 The Effectiveness of Regional Governance and Its Impact on Addressing
Environmental Challenges

It is undeniable that regional blocs have been established as a response to the phenomenon of
globalization, especially as a reaction to its downside effects, like environmental impacts; moreover,
especially for developing States, the establishment of regional arrangements can be understood both
as a form of resistance against Western superpowers and as a mechanism for asserting power in the
international stage; however, regional structures do not aim at fragmenting the world order, on the
contrary regional governance shall be considered as a viable pathway to address region-specific
environmental challenges, while being consistent with international environmental standards
established by global governance structures.

Brazil provides an illustrative case study of how regional governance can contribute to addressing
environmental concerns within the context of globalised challenges. Brazil has navigated the complex
interplay between domestic priorities, regional cooperation and global environmental governance and
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the country has been able to implement both domestic and regional environmental policies that align
with international rules, thus contributing to the global environmental agenda. This dynamic
illustrates that regional governance, rather than undermining global environmental efforts, plays a
pivotal role in ensuring the effective implementation of policies that are consistent with global
standards.

The more effective is regional governance, the more it is possible to achieve a common and shared
path to address, manage and mitigate environmental challenges. In other words, the effectiveness of
regional governance directly influences the likelihood of successfully addressing, managing and
mitigating environmental challenges.

The level of effectiveness of regional governance can be measured through different variables, such
as the existence of regional governance structures, the degree of regional cooperation, policy
implementation and policy alignment with international standards. If regional governance structures
are established, cooperate and work together to implement environmental policies and align these
environmental policies with global environmental governance frameworks, so if effectiveness of
regional governance is high, then the likelihood of successfully addressing and managing
environmental impacts increases, thus showing that regional environmental governance not only
contributes to the resolution of region-specific environmental threats, but it is also a fundamental
layer of global environmental governance playing a crucial role in advancing the broader goals of
global environmental governance.

1.4 Assessing Brazil’s Regional Governance in Advancing Environmental Policy
Outcomes

The effectiveness of regional governance determines the success of domestic and international
environmental policies in Brazil. This analysis is grounded in the premise that the way in which
regionalism is framed (either through fragmentation or integration approach) influences its capacity
to address environmental concerns. Regionalism can be framed in two opposite ways, on the one
hand as a tool for enhancing nationalism (fragmentation approach) and on the other as a tool for
strengthening cooperation (integration approach). This latter has been described as the most working
and successful approach to address environmental challenges. In fact, the more Brazil regional
governance is effective, the more likely Brazil will succeed in advancing environmental policies that
not only protect its environment but also align with global environmental standards and goals.

To test that relationship, a comparative case study of President Jair Bolsonaro and President Luiz
In4cio Lula da Silva administrations will be performed in the following section 1.5 An Overview of
Brazil: Contextual Factors and Assessment of Key Factors. These instances show two different
interpretations of regionalism, as Bolsonaro's line of action is more nationalistic, while Lula is more
cooperative, thus reflecting the two above-mentioned conceptual frameworks towards regionalism.
This comparison illustrates that within the same country the way in which regionalism is considered
and used as a tool can lead to different results in environmental policy outcomes. Indeed, Bolsonaro
recognises regionalism as a way to protect Brazil and keep distance from the rest of the international
system thus leading to the fragmentation of the international system, and environmental policies are
not so successful; by contrast, Lula uses the tool of regionalism as a way to cooperate with
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international actors, thus resulting in integration and finding more responsive and adequate solutions
for the protection of the environment, so achievements in environmental policies are noticeable.
These different perspectives are exemplified by some indicators and related outcomes in
environmental governance: level of regional engagement (weakening or strengthening of regional
engagement and cooperation); environmental policies (devaluating or promoting collective
environmental action) and environmental outcomes (deforestation rates and compliance with
emission targets). Along with this, it is also interesting to analyse their political discourses on
regionalism, meaning their framing of this tool. Together these indicators will provide different levels
of the effectiveness of regionalism which result in different environmental policy outcomes,
following the hypothesis according to which a cooperative approach to regionalism leads to greater
compliance with international environmental standards and more effective policy outcomes, whereas
a nationalist framing of regionalism contributes to fragmented governance and weaker environmental
policy performance.

1.5 An Overview of Brazil: Contextual Factors and Assessment of Key Variables

1.5.1 Experiencing Regionalism in Latin America

As outlined in previous sections, European happenings have influenced and shaped Latin America
experience. Indeed, the collapse of communism (1989-1991) marked the establishment of a new
world order characterised by economic globalization, market liberalisation and the proliferation of
regional alliances and multilateral institutions. It is exactly in this context that Latin American
countries started to fear marginalisation, meaning the risk of being excluded from the competitive
dynamics of the emerging international system (Hurrell, 1992).

Consistent with the analysis of fragmentation and integration scholars, economic globalization and
the strategic pursuit of leadership within the international framework have been the pivotal drivers
behind the emergence and evolution of regional arrangements in Latin America. Within this context,
regionalism manifests in two different forms: on the one hand, as regional cooperation and economic
integration among Latin American countries excluding the United States; on the other, as a broader
regionalism encompassing the Western Hemisphere as a whole (Kacowicz, 1999).

The process of regional integration in Latin America has a long history. According to some scholars,
it can be divided into two different periods: similarly to old and new European regionalism, this one
can be distinguished into ‘old’ and ‘open’ regionalism. The phase of old regionalism in Latin
America emerged in the early 1960s with the establishment of initiatives like the Latin American Free
Trade Agreement (LAFTA), the Central American Common Market (CACM) and the Andean Pact.
These initiatives were grounded in a structuralist perspective, serving as extensions of
import-substitution industrialisation (ISI). By prioritising economic liberalisation, they sought to
address the constraints of national production capacity by creating larger regional markets for
manufactured goods, thus stimulating industrial growth. However, the debt crisis of the 1980s
revealed the limitations of this inward-oriented approach. Indeed, the urgent need for countries to
generate trade surpluses to pay their debts underscored the shortcomings of old regionalism. In
response, Latin America transitioned to the second phase known as ‘open’ regionalism, which
emerged with a different orientation. This new phase was shaped by the ideology of neoliberalism
and it was embedded in the broader political and economic reconstruction of the region. Latin
American countries dismantled trade barriers with non-regional partners, liberalised markets and

encouraged foreign investment, marking a shift towards a more outward-oriented model of regional
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cooperation. Open regionalism also represented a paradigm shift in priorities, positioning regional
cooperation as a pathway for Latin American Countries to integrate into the global economy.
Additionally, this collective approach strengthens the region’s negotiating power in trade discussions
with external partners, enabling member states to secure more favourable terms on the global stage.
This phase also brought renewed momentum for re-democratisation and economic modernization. As
a result, regionalism in Latin America evolved from a mechanism for supporting national ISI
strategies to a framework for addressing global economic challenges and fostering transnational
collaboration (Marchand, 1994; Bulmer-Thomas, 2001; Garzon, 2015).

Another interesting interpretation of the history of Latin American regional integration is that
provided by Malamud and Gardini (2012), who give particular attention to the development of
regional organisations. Their perspective includes four waves: the first wave in the 1960s established
the LAFTA and the CACM. The second wave, partly in response to the first, saw the creation of the
Andean Pact in 1969 (later the Andean Community) and the Caribbean Community (CARICOM) in
1973. A third wave emerged with the democratic transitions of the 1980s and 1990s, resulting in
Mercosur's establishment and the revitalization of the CACM and the Andean Community. During
this period, the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) was also formed, marking the first
regional organization to include both developed (US, Canada) and developing (Mexico) countries.
The fourth wave, beginning in the 2000s, introduced post-liberal or post-hegemonic regionalism,
which shifted focus from economic integration to logistics, politics and security, in this case examples
are UNASUR, the Bolivarian Alliance for the Americas (ALBA) and a renewed emphasis on
Mercosur.

Latin American regionalism is characterized by significant fragmentation and limited consensus on
key issues. No single country participates in even half of the existing regional organizations,
reflecting diverse political and economic priorities. For instance, Mercosur, ALBA and UNASUR
represent contrasting political logics, indeed they differ fundamentally in their approaches to three
core aspects of regionalism: relations with the US, leadership structures and economic development
models. Mercosur adopts a mildly competitive stance toward the US, while UNASUR remains
inconsistent or ambiguous, and ALBA is ideologically confrontational. Moreover, it can be noticed
that Latin America lacks a single regional organisation that unites all its countries exclusively.
Existing frameworks are fragmented and often include non-Latin American states, further
complicating regional integration. For instance, the OAS includes Canada, the US and the Caribbean,
while the Ibero-American Community involves Andorra, Portugal and Spain. The Latin American
Integration Association (ALADI) comprises only 12 of the 20 Latin American countries. The
Community of Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC) combines 20 Latin American and 13
Caribbean countries, while UNASUR brings together 10 South American countries with Guyana and
Suriname. Subregional initiatives, such as Mercosur, the Andean Community and the Central
American Integration System are even more limited in membership. The ALBA unites just 5 Latin
American states with 3 Caribbean microstates. The Rio Group, encompassing 23 members including
all Latin American countries and some from the Caribbean, is an exception but lacks a secretariat or
permanent body, highlighting its informal nature.

This fragmentation is further exacerbated by the reliance on intergovernmental dynamics rather than
supranational institutions. Latin American regional organisations often operate through
inter-presidential decision-making, making them highly susceptible to shifts in national agendas and
limiting the scope for long-term, cohesive regional strategies. Consequently, Latin American
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regionalism remains territorially segmented, simultaneously disintegrating the conceptual notion of a
unified Latin American space while attempting to integrate subregions (Malamud & Gardini, 2012).
The Latin American case highlights the complexity of regionalism as both a reaction to and a driver
of broader global economic and political transformations. This integration process reflects its efforts
to adapt to the evolving international order, but despite these endeavours Latin American regionalism
remains highly fragmented, constrained by divergent national priorities, contrasting political logics
and a lack of cohesive institutional frameworks. This dynamic will be further explored through the
detailed case study of Brazil, a country that has positioned itself as a regional leader while
simultaneously navigating the broader demands of global economic and political engagement.

1.5.2 Brazil’s Path to Regionalism: Economic Globalization, Social Reforms and Regional
Leadership

Within the scope of this research, the Brazilian experience of economic globalization serves as a
critical case study to elucidate the country’s ascent as a prominent global player capable of exerting
significant influence on international affairs. To understand this evolution, some key factors have to
be considered, such as Brazil’s integration into the global economy, social reforms and initiatives and
its increasingly active participation in global governance.

A comprehensive definition of the concept of economic globalization is provided by Gao Shangquan,
according to whom this notion “refers to the increasing interdependence of world economies as a
result of the growing scale of cross-border trade and commodities and services, flow of international
capital and wide and rapid spread of technologies; it reflects the continuing expansion and mutual
integration of market frontiers” (Gao, 2000:1). At the end of the 20th century, a series of economic
developments started to be enacted in Brazil, but the path was long and slow. Political leaders had to
face the challenges inherited by “the lost decade” (Mueller & Baer, 1998:175), meaning the 1980s.
The major problem was inflation, which was dealt firstly by President Fernando Collor de Mello,
whose administration (1990-1992) introduced a stabilization plan with the objective of reducing
hyperinflation, along with a set of reforms to remove restrictions on free enterprises and increase
competition and a series of tariff reductions that made Brazilian economy more opened. However, the
declining general trend of the GDP, coupled with political instability due to the President's
impeachment on charges of corruption revealed the plan to be a failure. As a consequence, the
Vice-President Itamar Franco was appointed President (1992-1994) and he nominated Fernando
Henrique Cardoso as Minister of Finance. Cardoso developed a new stabilization plan, known as
“Plano Real”, establishing a new currency, the real, and focusing on controlling inflation: the key
elements of the plan were “fiscal reform, to reduce the number of taxes; a change in the distribution
of income and expenditure between the federal government, states and municipios; reform of the
social security system; and, finally civil servants and their job stability” (Flynn, 1996:403). The
program was considered much more consistent and assured the Cardoso presidency election
(1995-2003), indeed data showed that “by late 1996 inflation approached an annual rate of less than
20 percent” (Mueller & Baer, 1998:230), so it can be considered as a remarkable achievement.

With inflation under control and greater economic stability achieved, Brazil shifted its focus on
advancing social progress. Among the most remarkable initiative was Bolsa Familia introduced by
President Lula (2003-2010), a welfare program with the objective of strengthening social rights and
helping economically vulnerable families; it consisted of a series of measures to encourage “school

attendance and regular medical checkups for children, to provide subsidised loans for housing and to
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increase the minimum wage” (Sweig, 2010:181). These reforms were essential to increase
consumption, indeed the aim was “to stimulate consumer spending by increasing formal employment,
raising salaries and wages, and increasing pensions and other social welfare payments” (Menezes &
Vieira, 2021:117). Another worth-mentioning social initiative was the Zero Hunger program of 2003,
based on the adaptation of agricultural production to tropical conditions and with the purpose of
providing food to vulnerable groups; this program became a model for food security programs in
Africa and Latin America. The implementation of these social policies not only improved the
Brazilian domestic economic landscape but also positively influenced its international reputation. By
demonstrating the efficacy of its domestic policies, Brazil sought to expand and reinforce its global
influence: it tried to establish a global social agenda and to spread its successful domestic practices
abroad, for instance the policies to fight hunger and poverty achieved international recognition and
were incorporated into international initiatives. In order to disseminate such social policy models,
Brazil leveraged partnerships with international organisations like the World Bank (WB), the Food
and Agriculture organisation (FAO) and the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) and the
result was promising because as reported by the WB, 52 countries emulated the Bolsa Familia model
(Menezes & Vieira, 2021). In this regard, it is also noteworthy the World Social Forum (WSF), a
crucial platform for uniting and mobilising social movements that challenge the dominant forces of
economic and financial globalisation. Conceived as an alternative to the World Economic Forum
(WEF) and strategically aligning its meetings with the WEF in Davos, Switzerland, the WSF was
established as an open space for dialogue and exchange rather than a structured movement and it
convened in Porto Alegre, Brazil, in 2001, 2002, 2003 and 2005, attracting thousands of participants
from social movements and non-governmental organisations worldwide. These gatherings provided a
space for diverse actors to engage in discussions on issues such as gender equality, worker-managed
enterprises and public health. Key discussions and critics have also focused on the role of institutions
such as the WB and the World Trade Organization (WTO) in perpetuating global poverty and
economic globalisation. Moreover, as the WSF expanded, debates emerged regarding its purpose and
effectiveness. A fundamental tension exists between those who view it as a space for open dialogue
and those advocating for its transformation into a more structured political entity capable of
coordinated action. Despite these challenges, the WSF continues to provide an innovative platform
where activists, grassroots organisations and civil society groups can recognise common struggles,
share experiences and build new networks, coalitions and campaigns. Through this process, the WSF
not only facilitates dialogue, but it also strengthens collective action (Gillbank, 2002; Grzybowski,
2006; Hammond, 2006).

The interaction between domestic reforms and international engagement has been fundamental for
transforming Brazil into a dynamic country that shapes and participates in the global system.

Along with that, a fundamental aspect to take into account is the increasingly cooperative approach of
Brazil designed to build regional arrangements, wherein the country has assumed a leadership role.
Brazil’s active participation in the process of regionalism is evident through its engagement in some
regional trade initiatives aimed at strengthening commercial ties within South America, thus
promoting its economic growth and regional stability. One of the most prominent examples is the
foundation of the Southern Common Market (Mercado Comun del Sur, MERCOSUR), established in
1991 by Brazil, Argentina, Paraguay and Uruguay, with Venezuela subsequently joining, together
with Bolivia which is still undergoing the accession process. Mercosur is a dynamic regional
integration process whose aim is to foster a unified economic space that enhances business and
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investment prospects through the competitive integration of member states’ economies into the global
market. Moreover, it is worth-mentioning the South American Initiative for Regional Infrastructure
Integration (IIRSA) proposed by President Cardoso in 2000 and evolved in 2008 in the Council of
South American Nations (UNASUR) thanks to President Lula, who also promoted the creation of the
Comunidad de Estados de Latinoamérica y el Caribe (CELAC). Furthermore, multilateral networks
among the rising powers were established, such as BRIC composed of Brazil, Russia, India and
China, that evolved in BRICS, with the addition of South-Africa in 2010 and the multilateral
grouping named BASIC (Brazil, South-Africa, India and China), which emerged in response to
climate change talks in Copenhagen in 2009.

The formation of these regional coalitions and alliances not only reflects Brazil ambition to enhance
its role within the international system but also reveals another strategic and less explicit purpose:
mitigating the influence of external challengers that could threaten its regional pre-eminence within
South America; in other words, Brazil tried to counterbalance the influence of more dominant global
powers such as the US. This intention is exemplified by the design of UNASUR, which excluded not
only the US but also Canada, Mexico and Central American countries, perceived as being too closely
aligned with US interests (Trinkunas, 2014:16-17). So, these regional mechanisms have been
instrumental in establishing Brazil’s hegemonic influence within South America while reinforcing its
strategic autonomy on the global stage.

1.5.3 Political Discourses on Regionalism in Brazil: A Comparative Analysis

Before delving into the details, it is essential to restate the significance of this and the following
sections within the broader framework of the research. The objective is not simply to identify the
terminology and concepts associated with the regional organisations to which Brazil belongs. Rather,
the focus is on illustrating how different conceptual framings of regionalism, shaped by the political
discourse of key leaders, lead to varying perceptions of the nature and purpose of these organisations.
These differing framings, in turn, give rise to divergent outcomes in terms of Brazil's engagement
with regional governance and its broader geopolitical strategy.

It is important to emphasize that the discussion of Brazil's formation of regional arrangements in the
previous section primarily presents factual information and references to regional organisations.
However, it is crucial to distinguish between the various ways in which these organisations have been
utilized, which is largely shaped by the political ideologies and approaches of Brazil’s leadership. In
defining the nature of regionalism, this section references section /.4 Evaluating the Effectiveness of
Brazil'’s Regional Governance in Advancing Environmental Policy Outcomes, in which two distinct
scholarly perspectives on regionalism were anticipated, alongside brief mentions of Presidents
Bolsonaro and Lula, with the intention of later examining their respective discourses on regional
governance in more depth, an analysis to be undertaken in this section.

In this regard, Kacowicz (1999) offers an overview of the possible linkages between regionalism,
globalization and nationalism in the specific-context of Latin American countries, identifying two
contrasting perspectives on these interactions. The first considers that nation-states and nationalist
ideologies oppose both globalization and regionalisation, as states are hesitant to relinquish their
authority and sovereignty to supranational entities; in this case, nationalist sentiments serve as a
strategic tool to counterbalance and oppose the forces of globalization. By contrast, the second
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perspective suggests that regionalism can reinforce nationalism, with the influence and power of
regional actors stemming from their active engagement and leadership in regional frameworks.

The following analysis examines excerpts from public speeches delivered by Bolsonaro and Lula
with the aim of illustrating their contrasting approaches and the subsequent implications in
environmental policies management, which is the central focus of this research. Firstly, it is
worth-mentioning Bolsonaro’s speech delivered at the 74th United Nations General Assembly in
September 2019 (Bolsonaro, 2019), in which the President underscored his commitment to national
sovereignty and criticized international interference in domestic affairs. In this speech, Bolsonaro
affirmed his “solemn commitment to the preservation of the environment and of sustainable
development in benefit of Brazil and the world”, highlighting Brazil’s rich biodiversity and mineral
resources and emphasising that the Amazon rainforest has remained largely untouched as evidence of
his responsible environmental management. He referred to the problem of fires explaining that “the
dry weather and the winds favor spontaneous and criminal fires” and stressing that “there are also
fires started by indigenous peoples and local populations as part of their respective cultures and form
of subsistence”. He rejected claims that the Amazon is a global heritage site or the "lungs of the
world" and accused certain nations of adopting a colonialist stance, condemning the “absurd”
proposal of sanctions at the G7 Summit as an affront to Brazil's sovereignty: “They questioned that
which is most sacred to us: our sovereignty!”. In this context, Bolsonaro expressed gratitude to those
who opposed the sanctions, particularly acknowledging President Donald Trump for advocating the
principle of mutual respect for national sovereignty and freedom among United Nations member
states, thereby demonstrating a preference for bilateral relations and agreements.

In contrast, Lula’s speech at the opening of a meeting with presidents of South American countries,
held at the Itamaraty Palace on May 2023 (Lula, 2023) underscored the “urgency to collectively look
again at our region”, in other words the President highlighted the need to reassess regional
collaboration and advance a “common vision” for sustainable development, peace and the collective
welfare of their populations. Moreover, Lula asserted that a politically cohesive, confident, and
strategically organized South America would significantly strengthen the region’s capacity to assert a
unified identity within the global arena. He reflected upon the essential role of regional organisations
like UNASUR in fostering political dialogue, implementing cooperative initiatives in critical sectors
such as public health, infrastructure and defence, achieving notable commercial gains and reducing
deforestation and transnational illicit acts. After highlighting the positive impacts of regional
integration, he condemned previous administrations (like Bolsonaro’s one) that put an end to all these
achievements: “In Brazil, a government that denied Science attempted against the rights of its own
population, broke with the principles that traditionally guided our foreign policy and closed our doors
to historical partners”; “My country chose to isolate from the world and from our neighboring
countries”; “Our region has allowed ideologies to divide us and to interrupt the integration efforts. We
have abandoned our channels for dialogue and the mechanisms for cooperation in place. As a
consequence, we all have lost”. In the end, Lula concluded by affirming his resolute conviction in the
necessity of revitalizing and strengthening the commitment to South American integration as an
indispensable strategy for regional progress and solidarity.

The contrasting rhetoric of Bolsonaro and Lula highlights their different perspectives on Brazil’s role
in environmental governance and regional cooperation. Bolsonaro’s speech reflects a nationalist and
sovereignty-centred approach, emphasizing the primacy of domestic authority over international
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collaboration while framing environmental challenges as matters influenced by external interference
and traditional cultural practices. Conversely, Lula’s discourse advocates for multilateral engagement
and regional integration, presenting collaborative strategies as pivotal for achieving sustainable
development and fostering collective well-being. These divergent viewpoints not only shape Brazil’s
environmental policy but also significantly impact its diplomatic strategy and broader engagement
with both regional and global partners.

1.5.4 Brazil’s Level of Engagement in Regional Organisations and Initiatives

In order to assess the effectiveness of regionalism and its impact on the success of environmental
policies, it is fundamental to operationalise the concept of regionalism. To do so, it is possible to refer
to a working definition of regionalism that has been provided by Hurrell (1992:123): “the set of
policies by one or more states designed to promote the emergence of a cohesive regional unit, which
dominates the pattern of relations between the states of that region and the rest of the world, and
which forms the organising basis for policy within the region across a range of issues”.

The contrasting approaches of Presidents Lula and Bolsonaro towards regionalism reflect their
divergent political ideologies, resulting in different consequences for Brazil’s role in regional
organizations. Indeed, Bolsonaro’s policies align with fragmentation theory, emphasizing national
sovereignty and bilateralism, whereas Lula’s approach supports integration theory, fostering
cooperative regional governance.

Drawing on the insights of Vadell and Giaccaglia (2021), this distinction becomes evident in their
decisions and actions regarding regional institutions. Lula’s presidency (2003-2011; 2023 - in office)
was characterized by a strong emphasis on regional autonomy, South-South cooperation and political
solidarity. He prioritized strengthening South America’s geopolitical identity through the creation of
the Union of South American Nations (UNASUR), a platform designed to enhance political dialogue
and conflict resolution across the continent. Additionally, President Lula fostered alliances with other
emerging economies, forming the BRICS coalition with Russia, India, China and South Africa,
positioning Brazil as a leader in global South-South cooperation. In contrast, Bolsonaro’s
administration (2019-2023) marked a retreat from Brazil’s traditional regional leadership. His foreign
policy favoured unilateralism and a strategic alignment with the US, reflecting a shift from
cooperative regionalism to a more isolated stance. Evidence of this shift includes Brazil’s withdrawal
from UNASUR and rising tensions within Mercosur, as Bolsonaro advocated for trade liberalization
thus clashing with the interests of more protectionist members like Argentina (Vadell and Giaccaglia,
2021).

In order to provide a more comprehensive understanding of all that, it might be mentioned the main
turning points of both Presidents Lula and Bolsonaro’s foreign policies, which are strongly influenced
by their political and ideological beliefs.

From the late 1990s to the mid-2010s, in Latin America it occurred a political shift to the so-called
“Left Turn” or “pink tide”, this period was characterised by the rise of left-wing governments,
including in Brazil (2003-2016), committed to social justice, economic redistribution and a rethinking
of regional integration frameworks. It is exactly in this context that UNASUR was created: in 2004
President Lula, together with Chavez (former President of Venezuela) and Kirchner (former President
of Argentina) established the South American Community of Nations (CSN) to accelerate the
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integration between the Mercosur and the Andean Community; in 2008, as a successor to the South
American Community of Nations, it was created UNASUR, representing a more holistic and
pragmatic approach to regional cooperation, that integrates social, political and economic dimensions
of development (Bilotta, 2018).

President Lula sought to strengthen Brazil’s regional and continental integration, foster a more
inclusive multilateral trading system and expand strategic partnerships with emerging markets. His
transformative foreign policy redefined Brazil’s role within the Global South by rejecting the
dichotomy between developed and developing nations. Rather than framing Brazil as dependent on
aid, he highlighted the nation’s economic complexity and dynamism, challenging stereotypes and
reducing the South’s psychological and economic reliance on the North. Central to this vision was the
notion of “auto-estima”, a sense of self-confidence that affirmed Brazil’s competitiveness in global
affairs. Based on this, Lula prioritized South-South trade and investment to drive economic growth
and diversify partnerships, using these ties to enhance Brazil’s influence in the international
landscape (Burges, 2005). As an evidence of Lula’s particular attention to enhancing South-South
cooperation, Celso Amorim, Minister of Foreign Affairs under Lula’s presidency stated that
South-South cooperation was a key diplomatic strategy to enhance Brazil’s international role in trade,
finance and climate negotiations (Dauvergne & Farias, 2012); in accordance with this perspective,
Minister Amorim also formalised a strategic relationship with India and South Africa creating the
so-called IBSA Dialogue Forum. The Lula administration’s foreign policy introduced significant
changes guided by a set of overarching principles aimed at redefining Brazil’s role in the global
arena. These objectives were contributing to a more balanced international order and mitigating
unilateralism; strengthening both bilateral and multilateral partnerships to enhance Brazil’s influence
in political and economic negotiations; fostering deeper international relations to maximize
economic, financial, technological and cultural exchanges; and avoiding agreements that could
compromise the country’s long-term development. During Lula’s presidency, these principles
translated into specific strategic emphases: intensifying engagement with other emerging economies,
notably India, China, Russia and South Africa, reflecting a commitment to South-South cooperation;
playing a pivotal role in global trade negotiations, particularly at the Doha Round of the WTO, as
well as in other key international forums; maintaining amicable political ties and expanding economic
relations with developed nations, including the US, while balancing these ties with a more diversified
global outreach; prioritizing stronger diplomatic and economic relations with African countries as
part of a broader geopolitical reorientation; advocating for comprehensive reform of the United
Nations Security Council, with a persistent campaign for Brazil to obtain a permanent seat;
promoting social justice and policies that sought to harmonize the roles of the state and civil society,
ensuring that development goals incorporated social equity (Vigevani & Cepaluni, 2007).

Bolsonaro’s presidency marked a decisive shift in Brazil’s approach to regionalism, influenced by his
right-wing ideological orientation and alignment with US policies, conservatism and scepticism
toward multilateralism, especially under Donald Trump, whose election in 2016 revived debates
about the impact of regional integration on national sovereignty, emphasizing how supranational
institutions had increasingly decreased state power. Bolsonaro’s administration, led by Foreign
Minister Ernesto Aratjo and diplomats sharing a similar conservative perspective, implemented
significant foreign policy changes: notable actions included expressing intent to relocate the Brazilian
embassy in Israel to Jerusalem, refraining from condemning the US embargo on Cuba, creating
tensions with China despite it being Brazil’s largest trading partner, withdrawing from the Global
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Compact for Migration and openly criticizing the Paris Agreement on climate change (Barros &
Gongalves, 2021).

Referencing the work of Zilla (2022), when Bolsonaro assumed the presidency, the trend of regional
disintegration was already ongoing. Indeed, signs of “regionalism under stress” became apparent
already in the 2010s, when under Rousseft’s presidency the foreign policy enacted by Lula began to
decline, and then under Temer’s presidency Brazil’s withdrawal from regional diplomatic initiatives
became even more noticeable. This shift is particularly remarkable in 2018, when five of the twelve
states belonging to UNASUR decided to suspend their participation in the organisation indefinitely,
including Brazil. By 2019, Brazil also ceased involvement in CELAC, more specifically in January
2020, the Bolsonaro administration formalized its decision to suspend participation in CELAC,
because of the lack of appropriate conditions for the organization to function effectively amid the
regional crisis: the administration’s official statement pointed to ideological differences as a
significant barrier, particularly regarding relations with governments that Brazil viewed unfavourably,
these included Evo Morales’ administration in Bolivia (until 2019) and Nicolas Maduro’s leadership
in Venezuela, reflecting a broader ideological confrontation that shaped Brazil’s disengagement from
regional integration efforts.

Moreover, in South America there has been a growing demand for increased flexibility within
Mercosur and for closer alignment with the Pacific Alliance. This shift reflects a broader push
towards harmonizing regional integration frameworks. However, this movement is accompanied by
criticism that Mercosur has become overly politicized, excessively protectionist and burdened by
institutional structures. A notable example of these concerns arose in 2019, when the bloc’s
leadership opted to eliminate the direct election of representatives to the Mercosur Parliament
(Parlasur) by the public and delegates would once again be appointed by their respective national
legislatures, signalling a retreat from earlier democratic advancements within the institution. The
Bolsonaro administration’s scepticism toward Mercosur became evident immediately, as a matter of
fact, in January 2019 one of its first symbolic gestures was to remove the term "Mercosul" from
Brazilian passports, replacing it with the national emblem to emphasize a shift in priorities away from
regional identity. Furthermore, Bolsonaro’s disapproval of Mercosur’s trajectory intensified as
political changes unfolded in neighbouring countries: prior to the Peronist victory in Argentina’s
October 2019 presidential elections, both Bolsonaro and his Finance Minister, Paulo Guedes, had
openly declared that Brazil would reconsider its membership in the bloc if Argentina’s political
leadership veered leftward. This position underscored Brazil’s growing disinterest in deep regional
integration, favouring a more pragmatic, unilateral approach to economic and foreign policy (Zilla,
2022).

Under Bolsonaro’s presidency, Brazil maintained its involvement in both the IBSA (India, Brazil,
South Africa) and BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa) dialogue forums without
raising any doubts about its commitment to these platforms, indeed high-level meetings, along with
numerous working group sessions across diverse policy sectors, continued on a regular basis.
However, the geopolitical and economic weight of China and Russia within BRICS elevated the
group's importance for Brasilia compared to IBSA. Despite its relatively lower prominence, IBSA
retained unique significance as a platform dedicated to advocating for reforming the United Nations
system, particularly the Security Council. This shared objective remains a consistent priority for
India, Brazil, and South Africa, none of which hold permanent seats on the Security Council. Brazil’s
role in BRICS became particularly pronounced in 2019 when it assumed the bloc’s rotating
presidency and hosted the XI Summit in Brasilia. The summit was organized under the theme
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“Economic Growth for an Innovative Future” and featured over 100 meetings, including 16 at the
ministerial level. However, President Bolsonaro’s approach to the summit diverged from tradition, as
he chose to cancel the BRICS Outreach session. This parallel meeting typically involved heads of
state from the host country’s region, so in this case Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC); by
contrast, Bolsonaro’s decision reflected a more selective engagement with regional neighbours while
prioritizing BRICS as a strategic forum for global coordination, including efforts to modernize the
WTO and push for United Nations reform. However, BRICS has continued to evolve during this
period: the NDB, created in 2014, expanded its membership in September 2021, admitting
Bangladesh, Uruguay, and the United Arab Emirates; in 2022, Finance Minister Paulo Guedes
expressed support for Argentina’s entry into the NDB but withheld backing for its full membership in
BRICS, thus illustrating Brazil’s nuanced approach to the group's growth and its broader geopolitical
strategy (Zilla, 2022).

Bolsonaro’s administration represented a rupture with Brazil’s traditional regional diplomacy. It failed
to foster unity during regional crises, contributing instead to fragmentation and a diminished role for
Brazil in shaping South American integration. This transformation marks a profound shift in Brazil’s
strategic priorities, symbolizing a broader reorientation of its foreign policy agenda away from the
collaborative regionalism that once defined its international engagement.

The outcomes of these approaches were different. Under Lula, Brazil enhanced regional institutions,
with UNASUR playing a pivotal role in regional dialogue and conflict mediation, while Brazil
established itself as a leading force in South American regionalism. On the other hand, Bolsonaro’s
policies led to regional fragmentation, weakening institutional coherence and reducing Brazil’s
influence and leadership within the region. Lula’s integrationist vision fostered collaboration and
collective governance, while Bolsonaro’s decisions diminished Brazil’s capacity to shape regional
outcomes and contributed to the decline of South America’s collective geopolitical presence.

1.5.5 Environmental Policies and Outcomes: Deforestation in the Amazon

The Amazon rainforest is the largest tropical forest in the world and spans approximately 2.124
million square miles, covering eight countries (Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Guyana, Peru,
Suriname and Venezuela), with Brazil hosting the majority. The deforestation crisis originated in the
1960s as a consequence of the government’s efforts to reduce and combat poverty. Indeed, at that
time Brazil’s military regime encouraged poor citizens to move to the Amazon basin, offering free
lands and subsidies. This policy led to uncontrolled internal migration, with settlers employing
slash-and-burn agriculture that devastated vast areas of rainforest (Tollefson, 2013).

Despite the constitutional protection of the environment under Article 225 of the Brazilian Federal
Constitution, deforestation rates have risen exponentially, driven by expanding infrastructure projects,
such as roads, bridges, and hydropower dams, as well as the aggressive advance of agribusiness into
the Amazon. The region faces additional pressures from illegal activities, including cocaine
production and trafficking, as well as gold mining and logging. What worsen the situation is the legal
ambiguity surrounding certain activities, particularly gold mining, thus further complicating
conservation efforts. Disputes of this kind remain central to Brazil’s political struggles and it is
remarkable that for instance Bolsonaro tried to legalize gold digging.

However, it is undeniable that these activities not only threaten biodiversity and local communities
but also contribute to global climate change. Indeed, projections suggest that over a quarter of the
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Amazon biome could be deforested by 2030, with profound socio-environmental consequences and
significant greenhouse gas emissions. Since 2019, over 80.000 fires have been reported in the
Amazon, with Brazil’s National Institute for Space Research (INPE) documenting 6.803 fires in July
2020 alone. From January to April of the same year, nearly 464 square miles of forest were cleared.
As a consequence, temperatures in the region could rise by two to three degrees Celsius by 2050,
transforming vast stretches of rainforest into savannah, threatening countless species and triggering
devastating environmental impacts worldwide (Abdenur et al., 2020; Runde & McKeown, 2020).

Environmental governance in Brazil has been significantly weakened, particularly under President
Jair Bolsonaro, whose administration prioritized economic growth over environmental preservation.
Even before his election, he ran an anti-environmentalist campaign promising to reduce regulations
and facilitate natural resources exploitation in protected areas (Rached et al, 2022). Moreover,
Bolsonaro’s anti-environmentalist agenda extended further, as he expressed intentions to eliminate
NGOs such as Greenpeace and WWEF, thus avoiding their interference in national sovereignty (Webb
& Nunes Palmeira, 2018). As promised, during his presidency Bolsonaro’s policies have
systematically dismantled key environmental protections: the Secretariat of Climate Change and
Forests within the Ministry of the Environment was abolished and the Brazilian Forest Service was
transferred to the Ministry of Agriculture; funding for firefighting and enforcement was suspended,
leading to a drastic reduction in operational capacity and penalties imposed on violators.
Additionally, the number of advisors on the National Environmental Council (CONAMA) was
reduced; state inspectors at the Brazilian Institute of Environment and Renewable Natural Resources
(IBAMA), that is the national agency responsible for implementing and supervising environmental
policies in Brazil, were dismissed and replaced precariously; the Amazon Fund Steering Committee
was eliminated (Lopes Scodro, 2019).

Furthermore, Bolsonaro granted amnesty to illegal settlers and suspended fines for land-grabbing; in
this regard, it must be acknowledged that the imposition of fines is a fundamental punitive
mechanism to combat illegal deforestation, but during his administration IBAMA imposed the lowest
number of fines, as it is reported from 1st January 2019 to 15th May 2019 there was a drop in fines
equal to 34% compared to the same period of the previous year, thus showing Bolsonaro’s
pro-deforestation ideology and exacerbating land disputes and environmental degradation (Perez,
2021).

Despite growing international concern, Bolsonaro dismissed deforestation data as “fake news” and
attributed forest fires to indigenous cultural practices. It is true that in response to the environmental
crisis Bolsonaro re-established the Amazon Council to coordinate actions across ministries with the
aim of protecting and promoting sustainable development in the region, but unlike its previous
iteration under the Ministry of the Environment, the Council was at that time led by Vice President
Hamilton Mourdao and 14 ministry heads, with no representation from minority groups or key
environmental agencies such as IBAMA (Lopes Scodro, 2019).

Under Lula’s administration (2003-2010) the environmental protection system was strengthened,
aiming at curbing deforestation in the Amazon. Indeed, between 2004 and 2013, 70% of reduction in
deforestation was reached, and this achievement was also used as a way to show prestige and gain
international recognition especially from countries like Norway and Germany (Rached et al, 2022).

It 1s important to emphasise that under Lula’s leadership, an unprecedented reduction in greenhouse
gas emissions linked to deforestation was recorded (Malingreau et al, 2012). As a matter of fact,
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between 2001 and 2011 Brazil achieved a net decrease of over 750 million tons of CO, equivalent
annually, representing a reduction of approximately one-third (Boucher et al, 2014).

When Lula took office in 2004, he appointed Marina Silva as Environment Minister and she brought
global attention to Amazon protection and conservation. Indeed, Silva prioritised the enforcement of
the 1965 Forest Code, which established stringent protections for forests and imposed strict limits on
land clearing; moreover, she implemented the Plan for the Prevention and Combating of
Deforestation in the Amazon (PPCDAm), built on a series of policies introduced by President
Cardoso, who had established new protected areas in the Amazon, including indigenous reserves and
sustainable use zones; these policies were later expanded under Lula and consolidated into the
PPCDAm. Furthermore, Lula’s administration intensified efforts to combat illegal logging, issuing
fines and prosecuting offenders, including imprisoning some lawbreakers (Tollefson, 2013; Boucher
etal, 2014).

In 2010, after the Copenhagen Accord, Brazil presented a voluntary emissions-reduction plan to the
UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), which was later formalized in Brazilian
law with the creation of the National Policy on Climate Change. This plan aimed to reduce Brazil’s
emissions by 36% to 39% compared to business-as-usual (BAU) levels, equating to approximately
one billion metric tons of CO, equivalent, by 2020 across eleven target sectors (Bodman et al, 2011).
Even during his second term as President, Lula continued to receive strong support from
environmentalists and scientists concerned about the increase in deforestation rates under Bolsonaro’s
administration, indeed it must be remembered that Bolsonaro adopted a rhetoric that undermined
environmental agencies and discredited scientific data. In response, Lula adopted a multi-faceted
strategy to address the crisis caused by his predecessor Bolsonaro: firstly, he focused on combating
illegal activities by rebuilding environmental agencies and reintroducing law enforcement initiatives,
therefore he reinstated the National Program for Deforestation Control in the Amazon and the
Amazon Fund, part of the UN REDD+ framework; secondly, he aimed to foster a constructive
dialogue with the agribusiness sector to mitigate its negative impacts on deforestation; finally, he
emphasised the importance of regional cooperation, working to strengthen partnerships among the
national governments of the Amazon basin to tackle deforestation as a shared regional responsibility
and challenge (Bustamante, 2023).

What is remarkable is that the shift in perception regarding deforestation can be seen as the
cornerstone of a new approach to addressing environmental challenges. As Boucher et al. (2014:9)
note:

“Deforestation, seen in the twentieth century as necessary for development and a reflection of
Brazil’s right to control its territory, came to be viewed as the wasteful and exploitative destruction of
resources that were the patrimony of all Brazilians, and especially of forest peoples such as
indigenous groups and rubber tappers”.

The deforestation of the Amazon is one of the most significant and pressing environmental challenges
of the contemporary era, causing severe consequences for biodiversity, climate change and the
survival of indigenous people and local communities. Brazil’s environmental policies have
contributed to the degradation of the rainforest since national leadership has fluctuated between
prioritising economic growth and development and advancing environmental conservation. The
different strategies employed by the two Presidents Lula and Bolsonaro have shown that political will
influences and shapes environmental outcomes. Notably, Bolsonaro weakened environmental
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protections, whereas both Lula’s administrations reinforced environmental protection, curbing
deforestation and promoting collaborative efforts at both regional and global level.

1.5.6 Critical Insights and Key Observations

In this chapter, it has been illustrated that regionalism can serve as a tool for enhancing environmental
protection and, consequently, mitigating the risks of environmental degradation that threaten the
survival of humankind. However, as widely discussed, regionalism is not universally accepted as a
successful mechanism, thus leading to the emergence of two distinct schools of thought: the
integration model and the fragmentation model. To represent this dichotomy, it was conducted an
analysis of the contrasting administrations of Lula and Bolsonaro: the divergence in domestic policies
between them reflects the integration-fragmentation divide.

Lula’s cooperative approach highlights the essential role of regionalism in addressing environmental
challenges. Based on the variables considered in this investigation, namely political discourse, level
of regional engagement and environmental policies, it can be observed that under Lula’s
administration significant environmental improvements have been achieved, such as reduction in
deforestation rates and greenhouse gas emissions.

In support of this, in the next chapters the research will be further broadened analysing inter-regional
cooperation and the relationship between regional organisation and the multilateral system in order to
highlight that regional governance can work as a fundamental building block of the multilateral
architecture and that in doing so it is possible to further improve environmental policies, ensuring the
safeguarding of the environment and the survival of present and future generations.
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2. The Evolution of Mercosur and EU-Mercosur Relations:
Political, Institutional, Legal and Environmental Dynamics in
Regional and Interregional Cooperation

2.1 Expanding the Scope of Regional Governance: From Regional Leadership to
Inter-Regional Cooperation

In the previous chapter, Brazil’s role within regional organisations and institutions was examined,
highlighting how domestic policies influence regionalism and its implications. In the case of Brazil,
regionalism has served as a strategic instrument to reinforce its leadership in the Latin American
region, positioning the country as a pivotal actor capable of shaping and influencing decision-making
processes at the regional level. This is particularly evident in the field of environmental governance,
where Brazil’s forestry management policies and other environmental initiatives have shown a
cooperative approach that extends beyond national boundaries, actively shaping the trajectory of
regional environmental policies.

This thesis seeks to answer the research question: to what extent can regional governance be
considered as a viable pathway for addressing environmental impacts? The analysis conducted thus
far suggests that the effectiveness of regional governance structures depends largely on national
leadership’s stance toward regionalism: when national leaders adopt a cooperative approach,
environmental challenges are more likely to be addressed effectively through collective action and
policy harmonisation; conversely, when national priorities diverge from regional commitments,
governance structures often struggle to implement cohesive and enforceable environmental strategies.

Up to this point, the focus has been on Brazil’s leadership within regional blocs, particularly how its
domestic environmental policies have influenced regional environmental governance and outcomes.
However, to comprehensively assess the viability of regional governance as a solution to
environmental challenges, it is necessary to extend the analysis beyond the regional level and
examine inter-regional cooperation. Addressing complex environmental issues requires a multilevel
governance approach that integrates domestic, regional and inter-regional strategies. While regional
blocs such as Mercosur play a fundamental role in fostering policy coordination among its member
states, the interplay between regional organisations at the inter-regional level is equally significant.
Indeed, understanding how cooperation between different regional blocs further contributes to
environmental governance is crucial to assessing the potential of regionalism as a framework for
addressing global environmental challenges. Therefore, the next step is to examine the dynamics of
the relationship between Mercosur and the EU.

This chapter will explore this partnership, focusing on its implications for environmental governance
and the extent to which it has contributed to improving environmental standards within Mercosur
countries. First of all, it will provide an overview of Mercosur, with a particular focus on regional
environmental governance and the role of Brazil within this regional organisation; second, it will
examine the historical evolution of Mercosur-EU relations, highlighting the opportunities and
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challenges characterising their engagement, as well as key negotiations, agreements and policy
frameworks; finally, it will assess how this partnership has influenced and driven improvements in
environmental standards.

The objective is to illustrate that inter-regional cooperation plays a crucial role in strengthening
environmental governance, serving as a complementary framework that reinforces regional
environmental governance while also aligning with the broader multilateral system.

2.2 Understanding Mercosur

2.2.1 Origins, Identity and Evolution of Mercosur

The establishment of the Common Market of the South, commonly known as Mercosur, was
preceded by a gradual process of diplomatic and economic cooperation between Brazil and
Argentina. Bilateral relations between the two countries began to improve in the 1970s with the
signing of multiple agreements on strategic issues, like energy supply and arms industry. This initial
rapprochement was reinforced in the mid-1980s through the process of re-democratisation that both
countries underwent, thus emphasising their shared interests. A pivotal moment occurred in 1985
when Argentine President Alfonsin initiated negotiations that culminated in the signing of the
Program for Integration and Economic Cooperation (PICE) in 1986. This framework laid the
groundwork for deeper economic integration, which accelerated in 1988 with the Treaty on
Integration, Cooperation and Development; in 1990, regional integration intensified: Uruguay joined
PICE, while Argentine President Menem and Brazilian President Collor de Mello signed the Buenos
Aires Act, which established the objective of establishing a common market by the end of 1994, and
successively also Paraguay and Uruguay requested to be part of the agreement (Kaltenthaler & Mora,
2002).

All these antecedents aimed at deepening economic cooperation were at the basis of the establishment
of Mercosur. However, the formal creation of this intergovernmental organisation occurred with the
signing of the Treaty of Asuncidén by Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay and Uruguay in 1991. The central
aim of this agreement was to promote regional economic integration among its member states
through the creation of a free trade area, underpinned by the core principles of economic cooperation,
which include the free movement of goods, services, capital and people. Indeed, as reported in the
official website of Mercosur, “since its creation, its main objective has been to promote a common
space that generates business and investment opportunities through the competitive integration of
national economies into the international market”. Drawing on the comprehensive analysis provided
by Campos (2016), which synthesizes insights from Walter Mattli and Mahrukh Doctor, the Treaty of
Asuncion was built upon prior bilateral agreements between the member states and it envisioned a
three-phase integration process: the first phase (1991-1994) focused on creating a free trade area by
reducing tariffs and fostering trade liberalization among the member states; the second phase, which
began in January 1995, sought to establish a customs union through the implementation of Common
External Tariffs (CET), thus streamlining trade within the bloc; additionally, the Mercosur Trade
Commission was formed to ensure the enforcement of a unified trade policy across the region.
Finally, the third and final phase was to establish a common market by 2006, but this was never
realised, leaving Mercosur as an “imperfect common market” (Campos, 2016:857-858; Doctor,
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2013:519). Despite its incomplete integration, Mercosur extended its ambitions beyond trade
liberalisation, seeking to address common policy areas and regulatory harmonisation. Its ultimate
goal is not merely to serve as a free trade association, but as a broader community integration project
that balances national sovereignty with collective economic and political objectives (Vervaele, 2005).

Even though Mercosur was originally conceived as an economic framework primarily focused on
trade liberalisation and the promotion of regional economic cooperation, its scope expanded
significantly over time. As Salinas (2002) observes, one of the most profound shifts in its evolution
was the incorporation of democratic principles as a core component of the organisation. The
requirement for all member states to uphold democratic values represented a fundamental shift in the
nature of the integration process, linking economic cooperation not only with trade and market
access, but also with political and institutional development. Mercosur’s integration has been
predominantly state-driven, initially established as a strictly intergovernmental organisation with a
limited institutional framework. Decision-making was concentrated within three main bodies: the
Common Market Council (CMC), responsible for setting political direction and adopting binding
decisions; the Common Market Group (GMC), tasked with implementation and coordination; and the
Mercosur Trade Commission (CCM), which focused exclusively on trade matters. Over time,
Mercosur expanded its institutional architecture with the creation of additional entities, including the
Technical Secretariat, the Mercosur Commission of Permanent Representatives (CRPM), the Joint
Parliamentary Commission, the Mercosur Parliament (ParlaSur), the Advisory Forum on Economic
and Social Matters and the Permanent Review Tribunal (TPR), along with ad hoc arbitration
mechanisms. However, despite this institutional proliferation, many of these bodies remained largely
ineffective due to insufficient funding and limited political commitment. Therefore, decision-making
continued to be dominated by national governments, with presidential diplomacy serving as the
primary mechanism for advancing regional initiatives (Doctor, 2013).

Santos (2015) examines the question of Mercosur’s collective identity, emphasising that its formation
has been shaped by historical, political, and economic factors. Regional integration has often been
perceived as a means of opposing US influence while fostering economic and developmental
objectives. Although Mercosur was initially established as an economic initiative, the 1999-2002
crisis led to a shift toward a broader regional vision, incorporating social, political and institutional
dimensions. This shift was reflected in initiatives like the Buenos Aires Consensus (2003),
emphasizing democratic participation, equitable development and social cohesion; the Mercosur
Structural Convergence Fund (FOCEM), which aimed to reduce economic imbalances; Somos
Mercosur, launched in 2005, sought to strengthen civil society’s role in regional integration, fostering
public engagement and a shared sense of belonging; and the establishment of the Mercosur
Parliament (2005), which aimed to reduce the regional democratic deficit and increase citizen
participation, represented an essential institutional development. Despite these efforts to foster a
regional identity, challenges remain, for instance diplomatic tensions, such as the Argentina-Uruguay
cellulose plant dispute (2005-2010), and the 2012 suspension of Paraguay from Mercosur and Unasur
following President Fernando Lugo’s removal from office.

In light of these dynamics, Santos (2015:51-52) argues that the concept of collective identity in
Mercosur is best understood as a multilayered construct in which national, regional and other broader
identities are not distinct but deeply intertwined. In this sense, while Mercosur has not achieved a
consolidated regional identity, a level of “regionness” exists. However, the meaning and significance
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of Mercosur are not uniform across contexts, on the contrary they vary depending on national,
subnational and sectoral perspectives: while some actors primarily view Mercosur as an economic
alliance, others interpret it as a political or cultural project, leading to divergent perceptions and levels
of engagement with the integration process. In this regard, it must be noticed that each member state’s
approach to regionalism is shaped by its own strategic interests, for instance Brazil views Mercosur
as a platform to enhance its global influence; Argentina sees it as a means of maintaining foreign
policy autonomy while benefiting from Brazil’s economic strength; Uruguay, given its cultural and
economic ties to its neighbours, considers regional integration as a necessity; and Paraguay, being a
landlocked country, relies on Mercosur to access international markets (Santos, 2015:52-53).

The establishment of Mercosur had an immediate impact on trade, indeed regional trade successfully
quadrupled from $5.2 billion in 1991 to $20.3 billion in 1997. However, especially during its first
decade, Mercosur achieved limited success in driving economic growth, reducing poverty and
addressing environmental concerns. Mercosur has been plagued by repeated crises, often triggered by
national and intra-regional factors that stagnated internal trade. As a consequence, Mercosur’s ability
to negotiate externally with a unified voice became increasingly constrained, diminishing its
credibility in international trade negotiations. Several structural challenges have hindered the bloc’s
integration process: institutional modernisation has been slow, protectionist policies in key industries
have persisted, and economic asymmetries among member states (mainly Brazil compared to its three
smaller partners, but sometimes also the specific issues facing the two smallest members, Uruguay
and Paraguay) have further complicated the deepening of economic ties. Moreover, these internal
difficulties were exacerbated by major economic disruptions: the 1994 Mexican tequila crisis
triggered economic stagnation across the region, and in 1999 Brazil’s currency devaluation against
the US dollar created further instability, strained relations and triggered protectionist measures that
weakened the bloc’s customs union. Meanwhile, Argentina, under President Menem, maintained its
currency peg to the dollar, leading to tensions within Mercosur. Argentina temporarily suspended the
common external tariff, effectively undermining the customs union, prompting Uruguay and
Paraguay to impose unilateral tariffs. By 2002, Argentina faced an unprecedented financial and
economic crisis, abandoning the dollar peg and defaulting on its debt. In addition to internal
disruptions, Mercosur has also been affected by external financial shocks, such as the Asian financial
crisis (1997-1998) that disrupted trade flows and exacerbated the bloc’s instability. However, despite
these setbacks, Mercosur experienced a resurgence by 2003, aided by economic recovery and new
political leadership, especially, with the elections of President Lula in Brazil and President Kirchner
in Argentina who advocated for deepening cooperation at the Mercosur summit in June 2003; in
particular, Brazil proposed the “Objective 2006 plan, focusing on institutional reforms, a
strengthened customs union, common market development, deeper integration and broader policy
enhancements; on the other side, Argentina proposed to establish a Monetary Institute for Mercosur,
aiming to coordinate monetary policy and stabilise exchange rates, drawing inspiration from the
European Monetary Union (EMU) (Salinas, 2002; Vervaele, 2005; Carranza, 2006; Doctor, 2013).

Another remarkable characteristic of Mercosur is the limited role of civil society in decision-making
processes. Despite some efforts since the mid-2000s to enhance civil society participation, executive
authorities have remained the dominant actors. To assess civil society’s presence in Mercosur,
Caichiolo (2017) analysed official documents and found that the term ‘civil society’ appeared only 28
times across 2119 pages of open documents issued between 1995 and 2011. However, he observed a
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notable increase in its usage in 2006, mainly due to an initiative of the President of the Commission
of Permanent Representatives of Mercosur (CPRM) to strengthen the social dimension of the bloc.
This led to the establishment of the Mercosur Social Institute in 2007, along with other initiatives like
the Mercosur Institute for Public Policy and Human Rights, the Mercosur Democracy Observatory
and the Mercosur Social Participation Support Unit. Although these initiatives have expanded the
formal presence of civil society, their impact remains limited. Representation and collaboration with
decision-makers are still lacking, as these institutions primarily reflect the interests of member states,
rather than independent societal engagement. As a result, civil society’s influence on Mercosur’s
integration process remains weak (Caichiolo, 2017).

Finally, Mercosur’s ambitious external agenda is noteworthy. As highlighted by Carranza (2006),
Mercosur has expanded its external engagement by integrating Chile, Bolivia, Peru and Venezuela as
associate members, though Venezuela became a full member before its suspension; additionally, the
bloc has strengthened its global trade ties through agreements with key partners, like India, South
Africa and the EU.

Veiga and Rios (2019) provide an overview of the main turning points in Mercosur’s external agenda.
With the Left Turn in the 2000s, Mercosur’s member states reoriented their foreign economic agenda
toward economic nationalism, reshaping the bloc’s priorities. This political shift had consequences:
first, political and social issues took precedence, leading to delays or stagnation in advancing
Mercosur’s economic agenda; second, greater emphasis was placed on South-South cooperation, so
aligning with the broader strategy of deepening relations among developing countries; third, an
implicit rejection of negotiations with developed countries occurred, particularly regarding major
trade deals. For instance, Mercosur was not solely responsible for the failure of the FTAA in 2005 or
the stalled EU negotiations in 2004, but political shifts in Brazil and Argentina contributed to these
setbacks; although EU trade talks resumed in 2010, progress remained slow due to entrenched
protectionist interests on both sides and Brazil in particular redirected its economic foreign policy
toward global initiatives, prioritizing engagement in the WTO and strengthening the BRICS coalition.
As a result, between 2003 and 2015, Mercosur functioned primarily as a political instrument rather
than an economic integration mechanism. Trade progress stagnated and the bloc’s markets lost
significance for its members, further diminishing its role as a driver of regional economic integration.
By 2016, Mercosur accounted for just 13.5% of its members' exports, reflecting the bloc's declining
trade relevance. Brazil faced a deep recession, while Argentina experienced volatile growth, leading
to political shifts, in particular Rousseff’s impeachment in Brazil in 2016 and Macri’s election in
Argentina in 2015. In 2017 Brazil’s economy began a slow recovery, while Argentina’s growth
remained unstable and in 2018 the country entered another economic crisis, prompting both countries
to prioritize domestic fiscal challenges. In Brazil, fiscal deterioration from Rousseft’s tenure became
the key policy concern, while Macri’s efforts to stabilize Argentina proved insufficient to prevent
further economic instability. Despite some attempts to modernize Mercosur’s customs union, little
progress was made. Instead, the bloc’s external agenda gained traction through expanded negotiations
on preferential trade agreements. Alongside ongoing negotiations with the EU, Mercosur broadened
its agenda in recent years, launching talks with the European Free Trade Association (EFTA), Canada
and South Korea. However, none of these negotiations have yet yielded a final agreement. Following
his election at the end of 2018, Brazil’s President Bolsonaro proposed a trade reform centred on tariff
liberalization, sparking debates over Mercosur’s customs union model. Analysts and policymakers
increasingly questioned the bloc’s structure, while Bolsonaro’s preference for bilateral agreements
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deepened uncertainty about Mercosur’s future as a unified trade entity (Veiga & Rios, 2019).
However, with the return of Lula in 2023, new hopes have emerged for Mercosur’s revitalisation, as
will be explained in the following sections.

2.2.2 Literature on Mercosur: Different Scholarly Perspectives

Carranza (2006) provides valuable insights on the theoretical framework surrounding Mercosur. He
argues that since its inceptions, the regional bloc has struggled between two contrasting models: on
the one hand, it aligns with neoliberal globalisation, considering the bloc as a transitional step toward
full market integration, so as a temporary phase in the integration of member states into the
globalised economy; on the other, Mercosur is viewed as a long-term regional project promoting
industrialisation and economic development and autonomy through active state policies to achieve
these goals. Carranza considers this latter as the most convincing, arguing that Argentina and Brazil’s
growing divergence from US-led economic initiatives in the early 2000s reflects a broader
disillusionment with neoliberal policies; moreover, according to him, domestic pressures within
member states, such as Argentina’s economic collapse and Brazil’s currency devaluation, have
produced a shift from neoliberal policies to more inclusive regionalism, also coinciding with the rise
of left-wing governments.

Carranza (2006) also offers a general overview of the different perspectives of IR theories on the
dynamics of Mercosur. Realist and neorealist theories emphasise Brazil’s dominant role and view
Mercosur as a strategy to safeguard relative gains in a shifting international order. Constructivism
explores how a shared regional identity has evolved, despite contrasting national interests. However,
neither approach fully understands the state-driven nature of Mercosur, acknowledging Brazil’s role
in controlling decision-making processes and obstructing institutional reforms. Neoliberal
institutionalism and dependency theory suggest additional interpretations of Mercosur’s neoliberal
dimensions and institutional resilience, but fail to account for internal conflicts and the bloc’s
capacity to counterbalance external powers, like the US. So, ultimately, Mercosur does not fit neatly
into these theoretical frameworks.

This failure on literature has been explained by Campos (2016) as a critique to the EU-based theories
of regional integration that are often applied to explain the creation and evolution of Mercosur.
Notably, theories like Haas’ neofunctionalism and Moravcsik’s liberal intergovernmentalism are
influential but unable to explain the unique characteristics of Mercosur, including its state-led
dynamics, which differ from the EU context. Pecequilo and Carmo (2013) further suggest that
neofunctionalist theory has proven inadequate for analysing Latin American integration, as it does not
align with the region’s political and institutional realities; according to them, Haas’ idea that
integration would lead to a shift from nation-states to supranational entities was never a central goal
in Latin America, on the contrary integration has firmly remained state-driven (Pecequilo & Carmo,
2013:52). To overcome this limitation, Campos (2016) shifts focus on two alternative approaches that
she considers more pertinent and suitable for explaining the bloc’s process of integration: Mattli’s
theory of integration and Malamud’s inter-presidentialism.

Mattli’s approach to regional integration considers both economic and political dynamics. In his
theory, he argues that for the success of regional integration, both demand-side and supply-side
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conditions must be met. The demand-side condition emphasises the existence of economic benefits
derived from market exchanges between countries within a region. As economic interdependence
grows, there is an increasing need for integration, which can be facilitated through institutional
frameworks; in other words, economic interdependence, driven by market actors, generates demand
for integration, and actors recognise that institutions can lower transaction costs and enhance
cooperation and coordination. However, according to him, this is insufficient, indeed also supply-side
conditions are essential. These depend on the willingness and capacity of state leaders to
accommodate demands for further integration. Mattli gives significant importance to the role of
leadership, establishing that leaders with substantial material resources and a willingness to direct
integration can either propel or hinder this process. In other words, he argues that as integration and
interdependence increase, states inevitably cede some degree of their sovereignty. However, leaders
of economically strong nations are reluctant to relinquish autonomy, unless they face economic crises
which threaten political stability; in that case, deeper integration can serve as a tool for generating
economic benefits, strengthening political support and enhancing chances of re-election. By contrast,
leaders who prioritise political autonomy are less inclined to pursue integration during periods of
economic stability. Applying this framework to the Mercosur experience, it can be observed that
Brazil’s economic challenges in the 1990s, along with difficulties faced by other Mercosur states
following the debt crisis in the 1980s, created strong incentives to deepen regional ties, so perceiving
regional integration as a strategic response to persistent economic issues. Hence, this confirms Mattli
hypothesis, according to which economically vulnerable states are more likely to embrace integration
as a means of securing economic stability (Campos, 2016).

By contrast, Malamud (2008) observes that initially Mercosur was driven by the political will of
national governments, and only subsequently public demand for deeper integration emerged.
Malamud starts from the supply-demand dimensions elaborated by Mattli and introduces a third
dimension called inertia. Briefly, he restates that demand conditions for integration stem from
growing regional interdependence, where high cross-border costs induce transnational actors to seek
lower transaction costs through cooperation and coordination; by contrast, supply conditions involve
regional leadership, where one or more actors take on disproportionate share of costs and
responsibilities often through supranational institutions. Inertia occurs when demand or supply
conditions become institutionalised, strengthening agreements and generating path-dependent effects.
These effects can safeguard the integration process in case of reduced demand or supply, as well as
hinder the process. Applying these considerations to the case of Mercosur, Malamud (2008) notes that
demand conditions were initially weak while supply conditions remained largely inactive, and only
few inertial factors developed: the lack of transnational actors (as the European Commission) meant
that national governments were the only driving force behind integration, consequently the demand
and supply for deeper integration were generated by national leaders.

Malamud (2003) introduces the theory of inter-presidentialism, which highlights the central role and
impact of presidential institutions, leadership and political agendas in shaping regional integration,
rather than prioritising institutional frameworks or economic interdependence; indeed, this theory
focuses on the extensive powers granted to presidents. According to Malamud, the integration
process in Mercosur is shaped by democratic regimes of its member states, with its progress largely
depending on presidential diplomacy. In this framework integration follows a specific pattern:
presidential democracy enables regional cooperation, fostering interdependence. However, presidents
seeking to preserve national autonomy often resist delegating authority to supranational institutions,
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thereby limiting the depth of integration. He (2008) acknowledges the limits of inter-presidentialism,
considering that this model was functional as long as interdependence was low and needed to be
promoted, but it became less efficient as interdependence grew. Finally, the author (2003:69)
concludes that “this is not to say that presidentialism will be positive for regional integration any time
anywhere; but, in the absence of regional institutions, it is plausible to assert ex post that it was a
necessary condition for Mercosur to succeed”.

Gomez-Mera (2008) examines the ‘New Regionalism’ (NR) literature, which underscores the mutual
relationship between globalisation and regionalism: globalisation drives regional cooperation, which
in turn deepens states’ integration into the global economy. NR scholarship presents two main
perspectives. The World Order Approach (WOA) views regionalism as both a tool for reinforcing
neoliberal dominance and a strategic response to globalisation’s pressures. Some scholars argue that
regional integration facilitates the global expansion of neoliberalism, while others see it as a means
for weaker economies to navigate global economic challenges. An alternative perspective
conceptualises regionalism as a complex, multidimensional process, emphasising its evolving role in
global transformation. As reported by the author, a key hypothesis within this literature is that
regionalism has been instrumental in consolidating US neoliberal hegemony and global capitalism.
While this argument can be applied to NAFTA and FTAA, its relevance to Mercosur is limited due to
the absence of direct US involvement. In line with the second NR perspective, Mercosur’s creation
was partially a response to the challenges and opportunities arising from deepening global economic
interdependence.

Malamud and Castro (2007) offer an alternative analytical framework for examining the scholarly
discourse on Mercosur. They identify two distinct paradigms within the literature: one aligned with a
“progressive, existentialist or developmentalist” perspective and the other with a “realist,
instrumentalist or liberal” approach. As highlighted in the following paragraphs, these two schools of
thought diverge across four fundamental dimensions, highlighting key theoretical and conceptual
differences in their interpretation of Mercosur’s nature and objectives.

The first dimension of divergence concerns the foundational principles of regional integration.
Scholars within the progressive school argue that regional integration should be driven by ideological
commitments and high politics, primarily associated with power dynamics and the global order. In
contrast, proponents of the realist perspective emphasise interdependence and low politics, focusing
on trade, investment and macroeconomic coordination as primary drivers of regional integration.

The second dimension pertains to the foundational cohesion of regional integration. According to the
progressive perspective, a shared identity serves as the essential unifying factor, guiding diverse
societies toward an increasingly integrated union. Conversely, according to realist scholars, voluntary
integration among sovereign states can only be sustained through tangible interests that incentivise
continued cooperation.

The third dimension refers to the state of integration in the Southern Cone. Scholars within the
progressive school argue that Mercosur is mainly focused on commercial aspects, to the detriment of
social and political dimensions, which they consider to be of greater importance. In contrast, realist
scholars contend that Mercosur’s primary shortcoming is not a democratic deficit but rather the
inefficiencies in economic integration and the excessive politicisation of technical matters, wherein
political considerations interfere with the proper management of economic issues.
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The fourth dimension deals with the strategies for overcoming the stagnation that Mercosur faced in
the early 2000s. The progressive perspective emphasises two main priorities: increasing civil society
participation and creating representative institutions to promote regional democracy. In contrast, the
realist approach highlights the need to strengthen technical mechanisms and advance integration, with
a particular focus on improving physical infrastructure as a way to foster deeper regional cooperation.
However, distinctions between these groups are not always clear-cut, but more nuanced perspectives
exist. Moreover, in addition to these two schools of thought, a third group mainly composed of
business leaders and neoliberal economists advocates for the dissolution of Mercosur or at least the
abandonment of its customs union in favour of a more flexible free trade area. This perspective is
grounded in the belief that economic integration, conceived almost exclusively in economic terms,
would be more beneficial to Latin American countries if it were conducted within a broader
framework that included the most advanced economies. From this viewpoint, Mercosur is not
considered as a springboard for deeper integration but as an impediment to the establishment of a
comprehensive Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) (Malamud & Castro, 2007:123-124).

The scholarly perspectives on Mercosur underscore the multifaceted nature of the regional integration
process. While economic benefits have undoubtedly emerged from the bloc’s efforts to deepen trade
ties and cooperation, the literature highlights that these gains are inextricably linked to the political
and leadership dynamics within member states. Therefore, the evolution of Mercosur cannot be
understood solely in economic terms, but it must be examined through the lens of shifting political
ideologies, evolving institutional structures and the balance of power within both the region and the
global context. These varying theoretical approaches reveal that Mercosur’s path is shaped by a
complex interplay of domestic and international factors, including economic interdependence as well
as political will, regional identity and institutional resilience, all elements determining the trajectory
of Mercosur.

2.2.3 Brazil’s Key Role in Mercosur: Strategies and Challenges

To examine Brazil’s leadership within Mercosur, it is important to first define the concept of
leadership. In this regard, the Gramscian conceptualisation of leadership adopted by Burges (2006)
represents a useful framework. According to this perspective, a true leader succeeds by convincing
other states that their interests and goals are aligned, thereby obtaining their active engagement and
support; this form of leadership does not rely on coercion or material incentives, but particularly from
the Cardoso administration (1995-2002) onwards, Brazil pursued a leadership model rooted in
consensus-building and inclusivity. This approach sought to establish South American integration as
a cohesive geopolitical and geoeconomic entity, thus consolidating Brazil’s position as a regional
leader. Brazil is often considered as the “natural leader” of South America (Genna & Hiroi, 2007;
Campos, 2016). As evidence, the country played a dominant role in Mercosur, being able to shape the
pace of integration with its domestic policies, driving the bloc’s trajectory. For instance, as Klom
(2003) observes, between 1995 and 2001 Mercosur pursued a more outward-oriented approach,
perfectly aligning with Brazil’s objective of establishing a regional power base. Therefore, it might be
argued that Brazilian domestic decisions have profoundly influenced the establishment and evolution
of Mercosur, as will be explored in the following paragraphs.

Brazil’s regional strategy centred on fostering cooperation to drive economic development while
asserting itself as South America’s leading power. A key instrument in this approach was Mercosur,
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which “remains the nucleus of Brazil’s integration project and is the most institutionalised of the
circles” (Gratius & Gomes Saraiva, 2013:8). To expand its regional and global relevance, Brazil
adopted a strategy based on the creation of concentric circles of influence. The first step involved
strengthening ties with Argentina through an integration process linked to democracy; this was based
on the 1988 Brazilian Constitution stating that “The Federative Republic of Brazil shall seek the
economic, political, social and cultural integration of the peoples of Latin America, viewing the
formation of a Latin-American community of nations” (Title I, sole paragraph). As the Constitution
explicitly identifies integration as a strategic objective of the country, already in the mid-1980s Brazil
renovated partnership with Argentina, thus representing a crucial event for the re-establishment of
democracy in both states. The next phase in Brazil’s strategy was the creation of Mercosur, which
became a cornerstone of the country’s foreign policy, especially following its democratisation in
1985. President Sarney promoted the idea of a Southern Common Market, viewing it as a means to
enhance democracy, then this commitment was further reinforced under President Cardoso, who
demonstrated Brazil’s leadership in the formation of the bloc and its broader commitment to regional
integration (Gratius & Gomes Saraiva, 2013). Genna and Hiroi (2007) outline three major events that
took place during Cardoso’s presidency, which highlight how his administration has strategically
shaped Mercosur’s consolidation while strengthening Brazil’s leadership in regional integration.

First, the attempted military coup in Paraguay in 1996, led by General Oviedo against President
Wasmosy. Oviedo refused to accept his dismissal as army commander and sought to be appointed
Defence Minister. In response, President Cardoso convened an emergency cabinet, including military
and foreign affairs officials, to monitor the crisis. Brazilian Ambassador Dias played a crucial
mediating role, warning Oviedo that neither Brazil, Mercosur, nor the international community would
recognize him. Brazil also threatened economic sanctions and Paraguay’s possible expulsion from
Mercosur. Simultaneously, Cardoso’s administration provided economic incentives to Paraguay,
including funding for car-parts manufacturing plants and the elimination of double taxation. These
subsidies facilitated Paraguay’s economic development while simultaneously deepening its economic
dependence on Brazil. In doing so, Brazil not only played a decisive role in thwarting Oviedo’s
attempted coup but also showed its role as a guardian of democracy and stability and reinforced its
commitment to strengthening the foundations of Mercosur. The second challenge arose in 1999 with
the devaluation of Brazil’s currency, the real, which negatively impacted Mercosur members,
particularly Argentina. In response, Argentina imposed retaliatory measures such as antidumping
duties on Brazilian steel and heightened scrutiny of Brazilian imports. This strained bilateral
economic relations, indeed in response, Brazil suspended key negotiations, including talks on a
common external tariff for automobiles, and sought trade agreements with the Andean Community;
while Argentina, in turn, initiated free trade negotiations with Mexico, raising doubts about
Mercosur’s customs union. The situation improved in December 1999 when Mercosur leaders,
meeting in Montevideo, agreed to coordinate fiscal and monetary policies, drawing inspiration from
the European Maastricht Treaty. This initiative aimed to promote policy harmonization and set the
groundwork for a potential Mercosur common currency, discouraging Argentina’s pursuit of
dollarisation. However, the proposed Macro-Economic Monitoring Group (GMM) failed to produce
meaningful policy convergence, highlighting the challenges of macroeconomic coordination within
Mercosur. Therefore, the 1999-2000 period marked a setback in economic relations among member
states. The third major challenge was Argentina’s economic crisis in the early 2000s, culminating in
the peso devaluation of 2002. Initially, Argentina adopted a dual exchange rate, fixing the peso at
1.40 per dollar for government and foreign transactions while allowing a free float for domestic
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exchanges. Under pressure from the IMF, it later transitioned to a fully floating exchange rate.
Seizing this opportunity to mend relations strained by Brazil’s earlier devaluation, Cardoso’s
administration extended diplomatic and economic support. Brazil donated 13 metric tons of insulin to
Argentina, advocated for international financial aid, and refrained from taking actions that could
further harm Argentina’s economy. Notably, Cardoso resisted the option of abandoning Mercosur’s
common external tariff on wheat, which would have allowed Brazil to switch from Argentine to
cheaper Canadian or American wheat. Instead, Brazil engaged in bilateral trade negotiations with
Argentina, including agreements on reciprocal payment mechanisms and automobile tariffs,
facilitating Argentina’s economic recovery and paving the way for a fully integrated free trade zone
for vehicles by 2006 (Genna & Hiroi, 2007). These three examples are useful to explain that through
calculated policy decisions, the Cardoso government not only reinforced the bloc’s institutional
framework but it also solidified Brazil’s role as a driving force behind South American integration.

Brazil’s leadership in Mercosur continued into subsequent administrations, with strategic initiatives
further consolidating its influence. For instance, under Lula, Mercosur’s role in regional integration
expanded, marked by the 2004 establishment of FOCEM, demonstrating Brazil’s commitment to
investing in the development of its regional partners. Mercosur also extended by incorporating other
member states, namely Peru, Ecuador and Colombia, while Venezuela pursued full membership. A
turning point came in 2012, during Rousseft’s presidency, when a political crisis in Paraguay led to
the country’s temporary suspension from Mercosur. This situation represented an opportunity for the
bloc to approve Venezuela’s accession as a full member, overcoming long-standing resistance from
Paraguay’s government (Gratius & Gomes Saraiva, 2013).

What is remarkable is that Brazil not only reinforced Mercosur’s institutional framework, but in
doing so it also achieved its intention to become a leader in South America. However, the country
always remained cautious in avoiding institutional commitments that could limit its autonomy,
ensuring flexibility in its leadership approach.

To conclude this section, it is also interesting to reflect upon the reasons and underlying factors
determining Brazil’s attitude and approach towards Mercosur. In this regard, several considerations
can be taken into account.

Gratius and Gomes Saraiva (2013) argue that regional integration serves as a tool for Brazil to engage
in soft-balancing against the US. According to them, the Left Turn in South America led to a decline
in regional alignment with the US, providing an opportunity for Brazil. Moreover, this shift coupled
with a new world order, reinforced Brazil’s ambition to position itself as a pivotal leader in
international politics, particularly during Lula’s presidency. Indeed, during his administration,
Mercosur became the top foreign policy priority, with Brazil leveraging the bloc to enhance its
negotiating position on the global stage. In this regard, Klom (2003) notes that a stronger Mercosur
allowed Brazil to extend its influence beyond Latin America, in particular in negotiations with the EU
and other international partners.

Carranza (2006) further highlights that the bloc has been instrumental in countering US dominance,
especially in trade negotiations such as the proposed Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA). Brazil
has consistently advocated for a united South American bloc to challenge the US influence, even
though it has been reluctant to embrace supranational institutions that might constrain its autonomy,
and this reflects a pattern of Brazilian foreign policy, which pursues regional integration as a way to
expand its influence, but without compromising national sovereignty. However, this represents a
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double-edged sword: the lack of supranational governance, that characterised Mercosur at its
beginnings, has allowed member states to bypass regional commitments, often prioritising national
interests over collective progress. In other words, Brazil has resisted efforts to strengthen Mercosur’s
legal framework, maintaining flexibility over its economic policies, and this institutional fragility has
undermined the bloc’s credibility in international negotiations.

According to Genna and Hiroi (2007), Mercosur functions not only as an economic integration
mechanism but also as a means to safeguard democratic governance by reducing the likelihood of
military coups in the region. Moreover, Mercosur provides an alternative to the global trade regime,
historically in favour of developed economies, and enhances Brazil’s bargaining power. By leading
Mercosur’s development, Brazil strengthens its influence in the region, while always maintaining a
balance between national interests and regional cooperation, in order not to be perceived as acting
solely in its own interests and consequently endangering the cohesion of the bloc.

Hence, Brazil’s use of Mercosur reflects a dual objective: consolidating regional leadership while
strengthening its position in global governance structures.

2.3 National Actors and Regional Mechanisms: Shaping Environmental
Governance in Mercosur

2.3.1 The Influence of National Actors in Shaping Environmental Governance in Mercosur

The following analysis offered by Hochstetler (2003) underscores the complexities of implementing
environmental policies in a region marked by different political priorities and economic capacities.
Free trade in developing countries is often associated with increased environmental degradation due
to two key factors. First, these economies tend to rely heavily on natural resources exports, which
have a more severe environmental impact than industrial production. Second, developing nations
typically have weaker environmental capacity and lower levels of public concern for environmental
issues than their developed counterparts, making it difficult to enforce and implement effective
environmental protections. Moreover, politicians in these countries are often politically rewarded for
economic growth, even when it comes at the expense of environmental sustainability. As a result,
trade liberalisation is pursued without taking into account environmental considerations.

Mercosur’s experience highlights the challenges that developing countries face when attempting to
integrate environmental concerns into their economic strategies. Despite gaps in environmental
capacity across all Mercosur member states, if compared to Uruguay, Paraguay and Argentina, Brazil
emerges for its relatively higher environmental standards, thus influencing regional negotiations.
However, these differences have often created tensions, particularly as Brazil’s higher standards have
been met with resistance from other member states, leading to weaker collective environmental
agreements. The bloc’s environmental agency holds a minimal institutional status, reflecting the
limited scope of regional environmental policies. Additionally, competitiveness concerns have fuelled
resistance to implement stronger environmental measures, exacerbating these tensions.

Despite national and regional challenges, environmental issues remain a recognised priority within
Mercosur. Key official documents emphasise improving the quality of life and promoting sustainable
development as central objectives of regional integration. The Treaty of Asuncidén explicitly
highlights environmental preservation as one of its guiding principles: “(...) this objective must be
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achieved by making optimum use of available resources, preserving the environment, improving
physical links (...)”. Since 1992, national environmental agencies have engaged in regular
discussions, initially through the Specialised Meeting on the Environment (REMA) and later through
Working Subcommittee No. 6 on the Environment (SGT 6), established in 1995. A significant
milestone was the adoption of the Mercosur Environmental Framework Agreement in 2001, though
its final form was far less ambitious than the original 1996 protocol. Beyond the regional framework,
all four member states have signed and ratified key multilateral environmental agreements addressing
issues like biodiversity conservation, hazardous waste management and climate change. They have
committed to environmental principles outlined in documents like the Rio Declaration and Agenda 21
from the 1992 UN Conference on Environment and Development. At the national level, each member
state has implemented at least some environmental protections and has active civil society
organisations advocating for environmental issues.

Regional environmental policy in Mercosur has largely mirrored the existing national policies, with
limited progress with regards to what was already in place in most member states. As a consequence,
environmental policies have been harmonised at relatively low levels, though there has been some
strengthening of national environmental regulations since the bloc’s formation. Brazil has the
strongest environmental protections and despite facing significant environmental challenges, it is
widely regarded as the environmental leader of Mercosur. Uruguay holds a middle ground, with less
extensive regulations, whereas Paraguay lags due to its weak political institutions and Argentina has
relatively underdeveloped environmental protections.

However, successful and effective implementation depends not only on legislation but also on
financial resources and political will. Other Mercosur members, aware of these challenges, often cite
gaps in enforcement as a reason for not aligning their environmental policies with Brazil’s higher
standards.

Hochstetler (2003) has highlighted that national environmental actors have played an instrumental
role in shaping Mercosur’s environmental policies, acting as key drivers for the formulation,
implementation and enforcement of regional environmental frameworks. However, their divergent
priorities and approaches have often slowed down the overall development of cohesive regional
environmental governance. This is further illustrated by Bressan and Garcia (2023), who underscore
Brazil’s fluctuating and inconsistent commitment to regional environmental governance, particularly
through a comparison of the leadership styles of Lula and Bolsonaro.

Under Bolsonaro’s presidency, environmental governance faced major setbacks, as Brazil’s
participation in SGT 6 and other Mercosur bodies was severely limited. Bolsonaro’s decisions,
including dismantling national environmental structures, marginalising social actors, revising laws,
cutting funding and weakening institutions like the Ministry of the Environment, together with his
support for ruralists and illegal miners, strained Brazil’s environmental governance, leading to
significant international consequences. During this period, Brazil’s position often conflicted with
Mercosur’s objectives, limiting its role in environmental discussions; in contrast, Argentina and
Uruguay took the lead in shaping the environmental agenda within SGT 6 and Uruguay in particular
played an active role in coordinating the group and addressing key environmental issues, meanwhile
Brazil lacked the support to propose new initiatives or engage meaningfully in discussions.
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With Lula’s election in 2022, environmental issues and regional integration regained prominence on
Brazil’s agenda. His invitation to represent Brazil at COP 27 in Egypt marked a significant renewal of
the country’s commitment to global climate and environmental governance. Lula acknowledged
Brazil’s complex position on climate change, recognising it as both a major emitter of greenhouse
gases due to deforestation, land-use and extensive livestock farming, and a key player in climate
mitigation due to its vast biomes, low-carbon production systems and expanding renewable energy
sector. This dual role places Brazil at the heart of global climate discussions. Moreover, as a signatory
to international agreements such as the UNFCCC and the Paris Agreement, Lula reaffirmed Brazil’s
commitment to these accords, further solidifying its role in global environmental governance.

Bressan and Garcia (2023) conclude that Brazil’s approach to these agreements has evolved over
time, being characterised by phases of strong commitment followed by periods of scepticism and
resistance, as seen respectively under Lula and Bolsonaro’s administrations.

2.3.2 Regional Environmental Mechanisms and Instruments: The Role of GMC, SGT 6 and
The Environmental Framework Agreement

As pointed out in the previous section, differences in regulatory frameworks and institutional
structures of national administrations represent a significant challenge for managing environmental
1ssues within Mercosur. As a result, these inconsistencies hinder the advancement of Mercosur
environmental agenda and complicate the creation and implementation of common regional
environmental norms and standards. Nevertheless, a unified approach to regional environmental
governance in the context of Mercosur can still be traced.

The first initiative was the Canela Declaration, signed in 1992 by the four member states and Chile as
an associate member. It was introduced in the wake of the Earth Summit and highlighted the
importance of regional environmental governance: signatory states committed to fostering
environmental protection through educational initiatives, the advancement of international
environmental law and financial support for research and sustainable technologies. Actually, this
Declaration did not establish concrete principles or policy objectives, but it was useful to reinforce
the prominence of environmental issues within Mercosur. In the same year, Mercosur Presidents
established the Specialised Meeting on the Environment (REMA), which was a forum dedicated to
environmental governance and its primary mandate was to review environmental regulations of
member states and suggest measures through recommendations to the GMC. Moreover, REMA
advised technical subgroups on sustainability issues related to agriculture, energy and industrial and
technological policies, ensuring that environmental concerns were incorporated into Mercosur’s
broader policy agenda. It also developed the “Basic Environmental Policy Guidelines” which serve as
the foundation for Mercosur’s environmental framework and emphasise the importance of aligning
environmental policies and regulations across member states while acknowledging each country’s
unique circumstances, without imposing uniformity. The importance of ensuring uniform
environmental standards to maintain fair competition was reinforced during the first Meeting of
Environment Ministers (RMMA) in 1995 in Montevideo, whose result was the Taranco Declaration.
It underscored the need to integrate environmental costs into economic policies to ensure fairness
while reinforcing environmental protection. It also promoted the implementation of ISO 14000
environmental standards, highlighting their potential to offer Mercosur products a competitive
advantage in global markets. The Declaration stressed the importance of evaluating the
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environmental impact of the Parana-Paraguay Waterway project and called for a unified regional
stance on key global issues. Ultimately, the Taranco Declaration proposed transforming REMA into
the Environmental Sub-Working Group (SGT 6) under the GMC, thus further integrating
environmental governance into Mercosur’s institutional framework (Bressan & Garcia, 2023).

The growing significance of environmental concerns within the framework of Mercosur has emerged
as both an economic challenge and an opportunity for sustainable development. As member states
work toward deeper economic integration, they face the dual task of promoting commercial growth
while ensuring the protection of their natural ecosystems. This dynamic has prompted a focus not
only on trade relations but also on the economic value of environmental preservation. The creation of
a common customs regime has necessitated the harmonisation of restrictive tariffs, many of which are
linked to national environmental regulations. However, the challenge lies in distinguishing between
legitimate environmental protections and policies that may unfairly disadvantage less economically
developed members, such as Paraguay and Uruguay. Due to their limited financial capacity and
smaller market share, these countries often struggle to meet international environmental standards,
such as ISO 14000, a collection of international standards that organisations and businesses
voluntarily adopt to establish a unified global approach to environmental management in order to
protect the environment while fostering international trade and commerce.

Mercosur has sought to address these challenges through its SGT 6, which is tasked with evaluating
and aligning environmental policies across the region. SGT 6 plays a critical role in assessing
regional environmental issues that intersect with trade and economic relations, ensuring that policies
are effectively coordinated, especially for member states with weaker environmental protection
institutions, indeed those countries with smaller economies may lack the institutional capacity to meet
international environmental standards.

SGT 6 has also been instrumental in coordinating Mercosur’s positions at international environmental
conferences, providing a platform for member states to express unified approaches to global
challenges. Despite the common goals of environmental protection, members of Mercosur have often
found themselves at odds over issues that are perceived to affect national interests. Problems such as
deforestation, inappropriate reforestation practices, intensive farming, water contamination,
urbanization and inadequate biodiversity protections are prevalent across the region. These issues,
exacerbated by the region's economic activities, require a coordinated effort to balance economic
growth with ecological sustainability. To this end, SGT 6 has been evaluating the possibility of
harmonizing national environmental laws, creating a unified environmental certification system and
standardizing environmental control procedures across the industrial and commercial sectors.

The potential for deeper integration within Mercosur offers an opportunity to adopt a more
coordinated and long-term approach to environmental governance. By addressing environmental
challenges on a supra-national level, the region can leverage the expertise and institutional
frameworks available through SGT 6, while also involving civil society groups to ensure greater
democratic legitimacy. Furthermore, oversight by ParlaSur could serve to enhance the participatory
process, promoting transparency and public accountability in the formulation and implementation of
environmental policies. By embedding environmental legislation within Mercosur’s institutional
framework, similar to the economic reforms of the 1990s, the region could support national
governments' resistance to persistent lobbying efforts that undermine environmental protection, thus
ensuring that environmental goals are prioritised across all member states and fostering a more
sustainable future for them (Salinas, 2002: 297-299; Doctor, 2013:535).
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The establishment of SGT 6 in 1995 provided a more structured and permanent framework for
addressing environmental issues within the region. The body was entrusted with the responsibility of
formulating and recommending strategies and guidelines related to environmental issues crucial to
Mercosur’s integration process. Its primary objective is to promote sustainable development by
ensuring environmental protection and preservation across member states, while maintaining a
balance between free trade and ongoing development of the customs union, all within a framework of
fair competition. To achieve these aims, SGT 6 conducts specialised research, produces reports and
drafts documents that assist member states during negotiations in decision-making bodies.

However, its authority remains limited compared to other trade blocs like NAFTA and the EU. It is
responsible only for specific matters assigned by the GMC and any proposal must receive GMC
approval, in this way paramount control over the regional environmental agenda is placed in the
hands of the Ministries of Foreign Relations and Economy from each member state that compose the
GMC, also highlighting the subordinate role of SGT 6 in the decision-making process.

SGT 6’s agenda has largely prioritised trade objectives, including the reduction of non-tariff barriers
and the enhancement of global competitiveness, while environmental concerns have received
secondary attention. However, in 1995 SGT 6 was tasked with developing a legal framework for
environmental issues. The 1996 meeting revealed differing national views, particularly over
Argentina’s proposal, leading to a focus on optimising and harmonising regional environmental goals.
SGT 6 sought to identify gaps in national laws, though the decision on whether formal protocols were
necessary was postponed. Environmentalists supported harmonisation efforts, but tensions grew when
Brazil proposed a draft “Additional Protocol to the Treaty of Asuncion - Environment”, emphasising
high environmental protection standards but respecting each state’s right to set its own.

After this meeting, delegations sought feedback from national committees, ministries and civil
society organisations. Brazil and Uruguay advocated for swift adoption, while Argentina and
Paraguay called for thorough consultations and review. The revised protocol, expanded to 85 articles
covering issues like soils, atmosphere and health, was submitted to the GMC in 1997, but it stalled
for around two years because the GMC requested more time for review.

In 2000, the GMC instructed SGT 6 to focus on reaffirming principles from the 1992 Rio
Declaration. This led to the development of a new draft in 2001, emphasising commonly agreed
definitions and principles. The result was the approval of the Environmental Framework Agreement,
a simplified document finalised by Mercosur presidents in 2001. It aimed to improve environmental
quality and the well-being of citizens and focused on the protection of environmental resources and
sustainable development by integrating economic, social and environmental goals. However, such
agreement remained limited in scope, reaffirming broad commitments to environmental action while
omitting key principles such as the precautionary principle. Therefore, the Environmental Framework
Agreement served more as a foundational legal framework for future initiatives rather than a
comprehensive environmental agenda; even though it marked progress for Mercosur, it retained
several structural weaknesses: it lacks a dedicated dispute resolution mechanism for environmental
issues, indeed environmental disputes are typically resolved through negotiations at the presidential
level, restricting civil society participation. Along with this, SGT 6 lacks the institutional capacity to
assess environmental impact evaluations, including those for cross-border projects, further limiting its
effectiveness in enforcing regional environmental policies. In 2004, the Additional Protocol was
signed, establishing frameworks for cooperation and support during environmental emergencies; over
time, other instruments were introduced to address a range of environmental challenges, with actions
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and policies outlined by the GMC and CMC Resolutions and Guidelines (Hochstetler, 2003; Bressan
& Garcia, 2023).

Bressan and Garcia (2023) extensively examined the role of SGT 6, noting its significant contribution
to advancing the environmental aspects of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development with its 17
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 targets, approved in 2015 by the UN General
Assembly. Their analysis focuses on how the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs have been incorporated into
Mercosur’s framework, while also recognising the institutional challenges posed by limited
decision-making autonomy and the heavy dependence on nation-states’ prerogatives, key
characteristics of South American regionalism.

Between 2015 and 2020, SGT 6 convened twelve meetings, with the majority of discussions focusing
on SDGs 12, 13, 14, and 15. Notably, SDG 15 received considerable attention, addressing topics such
as the management of invasive alien species, desertification, and the rehabilitation of degraded land
and soils. During the same period, the RMMA held six meetings, three of which covered themes
aligned with the 2030 Agenda, including forests, biodiversity, climate change, and soil management.
By 2019, discussions expanded to include sustainable cities and urban mobility (SDG 11). However,
in 2020, the focus shifted to the environmental impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, with no
reference made to the SDGs or Agenda 2030. SGT-6 places significant emphasis on the collection,
monitoring, and dissemination of environmental data, which is essential for informed political
decision-making. To support this, the Mercosur Environmental Information System (SIAM) was
established, facilitating the implementation of the Mercosur Environmental Agenda within the
broader context of the 2030 Agenda by providing updated and reliable environmental data to guide
policy decisions. SGT 6 also regularly collaborates with other Sub-Working Groups, recognizing that
environmental issues often intersect with areas such as trade, cross-border matters, and agriculture.
This inter-group cooperation ensures that environmental concerns are integrated into wider policy
discussions. Addressing cross-border environmental challenges is a key priority for SGT 6, and
cooperation with other groups focused on similar issues helps mitigate conflicts and foster collective
action.

Uruguay’s 2018 Pro Tempore Presidency (PPTU) played a pivotal role in strengthening the
integration of the SDGs and the 2030 Agenda within Mercosur. During this term, Uruguay submitted
a Diplomatic Note to the GMC and the Mercosur Secretariat, advocating for the establishment of a
dedicated body to oversee SDG-related matters. This proposal led to the creation of the “Meeting of
High Authorities Responsible for the Sustainable Development Goals” (RARODS), which was
officially inaugurated during the CX Meeting of the GMC in Montevideo. This initiative reaffirmed
the centrality of the 2030 Agenda within Mercosur’s institutional framework. Building on this
development, the Mercosur Administrative Secretariat (SAM) actively promoted and mapped
SDG-related themes across social, economic and environmental sectors within various Mercosur
forums. RARODS played a crucial role in aligning regional integration efforts with the 2030 Agenda
by shaping policies, facilitating exchanges of best practices among member states, and formulating a
Work Plan to guide community-based initiatives. Working in close collaboration with other Mercosur
entities and backed by the Secretariat, RARODS ensured broad engagement in its activities. By 2019,
16 forums had incorporated the SDGs into their agendas, integrating 9 of 17 Goals and identifying 11
new initiatives aligned with them. Furthermore, Mercosur countries initiated cooperation in four key
areas to harmonise public policies. However, under Bolsonaro’s administration, RARODS was
suspended, bringing its activities to a standstill. Despite this setback, the research conducted by the
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Mercosur Secretariat up to 2019 remains a significant contribution to regional sustainability efforts
(Bressan and Garcia, 2023).

2.4 EU-Mercosur Relations: Legal, Political and Environmental Dimensions of the
Trade Agreement

2.4.1 Key Differences between Mercosur and the EU: Structural and Legal Perspectives

This section aims to explore the different structural, institutional and legal differences that define the
distinct nature of the EU and Mercosur. These differences shape the internal operation and external
interactions of each bloc, creating distinct dynamics in their respective regional integration processes.

Bajo (1999) provides a comprehensive analysis of the differences and similarities between Mercosur
and the EU, emphasising the asymmetrical nature of their relationship. A fundamental distinction lies
in their respective political and economic influence: while the EU is composed of developed
countries (DCs) and serves as a “power broker”, meaning a dominant actor in the international
system, Mercosur consists of less developed countries (LDCs) that struggle to assert their position on
the global stage. This disparity translates into an imbalance partnership, with the EU occupying a
position of greater authority. Another key difference lies in their levels of institutionalisation. The EU
has evolved into the most advanced regional integration project worldwide, culminating in a
monetary and economic union; in contrast, Mercosur remains a relatively less institutionalised entity,
functioning as an “imperfect” customs union with aspirations of becoming a common market. Its
governance structure is intergovernmental, with decisions taken by consensus rather than through
supranational institutions. Unlike the EU, Mercosur does not delegate authority to centralised
institutions, nor does it possess a supranational judiciary similar to the European Court of Justice.
Dispute resolution within Mercosur relies primarily on diplomatic negotiations and arbitration rather
than binding legal ruling. Moreover, while Mercosur has established a Joint Parliamentary
Commission, the development of a fully operational regional parliament still remains a long-term
objective. Despite these structural differences, both regional integration arrangements (RIAs)
encountered similar challenges, especially towards the end of the 20th century. Both blocs sought to
balance the processes of expansion and deepening integration. The EU undertook enlargement
towards Eastern Europe while simultaneously advancing economic integration through the
establishment of EMU. Similarly, Mercosur engaged in discussions with other South American
countries interested in joining the bloc while also participating in broader hemispheric negotiations,
such as the FTAA. Furthermore, both the EU and Mercosur have faced significant transformations in
their foreign policy strategies. These shifts have involved redefining their relationships with the US
and working towards greater coordination in their external policies at the regional level. Both regions
have confronted the pressures of global economic restructuring, financial globalisation and the
increasing multipolarity of the international system. Finally, it must be recognised that the two blocs
share important cultural and political traditions, rooted in historical ties and migration flows that have
shaped their interactions over time.

Mukhametdinov (2007) emphasises the contrasts between Mercosur and the EU, highlighting key
differences across various dimensions. These include the number of member states, Mercosur
comprises only four members while the EU 27; the age of the two blocs is a significant factor in their

development, with Mercosur established in 1991, in contrast to the EU’s longer history, originated
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from the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1957. The linguistic diversity within the EU is
also far greater, with 24 official languages compared to just 2 in Mercosur. Furthermore, the
geo-economic and geopolitical motivations behind the formation of the two organisations differ
substantially, as do their territorial extent, GDP and population sizes. These disparities illustrate the
fundamental differences between the two blocs, leading Mukhametdinov to assert that “the two
regions are as different as the countries that make them” (2007:209). This characterisation
underscores the challenges inherent in comparing and integrating these distinct regional entities, each
with its own unique set of economic, political and social dynamics.

To gain a deeper understanding of the EU-Mercosur Trade Agreement, it is essential to conduct a
legal analysis on the functioning of the internal market structures within both the EU and Mercosur.
This analysis will reference key legal frameworks, such as the Treaty on the Functioning of the
European Union (TFEU) and Treaty of Asuncidon, which underpin the operational mechanisms of
each bloc. A comprehensive understanding of the internal market dynamics is crucial for grasping the
foundational principles upon which the EU-Mercosur Trade Agreement is constructed.

The EU is an international organisation with conferred competences, meaning that it has the power to
act only in those fields upon which member states have conferred competences to it (art. 5(2) TEU).
The EU has shared competence in the establishment and functioning of the internal market (art. 4
TFEU), meaning that both the Union and its member states may legislate and adopt legally binding
acts. The definition of the internal market can be found in art. 26(2) TFEU, according to which “the
internal market shall comprise an area without internal frontiers in which the free movement of
goods, persons, services and capital is ensured in accordance with the provisions of the Treaties”. In
the internal market of the EU, a customs union is established (art. 28 TFEU), therefore customs duties
as well as quantitative restrictions on imports, exports and charges having equivalent effect are
prohibited between member states (art. 30, 34-35 TFEU), except for restrictions justified on the
grounds stated in art. 36 TFEU. In other words, all the goods produced in the internal market or
imported from third countries can freely move across borders. Therefore, it is evident that the idea of
an EU internal market goes well beyond the freedom of movement of goods, indeed it also includes
persons, services and capital. As reported by Ragonnaud Guillaume in a briefing of 2023, the internal
market is home to 447 million consumers and 23 million companies, thus making it one of the largest
and strongest markets in the world.

As stated on the official Mercosur website, the bloc represents a significant economic entity with a
population of 295 million and ranking as the fifth-largest market worldwide. Throughout this
dissertation, Mercosur has been defined as an “imperfect” customs union; this characterisation will be
further elucidated through an analysis of its internal market. As outlined in the treaty of Asuncion,
member states constitute a common market in which the free movement of goods, services and
factors of production between them is ensured; to this end, customs duties and charges having
equivalent effect shall be prohibited, a common external tariff as well as a common commercial
policy shall be adopted, especially with regards to third countries, and obviously state parties’ law
shall be harmonised (art. 1). More specifically, in terms of external action, member states shall take
measures to inhibit imports being affected by dumping, subsidies and other unfair practices; together
with this, member states shall develop national policies in order to establish common rules on
competition (art. 4). Similarly to the idea of the internal market in the EU, the main point is to
facilitate trade and economic cooperation within the bloc, removing barriers and allowing individuals
and businesses to invest and operate across borders; however, differently from the TFEU, the Treaty
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of Asuncién makes no reference to the free movement of persons, indeed it is only in 2010 that the
CMC issued the so-called “Estatuto de la Ciudadania del Mercosur”, including a series of rights in
favour of national of state parties. Therefore, not only nationals can move freely across member states
just by exhibiting ID cards, but they can also apply for a residence permit in the territory of another
member state where they can work and from where they can send remittances to their families in their
country of origin.

Hence, both blocs share the same purpose of achieving a certain level of regional integration, but the
outcomes of their efforts are markedly different. Indeed, the EU has developed a highly integrated
internal market that facilitates not only the free movement of goods and services, but also the
mobility of persons, workers, capital and payments. In contrast, Mercosur focuses mainly on
economic integration, but its progress is less advanced and remains more limited in scope,
particularly in terms of the movement of individuals and workers.

2.4.2 EU-Mercosur Trade Agreement: A Long Path Towards Strategic Objectives, Outcomes
and Mutual Benefits

Since the early stages of EU-Mercosur relations, both blocs have benefited from their partnership. At
that time, the full scope of the relationship was still in its formative phase, with only the initial steps
of cooperation becoming clearly visible. In the early 1990s, Mercosur emerged as a major destination
for European foreign direct investment (FDI), attracting over 50% of the FDI directed to Latin
America, surpassing both the United States and Japan, which received 40%. This surge in European
interest aligned with the region's economic recovery following the Cavallo and Real stabilisation
plans, which significantly reduced inflation and restored credit. Between 1990 and 1995, Mercosur’s
growth averaged 3.5% annually, despite Argentina’s economic slowdown caused by the “tequila
effect” triggered by the 1994 Mexican financial crisis. During this period, intra-regional trade within
Mercosur grew by 306%, primarily driven by the growing trade relations between Argentina and
Brazil. In terms of Mercosur's extra-regional exports, Europe remained the primary destination,
receiving 27% of exports in 1994, compared to 17% for the United States. From 1990 to 1996,
imports from the EU increased by 20.4%, slightly surpassing imports from the USA (19.8%). By
1992, when efforts to institutionalize the inter-regional relationship were first initiated, Mercosur
accounted for 53% of Latin American exports to the EU. However, by 1994, a gradual decline in this
trade relationship became evident, and by 2000, the EU’s share of Mercosur’s trade was projected to
decrease to 22% (Bajo, 1999). Today, as reported in the official website of the EU, “the EU is
Mercosur's number one trade and investment partner. EU exports to Mercosur were €56 billion in
goods in 2023 and €28 billion in services in 2022. The EU is the biggest foreign investor in Mercosur
with a stock of €340 billion in 2020”. However, Mercosur’s market has always remained highly
protected, and EU undertakings have faced many challenges, such as high import duties. These
barriers prompted the desire to establish a Trade Agreement aimed at increasing bilateral trade and
investments, lowering tariff and non-tariff barriers and simplifying burdensome procedures. Before
the Trade Agreement was reached, the two parties established a series of agreements that served as
essential preconditions for its development, laying the necessary groundwork for its negotiation and
eventual conclusion.

The signing of the EU-Mercosur Inter-regional Framework for Co-operation Agreement in December
1995 marked a crucial development in the relationship, coinciding with the implementation of the
Ouro Preto Protocol, which cemented Mercosur’s commitment to becoming a customs union and

granted Mercosur legal personality, allowing it to act as a unified entity in negotiations. This
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agreement represented a significant progression from earlier initiatives, including the 1992
Inter-Institutional Co-operation Agreement and the 1994 Joint Declaration. The Framework
Agreement aimed to institutionalize political dialogue and advance economic negotiations toward the
establishment of a free trade area. It laid the groundwork for a future inter-regional association
agreement, addressing key issues such as trade, economic cooperation and the exchange of
information. Moreover, it emphasised shared values between the two regions, including migration,
democracy, human rights and environmental and social rights. The agreement underscored the
principle of 'open regionalism' and alignment with World Trade Organization (WTO) norms. It also
established a Council for Ministerial Dialogue and a Trade Sub-Committee, signalling the preparation
for deeper trade liberalization between the EU and Mercosur (Bajo, 1999). According to
Bulmer-Thomas (2000), the Framework Cooperation Agreement had two main objectives: explicitly,
it aimed to establish an interregional association that would foster political, economic, financial,
social and cultural ties between the two regions; implicitly, it also sought to lay the groundwork for a
future free trade agreement.

By 1999, when Bajo's analysis was published, these early agreements had set the stage for the
ongoing development of the inter-regional relationship, although the full potential of cooperation had
yet to be realized. However, despite these advancements, Mercosur's institutionalisation remained a
significant challenge. In 1995, Mercosur established 11 Working Groups (WGs) to coordinate and
harmonize national regulations across member states. The EU also extended its support, focusing on
customs-related issues such as combating fraud and drug trafficking. Additionally, the EU initiated a
training program for Mercosur’s administrative and technical officials, offering them practical
experience at European airports, ports and border crossings. However, Mercosur’s relatively low
level of institutionalisation hindered its ability to effectively implement agreements and coordinate its
actions. This limitation highlighted the critical need for a more robust institutional framework within
Mercosur to ensure the successful execution of the Framework Agreement and facilitate long-term
cooperation with the EU (Bajo, 1999).

In 1996, the EU and Mercosur member states formalised their cooperation through an
Inter-institutional Cooperation Agreement, establishing a framework for interregional collaboration.
This agreement laid the foundation for deeper political and economic engagement between the two
blocs, leading to the creation of the EU-Mercosur Bi-regional Negotiations Committee (BNC). Since
its inception, the BNC has convened on multiple occasions, holding ten formal meetings to negotiate
key aspects of economic integration, including the free movement of goods, public procurement,
investment regulations, services, e-commerce and mechanisms for dispute resolution. Despite these
efforts to foster closer ties, the process of regional integration in Latin America has often faced
external geopolitical pressures. The US, historically wary of Latin American regionalism, has
consistently sought to undermine these integration efforts by promoting bilateral free trade
agreements (FTAs) with individual countries rather than supporting multilateral regional frameworks.
By 2006, the US sought to establish the FTAA, a comprehensive trade agreement encompassing all
countries in the Western Hemisphere. The FTAA was intended not only to supersede existing bilateral
and subregional trade agreements but also to serve as an alternative to deeper regional integration
efforts, such as those pursued within Mercosur. The US approach prioritised a market-driven,
bilateral strategy, aiming to engage individual nations rather than strengthening regional blocs. In
contrast, the EU pursued a fundamentally different strategy, seeking to negotiate an FTA with
Mercosur as a bloc rather than with individual member states. The EU’s approach aligned with its

61



broader commitment to regional integration, recognising Mercosur as a collective entity and
emphasising cooperation based on shared political, economic and regulatory frameworks. This
divergence in approach underscored a fundamental distinction in external trade policies: while the US
favoured fragmentation through bilateral agreements, the EU supported regional cohesion,
reinforcing Mercosur’s institutional framework and integration process (Vervaele, 2005).

The EU-Mercosur negotiations have been characterised by complexity and protraction, influenced by
Brazil’s leadership role within Latin America and its strategic use of Mercosur as both a political and
economic alliance. According to Klom (2003), Brazil’s ambition to consolidate regional power and
counterbalance global players such as the US and the EU played a pivotal role in shaping the course
of these negotiations. The EU-Mercosur negotiations formally began in 2000, encompassing 10
rounds of negotiations which contributed to and shaped the development of the agreement. The first
round took place in Buenos Aires in April 2000, followed by the second in Brussels in June 2000.
These initial discussions highlighted a fundamental divergence in negotiation styles, reflecting
cultural and procedural differences between the two blocs: Mercosur adopted a top-down approach,
establishing high-level objectives first and delegating technical details to experts later; by contrast,
the EU favoured a bottom-up process, gradually building agreements through informal consensus on
specific objectives. Recognising the risk of stagnation, Brazil took the lead in driving negotiations
forward, indeed the third round was held in Brazil in November 2000 and aimed to foster a
constructive negotiating environment, which facilitated further discussions. This progress was evident
in the fourth round in Brussels in March 2001, where negotiating texts were presented on key topics,
including competition policy, intellectual property rights, public procurement and dispute settlement.
However, internal tensions within Mercosur like Argentina’s economic struggles undermined the
bloc’s cohesion. Moreover, the 2001 FTAA Summit further complicated matters, prompting Brazil to
maintain parallel negotiations between the EU and FTAA to balance its strategic interests. Indeed, as
the dominant economy in the bloc, Brazil leveraged the prospect of an EU-Mercosur agreement to
counterbalance US influence in the region. In July 2001, the fifth round in Montevideo saw the EU
pushing for an accelerated timeline, while Mercosur preferred a more cautious approach. Despite
these differences, the outcome was positive: the EU presented an offer covering 90% of agricultural
trade and 100% of industrial trade, aligning with WTO free trade area rules. In the sixth round in
Brussels in October 2001, Mercosur submitted a counteroffer. Shortly after, in November, the WTO
launched a new negotiation cycle under the Doha Development Agenda, with Brazil playing a
notable role in shaping the discussions. By 2002, economic instability in Mercosur and a downturn in
the global economy forced both sides to scale back their ambitions. The seventh round in Buenos
Aires in April 2002 yielded little progress, but the eighth round in Brasilia in November 2002 led to
an agreement on methodological issues. The ninth and tenth rounds, planned for March and May
2003, aimed to align negotiations with WTO commitments, but they faced a major setback when
Brazil, Argentina and their G20+ allies blocked the WTO Doha Development Round in 2003,
stagnating negotiations. Furthermore, since 2004, negotiations remained largely frozen, primarily due
to disagreements over agricultural trade, indeed while the EU has become Mercosur’s largest trade
partner, strong opposition from European agricultural lobbies, particularly in France, has hindered
progress toward a free trade agreement. Meanwhile, internal disputes between Argentina and Brazil
over tariffs and market access have further complicated trade negotiations with external partners.
Efforts to revive the talks, particularly under the Spanish and Argentinian presidencies in early 2010,
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led to minimal progress. Consequently, it appeared unlikely that substantial movement would occur
until the conclusion of the 2010 WTO round (Klom, 2003; Carranza, 2006; Mattheis, 2010).

As reported on the official webpage “EU trade relations with Mercosur” of the European
Commission, in May 2016, the EU and Mercosur revitalised their negotiations by exchanging
updated market access proposals and accelerating the negotiation process. This involved holding
regular rounds of talks and meetings to maintain momentum and address key issues more frequently.
Finally, in June 2019 the EU and Mercosur finalised negotiations on trade aspects of the agreement
and reached what is defined by the European Commission (2019) as “an ambitious, balanced and
comprehensive trade agreement”. As reported in the press release by the European Commission
(2019), it 1s part of a wider Association Agreement and represents a strategic economic partnership
between the two regions: in the words of the then President of the Commission Junker, it is described
as “the largest trade agreement the EU has ever concluded” and it “creates a market of 780 million
people, providing enormous opportunities for EU businesses and workers”, as explained by the then
Commissioner for Trade Malmstrom. Obviously, the deal is convenient also for Mercosur: it helps the
integration of Mercosur industries into EU markets, thus making them more competitive. Evidently,
the agreement represents an advantageous deal for both sides of the Atlantic.

It might be useful to examine the key section of the agreement in principle to better understand the
following sections. Some parts of the Trade Agreement were released by the European Commission
(2024) as part of its transparency policy, primarily for informational purposes in response to the
increasing public interest. However, these chapters have since undergone additional revisions and
modifications, as will be explored in the following sections.

At that time, special focus was placed on the so-called Regional integration clause which states that
“Parties shall foster conditions which facilitate the movement of goods and services between and
within the two regions” (art. 10(1)): with respect to movement of goods, those goods manufactured in
a State Party of Mercosur and released for free circulation in the EU shall benefit from free
movement of goods within the EU under the conditions established by the TFEU, as well as a
Mercosur Member State shall apply to goods manufactured in the EU and imported in its territory
from another Mercosur Member State the same customs procedure as those applicable to goods
manufactured in Mercosur; with respect to services, EU Member States shall facilitate the freedom to
provide services to enterprises owned or controlled by persons of a State Party of Mercosur which are
established in the territory of an EU Member State, and vice versa (art. 10(2-3)). It is also remarkable
the text on Trade in Goods, in which art. 1 defines the objective of the EU and Mercosur, that is to
establish a Free Trade Area in accordance with the provisions of the Agreement and in conformity
with provisions established in the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT); in this Title,
there are common provisions on customs duties and non-tariff measures, in other words it is asserted
that each Party to the Trade Agreement “shall reduce and/or eliminate its customs duties on
originating goods” (art. 3(2)) and “no new customs duties shall be introduced nor increased in trade
of originating goods between Mercosur and the EU” (art. 3(7)), and no customs duties shall be
applied on goods re-entered after repair (art. 4(2)); moreover, each Party shall ensure that all fees
and other charges of whatever character other than import and export duties shall not represent an
indirect protection for domestic products or a taxation of imports or exports for fiscal purposes” (art.
5(1)), as well as quantitative restrictions are prohibited and therefore no Party shall adopt prohibition
or restriction on the importation and exportation of any good of the other Party or destined for the
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territory of another Party (art. 10(1)). Furthermore, it is also relevant the Title in Trade in services and
establishment: basically, market access shall be granted by a State Party to enterprises, investors,
services and services suppliers of another State Party providing a treatment which is no less
favourable than that provided for under the terms, conditions and limitations agreed and specified in
the related Annex concerning this issue (art. 3) (notice that the Annex is not yet specified); in
addition, such treatment shall not be less favourable than that accorded to State Party’s own
enterprises, investors, services and service suppliers (art. 4). This text includes a series of measures
concerning the entry and temporary stay into the territory of another State Party of key personnel,
graduate trainees, business services sellers, contractual services suppliers and independent
professionals: all these figures are defined in the following articles and for the fulfilment of criteria
for authorization, licensing or certification of investors and services suppliers, States Parties shall
recognise education and experienced obtained, licenses and certifications (art. 11). It is important to
stress that the measures applied to those figures are not applied to natural persons seeking access to
the employment market or citizenship, residence or employment on a permanent basis (art. 6(2)).
Particularly interesting is the Title on Competition, which highlights the differences between the EU
and Mercosur. As a matter of fact, competition laws in the Trade Agreement include different
provisions for the EU and Mercosur, indeed for the EU there is a reference to articles on competition
in the TFEU and the Council Regulation No 139/2004, while for Mercosur the national legislations
on competition of States Parties and their implementing regulations or amendments; another
difference is in terms of competition authority, that is the European Commission for the EU and the
national application authorities for Mercosur (art. 1). For what concerns principles of competition,
they are basically the same: “the Parties recognise the importance of free and undistorted competition
in their trade relations and acknowledge that anti-competitive practices and concentrations between
undertakings which significantly impede effective competition have the potential to affect the proper
functioning of markets and the benefits of trade liberalisation” (art. 2). Therefore, all the acts having
as objective the prevention, limitation and distortion of competition, as well as any abuse of dominant
position or substantial market power or notable market participation are prohibited, so this sounds
very likely to provisions established in both the TFEU and the Treaty of Asuncion and related
protocol. Along with competition, it is also noteworthy the section on Subsidies, according to which
subsidies can be granted in order to achieve a public policy objective, but Parties shall acknowledge
that certain subsidies may affect and distort the proper functioning of markets and undermine the
benefits of trade liberalisation (art. 1); in this regard, particular importance is given to cooperation,
therefore Parties shall “seek ways to coordinate positions and proposals regarding subsidies” and
“explore ways to improve transparency” (art. 2).

It is important to give particular emphasis to the chapter on Trade and Sustainable Development
(TSD), which commits both parties to uphold the ILO’s Fundamental Labour Conventions, promote
corporate social responsibility and responsible business conduct as outlined by the United Nations
Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, respect multilateral environmental agreements,
combat deforestation and encourage sustainable forest management. Additionally, the chapter
emphasizes the implementation of the Paris Agreement, including commitments to reforestation and
forest preservation (Baltensperger & Dadush, 2019). Moreover, considering the rising concerns due
to environmental issues, it is generally agreed that the protection of the environment is a fundamental
aspect for the survival of the present and future generations, and therefore over time declarations and
conferences have been issued to tackle this problem, so it is not surprising that at the beginning of
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this chapter the Parties recall Agenda 21, the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development, the
Johannesburg Declaration on Sustainable Development, and others. The reason why this chapter has
been added to the Trade Agreement is “to enhance the integration of sustainable development in the
Parties’ trade and investment relationship, notably by establishing principles and actions concerning
labour and environmental aspects of sustainable development” (art. 1(1-2)), indeed States Parties
recognise the interdependent connection between social, economic and environmental dimensions
and commit themselves in establishing an international trade that contributes to the objective of
sustainable development (art. 1(3)). It is affirmed that the right to regulate and the levels of protection
are decided by each Party, indeed “the Parties recognise the right of each Party to determine its
sustainable development policies and priorities, to establish the levels of domestic environmental and
labour protection and to adopt or modify its law and principles” (art. 2). This chapter is of particular
significance because States Parties recognise the fundamental role of trade in environmental issues:
first of all, States Parties recognise “multilateral environment agreements as a response of the
international community to global or regional environmental challenges” and so reaffirm their
commitment to promote and implement these multilateral agreements (art.5); similarly, States Parties
recognise the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change as a way to address climate change,
therefore “each Party shall implement the UNFCCC and the Paris Agreement” (art. 6). In addition,
Parties recognise the role that trade can play in contributing to the conservation and sustainable use of
biological diversity and to the management of forests, therefore they shall implement effective
measures to reduce illegal trade in wildlife and illegal logging and related trade (art. 7-8). Finally,
according to art. 14, the Parties establish a Sub-Committee on Trade and Sustainable Development,
composed of senior officials from each Party and with the function of facilitating and monitoring the
effective implementation of this chapter.

2.4.3 Agricultural, Political and Economic Challenges: Leveraging Delays in Ratification for
Stronger Environmental Commitments

The objective of this section is to highlight that delays in the ratification of the agreement played a
fundamental role in the improvement of Mercosur’s environmental policies. Specifically, these
delays, driven largely by the EU’s concerns over Brazil’s environmental governance, were pivotal in
enhancing and strengthening environmental standards in the region. As a result, these setbacks
reignited optimism for concluding the deal.

The EU-Mercosur Trade Agreement falls under the category of mixed agreements, meaning that both
the EU and its Member States are signatories. As a result, individual Member States have the power
to delay or block the agreement’s entry into force by withholding or postponing ratification. The
ratification of this agreement encountered significant obstacles due to environmental and agricultural
concerns. Opposition in Europe largely stems from three primary issues: the anticipated adverse
effects on EU agriculture, the Brazilian government's approach to environmental protection and
indigenous rights under President Bolsonaro, and fears that the tariff reductions could exacerbate
deforestation, particularly in Brazil; along with this, the surge of fires in the Amazon in 2019 further
heightened these concerns. European farmers, especially in France, Ireland, and Belgium, have
strongly criticised the agreement, warning that tariff reductions and expanded quotas for agricultural
products like beef and chicken would threaten their livelihoods. They argue that Mercosur producers
benefit from lower environmental and labour standards, while the quality controls on agricultural

products from Mercosur countries are less stringent than those in Europe. On the environmental and
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human rights front, civil society organizations have called on the EU to take a strong position to
prevent further deterioration in Brazil. Amnesty International, for example, has condemned the
Bolsonaro administration for its anti-human rights rhetoric, efforts to suppress civil society
organizations, and actions that undermine the rights of Brazilian citizens. Another major concern
raised by European public figures and parliamentarians is the potential for the trade agreement to
contribute to further deforestation in Mercosur countries. Cattle ranching, along with the cultivation
of soybeans (used as feed for meat and ethanol production) and sugarcane (for ethanol), is widely
recognized as a key driver of deforestation, particularly in Brazil and Argentina, through both direct
and indirect land-use changes. While the beef quotas introduced by the agreement are not expected to
lead to a major increase in Mercosur beef production, the ethanol quotas are more significant, and the
demand for ethanol production and trade is expected to grow substantially (Baltensperger & Dadush,
2019).

Among the strongest opponents, France and Ireland can be mentioned. For what concerns France,
President Macron openly declared that “the deal did not offer enough environmental guarantees,
dashing hopes that the agreement would be inked”; moreover, he worries that “far-right parties could
use the perceived downsides of the agreement on France’s beef and poultry sectors to attract votes
from farmers in the June elections for the European Parliament” (Demarais, 2024). Indeed, these
parties might take advantage of the sceptical public opinion on this trade deal: farmers protested
against the EU, which “seeks to limit the environmental harm of farming and to force farmers to cut
their greenhouse gas emissions”, and therefore “farmers blame Brussels for the staunch price
competition not only from Ukraine but also already from South America” (Téhtinen, 2024).
Furthermore, Nicolas Hulot, former Minister for the Ecological and Inclusive Transition, defined the
trade as something “completely contradictory to our climate ambitions” (Barroux, 2019), indeed in
his opinion this trade would enable rainforest clearance in Brazil in order to satisfy the international
demand of timber, soya and beef (Sauer, 2019).

The issue of deforestation in Brazil is at the core of the discussion: not only Macron, but also former
Irish Prime Minister Varadkar explicitly said that they would not vote in favour of the agreement
unless Brazil takes action to protect its forests: in the words of Varadkar “there is no way that Ireland
will vote for the EU-Mercosur Free Trade Agreement if Brazil does not honour its environmental
commitments” (Al Jazeera, 2019). Moreover, also in Ireland the public opinion is against the trade
arguing that “cheap beef and steak from Brazil and Argentina would put pressure on beef farmers
across Europe” and that “the same environmental, ethical and health standards as the EU’s wouldn’t
be met; even climate change activists expressed concern about doing a deal with Brazil, whose
President Jair Bolsonaro has threatened to cut down Amazon rainforests to supply more land to beef
farmers” (Ni Aodha, 2019).

Together with France and Ireland, other Member States are reluctant to sign the agreement: first of
all, it is worth-mentioning the declaration made by Jean Asselborn, Minister of Foreign and European
Affairs in Luxembourg, who by referring to the chapter on Trade and Sustainable Development and
the necessary commitment to the Paris Agreement, states that Luxembourg do not sign the agreement
unless Brazil takes action to comply with the obligations of the Paris Agreement (Le Gouvernment
Luxembourgeois, 2019). Moreover, Slovakia is another country ready to stop the deal, as explained
by former Agriculture Minister Gabriela Matecna, “The way Brazil has been treating the Amazon
rainforest lately cannot be accepted. (...) The Union should stop the import of agricultural products
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which are produced while disobeying European ecological standards. We'll spare many carbon
dioxide (CO2) emissions, which are the result of exporting food across half the world”, hence,
similarly to French public opinion, Slovakia highlights the contradictory attitude of the EU, which
asks farmers to use less chemicals, improve conditions of animals and protect the environment, while
signing such an agreement with countries which do not respect environmental requirements, thus
creating unfair competition for EU farmers with agricultural products of lower quality and safety
(Bne IntelliNews, 2019). Such threats for both the environment and farming sector were discussed
also in the Austrian Parliament, which voted almost unanimously to reject the draft free trade
agreement, as well as in the Netherlands where the Dutch parliament rejected the agreement and
some agricultural organisations and environmental groups pointed out that there should be less free
trade and more regulations of supply and demand (Oltermann, 2019; IEDE News, 2020a). Italy
shares the same perspective, with Agriculture Minister, Francesco Lollobrigida stating that the draft
agreement was “not acceptable” and emphasising the need for Mercosur countries to comply with EU
standards regarding workers’ rights and environmental protection (Reuters, 2024). Last but not least,
including Angela Merkel, former German Prime Minister, “expressed serious doubts about the
continuation of the trade (...) due to the fires and illegal logging in the Brazilian jungle” (IEDE
News, 2020b).

Hence, the road to ratification is a long one and the main point for many EU Member States is the
environmental impact of this trade, especially with regard to Brazil, whose environmental policy
under the presidency of Bolsonaro is particularly questionable.

Bolsonaro's position on climate change is clear: while he does not outright deny global warming, he
has reframed the issue as a battle between a globalist agenda and Brazilian sovereignty.
Unsurprisingly, upon taking office, he swiftly dismantled government bodies dedicated to climate
policy and prioritised economic growth over environmental protection. His administration facilitated
the expansion of agriculture, mining and cattle ranching in the Amazon, sparking concerns both
domestically and internationally. Furthermore, Bolsonaro has repeatedly threatened to withdraw
Brazil from the Paris Agreement, viewing it as an attempt to impose foreign interference on the
country’s agricultural practices and management of natural resources (Escobar, 2019). Bolsonaro's
anti-environmental policies earned him the reputation of being a "catastrophe for the environment".
From the outset of his presidency, he openly refused to recognize Indigenous lands, effectively
encouraging loggers, miners and land-grabbers to encroach upon these territories, leading to a surge
in land conflicts and legitimising violence. Additionally, his administration approved hundreds of
pesticides deemed highly hazardous to both human health and the environment, many of which,
including the herbicide atrazine, are banned in the European Union (Gonzaga, 2022).

Lula’s presidency has brought renewed optimism regarding environmental protection, as he has
reaffirmed commitments to preserving the Amazon and safeguarding Indigenous communities. One
of the key strategies employed by his administration is diplomacy. For instance, in February 2023,
Presidents Biden and Lula met at the White House to revive the cooperative efforts initiated in 2015
under the US-Brazil Climate Change Working Group. This renewed partnership aims to combat
deforestation and environmental degradation, with the US providing financial support for the
protection of the Brazilian Amazon. A significant step taken by Lula was the reactivation of the
Amazon Fund, a REDD+ financing mechanism that had been suspended under Bolsonaro’s
administration. The fund plays a crucial role in fighting deforestation channelling resources into
conservation projects. Moreover, unlike Bolsonaro who rejected the EU’s proposal at the UN
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Environment Assembly (UNEA-4) to commit all nations to achieving zero deforestation and instead
rebranded it as “zero illegal deforestation”, Lula has positioned Brazil as a key player in global
environmental discussions. Under his leadership, Brazil actively participated in the UN Environment
Assembly (UNEA-6) in February 2024, where it also served as vice-president alongside Portugal
(Rocha, 2024). Without a doubt these improvements in Brazilian environmental policy have played a
fundamental role for the re-starting of the negotiations concerning the EU-Mercosur Trade
Agreement, encouraging key leaders to push for a conclusion. In June 2023, European Commission
President Ursula von der Leyen and Lula met and discussed about the intention of concluding the
agreement by the end of the year; in an EU-Mercosur Joint Press Statement, it was declared that the
two blocs “are engaged in constructive discussions (...); considerable progress has been made (...);
negotiations continue with the ambition to conclude the process and reach an Agreement”
(Directorate General for Trade and Economic Security, 2023).

A crucial point to emphasise is that Bolsonaro’s controversial environmental policies became a
significant barrier to the ratification of the EU-Mercosur Trade Agreement. Widespread opposition
among EU member states led to delays in finalising the deal, as many governments refused to
endorse an agreement with a country perceived as neglecting environmental commitments. At the
same time, Bolsonaro’s disregard for environmental protection intensified international discontent,
prompting stronger demands for corrective measures. This growing opposition underscored the
negative impact of his presidency on Brazil’s global standing and reinforced the need for a more
responsible environmental policy, later embraced by Lula. Consequently, these delays served a dual
purpose: they acted as leverage to pressure Brazil into adopting stronger environmental policies while
also becoming a necessary condition for advancing the EU-Mercosur agreement. Hence, in response
to political pressure from the EU’s agricultural sector and environmental advocates, the agreement
was revised and created new opportunities for key economic sectors in both the EU and Mercosur.

2.4.4 Environmental Governance in the EU-Mercosur Trade Agreement: Addressing
Sustainability Clauses, Compliance and Enforcement

International concerns and the subsequent delays in the ratification process triggered a series of
discussions and negotiations between March 2023 and December 2024, which led to revisions of the
initial agreement, including the addition of new chapters. In the end, by December 2024, the EU and
Mercosur reached a political agreement on an updated Partnership Agreement, which in Ursula von
der Leyen’s own words (European Commission, 2024):

“This is a win-win agreement, which will bring meaningful benefits to consumers and businesses, on
both sides. We are focused on fairness and mutual benefit. We have listened to the concerns of our
farmers and we acted on them. This agreement includes robust safeguards to protect your livelihoods.
EU-Mercosur is the biggest agreement ever, when it comes to the protection of EU food and drinks
products. More than 350 EU products now are protected by a geographical indication. In addition,
our European health and food standards remain untouchable. Mercosur exporters will have to
comply strictly with these standards to access the EU market. This is the reality of an agreement that
will save EU companies €4 billion worth of export duties per year.”
The deal is notable for its emphasis on new sustainability commitments, including the incorporation
of the Paris Agreement as a key element of the EU-Mercosur relationship. It also includes pledges to
halt deforestation, enforceable commitments to sustainable development, such as labour rights and
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the sustainable management and conservation of forests, and an active role for civil society
organisations in overseeing the agreement’s implementation, particularly regarding human rights and
environmental concerns (European Commission, 2024). In this regard, two key documents resulting
from recent discussions can be analysed. First, the commitment to the Paris Agreement as an essential
component of the deal, meaning that the failure in respecting this commitment could lead to serious
consequences for the agreement. State Parties acknowledge that climate change represents a global
challenge, requiring international cooperation to mitigate greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and its
adverse effects, therefore State Parties not only reaffirm their commitment to the Paris Agreement,
adopted under the UNFCCC, in accordance with the principles of equity and common but
differentiated responsibilities, but they are also required to remain signatory States (art. XX (1-2)). To
ensure compliance, each State Party shall take any measures to fulfil obligations under this
agreement. If a Party violates these commitments, an enforcement mechanism has been established,
beginning with consultation with the breaching Party to solve the issue in an amicable way, followed
by dispute resolution procedures. As a last resort, the agreement can be suspended (art. XY (1-7)). It
is remarkable that these enforcement mechanisms are pivotal to ensure that climate commitments are
not merely symbolic but legally binding and enforceable.

Second, the Annex to the Trade and Sustainable Development chapter. This chapter has already been
analysed at the end of section 2.4.2 EU-Mercosur Trade Agreement: A Long Path Towards Strategic
Objectives, Outcomes and Mutual Benefits. However, the 2024 Annex is much more comprehensive:
it references a wider list of environmental protection instruments, which includes not only the
aforementioned, but also the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the Kunming-Montreal
Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF), the UN Convention to Combat Desertification, the UN
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and others, while also specifying new mechanisms
for cooperating, implementing measures and monitoring climate action (art. A.2.15-19). It supports
the development of interregional sustainable value chains by promoting responsible mining practices
and the production of lithium-ion batteries and not only it recognises the need for targeted policy
measures, but it also aims to accelerate capability building, particularly in developing countries,
enabling their effective participation in strategic manufacturing industries vital to the energy
transition. These industries require significant investments, state-of-the-art technology and a highly
skilled workforce, while also underscoring the importance of inclusive policies that foster greater
participation of women in these sectors (art. A.3. 32-33; A.5. 43-44). Moreover, the Annex
emphasises multilateral cooperation on trade-related sustainability measures, extending beyond the
implementation of international commitments on climate change, biodiversity, environmental
protection and ILO labour standards. Indeed, it also highlights the need to strengthen the role of
indigenous peoples and local communities in advancing sustainable development and the importance
of enhancing traceability and certification systems within value chains to ensure transparency,
compliance and sustainability in trade practices (Art. B.2. 48).

Although it does not include enforceable sanctions, the Annex establishes a more comprehensive and
structured framework for integrating sustainability into trade between the EU and Mercosur,
emphasising clear commitments, cooperation mechanisms and enhanced monitoring to ensure
compliance.

To provide further clarification, it is essential to acknowledge that the successful conclusion of
negotiations represents a significant milestone in the process of finalising the EU-Mercosur
agreement. Following a legal review by both parties, the text will be translated into all official EU
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languages and subsequently submitted to the Council of the EU, followed by the necessity of securing
a majority in the European Parliament, and thereafter the agreement must be ratified by each
individual EU member state. So, while the ratification process for Mercosur countries is expected to
proceed swiftly, the EU might necessitate a more extended timeline.

2.5 Final Remarks

This chapter has examined the creation and evolution of Mercosur, highlighting Brazil’s leading role
in shaping its trajectory. The formation has been a complex process, marked by both internal and
external challenges. Particular emphasis has been placed on environmental governance within
Mercosur, which has been significantly influenced by Brazil’s domestic politics. The contrasting
approaches of Bolsonaro and Lula illustrate how shifts in Brazilian leadership can directly impact
regional environmental commitments, with Bolsonaro undermining and hindering environmental
protection and Lula reaffirming adherence to key multilateral environmental agreements.

A crucial finding of this chapter is that Brazilian environmental governance has not only shaped
regional policies within Mercosur, but it has also played a decisive role in its relationship with the
EU. The prolonged and often contentious EU-Mercosur negotiations show how environmental
concerns have become a central issue in trade agreements. As already explained, the initial agreement
reached in 2019 faced strong resistance from European farmers and environmentalists, who were
worried about Mercosur’s low level of environmental governance and demanded stricter
environmental commitments, including compliance with the Paris Agreement and additional
enforcement mechanisms.

Ultimately, this analysis underscores Brazil’s pivotal role in both the institutional and environmental
dimensions of Mercosur. It highlights how interregional negotiations with the EU have acted as a
catalyst for stronger environmental governance within Mercosur, as compliance with international
standards has become a prerequisite for advancing economic and political cooperation. This dynamic
illustrates the growing interdependence between trade, environmental policy and regional
governance, thus reinforcing the idea that environmental protection is increasingly integral to global
economic partnerships.
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3. The Rise of BRICS: Interregional Power, Internal Dynamics
and Environmental Diplomacy

3.1 BRICS as a Rising Power in the Global South: Exploring Perspectives on
Interregionalism and Observing a New World Order

In 2001, Jim O’Neill, former Chief Economist and Chairman of Goldman Sachs Asset Management
in London, introduced the acronym BRIC in his research report Building Better Global Economic
BRICs. He identified Brazil, Russia, India and China as the world’s most rapidly expanding
economies and emerging investment hubs, possessing substantial growth potential in the early 21st
century and the capacity to reshape the global economic order (Lumumba-Kasongo, 2015; Lowe,
2016; Naik, 2019; Kaura, 2024). The acronym was expanded to BRICS in 2010 with the inclusion of
South Africa, reflecting the group’s increasing geopolitical significance (Epstein, 2014).

O’Neill was particularly concerned with the evolving role of these economies in global finance and
projected that within a decade, the BRICs, particularly China, would experience substantial economic
expansion, raising critical questions regarding the global implications of their fiscal and monetary
policies. In 2003, Goldman Sachs further substantiated these projections with the report Dreaming
with the BRICs: The Path to 2050, which forecasted that by 2050, the BRICs economies would
surpass the G6 nations (including the US, Germany, Japan, the UK, France and Italy) in total GDP
measured in US dollars. In this way, the firm’s analysis conferred legitimacy upon the BRICs
countries as emerging global powers, reinforcing their position within the international economic
system (Mansfield et al., 2014; Stuenkel, 2014).

Before delving into the origins, evolution and defining characteristics of the BRICS, it is essential to
consider the broader geopolitical and economic landscape that shaped its formation. The transition
from a unipolar to a multipolar world order has redefined global power dynamics, creating the
conditions for the BRICS to emerge as a pivotal force in global governance. Examining this shift,
along with the role of interregionalism, provides critical insights into the bloc’s rise and its
implications for global economic and political structures.

First of all, a fundamental element in understanding the emergence of the BRICS is the concept of the
Global South, which encompasses Africa, Latin America and Asia, and carries not only geographical
implications but also political, historical and economic significance. The origins of this idea can be
traced back to the 7th Special Session of the UN General Assembly in 1975, which resulted in a
resolution on development and international cooperation. Notably, Section V of this resolution
specifically addressed collaboration among developing nations. In 1978, the UN General Assembly
established the Special Unit for South-South Cooperation within the UN Development Programme
(UNDP), tasked with promoting, coordinating and supporting South-South cooperation and
Triangular cooperation both within the UN system and on a global scale (Lumumba-Kasongo, 2015).
The Global South is characterised by persistent challenges, such as poverty, environmental
degradation, human rights violations, regional conflicts, displacement, hunger and disease; however,
the region also presents considerable opportunities. As Naik (2019) reports, Mahler in “From the
Tricontinental to the Global South: Race, Radicalism, and Transnational Solidarity” (2018) argues
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that in recent years, the term “Global South” has been used to describe spaces and populations
adversely affected by capitalist globalisation. Similarly, Stuenkel in “The BRICS and the Future of
Global Order” (2015) contends that over the past decade, interregional alliances among Global South
nations have proliferated, facilitating structural transformations in developing countries akin to those
experienced by European states in the 20th century. As noted by Daniel and Virk (2014a), the
proliferation of inter-state groupings is a defining characteristic of the evolving contemporary world.
Many of these alliances are issue-specific, such as BASIC (Brazil, South Africa, India and China), a
coalition focused on climate change negotiations; others, like the G20, transcend the traditional
North-South divide in international politics, whereas the rise of BRICS has spurred the creation of
numerous similar formations reflecting ongoing efforts to identify the next emerging economic
powers within the Global South. A central feature of emerging powers’ efforts to democratise global
affairs and challenge the disproportionate influence that the Global North has historically held in
shaping global discourse is South-South cooperation. By fostering collaboration among developing
countries, this approach aims to balance the power dynamics that have long favoured the Global
North (Stuenkel, 2013).

The early 21st century has witnessed a marked transformation in the global order, characterised by
the decline of Western hegemony and the concurrent rise of emerging economies. Barma et al. (2009)
conceptualise this shift as the emergence of a world order increasingly independent of Western
influence, wherein rising economies are strengthening their interconnectedness as they ascend
collectively. This evolution marks the emergence of a new era in which global interactions are no
longer dictated by traditional Western power centers but instead increasingly shaped by alternative
hubs of influence. Unay (2013) further argues that the international system experienced profound
transformation, shifting from a unipolar, post-Cold War order to a more complex and heterogeneous
configuration of global political and economic relations. This transition is widely attributed to a
multifaceted decline in Western political, economic and cultural hegemony, giving rise to a more
diversified system in which emerging powers assert their strategic interests, normative frameworks
and alternative worldviews. At the core of this transformation lies a redistribution of global power
and an intensification of interdependence between established and rising actors. A key driver of this
transformation has been the acceleration of global integration, facilitated by transnational production
networks and the intensified flows of trade, finance, information and services. This process gained
further importance in the aftermath of the 2008 global financial crisis, which exposed structural
vulnerabilities in mature industrial economies, including the US, Western Europe and Japan, while
simultaneously reinforcing the economic ascent of emerging markets such as China, India and Brazil.
These rising economies have assumed pivotal roles in global supply chains and production networks,
leveraging their manufacturing capacities and vast labour forces to strengthen their economic
influence and reshape the architecture of global governance (Unay, 2013).

The ascendancy of emerging economies in the Global South has consequently stimulated debate
regarding the driving forces behind this transformation, its origins and the evolving relationship
between market dynamics, state intervention and societal structures within the global capitalist
system. Despite their economic growth, BRICS countries continue to face significant socio-economic
challenges, with a substantial portion of their populations remaining impoverished, unemployed and
politically marginalised. Between 2000 and 2008, developing and transitional economies accounted
for nearly 60% of the global output increase, with half of this growth originating from the BRICS.
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Over the same period, their share of global GDP rose from 16% to 20%. Notwithstanding ideological
differences and internal political weaknesses, the rise of these actors increasingly challenges the
legitimacy and efficacy of traditional institutions governing the international political economy.
Emerging powers contend that the prevailing economic paradigms, largely propagated by
industrialised nations and rooted in an exploitative form of capitalism, have led to systemic failures,
exacerbating social inequalities and environmental degradation. In response, the Global South has
advanced the agenda of South-South cooperation, which advocates for a multipolar international
order, characterised by the coexistence of multiple global and regional centres of power. This vision
promotes the decentralisation of resources, more effective and equitable management of global affairs
and greater inclusivity in economic development processes. Moreover, it emphasises the imperative
of enhancing public participation in the formulation and implementation of national development
strategies (Lumumba-Kasongo, 2015).

In this regard, liberal economists and scholars of liberal institutionalism in international relations
emphasise the emergence of a more inclusive and multipolar global political economy, characterised
by deeper engagement between established and rising powers and the formation of intricate
interdependencies. From this perspective, the ongoing transformation is viewed as a positive
development, with the potential to enhance global peace and stability by fostering complex
socio-economic linkages that mitigate the risks of military conflict and systemic volatility. At this
point, a critical question concerns the extent to which the traditional center-periphery model remains
applicable in the context of the emerging multipolar global order and specifically, its implications for
BRICS countries. The classical center-periphery framework conceptualised the world economy as
structured around two asymmetrically positioned poles, wherein core economies exerted control over
peripheral regions; industrialised nations at the core dominated global manufacturing and consistently
generated trade surpluses, which they channeled to the periphery through financial capital, thereby
reinforcing economic dependency. However, the extent to which this framework remains relevant in
light of the growing agency of emerging economies requires further exploration (Unay, 2013).

Kékonen (2014) highlights that various international relations theories, including world-systems
analysis, power transition theory, hegemonic war theory and long-cycle theory, generally assert that
emerging powers are likely to challenge the existing global order. In particular, he references the
work by Green and Kliman titled “China’s Hard Power and the Potential for Conflict in Asia” (2011)
to examine the dynamics of power transitions, emphasising that rising states, especially authoritarian
ones, rarely achieve prominence without encountering resistance; however, this does not imply that
power transitions necessarily culminate in conflict. The likelihood of confrontation depends largely
on the structure of the prevailing international system. When a dominant hegemony restricts the
influence of emerging powers, these states may resort to coercive measures to safeguard their
interests. Conversely, in an international order governed by well-established rules and robust
institutions that enable rising states to assert influence through legitimate channels, systemic conflict
is not inevitable. Nonetheless, such states will likely seek to reshape global governance in ways that
reflect their strategic interests.

According to Kékonen (2014), the effectiveness of BRICS as a global actor, whether as a catalyst for
systemic transformation or as a coalition amplifying its voice within the existing order, hinges on
several critical factors. While the grouping serves as a platform representing emerging economies, the
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extent to which its members trust one another enough to engage in coordinated action remains
uncertain. Therefore, a key question is whether the BRICS operates as a cohesive institution
advocating for the collective interests of rising states or merely functions as a framework through
which its members pursue individual national agendas. Should the latter be the case, the BRICS may
struggle to establish itself as a transformative force in international relations, instead remaining a
loosely connected alliance with limited global influence.

Naik (2019) similarly observes that the rise of new emerging global powers has significantly
reshaped and influenced international political discourse by challenging long-standing power
structures. The growing economic and political influence of the BRICS members represents a notable
shift in the global distribution of power, as these nations, often referred to as “emerging economies”
or “rising powers”, strive to reshape the international system. A central feature of this transformation
is the expansion of interregionalism, a framework that enables collaboration across multiple levels.
This model of engagement has strengthened ties among states from different geographical areas that
share common strategic interests, contributing to the emergence of a more multipolar world order.
The increasing relevance of interregional cooperation within the Global South has drawn substantial
academic interest, as numerous countries in the region have sought to advance shared goals through
joint initiatives. The economic growth of nations such as China, India, Brazil, South Africa,
Argentina, Nigeria, Turkey and Indonesia has played a crucial role in fostering interregional
partnerships designed to promote both regional development and broader global objectives. In this
context, unlike traditional regional alliances, the BRICS stands out as an interregional group
addressing multidimensional issues relevant to the Global South; it has emerged as a pivotal forum
for enhancing cooperation, reinforcing diplomatic and economic relations among its members, and
pursuing collective strategies. Moreover, it serves as a strategic tool for amplifying the influence of
its member states in global governance, ultimately shaping the evolving role of the Global South in
international affairs.

Building on these considerations, the concept of interregionalism emerged as a key framework, which
is often described as the third wave of regionalism and gained prominence in the 1990s as a means of
restructuring the post-Cold War international order. Naik (2019) contextualises interregionalism by
drawing on various scholars: he references Gaens’ work “The Rise of Interregionalism: The Case of
the European Unions Relations with East Asia” (2011), which explains that interregionalism has
become increasingly system-centric and is characterised by its multidimensional nature; furthermore,
he cites both “IBSA and the EU: Triadic North-South Interregionalism?” (2008) by Gratius and
“Introduction: The EU as a Global Actor and the Role of Interregionalism” (2005) by Soderbaum
and Van Langenhove in order to argue that interregionalism in the Global South has evolved into a
“hybrid” model. Indeed, unlike traditional region-to-region interactions, this approach prioritises
partnerships among individual states from different regions with common strategic objectives. This
peculiar structure has led to the increased participation of numerous emerging economies in
interregional arrangements.

Historically, the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) played a crucial role in fostering an independent
geopolitical stance, distancing itself from Cold War rivalries. In the contemporary era, the rise of
interregionalism in the Global South is largely driven by the expanding ambitions of emerging
powers. Countries such as Brazil, South Africa, India and China have significantly increased their
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diplomatic and economic engagements beyond their immediate regions, signalling a shift not only in
hard power dynamics but also in soft power influence (Naik, 2019).

The framework of interregionalism has played a fundamental role in shaping the strategies and
interaction of emerging economies, particularly within the Global South. It has contributed to the
growing influence of alliances like the BRICS, which operate beyond traditional regionalism to
establish a more interconnected and multipolar world order. In the next sections, these theoretical
perspectives will be applied to a deeper analysis of the BRICS’ emergence and its role within the
evolving interregional and international landscape.

3.2 The BRICS Grouping: Aspirations, Divergences and Global Impact

3.2.1 The Rationale Behind BRICS

The emergence of the BRICS coalition is widely interpreted by scholars as both a strategic reaction to
a Western-dominated international system perceived as inequitable for emerging countries and a
collective effort by emerging powers to enhance their global representation, amplify their voices and
safeguard their interests. These motivations driven by the need for greater influence in global affairs
can be considered as the leading factors prompting Brazil, Russia, India, China and later South Africa
to unite under the BRICS framework. Along with this, the historical, economic and geopolitical
context also represents a relevant dimension in understanding the BRICS’s formation. This section
explores the interplay between these driving forces, which underpin the development and evolution of
the BRICS.

The temporary decline in the legitimacy of the US, coupled with a powerful declinist narrative,
created a window of opportunity for emerging powers to present themselves as aspirants to greater
global responsibility and stability (Stuenkel, 2014). A significant shift in global power was underway,
with influence gradually moving away from the US and Europe toward emerging economies such as
China, India and Brazil. This transition contributed to a world that was less Western-centric and more
ideologically diverse. Stuenkel (2013) further argues that the economic liberalisation of emerging
markets began to yield substantial returns, resulting in consistently higher growth rates compared to
developed economies; meanwhile, the US faced mounting challenges, such as costly and potentially
miscalculated military interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan, coupled with the prolonged and
complex war on terrorism, which strained US resources and undermined its global legitimacy. This
created an opening for emerging powers to assert greater influence on the international stage.

The global financial crisis of 2007-2008, originated in the US, precipitated a broader legitimacy crisis
within the international financial system, further accelerating the redistribution of global economic
power (Stuenkel, 2013). The pivotal role of major emerging economies like the BRICS became
increasingly evident during this financial crisis, which exposed the vulnerability of Western
economies to systemic financial disruptions, thus prompting the rise of the BRICS as an influential
economic bloc (Kékonen, 2014). Bijarnia (2013) observes that this crisis intensified discussions on
the urgent need to reform the global financial architecture, highlighting critical shortcomings such as
weak regulatory frameworks, a lack of transparency and the undemocratic nature of financial
institutions, all factors that stemmed partially from the historically marginal role of developing
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nations in global financial governance. However, in recent years, BRICS members have been gaining
influence within the international system and given their growing economic and political clout, they
are widely regarded as having the potential to reshape global financial structures, advocate for a more
inclusive and equitable governance model and enhance the representation of developing economies in
shaping international financial policies.

As a result of the 2007-2008 financial crisis, investors began to reassess the degree of market
integration among emerging economies. Over the past two decades, these economies have
experienced unprecedented economic, regional and financial interconnectedness. Their significance
in the global economy increased following the crisis, as their share of global output expanded. As
reported by Patel (2019), between 1999 and 2007 their collective contribution to global output grew
steadily, only to decline in 2008 and 2009 due to the financial downturn; however, by 2010, their
share rebounded as economic recovery took hold and from 2011 onward, a downward trend emerged,
stabilising around 20% of global output.

In this context, the BRICS coalition can be seen as a significant force in global affairs, actively
challenging the traditional Western-dominated international order. As the global landscape evolves,
the BRICS has positioned itself as both a catalyst for change and a counterweight to US hegemony
(Kékonen, 2014). Historically, these countries have challenged Western hegemony through
communist, socialist or non-aligned discourses; they frequently unite in advocating for greater
influence and decision-making authority within international financial and economic institutions,
including the IMF, the World Bank, the WTO, as well as global governance structures such as the UN
(Unay, 2013). More specifically, the coalition was established to counter the dominance of Western
powers in international institutions and to better represent the interests of emerging economies. As a
matter of fact, the BRICS seeks to achieve this by fostering economic and diplomatic coordination,
creating alternative financial structures and reducing dependence on the US dollar. In other words, the
BRICS aims to reshape global governance by advocating for greater representation of emerging
economies in major institutions like the UN Security Council and the IMF (Ferragamo, 2024).

The formation of BRICS should also be contextualised within the framework of the G20, a forum
established in December 1999 in response to the Asian financial crisis. Initially convened at the level
of finance ministers and central bank governors, the G20 brought together major industrialised
economies, like the EU, and key emerging markets, including Brazil, Russia, India, China and South
Africa. The initiative was originally proposed by then-Canadian Finance Minister Paul Martin, whose
primary aim was to establish a platform for economic dialogue and policy coordination among
countries with relatively stable economies, particularly concerning the international financial system.
While Minister Martin was not universally regarded as a progressive reformer, the impetus behind the
G20’s creation reflected a growing recognition that global economic crises could not be adequately
addressed by industrialised nations alone. Indeed, many of these countries had contributed to
financial instability through the promotion of austerity-oriented economic reforms, measures that had
exacerbated economic vulnerability in many parts of the Global South. The 2008 global financial
crisis brought these limitations into sharper focus and served as a catalyst for the institutionalisation
of BRICS as a cohesive political and economic bloc. In particular, the 2009 inaugural BRICS summit
in Yekaterinburg, Russia, marked a turning point in the group’s evolution. During this meeting,
member states articulated their shared objectives: to increase their collective influence in global
governance, promote international economic stability, and advance the reform of international
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financial institutions. Their joint declaration called for a more multipolar world order and reaffirmed
their commitment to restructuring the existing global economic architecture to better reflect the
interests and priorities of emerging and developing economies (Lumumba-Kasongo, 2015).

As explained by Stuenkel (2013), in response to this systemic disruption, finance ministers and
central bank governors of the BRIC countries convened on four occasions, including ahead of the
G20 Summit held in London in April 2009. Through the strategic coordination of their positions, the
BRIC states succeeded in exerting notable influence over the summit’s agenda and significantly
shaped the content of the final G20 declaration. This marked a pivotal moment in which the BRIC
grouping, previously lacking a defined political dimension, emerged as an influential platform in
global economic governance. Nonetheless, according to him, at the time the underlying drivers and
rationale behind the formalisation and institutionalisation of BRIC cooperation remained
insufficiently examined in the academic literature. Stuenkel (2013) offers two key insights in this
regard. First, he posits that the financial crisis, unfolding primarily within advanced industrial
economies, combined with the relative macroeconomic stability of several emerging powers,
triggered a crisis of legitimacy within the prevailing international financial order. This asymmetry in
economic performance enabled BRIC countries to increase their bargaining capacity, positioning
themselves as key agenda-setters. Their enhanced influence was most visibly demonstrated in the
negotiation and adoption of the IMF quota reforms in 2010. This case underscores the extent to which
moments of diminished legitimacy within established global governance structures can act as
catalysts for the emergence and consolidation of alternative institutional platforms. Second, Stuenkel
(2013) contends that the initial collaboration among BRIC members in the financial domain
generated momentum for expanded cooperation across a broader range of policy sectors. This
development suggests the presence of spillover effects, whereby trust and coordination in one area
facilitated the extension of joint efforts into others. Consequently, the BRIC platform evolved from an
ad hoc coalition into a progressively institutionalised mechanism of coordination, thereby enhancing
its capacity to shape global political and economic dynamics. This evolution reflects a broader trend
of emerging powers seeking to assert their collective agency and redefine the architecture of global
governance in a manner more reflective of contemporary power distributions (Stuenkel, 2013).

Finally, the significance of BRICS in contemporary global affairs is reinforced by more recent
developments. As noted in the 2023 “Editorial: BRICS Expansion Shifts Global Faultlines to the
East”, the decline of US dominance, the simultaneous rise of China and the resurgence of
multipolarity have disrupted a global system once led by the US and its allies, and the primary
nations driving this shift are the so-called BRICS. Over the past two decades, the BRICS has asserted
its influence across multiple policy domains, including financial assistance, economic development
and strategic geopolitics. The bloc has already surpassed the G7 advanced economies in terms of
global GDP contribution, now accounting for one-third of worldwide economic activity when
measured by purchasing power parity. Increasingly, the BRICS is perceived by many Global South
nations as a viable alternative to Western-dominated institutions and more than 40 countries have
formally expressed interest in joining the group (Editorial, 2023). These developments highlight the
BRICS’s ambition to institutionalise its influence and reshape global governance in a manner more
reflective of emerging power realities.
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3.2.2 BRICS and its Internal Contradictions: Diverging Interests, Strategic Priorities and
Unequal Significance for Members and the International Community

As outlined in the previous section, the geopolitical landscape and the evolving international system
have been central to the rise of the BRICS group. However, a comprehensive understanding of the
group’s nature and impact necessitates a broader perspective, requiring consideration of additional
dimensions. The formation and development of the BRICS have been shaped not only by the
interactions among its member states, but also by their distinct political, economic and strategic
priorities. Furthermore, the significance of the coalition varies for each member, reflecting their
national interests and the diverse geopolitical and economic contexts in which they operate. A wide
range of scholars have extensively examined these divergences, offering insights into the internal
heterogeneity of the group, while also assessing how the BRICS is perceived within the international
community.

Despite their shared ambition to reshape global governance, BRICS countries exhibit significant
internal divergences in economic structures, political systems and strategic priorities. As noted by
Unay (2013:87), the BRICS grouping represents “an unorthodox grouping of emerging powers in the
global political economy with radically different political settings, economic structures, social
formations and developmental challenges throughout the world”. He highlights that BRICS countries
are classified as developing economies due to their substantial developmental needs, regional income
disparities, expansive informal sectors and persistent poverty alleviation challenges; geopolitically,
these countries pursue autonomous foreign policies and generally refrain from aligning with
Western-led politico-military alliances such as NATO; they also demonstrate reluctance to adopt
unified political positions on major global issues. Therefore, according to Unay (2013), the BRICS
grouping presents such distinct characteristics that preclude its classification as either a regional or an
international organisation, as it does not fit neatly into conventional definitions of either. As a
consequence, these disparities influence their national interests, thus shaping both their internal
dynamics and external engagements (Unay, 2013).

Economically, Russia and Brazil are major commodity exporters while China is a key importer.
Brazil leads in agricultural exports and biofuels, China functions as the world’s manufacturing hub,
India specialises in software and services, Russia is a dominant energy supplier, and South Africa
plays a crucial role in mineral production. Moreover, China, Russia and, albeit to a lesser extent,
Brazil have historically maintained trade surpluses, whereas India and South Africa continue to
struggle with structural trade deficits and higher public debt-to-GDP ratios. Russia stands out as an
outlier within the bloc due to its heavy dependence on oil, natural gas and other energy exports, while
the other BRICS members maintain more diversified export profiles. Moreover, China actively
supports the Doha Round of trade negotiations, whereas India remains sceptical. These differences
shape their economic interests, with Brazil and Russia benefiting from high energy prices, while
India, as a major consumer, faces adverse effects.

Politically, BRICS countries are characterised by contrasting governance structures. Brazil, India and
South Africa are regarded as functioning democracies, whereas China and Russia operate as
semi-authoritarian regimes. This divide also extends to security and geopolitical considerations,
indeed Brazil is the only non-nuclear state among the five, while Russia, China and India possess
nuclear weapons, the latter is a non-signatory of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty.
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BRICS nations face significant internal challenges that could hinder their progress. China contends
with severe environmental degradation, resource shortages and socio-economic inequalities. India
struggles with inadequate infrastructure, persistent poverty, and communal tensions. Brazil faces
difficulties in sustaining high economic growth, endemic corruption and urban transformation issues.
Russia remains vulnerable to weak rule of law, entrenched oligarchic capital and the risks associated
with the natural resource curse. South Africa grapples with urbanisation pressures, slow economic
growth and concerns over governance quality.

Bilateral relations within the BRICS are also marked by underlying rivalries. For instance, China and
India remain entangled in a long-standing border dispute and compete for strategic influence in the
Indian Ocean. Furthermore, these tensions are compounded by broader geopolitical dynamics which
complicate BRICS’ cohesion: China, India and Russia continue to prioritise their respective ties with
Washington, thereby constraining the bloc’s ability to advance meaningful reforms within
American-dominated global governance institutions, as well as Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and the
increasing polarization of global politics have deepened divisions within the bloc.

It is also worth-mentioning that the BRICS exhibits significant internal divergences, particularly
regarding its members’ stances on intra-group issues, which pose a challenge to its long-term unity.
For instance, internal divisions persist within BRICS, particularly regarding its approach to the US
and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Another notable example is the debate over expansion, where India
and Brazil initially expressed reservations, advocating for a well-defined accession criterion to
maintain the bloc’s strategic coherence. In contrast, China actively promoted rapid enlargement,
leveraging the process to further its geopolitical objectives. However, once expansion became
inevitable, India sought to shape the outcome by securing the inclusion of its closest allies within
BRICS+, aiming to prevent the group from adopting an explicitly anti-Western orientation.

Beyond economic and political disparities, BRICS members differ in civilisational and cultural
identities. China and India are often regarded as civilisational states, whereas Brazil and South Africa
align with the Westphalian nation-state model, with Russia occupying an intermediary position.
Religious and cultural distinctions further complicate ideological unity. Critics also argue that these
differences undermine strategic coherence: Brazil and India advocate for a more fundamental
redistribution of power in global governance, whereas Russia and China, both permanent members of
the UN Security Council, are largely status quo powers that benefit from existing institutions. As a
result, BRICS has often been labelled a “disparate quartet”, “motley crew” or “odd grouping” (Unay,
2013; Stuenkel, 2013; Daniel & Virk, 2014a; Kidkonen, 2014; Kaura, 2024; Ferragamo, 2024).

The BRICS countries have engaged in the grouping according to their different interests and as a
result each country has given the BRICS a specific and diverging significance. In other words,
BRICS has served as a strategic influence for each member to advance its national interests within a
multilateral framework, albeit in different ways. For instance, China primarily views the group as a
vehicle for economic objectives, while Russia utilises it to contest Western political dominance.
Brazil, India and South Africa approach the coalition with a more economic focus, prioritising trade
and financial cooperation.

More specifically, Brazil and South Africa primarily focus on strengthening South-South cooperation
and enhancing the Global South’s influence in world politics. Brazil, particularly under Presidents
Lula da Silva and Dilma Rousseft, has sought to challenge aspects of the global economic order that
constrain developing nations while promoting global inclusivity and distributive justice. Additionally,
it leverages BRICS as a bridge between Latin America and the West and as a means to access
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alternative financial resources. South Africa’s inclusion, though largely symbolic, extends BRICS
influence to Africa, reinforcing its regional leadership ambitions. China and Russia approach BRICS
from distinct geopolitical perspectives. China, widely regarded as the bloc’s economic leader, utilises
BRICS to promote a multipolar world order while avoiding direct confrontation with the US. It
advances a sovereignty-centred approach to global governance and benefits from the economic
complementarities of its BRICS partners. In contrast, Russia has been the most vocal advocate for
institutionalising BRICS as a sui generis international platform, leveraging the bloc’s collective
strength to counterbalance its post-Cold War decline. Indeed, the institutionalisation of the BRICS
represented a diplomatic success for Moscow, allowing it to associate with dynamic economies and
maintain global relevance despite its continued dependence on natural resources and vulnerability to
external shocks. India’s engagement in BRICS reflects its aspiration to secure a more prominent
international role, positioning itself as a key representative of the developing world. The coalition
allows India to expand trade agreements beyond BRICS and engage with emerging economies such
as Turkey, Indonesia and Nigeria. Moreover, India’s participation counterbalances its economic
disparity with China by placing it within the same category as other emerging powers. (Unay, 2013;
Daniel & Virk, 2014a; Stuenkel, 2014; Kdkonen, 2014).

These discrepancies in strategic vision and geopolitical orientation raise questions about the
long-term coherence of the BRICS. As Unay (2013:85) asserts, “BRICS group lacks internal
coherence. (...) BRICS countries are dissimilar national wunits with radically different
political/geo-strategic interests; and that countries do not constitute a natural trading bloc”.
Nevertheless, the BRICS grouping has undergone a significant evolution, increasingly demonstrating
its utility as a win-win situation and status-enhancing platform for all its member states. It has
effectively capitalised on a unique international context, enabling its members to position themselves
as rising powers with an inevitable and increasingly influential role in shaping the global order of the
21st century (Stuenkel, 2014).

3.2.3 Intra-BRICS Dynamics and The Broadening Scope of Cooperation

BRICS initially emerged as a strategic response to the 2008 global financial crisis, with its early
collaboration focused primarily on economic and financial reform. Over time, however, the scope of
its collaboration has expanded substantially, encompassing a wide array of non-financial domains,
including education, science and technology, and defence. This evolution raises a fundamental
question: how can the deepening of intra-BRICS cooperation be understood, especially in light of the
bloc’s pronounced structural asymmetries and divergent national interests?

According to Stuenkel (2013), one plausible analytical lens is the concept of spillover effects,
commonly employed in the study of European integration. While BRICS is unlikely to replicate the
institutional features of the European Union, given the absence of binding decision-making
mechanisms and the lack of pooled sovereignty, the pattern of expanding cooperation suggests that
initial collaboration in the financial realm generated a foundation of trust and mutual confidence.
This, in turn, facilitated the extension of joint initiatives into other policy areas. Accordingly, the
deepening of intra-BRICS relations cannot be solely understood as a strategic response to the global
financial crisis aimed at enhancing collective bargaining power. Rather, it reflects a more complex
and dynamic process in which successful cooperation in one sector has incrementally encouraged
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engagement in others. What began as a pragmatic alliance focused on international financial reform
has evolved into a multifaceted platform for broader collaboration in trade, development, education,
scientific research and security. This expansion signals a shared commitment among emerging
powers to consolidate their collective agency and to promote a more inclusive and equitable system
of global governance (Stuenkel, 2013).

This expansion also reflects a shared reformist agenda. As Naik (2019) highlights, the BRICS
coalition has persistently advocated for structural reforms in major global institutions, notably the
IMF, the World Bank and the UN Security Council, as well as for substantive changes in global trade
practices. These demands are not merely technical adjustments but reflect a broader ambition,
meaning to contest unilateral dominance in international affairs and promote a multipolar global order
that elevates the influence and agency of Global South countries. Central to this vision is the
advancement of a more equitable system of global governance grounded in mutual respect,
cooperation and collective action. The BRICS grouping has consistently articulated the need to
restructure the existing architecture of international governance in order to reflect the shifting
geopolitical and economic realities of the 21t century. This involves a call for the redistribution of
decision-making power, with particular emphasis on enhancing the representational weight and
bargaining capacity of emerging economies. By challenging the concentration of authority within
traditional Western-dominated institutions, BRICS seeks to establish a more inclusive and balanced
global order.

Reform of international financial institutions has been a cornerstone of the BRICS agenda. The group
has called for structural adjustments within the World Trade Organization (WTO), IMF and WB,
aiming to make these institutions more transparent, representative and democratic. This includes
demands for non-discriminatory procedures, especially in the appointment of institutional leadership,
as well as the acceleration of the Doha Round negotiations. Furthermore, BRICS countries have
expressed firm opposition to the protectionist measures increasingly adopted by both developed and
some developing nations, which they view as antithetical to fair and open trade. In the realm of global
security governance, India, Brazil and South Africa have been particularly vocal in advocating for the
expansion and reform of the UN Security Council. Their position is grounded in the belief that
emerging powers should be granted greater authority and representation within this key
decision-making body, thereby reflecting contemporary geopolitical dynamics rather than outdated
post-World War II structures.

One of the most concrete institutional achievements of the bloc has been the establishment of the
New Development Bank (NDB), commonly referred to as the BRICS Bank. Designed to finance
sustainable infrastructure and development projects, the NDB aims to complement existing
multilateral financial institutions. Nevertheless, the NDB has not been immune to criticism: analysts
have observed that its operational model remains closely aligned with the institutional frameworks of
established financial actors, and that its long-term ability to achieve transformative influence will
depend on its capacity to carve out a distinctive and robust market presence.

Efforts to promote financial autonomy have also included proposals to conduct intra-BRICS trade in
national currencies, thus reducing the grouping’s dependence on the US dollar in trade and financial
transactions. Proposals such as the implementation of currency swaps and the development of
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alternative payment systems have been advanced as mechanisms to enhance the financial sovereignty
and resilience of BRICS economies, while fostering deeper monetary cooperation among member
states. In particular, Brazil, that emerged as a proactive participant within the BRICS framework,
extended a $10 billion loan to the IMF in 2009, just before the first BRICS summit, an action that
symbolised its commitment to this goal and marked its growing financial stature. Furthermore, Brazil
has endorsed key BRICS initiatives aimed at conducting intra-group trade in national currencies and
has supported broader discussions concerning the diversification of global reserve currencies beyond
the US dollar (Armijo & Burges, 2010; Naik, 2019).

Moreover, the group’s reformist momentum extends also to global environmental governance. BRICS
has expressed strong support for the implementation of the United Nations Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), energy cooperation and multilateral climate change negotiations. In this context, the
group has reaffirmed its commitment to the principle of Common but Differentiated Responsibilities
(CBDR), which was enshrined in international environmental law during the 1992 UN Conference on
Environment and Development (UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro. This principle maintains that while all
nations share responsibility for environmental protection, developed countries must bear a greater
burden due to their historical contributions to environmental degradation, thereby allowing
developing nations the necessary policy space to pursue sustainable development (Naik, 2019).

Despite these achievements, intra-BRICS cooperation continues to face significant challenges.
Strategic rivalries, particularly among Russia, China and India, undermine cohesion, as overlapping
spheres of influence in Asia contribute to persistent geopolitical frictions. These tensions, rooted in
historical border disputes, security concerns and divergent regional ambitions, undermine the bloc’s
ability to articulate and pursue a unified stance on major global issues. Such geopolitical complexities
reflect the broader structural limitations inherent in BRICS cooperation. A further obstacle to
sustained collective action lies in the considerable heterogeneity of the BRICS economies. Each
member state represents a distinct model of emerging market development, shaped by varying
political systems, institutional capacities and socio-economic conditions. These disparities introduce
asymmetries in interests and capabilities that complicate efforts to project unified influence on the
global stage. As a result, doubts persist regarding the bloc’s ability to effectively challenge the
entrenched dominance of Western-led governance frameworks or to establish itself as a cohesive
alternative force in international affairs.

Nevertheless, the growing influence of BRICS countries within the global order is indisputable. As
noted by Lowe (2016), the bloc collectively accounts for over 25% of the world’s landmass and
approximately 40% of the global population, underscoring its substantial geopolitical and
demographic weight. Over recent decades, BRICS economies have exhibited robust growth
trajectories, emerging as critical actors in global trade and investment. By 2014, their combined GDP
represented nearly 22% of the global economy, a proportion that has continued to rise in subsequent
years, driven by expanding economic integration and diversification. Their collective financial
capacity is similarly noteworthy. With foreign currency reserves comprising roughly 40% of global
holdings, BRICS countries possess significant monetary leverage, enabling them to influence
international financial markets and reduce reliance on Western-dominated institutions.
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In addition to their efforts in global economic governance, BRICS member states have demonstrated
a sustained commitment to deepening intra-bloc economic integration. Intra-BRICS trade has also
increased steadily, reinforcing economic interdependence and fostering deeper commercial ties
among member states. This economic convergence has occurred alongside a broader transformation
in domestic political and economic systems, as BRICS countries increasingly adapt to and engage
with the structures of global capitalism (Lowe, 2016). Notably, trade among BRICS countries
expanded significantly, rising from approximately $75 billion in 2002 to $851 billion by 2013, a
nearly tenfold increase that reflects the bloc’s growing internal economic interdependence. Since
April 2011, trade ministers from the five member states have held regular meetings to promote and
coordinate strategies aimed at facilitating trade and reducing barriers within the grouping. This
agenda has been further supported by the establishment of several institutional mechanisms designed
to strengthen economic cooperation, including the BRICS Competition Forum, inaugurated in
September 2009, the BRICS Business Forum, launched in April 2010, and the BRICS Business
Council, established in March 2013. These platforms serve to enhance dialogue among policymakers,
regulatory authorities and private sector stakeholders, thereby fostering an environment conducive to
sustained economic collaboration across the bloc (Daniel & Virk, 2014b).

Patel (2019) analysed the extent of integration among BRICS economies and the causal relationships
between them employing multiple econometric tools, including trend analysis, correlation, unit root
tests, the Granger causality tests, the Johansen cointegration test and factor analysis. His findings
indicate that market integration among BRICS members strengthened after the 2008 crisis, driven by
an increase in bilateral trade between these countries during the post-crisis period. Factor analysis
further suggests that the financial crisis fostered closer ties among BRICS markets. This growing
financial cohesion benefited investors by enhancing diversification opportunities and optimising the
risk-return trade-off. The rise in intra-BRICS trade contributed to lower market risks, creating a more
stable investment environment. As a result, post-crisis BRICS markets offered improved returns,
reinforcing their attractiveness as investment destinations.

In sum, the trajectory of BRICS cooperation has been marked by incremental but meaningful
deepening across economic, political and institutional dimensions. While structural differences and
strategic rivalries pose serious challenges, the bloc’s growing economic clout, reformist ambitions
and shared interests in shaping a more balanced global order position it as a significant, if still
evolving, force in international relations.

3.2.4 BRICS Summits and Declarations: A Trajectory of Development, Influence and
Objectives

Building upon the institutional and strategic foundations discussed in the preceding chapters, this
section turns to the concrete articulation of BRICS cooperation through its annual summits and
official declarations. These high-level meetings provide a valuable lens through which to trace the
bloc’s evolution, priorities and internal dynamics. By tracing the progression of summit themes,
communiqués and policy initiatives from the group’s inception to its recent expansion into BRICS+,
this chapter highlights how the bloc has transformed from a coalition focused on financial reform into
a more comprehensive platform engaging in global governance, development cooperation and
multilateral diplomacy. While environmental issues have featured with growing prominence in
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BRICS discourse, this analysis will not delve deeply into that dimension, as it will be addressed in
greater detail in the following chapter.

The BRIC framework first took shape in 2006 when the foreign ministers of Brazil, Russia, India and
China convened informally on the sidelines of the 61st UN General Assembly in New York, laying
the groundwork for an interregional alliance (Stuenkel, 2013; Naik, 2019). A year later, at Brazil’s
initiative, they met again to identify areas of potential cooperation. This engagement culminated in
May 2008 in Yekaterinburg, Russia, where BRIC foreign ministers held their first independent
meeting and issued a joint communiqué. Against the backdrop of the US financial crisis, the ministers
recognised an opportunity to consolidate their cooperation around a shared priority: reforming the
international financial order. Subsequently, during the G8 summit in Japan in July 2008, the four
BRIC leaders, at Russia’s initiative, agreed to organise a full-scale summit the following year
(Stuenkel, 2013; Stuenkel, 2014). This momentum led to further high-level discussions, and in
November 2008 during a bilateral meeting in Rio de Janeiro, Russian President Dmitry Medvedev
and Brazilian President Lula da Silva announced the first BRIC leaders’ summit, scheduled for 2009
in Russia. Following this announcement, Lula underscored the global financial crisis as both a
justification for institutional reform and an opportunity for emerging economies to enhance their
collaboration and global influence. Parallel to these diplomatic engagements, finance ministers and
central bank governors met in Sdo Paulo in November 2007 and Horsham in March 2008, marking
the inception of broader BRIC cooperation. This collaboration soon extended beyond economic and
financial issues to encompass security. Following the G20 summit in London in April 2009, BRIC
national security advisors met for the first time to discuss counterterrorism, illegal migration and
transnational crime, laying the foundation for security cooperation within the bloc. Since then, annual
meetings of national security advisors have deepened engagement across multiple policy areas
(Stuenkel, 2013).

What began as a financial classification evolved into a political coalition, formally launched at the
2009 Yekaterinburg Summit, where leaders from the four nations, namely Brazilian President Lula,
Russian President Medvedev, Indian Prime Minister Singh and Chinese President Jintao, emphasised
their commitment to a multipolar world order and stronger multilateralism. The summit underscored
the need for an alternative global financial system, with a primary focus on reforming international
financial institutions and reducing global dependence on the US dollar (Kaura, 2024). In the wake of
this summit, intra-BRIC cooperation intensified both in frequency and scope (Stuenkel, 2013; Naik,
2019). The summit also positioned BRIC as a proponent of a more balanced international order,
advocating for enhanced representation in global governance structures to foster economic stability
and equitable decision-making. Following the inaugural BRICs summit, the G20 emerged as the main
forum for global economic governance, thus aligning with one of the BRICs’ central objectives:
articulating a unified stance that underscored the shifting dynamic between a struggling Western core
and a rising peripheral bloc. Initial reactions from international media were marked by scepticism,
with many dismissing the group as incoherent and overly reliant on a catchy acronym that
oversimplified global power shifts. However, the summit’s significance lay less in the formation of a
coordinated anti-hegemonic bloc and more in the symbolic resonance of the BRICs narrative. In other
words, the grouping’s success stemmed not from concrete joint initiatives, but from its embodiment
of a broader transformation: the growing influence of emerging powers, particularly China, India and
Brazil, signalling a move toward a less Western-centric and more ideologically plural global order.
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This evolving landscape, marked by complex transnational challenges, further reinforced the
necessity of including these actors in shaping durable and inclusive global solutions (Stuenkel, 2014).

The second BRIC summit, held in Brasilia in April 2010, called for a stable and predictable global
currency system while reinforcing intra-BRIC cooperation across multiple sectors, including
business, labour unions and think tanks. The group expanded further at the third summit in Sanya,
China, in March 2011, with South Africa formally joining, transforming BRIC into BRICS. Shortly
after, representatives signed the Qingdao Protocol, enhancing cooperation between cities (Stuenkel,
2013; Naik, 2019). The Sanya Declaration marked a significant step in BRICS’ ongoing efforts to
articulate and defend shared interests within the international system. Initially formed to enhance
coordination in global economic governance, particularly in response to their exclusion from
dominant power structures, the bloc’s relevance has persisted even after the inclusion of its members
in the G20. The Declaration underscored support for a peaceful resolution to the conflict in Libya,
emphasising the centrality of the UN and regional organisations. Nonetheless, substantive
divergences remain among BRICS members in matters of international security. For example, Russia,
China and India pursued divergent foreign and defence policy agendas; on complex issues such as
Iran’s nuclear program, member states have frequently advanced differing approaches, revealing the
absence of a unified strategic vision. Despite its consistent rhetorical commitment to a multipolar
world order, as first outlined in the 2009 Yekaterinburg Summit, BRICS has yet to consolidate into a
cohesive political bloc. Even so, the Sanya Declaration reflects a gradual shift toward greater
alignment in promoting collective interests on the global stage (Defending Mutual Interests, 2011).

By the fourth BRICS summit in New Delhi in 2012, discussions had broadened to include
geopolitical concerns such as the Syrian civil war, the global economic crisis and domestic policy
challenges, including education and healthcare. A key outcome was the decision to explore the
feasibility of a BRICS Development Bank, marking a critical step toward institutionalising the group.
Beyond the annual summits, BRICS deepened cooperation through various ministerial meetings and
working groups across defence, health, education, finance, trade, agriculture, science and technology.
The fifth BRICS summit in Durban in 2013 focused on “BRICS and Africa: Partnerships for
Integration and Industrialisation”, with an emphasis on infrastructure development in Africa,
particularly through the proposed BRICS-led development bank. This trajectory continued at the
sixth BRICS summit in Fortaleza, Brazil, in 2014, further solidifying the bloc’s role in shaping
South-South cooperation and its financial and trade agenda, yielding two key outcomes: the
establishment of the New Development Bank (NDB) and the creation of the BRICS Contingent
Reserve Arrangement (CRA) (Stuenkel, 2014; Daniel & Virk, 2014b).

Based on the VII BRICS Summit Ufa Declaration (2022), it can be deduced that the leaders of the
five BRICS nations convened in July 2015 in Ufa, Russia, for the seventh BRICS summit. Themed
“BRICS Partnership - A Powerful Factor of Global Development”, the summit provided a platform
for deliberations on matters of shared interest concerning the international agenda, as well as strategic
priorities for deepening and expanding intra-BRICS cooperation. As mentioned in the Declaration,
the leaders underscored the significance of enhancing BRICS solidarity and cooperation, reaffirming
their commitment to strengthening their strategic partnership based on the principles of openness,
solidarity, equality, mutual understanding, inclusiveness and mutually beneficial collaboration. They
pledged to intensify coordinated efforts to address emerging global challenges, uphold peace and
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security and advance sustainable development. Additionally, they prioritized tackling poverty,
inequality and unemployment, not only for the benefit of their respective populations but also in
support of the broader international community. Furthermore, they reiterated their commitment to
increasing the collective influence of BRICS countries in global governance. It is worth-mentioning
that the summit also acknowledged and endorsed the substantial progress achieved since the
Fortaleza Summit in 2014, particularly under Brazil’s BRICS Chairship, which saw the formal
establishment of two key financial institutions, namely the NDB and the CRA. Indeed, the Ufa
Summit marked their official entry into force, signifying a major milestone in BRICS’ efforts to
reshape the global financial architecture.

The eighth BRICS Summit convened in Goa, India, in October 2016, with the participation of the
heads of state and government of BRICS countries, alongside their counterparts from the Bay of
Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC). This regional
organisation comprises Bangladesh, India, Myanmar, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Nepal and Bhutan, with
the objective of fostering technological and economic collaboration between South and Southeast
Asian countries. The summit was particularly well-received in Goa, as such high-profile international
events contribute to the region’s tourism sector. Throughout India’s chairmanship of BRICS, from the
seventh summit in Ufa until 31 December 2016, the overarching theme was “Building Responsive,
Inclusive and Collective Solutions”. Discussions encompassed the establishment of a BRICS
Agricultural Research Centre, a BRICS Railways Research Centre and a BRICS Sports Council,
reflecting the bloc’s commitment to enhancing cooperation across diverse sectors (Faleiro, 2016).

The ninth BRICS Summit took place in Xiamen, China, in September 2017, under the theme
“BRICS: Stronger Partnership for a Brighter Future”. As stated in the official declaration, “we
endeavor to build on our achievements already made with a shared vision for future development of
BRICS. We also discussed international and regional issues of common concern and adopted the
Xiamen Declaration by consensus” (BRICS, 2022b). This statement highlights the bloc’s dedication
to deepening cooperation, addressing pressing global and regional challenges, and strengthening
BRICS’ influence within the international system. More specifically, the Xiamen Declaration
underscores the significance of engagement with emerging markets and the adoption of new
cooperative frameworks, including the BRICS Plus initiative. This approach demonstrates that
BRICS is not a closed alliance but rather a dynamic platform committed to fostering international
peace and sustainable development. Moreover, the Declaration recognises Africa’s strategic
importance and reaffirms BRICS’ commitment to supporting the continent in addressing illegal
wildlife trade, promoting employment, ensuring food security and advancing infrastructure
development and industrialisation. In the financial sphere, BRICS cooperation aims to deepen
financial market integration by facilitating collaboration among financial institutions and expanding
financial services across member states. This includes strengthening the NDB, the CRA and the
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) to enhance the bloc’s financial resilience and economic
coordination (Basile, 2017).

A significant milestone in the bloc’s history is the tenth BRICS Summit in Johannesburg, in South
Africa, in July 2018, under the theme “BRICS in Africa: Collaboration for Inclusive Growth and
Shared Prosperity in the Fourth Industrial Revolution”. The summit prioritised strengthening
multilateralism, advancing reforms in global governance and addressing shared global challenges.
Key areas of focus included enhancing cooperation in international peace and security, reinforcing
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economic partnerships and promoting sustainable development, particularly in the context of the
Fourth Industrial Revolution (Government of India, 2018). The eleventh BRICS Summit, held in
November 2019 in Brasilia, Brazil, focused on fostering a more inclusive and multidimensional
framework for cooperation. The leaders emphasised the importance of extending collaboration
beyond government interactions by engaging businesses, scholars, media and civil society
organisations to enhance the bloc’s impact and outreach. Under the theme “BRICS: Economic
Growth for an Innovative Future”, the summit outlined several key priorities. These included
strengthening cooperation in science, technology and innovation, advancing collaboration in the
digital economy, and intensifying efforts to combat transnational crimes, particularly organised crime,
money laundering and drug trafficking. Moreover, the summit sought to deepen institutional linkages,
especially by fostering closer ties between the NDB and the BRICS Business Council, in order to
enhance financial and economic coordination among member states (Muresan, 2020).

The context of the twelfth BRICS Summit, held in November 2020, was highly exceptional due to the
global COVID-19 pandemic, which precluded an in-person meeting. Consequently, the summit was
conducted via videoconference, under the Russian Chairmanship. Although the central theme of the
summit “BRICS Partnership for Global Stability, Shared Security and Innovative Growth” reflected
the bloc’s broader objectives, the ongoing global health emergency dominated the discussions. As
articulated in the Moscow Declaration, the leaders emphasised the critical need to strengthen
international cooperation in order to enhance both individual and collective capacities to address
emerging global threats. In particular, they underscored the necessity of responding to the COVID-19
pandemic and its widespread consequences in a manner that was efficient, coordinated, pragmatic and
timely. In addition to addressing the immediate crisis, the summit also highlighted the importance of
sustainable energy practices. Leaders committed to furthering cooperation in areas such as energy
trade, technological advancement and ensuring energy security, signalling their recognition of the
need to balance current health challenges with long-term sustainability goals (BRICS, 2020). The
thirteenth BRICS Summit, held virtually in September 2021, under India’s Chairship, marked the
15th anniversary of the BRICS partnership. Convened under the theme “BRICS @ 15: Intra-BRICS
Cooperation for Continuity, Consolidation and Consensus”, the summit reinforced BRICS’ role in
global governance reform, economic development and multilateral cooperation, emphasising
solidarity, innovation and sustainable growth as fundamental principles for its future direction. Key
outcomes were the BRICS Counter-Terrorism Action Plan, aimed at strengthening joint efforts to
combat terrorism in all its forms, the Action Plan 2021-2024 for Agricultural Cooperation, designed
to enhance food security and promote sustainable agricultural development, and the launch of the
BRICS Alliance for Green Tourism that underscored the bloc’s commitment to advancing sustainable
tourism in line with global environmental objectives (BRICS, 2021). Also, the fourteenth BRICS
Summit was carried out virtually in June 2022 under China’s Chairship and it centred on the theme
“Foster High-quality BRICS Partnership, Usher in a New Era for Global Development”. The Beijing
Declaration, adopted at the summit’s conclusion, reaffirmed BRICS’ commitment to multilateralism,
sustainable development and coordinated responses to global challenges. A major highlight was the
High-level Dialogue on Global Development, which underscored the necessity of strengthened global
collaboration to advance the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Additionally, the summit
addressed the UN Security Council reform, advocating for a more inclusive and representative global
governance structure, with China and Russia supporting greater roles for Brazil, India and South
Africa within the UN framework (BRICS, 2022c¢).
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BRICS leaders met in Sandton, South Africa, in August 2023 for the fifteenth BRICS Summit held
under the theme “BRICS and Africa: Partnership for Mutually Accelerated Growth, Sustainable
Development and Inclusive Multilateralism”, which culminated in the adoption of the Johannesburg
IT Declaration. This underscored the importance of inclusive multilateralism, advocating for a
comprehensive reform of the UN, including the Security Council, to better represent developing
countries and address contemporary global challenges. Furthermore, the summit highlighted the need
for enhanced cooperation in energy security and transitions, emphasising a balanced approach that
incorporates various energy sources tailored to each nation’s capabilities and priorities (BRICS,
2023). A significant outcome of the summit was the decision to expand BRICS membership. BRICS
announced the admission of six new members, namely Argentina, Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, Saudi Arabia
and the United Arab Emirates starting from January 2024. Notably, Saudi Arabia, Iran and the UAE
rank among the world’s top 10 oil producers and following this expansion BRICS+ will control 80%
of global oil production (Editorial, 2023). Moreover, the summit also introduced a new classification,
the so-called “BRICS Partner Country” status, which grants selected nations the ability to participate
in special BRICS sessions and foreign ministers’ meetings without full membership. From January
2025, nine countries, namely Belarus, Bolivia, Indonesia, Kazakhstan, Cuba, Malaysia, Thailand,
Uganda and Uzbekistan, will enter this category, further extending the bloc’s global reach (Kaura,
2024).

The Russian Federation hosted the sixteenth BRICS Summit in Kazan in October 2024, whose main
theme was “Strengthening Multilateralism for Justo Global Development and Security”. The Kazan
Declaration encapsulated commitments to reinforcing a more just and equitable democratic global
order through strengthened multilateral cooperation. BRICS leaders welcomed the establishment of
initiatives like the BRICS Grain Exchange; they expressed concern over humanitarian crises,
particularly in the Gaza Strip and highlighted the need of adhering to the UN Charter to peacefully
resolve conflicts, including the situation in Ukraine (BRICS, 2024).

Furthermore, it is noteworthy that since the formal admission of the new members, the BRICS bloc is
now referred to as BRICS+ and this summit in Kazan can be considered as the first official gathering
of the enlarged ten-member group. As Osypenkova and Prys-Hansen noted (2024), reactions to the
expansion have been mixed. One line of critique underscores the growing heterogeneity within
BRICS+, highlighting the diversity of political systems, strategic priorities and cultural identities as
potential sources of internal fragmentation. Particular concern has been raised over the possibility of
importing bilateral disputes, such as tensions between Egypt and Ethiopia or Iran and Saudi Arabia,
into the group’s internal deliberations, potentially complicating consensus-based decision-making.
Conversely, a more strategic reading views the expansion as a demonstration of BRICS+’s rising
geopolitical clout and its growing appeal among developing countries seeking alternatives to
Western-dominated institutions. However, it is undeniable that the bloc’s inclusivity and its symbolic
value as a platform for South-South cooperation are seen as bolstering its capacity to act as a
counterweight to existing power structures in the international system (Osypenkova & Prys-Hansen,
2024).

This analysis of BRICS summits and their main outcomes offers essential insights into the group’s
evolution and expanding ambitions. However, the bloc’s dependence on high-level summitry remains
a structural limitation, as it concentrates decision-making power in the hands of heads of state.
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Although this model promotes collaboration with private and corporate actors, it tends to sideline
civil society organisations, whose inclusion could play a vital role in shaping a more inclusive and
representative future for BRICS (Daniel & Virk, 2014a).

3.3 The BRICS: Beyond the Expectations

3.3.1 The Institutional Reform and the Strategic Role of the New Development Bank (NDB)
There is broad scholarly consensus that the BRICS countries seek to challenge and reshape the
Western-dominated global order. However, their continued engagement and participation within
existing international financial institutions indicates a degree of integration into the prevailing global
governance architecture. In other words, according to some scholars, the BRICS should be viewed
less as a bloc aiming to construct an entirely alternative world order and more as a coalition
advocating for the reform of existing global governance structures, particularly in the realm of
international economic and global financial institutions (Kékonen, 2014; Daniel & Nagar, 2016).
Kédkonen (2014) notably contends that Russia, Brazil and South Africa have predominantly pursued
reformist rather than revolutionary objectives, focusing on modifying the status quo instead of
advocating for systemic change. This reform-oriented stance, coupled with the diverse national
interests of member states, has limited BRICS’s capacity to act as a cohesive force for transformative
change in global governance. As a result, the group often functions more as a forum for advancing
individual national agendas than as a unified actor capable of redefining the international order.
Nevertheless, BRICS retains the potential to contribute to the emergence of a more multipolar global
structure. The most concrete institutional expression of this potential has been the establishment of
the New Development Bank (NDB) in 2014 during the 6th BRICS Summit in Brazil, an initiative
step that signals a pragmatic step toward reshaping the global financial landscape from within.

Institutional reform constitutes one of the core objectives of the BRICS coalition. Kidkonen (2014),
through an extensive analysis of BRICS Summits reports, argues that major global institutions, such
as the UN and the Bretton Woods financial bodies, were established in the aftermath of World War 11
under conditions of Western dominance. These institutions are shaped by a historical context marked
by European colonialism and Western economic hegemony, and thus no longer reflect the
contemporary global landscape, in which emerging economies, particularly in Asia, have acquired
considerable economic and political weight. Consequently, BRICS members advocate for the urgent
need to reform these structures to enhance their legitimacy, inclusiveness and responsiveness.
Kédkonen (2014) further highlights that BRICS nations perceive these institutions as structurally
inadequate in representing their interests. For instance, even though Brazil, China, India and Russia
are among the top ten shareholders of the IMF, their collective voting power amounts to only 14.4%,
in contrast to 29.3% held by the EU and 16.5% controlled by the US. This imbalance underscores the
persistent asymmetries in global economic governance and reinforces BRICS’ call for reform.

Institutional reform has consistently figured among the principal priorities of BRICS since its
inception, as reflected in numerous Joint Statements, particularly those issued during the 2009, 2010,
2012, 2013 summits. A notable example emerged during the 4th BRICS Summit in New Delhi in
2012, where member states collectively called for a comprehensive restructuring of the UN, with a
specific emphasis on reforming the Security Council to enhance its efficiency, effectiveness and
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representativeness in addressing contemporary global challenges. Although BRICS continues to
recognise the UN as the cornerstone of multilateralism and a foundational pillar of global
governance, it emphasises the urgent need to increase the organisation’s representativeness in order to
sustain its legitimacy in an evolving international order. This commitment to reform extends beyond
the UN to the international financial institutions, which BRICS countries argue remain heavily
skewed in favour of Western powers. Since the inaugural BRIC Summit in 2009, the reform of
institutions such as the IMF and the World Bank has remained high on the agenda. It is undeniable
that without meaningful structural changes, the legitimacy and relevance of these institutions remains
questionable (Kdkonen, 2014).

The proposal for a BRICS-led development bank emerged as a concrete institutional response to
these systemic imbalances. First introduced at the 4th BRICS Summit in New Delhi in 2012, the idea
of creating a new financial institution was formally endorsed in the 2013 Durban Summit, where
BRICS leaders committed to establishing a bank aimed at financing infrastructure and development
projects not only within BRICS countries, but also across other merging and developing economies.
This initiative was framed explicitly as a response to the shortcomings of existing financial
institutions, with BRICS leaders calling for reforms to render them more responsive to the interests of
the Global South (Mansfield et al., 2014; Daniel & Virk, 2014b).

The culmination of these efforts occurred at the Fortaleza Summit in July 2014, where the BRICS
bloc formally agreed to establish the NDB. As declared in article 1 of the Agreement on the New
Development Bank, “the Bank shall mobilise resources for infrastructure and sustainable
development projects in BRICS and other emerging economies and developing countries,
complementing the existing efforts of multilateral and regional financial institutions for global growth
and development. To fulfil its purpose, the Bank shall support public or private projects through
loans, guarantees, equity participation and other financial instruments. It shall also cooperate with
international organisations and other financial entities, and provide technical assistance for projects to
be supported by the Bank™ (BRICS, 2014a). Hence, designed to mobilise resources for infrastructure
and sustainable development projects, the NDB represents a key institutional innovation and a
symbol of BRICS’ collective ambition to reshape elements of global financial governance. While not
a direct substitute for the IMF or the World Bank, the NDB serves as a multinational financial entity
that reflects an alternative vision of development finance, one that seeks to foster investment
opportunities and enhance the voice and agency of emerging economies within the global economic
order (Epstein, 2014; Daniel & Nagar, 2016).

According to its official website, the NDB is defined as a “multilateral development bank (...) with
the purpose of mobilising resources for infrastructure and sustainable development projects in
emerging markets and developing countries (EMDCs)” (New Development Bank, 2023a). The Bank
is headquartered in Shanghai, China, and its institutional governance is underpinned by principles
like “operational efficiency, accountability, transparency, high ethical standards, equality and good
relations” (New Development Bank, 2023b).

The governance structure of the NDB consists primarily of two key organs: the Board of Governors
and the Board of Directors. The Board of Governors serves as the highest decision-making authority,
comprising one Governor at the ministerial level and one Alternate Governor appointed by each
member country; all the powers of the Bank are vested in this body. The Board of Directors, in turn,
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is tasked with overseeing the general operations of the Bank and exercises the powers delegated to it
by the Board of Governors. In this capacity, it also appoints various committees, such as the Audit,
Risk and Compliance Committee, the Budget, Human Resources and Compensation Committee,
Credit and Investment Committee, Finance Committee. The Senior Management of the Bank consists
of the President and Vice-Presidents, who are responsible for smooth implementation of operations
like risk management, administration, finance and the ordinary business of the Bank. The President,
who is also a member of the Board of Directors, exercises a deciding vote in case of an equal division
of votes. As of 2023, the President is Dilma Rousseft (New Development Bank, 2023b).

The NDB became fully operational in 2016, following the receipt of its first instalment of the paid-in
capital from its five founding member countries. Since then, the NDB has expanded both
institutionally and geographically. It has established several regional offices, such as the Africa
Regional Center (ARC) in Johannesburg in 2017, Americas Regional Office (ARO) in Sao Paulo
with a sub-office in Brasilia in 2019 and India Regional Office in Gujarat International Finance
Tec-City in 2022. In addition, the NDB has broadened its membership base, admitting Bangladesh,
Egypt, UAE and Uruguay as new member countries (New Development Bank, 2023a).

In parallel, at the 2014 Summit the BRICS Contingent Reserve Arrangement (CRA), a key financial
mechanism of the NDB, was finalised and it was designed to bolster the bloc’s resilience against
short-term balance of payments pressures during financial crises. As stated in the preamble of the
Treaty for the Establishment of a BRICS Contingent Reserve Arrangement, “BRICS countries agree
to establish a self-managed contingent reserve arrangement to forestall short-term balance of
payments pressures, provide mutual support and further strengthen financial stability. (...) [The CRA]
shall contribute to strengthening the global financial safety net and complement existing international
monetary and financial arrangements”; its objective is to provide support through liquidity and
precautionary instruments (art.1 and 4) (BRICS, 2014b). The governance structure of the CRA
operates on two distinct levels: the first level is the Governing Council, which is responsible for
setting the strategic direction of the CRA and includes high-ranking representatives such as finance
ministers or central bank governors from each participating party; the second level is the Standing
Committee, composed of representatives from the participating parties, typically central bank
officials, who are charged with overseeing the operational functioning of the CRA, particularly the
approval and facilitation of requests for financial assistance from member states (Cattaneo, Biziwick
and Fryer, 2015). Despite its ambitions, the CRA reflects the bloc’s continued dependence on the
IMF. “The CRA should be regarded as a symbolic and exploratory rather than as a substantive
challenger to the IMF” (Cattaneo, Biziwick & Fryer, 2015:1). Indeed, under its stipulations, a BRICS
member can access only 30% of its allocated quota before it must seek a structural adjustment loan
from the IMF to unlock further funding from the CRA. This conditionality underscores the enduring
influence of traditional financial institutions and the limited capacity of the BRICS to fully break
away from the existing financial architecture (Daniel & Virk, 2014b; Daniel & Nagar, 2016).

To conclude, the creation of the NDB is of paramount importance as it exemplified the bloc’s
determination to challenge the dominance of Western-led financial institutions such as the IMF and
the World Bank. Furthermore, the NDB represents an effort by the BRICS countries to increase their
agency in global economic affairs and provide both emergency liquidity reserves and alternative
financing mechanisms that are more attuned to the needs of developing and emerging economies,
thus consolidating roles traditionally held by the World Bank and the IMF within a single framework.
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Finally, through the establishment of the NDB, BRICS has made significant progress in
institutionalising its framework, with particular emphasis on promoting sustainable development
across key areas such as climate change, food security, water management and inclusive economic
growth (Epstein, 2014; Daniel & Virk, 2014b; Daniel & Nagar, 2016; Kaura, 2024).

3.3.2 Rethinking BRICS: Insights into the Bloc’s Evolving Identity and Strategic Orientation
The BRICS grouping has evolved considerably since its inception, transitioning from a loosely
defined economic concept into a dynamic and multidimensional platform for political dialogue,
financial cooperation and global governance reform. This section examines the bloc’s transformation,
arguing that, despite internal asymmetries, BRICS has emerged as a prominent voice in shaping a
more multipolar international system. The following analysis explores how BRICS’s evolving
identity, strategic orientation and geopolitical aspirations position it as both a driver of systemic
reform and a reflection of the broader realignment of global power dynamics.

As thoroughly discussed in the previous sections, member states of the BRICS coalition exhibit
considerable diversity in their political and economic systems, appearing to be primarily driven by
their shared critique of Western-dominated institutions and their common ambition to reshape the
global balance of power. This heterogeneity initially led to perceptions of BRICS as too diverse and
fragmented to be considered as a cohesive and influential entity. Nevertheless, over time, the coalition
has succeeded in deepening internal cooperation and institutionalising its partnership, emerging as a
significant actor in global politics. Notably, the BRICS have played a pivotal role not only in
international political and military affairs, but also in shaping economic and financial structures,
examples are the establishment of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) and the NDB
(van Ham, 2015).

Epstein (2014:13) describes the BRICS countries as “a peculiar diplomatic network. They span four
continents and share no common language or cultural history. They are viewed as a kind of
counterweight to Western economic hegemony (...) The group has produced a BRICS Interbank
Cooperation Mechanism, a BRICS Business Council, a BRICS Banking Forum and a BRICS
Exchanges Alliance. The heterogeneity of the BRICS may prove not to be a weakness but a strength,
as they transcend regionalist restrictions and become a kind of cosmopolitan non-West, champion of
sorts for those weary with the state of things”. Naidu (2020:26) further clarifies that “BRICS is not an
alliance, but rather a partnership, if we look at it as an alliance and we look at the contradictions in
BRICS we may misunderstand what BRICS is about”.

The economic profiles of the BRICS nations are diverse yet complementary. China has solidified its
position as a dominant global supplier of manufactured goods, whereas India has emerged as a major
global provider of services. Brazil and Russia are leading exporters of raw materials, resources
essential for the industrialisation of China and India. The construction of oil and gas pipelines
between Russia and China exemplifies their commitment to mutually beneficial cooperation.
Meanwhile, South Africa, with its diversified economy, serves as a strategic gateway for investment
in Africa, offering relatively low-risk opportunities for international investors. As BRICS continues
to expand its economic and political influence, its role in shaping global governance structures and
redefining international power dynamics is becoming increasingly evident (Lowe, 2016).
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The emergence of BRICS must be understood within the broader context of developing countries’
efforts to form alliances and coalitions to combat oppression and underdevelopment
(Lumumba-Kasongo, 2015). Globalisation has triggered a gradual shift in economic and political
power from the advanced Western economies to emerging regions, prompting speculation over the
potential relocation of the global economic epicentre. Initially, there was little expectation that these
nations would engage in coordinated cooperation; however, recent summits suggest that BRICS is
evolving beyond an economic bloc into a political alliance, seeking to leverage its collective
economic strength for greater geopolitical influence (Lowe, 2016).

Moreover, understanding BRICS’s global role requires placing it within the broader transition of
power from the Global North to the Global South and from the West to the East. The bloc’s rise
coincides with the reconfiguration of the global economic order, with BRICS countries acting as
major drivers of trade, investment and post-crisis recovery. The bloc defines itself as a platform for
dialogue and cooperation among countries representing 43% of the global population, committed to
promoting peace, security and development within an increasingly interconnected, multipolar and
complex global environment. Contrasting the modest 1.2% growth projection for advanced
economies in 2013, emerging and developing economies were expected to grow by 5.3%,
underscoring the strategic importance of strengthening South-South cooperation. Although BRICS
bears certain similarities to the G20, particularly in its focus on agenda-setting, consensus-building,
policy coordination and the exchange of knowledge, it differs fundamentally in its structure. BRICS
does not possess a formal founding instrument like a treaty or a charter, nor does it maintain a
centralised secretariat, a structured voting system or legally binding decision-making procedures and
it lacks a formal mechanism for dispute resolution. Although BRICS does not function as a formal
international organisation under international law, its institutional trajectory remains open-ended. It
does not fit the criteria of a trade bloc or a regional economic community; rather, it defines itself as a
“partnership” grounded in principles of equality and mutual respect. This non-hierarchical
governance model facilitates flexible and continuous cooperation among its members, but it also
entails the absence of binding commitments, institutional enforcement mechanisms and formal
channels for arbitration or conflict resolution (Ruppel & Ruppel-Schlichting, 2013).

Over a relatively short period, BRICS has established itself as a prominent force in international
affairs. The group presents its main aim as contributing constructively to a transformative process that
promotes inclusivity and leads to the establishment of a more just and equitable world order. The
growing influence of BRICS extends beyond political leaders, media and academia, attracting
significant attention from economists, business communities, cultural organisations and civil society.
On a global scale, BRICS is perceived as a formidable entity, bolstered by China’s economic power,
Russia’s strategic geographical position, and the vast human and natural resources of India, Brazil
and South Africa. The member states maintain continuous engagement at international and bilateral
levels through annual summits and year-round activities, thus reinforcing cooperation (Naik, 2019).

From its initial conceptualisation as an investment construct, BRICS has transitioned into a fully
institutionalised entity. This transformation is marked by the establishment of the NDB, the CRA and
the Outreach Programmes, aimed at engaging other regional and global actors. The increasing interest
from other nations seeking to join BRICS or forge partnerships further reflects its expanding global
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relevance (Naik, 2019). Indeed, the 2024 enlargement not only strengthens the bloc’s global clout, but
it also deepens these tensions: such expansion, which includes countries like Saudi Arabia and the
UAE, amplifies BRICS’s influence, as it now represents a significant portion of the global economy
and population. However, this growth has generated resistance from Western powers and exposed
further internal divisions, especially as new members navigate complex geopolitical relationships
with the US and other Western nations. Despite its efforts to establish alternative financial systems,
BRICS faces challenges in scaling these initiatives to rival the IMF and World Bank (Ferragamo,
2024).

Ferragamo (2024) also notes that the future of the bloc will depend on how it manages its internal and
external challenges. While the bloc’s growing presence is reshaping global dynamics, its ability to
overcome divisions and develop a cohesive strategy will determine its long-term impact on the
international order (Ferragamo, 2024). Furthermore, as more countries express interest in joining,
BRICS is increasingly being positioned as the authentic voice of the Global South, aiming to reshape
global economic governance. The growing appeal of BRICS within the Global South suggests that
many developing nations see it as a viable alternative to US-led global institutions. However, while
some states welcome BRICS as a mechanism for economic cooperation, fewer are willing to align
themselves with an explicitly anti-Western agenda. The bloc’s expansion and evolving political stance
reflect competing national interests, particularly in balancing economic pragmatism with ideological
positioning. As nationalist-driven policies continue to shape global politics, BRICS is likely to retain
its anti-hegemonic rhetoric, while individual member states navigate the complexities of strategic
alignment in an increasingly polarised world (Kaura, 2024).

Nowadays, even the significance of BRICS has evolved for its member states. More specifically,
Russia has increasingly promoted BRICS as a counterweight to Western hegemony, explicitly naming
the bloc as an instrument of national strategy in its 2023 Foreign Policy Concept. Meanwhile,
deteriorating US-China relations have driven Beijing to leverage BRICS as a platform to undermine
American dominance, particularly in global finance. Chinese policymakers have openly criticised US
monetary policy, blaming it for inflationary pressures and economic instability in developing nations.
As part of this agenda, China has sought to de-dollarize BRICS trade, advocating for alternative
currency arrangements to diminish reliance on the US dollar. Brazilian President Lula da Silva, a
longtime advocate for BRICS-driven economic alternatives, has supported efforts toward
de-dollarization. However, enthusiasm for joining BRICS has not been universal within Latin
America. While Argentina was invited to become a member, President Milei, a vocal critic of China’s
policies, declined the invitation, signalling divisions within the region regarding BRICS’ geopolitical
orientation. Nevertheless, Latin American nations such as Bolivia and Cuba will enter BRICS+ in
2025, reinforcing the presence of left-leaning, anti-Western governments within the expanded
grouping. The African continent has emerged as a key area of BRICS’ strategic expansion, with
member states deepening their economic footprint across the region. Investment in Africa’s
manufacturing and service sectors has increased, with BRICS nations strengthening trade,
infrastructure and diplomatic engagements. In sum, BRICS members have outpaced traditional
Western actors such as the US and Europe in terms of economic influence across Africa (Kaura,
2024).

94



The BRICS bloc represents a dynamic and evolving force in the contemporary international system,
challenging established norms and advocating for a more inclusive and equitable global order. While
its heterogeneous composition presents inherent challenges to cohesion, it also enables a pluralistic
and flexible mode of governance that resonates with a diverse array of Global South actors. As
BRICS expands its membership, deepens intra-bloc cooperation and strengthens its institutional
architecture, it must also confront growing internal contradictions and external pressures. The bloc’s
future effectiveness will depend on its ability to reconcile competing national priorities, manage
ideological differences and maintain strategic coherence in an increasingly polarised global context.
The main idea that must be borne in mind is that BRICS is not merely reacting to the prevailing
international order, but it is actively participating in its reconfiguration.

3.3.3 Brazil in BRICS: Economic, Political and Strategic Dimensions

Brazil’s participation in regional alliances plays a crucial role in shaping its foreign policy and
international influence. This section examines Brazil’s engagement within BRICS, analysing its
economic, political and diplomatic interactions with the other member states. It explores how Brazil
leverages its membership to advance national interests, enhance trade relations and assert itself as a
global power. Furthermore, the contrasting foreign policy approaches of Presidents Lula and
Bolsonaro toward the BRICS group are assessed, providing insights into the evolving dynamics of
Brazil’s multilateral engagements.

Brazil’s commitment to South-South cooperation and its advocacy for greater representation in
international institutions reflect its ambition to expand its global influence, implicitly challenging the
traditional dominance of Western European powers. As explained in the previous chapters, Brazil’s
regional leadership has been instrumental in elevating its international standing. To enhance its role in
global governance, Brazil actively participates in and contributes to the establishment of multilateral
organisations, with the BRICS alliance serving as a key example (Armijo & Burges, 2010). Since the
presidency of Lula da Silva, the country has pursued an increasingly independent foreign policy,
aiming to establish itself as a global power. Therefore, Brazil joined the BRICS bloc with confidence,
presenting itself as a mixed economy country characterised by strong state intervention in key
productive sectors (Lumumba-Kasongo, 2015).

Avila and Araujo (2012) analyse Brazil’s perspective on its economic, political and security relations
with its BRICS counterparts. The bloc was formally established during the inaugural summit of heads
of state and government from the four original members in Yekaterinburg, Russia, in June 2009.
Since then, the BRICS have gained prominence, strategic importance and global recognition within
the evolving international landscape.

Scholars of international economics and politics generally regard the BRICS members as emerging
powers with considerable regional and global influence, as well as increasing responsibilities in
global governance. Although relations among member states are not always seamless, the BRICS has
undeniably emerged as a significant platform for dialogue and cooperation, aimed at shaping a more
multipolar international order.

Trade relations between Brazil and its BRICS partners are both strategically significant and
economically substantial. Avila and Araujo (2012) report official government data according to which
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in 2010 China emerged as Brazil’s largest trading partner globally, with bilateral trade amounting to
$56.4 billion, India ranked twelfth ($7.7 billion), Russia seventeenth ($6.1 billion), and South Africa
thirty-seventh ($2.1 billion). The total trade volume with BRICS nations exceeded $70 billion,
accounting for nearly one-third of Brazil’s total trade that year. By 2011, Brazilian statistics estimated
that trade with BRICS members surpassed 30% of the country’s total trade volume. Brazil’s trade
agenda was primarily resource-driven, with natural resource exports dominating transactions with
China and India, and to a lesser extent, Russia. Trade with South Africa was more balanced,
encompassing both raw materials and manufactured products. Brazil’s key exports to Asian and
African BRICS partners include agricultural goods, such as soybeans, sugar and meat, as well as
minerals like copper, iron and oil. Moreover, aircraft, tractors and South American automobiles,
primarily destined for Russia, form part of Brazil’s export portfolio. However, some trade analysts
have raised concerns regarding Brazil’s high dependency on industrialised imports from its BRICS
partners. Notably, the country imports vehicles, chemicals, electronics, clothing, fertilizer,
pharmaceuticals and toys, which could exacerbate its trade imbalance.

Beyond trade, foreign direct investment (FDI) plays an increasingly vital role in Brazil’s economic
ties with BRICS nations. Avila and Araujo’s research (2012) highlights the growing significance of
both public and private capital flows between Brazil, India and China, focusing on investment
commitments and their effective implementation.

From the political and diplomatic standpoints, Brazil’s bilateral relations with other BRICS members
reflect a continuous process of rapprochement and strategic alignment. The commitment to
multilateral diplomacy, both within the bloc and in broader international forums, demonstrates a
shared interest in mutual support, decentralisation and redefining global priorities. Understanding
Brazil’s relationship with its BRICS counterparts is essential to evaluating the significance of this
coalition for the country.

Brazil and Russia’s diplomatic ties were reinstated in 1961, following a rupture in 1947, though
substantive engagement only materialised in later decades. More recently, their bilateral cooperation
has extended beyond trade and economics to include political coordination, multilateral engagement
and mutual strategic interests. Russia’s explicit support for Brazil’s bid for a permanent seat on the
UN Security Council has strengthened Brazil’s position on the global stage. Both nations are
signatories to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty and collaborate on disarmament, environmental
policies and cultural initiatives, advocating for democratic values and peaceful conflict resolution.
Compared to Brazil’s ties with Russia, its relationship with China is more dynamic and multifaceted.
Although initial diplomatic agreements date back to the early 20th century, formal relations were
officially established in August 1974 with the signing of a Joint Communiqué on Diplomatic
Relations. Since then, cooperation has expanded to trade, energy, technology, education and
economic development. Moreover, China has demonstrated strong interest in maintaining cordial
relations not only with Brazil but also with other key Latin American nations. Like Russia, China has
rhetorically endorsed reforms to the UN Security Council, including Brazil’s request for permanent
membership (Avila & Araujo, 2012).

Finally, it is crucial to distinguish IBSA from BRICS, despite Brazil, India and South Africa being
members of both organisations. Unlike BRICS, which includes China and Russia and pursues a
broader geopolitical and economic agenda, IBSA is an exclusive platform for democratic emerging
economies, emphasising shared values and development priorities Understanding IBSA is
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fundamental to grasping the depth of Brazil’s relationship with India and South Africa, as it provides
a framework for trilateral cooperation independent of the larger BRICS structure.

One of IBSA’s most significant contributions has been its role in global trade negotiations. The
alliance laid the foundation for the G20, which engaged with the G7 and the Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) to advocate for the liberalisation of agricultural
trade, historically protected by developed economies. Despite economic differences among its
members, namely South Africa’s smaller and more open economy, Brazil’s focus on agricultural trade
liberalisation within Mercosur’s common external tariff, and India’s emphasis on preferential trade
access for developing nations, IBSA has effectively shaped the global trade agenda. The coalition
successfully pushed for the inclusion of agricultural issues in the Doha Round negotiations,
contributing to the collapse of the 2003 Cancun ministerial meeting and signalling the growing
influence of emerging economies in global governance. Beyond trade, IBSA fosters cooperation in
defence, social policies and technology transfer, reinforcing multilateralism and enhancing its
members’ strategic positioning in global decision-making processes (Avila & Araujo, 2012; Armijo
& Burges, 2010).

Last but not least, it is interesting to highlight the contrasting approaches adopted by Presidents Lula
and Bolsonaro towards the BRICS. As extensively discussed in the previous sections, President Lula
has consistently championed South-South cooperation, emphasising regional coalitions as essential to
enhancing Brazil’s international stature; in contrast, President Bolsonaro exhibited scepticism
regarding the positive outcomes of regional integration. Upon assuming the presidency of Brazil in
2019, which coincided with the country’s hosting of the BRICS annual summit, Bolsonaro shifted
domestic and foreign policy priorities, prioritising stronger ties with the US while diminishing
multilateral engagements to a secondary role. Despite these policy adjustments, Brazil’s interests
within BRICS largely remained aligned with those of its counterparts. Emphasis was placed on
deepening intra-BRICS economic collaboration, reinforcing common positions on global governance
reforms and geopolitical challenges, and aligning the New Development Bank’s initiatives with
national development strategies. Brazil’s domestic agenda continued to include strengthening trade
and investment links with BRICS partners, fostering regional cooperation and advancing
development finance, all closely aligned with BRICS discussions and objectives (Prinsloo, 2019).

In conclusion, Brazil’s engagement in BRICS reflects its broader foreign policy ambitions, balancing
economic choices with diplomatic aspirations for greater influence. The country’s participation within
the bloc has facilitated economic diversification, expanded trade relations and strengthened political
partnerships, while reinforcing Brazil’s commitment to South-South cooperation. Despite internal
political shifts, exemplified by the contrasting approaches of Presidents Lula and Bolsonaro, Brazil
has maintained a consistent presence within the BRICS, advocating for institutional reforms and a
more multipolar global order. Therefore, the country continues to view the bloc as a valuable
platform for advancing economic cooperation, diplomatic engagement and global governance reform.
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3.4 Environmental Action in BRICS

3.4.1 The Energy Economy: A Just Transition Towards a Green Economy

The economic growth of BRICS nations is deeply intertwined with global energy dynamics, driven
by escalating domestic demand and their substantial presence in international climate forums. Despite
their collective influence in international climate negotiations, BRICS countries encounter divergent
domestic energy challenges, which significantly influence their respective positions in global climate
discourse. A notable characteristic of the BRICS nations is the significant variation in their energy
production and consumption patterns, which reflects the division between energy-exporting and
energy-importing nations (Rich & Rowe, 2012). These divergences are further accentuated by trade
patterns, whereby Russia and South Africa function primarily as net exporters of energy, whereas
India, China and Brazil are predominantly net importers (Basile & Cecchi, 2018).

Russia exemplifies a major energy superpower, possessing the world’s largest natural gas reserves
and ranking eighth in crude oil reserves (Rich & Rowe, 2012). The majority of its petroleum output is
allocated for domestic consumption. Following the rise in energy prices between 2006 and 2007,
Russia adopted a more assertive foreign policy, leveraging its resource base as a tool of geopolitical
influence. In contrast, Brazil is a more recent entrant into the oil and gas market, exporting much of
its production, primarily to China. However, it has historically been a leader in renewable energy
innovation, particularly in ethanol derived from sugarcane, which accounts for over 26% of global
biofuels production. This success stems from infrastructure established in response to the oil shocks
of the 1970s. However, as Brazil’s economy grows, domestic demand for oil and gas may rise,
potentially reducing its exports and increasing greenhouse gas emissions, challenging its role as an
environmental leader.

In China, India and South Africa, energy demands are largely influenced by their economic
development priorities. China’s rapid industrialisation has been supported by domestic coal resources
and a global quest for oil and gas. India and South Africa, despite their economic progress, continue
to face significant energy access challenges, which remain central to their public policies. All three
countries depend heavily on coal, complicating their commitments under global climate agreements.
India, with the world’s fifth-largest coal reserves, faces challenges in balancing development
objectives with environmental obligations, often clashing with developed countries on climate equity
and burden-sharing. The three countries are net importers of oil and gas, with China projected to
import over 70% of its oil by 2030. India has articulated ambitious renewable energy goals, including
a target to increase biofuel use, despite domestic supply limitations. Furthermore, all three countries
are aiming to expand nuclear power, although public concerns, particularly following the Fukushima
disaster, have slowed progress. South Africa, for instance, aims to derive 14% of its primary energy
from nuclear by 2030.

A common, albeit problematic, trait among the BRICS nations, except Brazil, is the widespread use
of consumption subsidies, particularly in India, China and South Africa. These subsidies, while
offering short-term relief to consumers and supporting social stability, distort energy markets by
suppressing prices, thereby diminishing the incentives for consumers to adopt efficient energy-saving
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technologies or reduce consumption. These measures are politically entrenched, as they form part of
broader social contracts aimed at protecting vulnerable populations. Consequently, any attempt to
reform or remove these subsidies is politically sensitive and economically complex, undermining
efforts to promote market liberalisation and energy efficiency. Moreover, the continued subsidisation
of fossil fuel consumption undermines BRICS credibility in global climate negotiations, as their
reliance on fossil fuels contradicts global calls for emissions reductions, weakening their negotiating
position on greenhouse gas mitigation and the transition to renewable energy (Rich & Rowe, 2012).

Gerasimchuk et al. (2019) highlight that economic and fiscal diversification is essential for fossil
fuel-dependent BRICS economies. A diversified economy creates a more robust fiscal base,
enhancing resilience against external shocks. This is particularly relevant for Russia at the national
level, as well as for oil-producing regions in Brazil (such as Rio de Janeiro) and coal-dependent
regions in China, India and South Africa. A dual strategy is proposed for facilitating a just transition:
first, phasing out subsidies for both fossil fuel production and consumption, and second, reinvesting
revenues from fossil fuels, as well as savings from subsidy reforms, into more sustainable and
productive economic sectors. Currently, fossil fuel revenues in BRICS countries fund a wide array of
public expenditures. Nonetheless, some countries have adopted innovative earmarking practices. For
example, Brazil has previously allocated oil and gas royalties to finance healthcare and education,
while South Africa’s fuel levy supports its Road Accident Fund. Russia’s National Welfare Fund
accumulates profits to offset future pension liabilities and China has used a portion of its coal
revenues toward aiding workers affected by job losses in the coal and steel industries. India, until
2017, imposed a coal cess to support renewable energy research and development. These examples
illustrate how fossil fuel revenues can be better utilized to facilitate a transition to clean energy,
following the principle of a “fossil fuel to clean energy subsidy swap”, redirecting government
financial support from fossil fuels to renewable energy sources (Gerasimchuk et al., 2019).

Ensuring a socially equitable transition necessitates deliberate attention to the needs of consumers,
communities and workers who currently depend on fossil fuels and bear the greatest economic burden
from such a shift. The concept of a “just transition” centres on the equitable redistribution of the costs
and benefits of energy system transformation. This is particularly salient in BRICS contexts, where
significant income inequality persists and large segments of the population remain vulnerable to
rising energy costs despite overall economic growth. However, no universal blueprint exists for
addressing the socio-economic challenges of energy transitions. The path each country takes depends
on local conditions, social dialogue and institutional capacity to deliver retraining and job-creation
programs. Hence, there is no universal template but without a doubt the process must be inclusive,
adaptable and context-sensitive (Gerasimchuk et al., 2019).

Public financial institutions are instrumental in shaping energy transitions, both by leveraging private
investments and by establishing long-term financing norms. Although all BRICS countries possess
domestic finance mechanisms supporting clean energy initiatives, these efforts are frequently
overshadowed by ongoing investments in fossil fuel projects. State-owned banks in BRICS states
continue to finance such initiatives both domestically and internationally, diverging from the practices
of institutions such as the World Bank and other multilateral lenders that have progressively
implemented restrictions on fossil fuel financing. This sustained support for hydrocarbons increases
exposure to stranded asset risks. Nonetheless, BRICS development banks, such as Brazil’s National
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Development Bank (BNDES) and India’s Renewable Energy Development Agency, have the capacity
to lead the energy transition by offering long-term, low-cost financing solutions. The NDB,
established in 2015, could strengthen its impact by adopting best practices from the World Bank and
other development banks, such as prioritising investments aligned with the Sustainable Development
Goals and restricting fossil fuel project financing (Gerasimchuk et al., 2019).

Diversification remains the most effective strategy to insulate BRICS economies and their
state-owned enterprises from the risks associated with fossil fuel dependence. A well-balanced
investment portfolio enhances resilience, allowing financial institutions to absorb shocks from
downturns in any single sector. Strategically reallocating resources towards green industries can
mitigate economic vulnerabilities while fostering innovation and sustainable growth (Gerasimchuk et
al., 2019). Energy security, rather than environmental concerns, continues to be the principal driver
behind BRICS investments in energy efficiency and renewable. Nonetheless, the discourse on “green
growth” has gained prominence. Brazil, as a pioneer in biofuels and hydropower, is at the forefront of
this shift, while China and India have made considerable advancements in wind and solar energy. The
“green economy”’ paradigm aspires to harmonise environmental stewardship with economic
development, though its practical implementation remains contested. Pressures stemming from
climate change and international negotiations are intensifying the urgency of this transition.
Importantly, the perceived inaction of the US creates space for BRICS to emerge as credible climate
leaders. Their proactive engagement could enhance their global standing and contribute meaningfully
to emissions reduction efforts (Rich & Rowe, 2012).

Over time, BRICS members have increasingly acknowledged the imperative of transitioning toward
sustainable development as a means to enhance living standards while preserving natural resources
for future generations. Indeed, since 2009 sustainability has been integrated into the BRICS agenda as
a key dimension of economic transformation. Leaders have emphasised the role of green growth and
equitable development in addressing climate challenges, articulating a shared commitment to
inclusive, low-carbon pathways. High level statements underscore this orientation: President
Medvedev framed sustainable technologies as instrumental to post-crisis recovery; Prime Minister
Modi and President Rousseff highlighted the need for alternative development models grounded in
environmental responsibility; President Bolsonaro, despite a contested environmental record,
endorsed the economic benefits of conservation, while China’s Foreign Minister Wang further
stressed the necessity of shifting from environmentally harmful industrial practiced toward integrated
approaches combining economic, ecological and social objectives (Kiprizli, 2022).

Therefore, the energy landscape across BRICS nations reveals a complex intersection of domestic
priorities, geopolitical strategies and environmental responsibilities. While fossil fuel dependence has
underpinned their growth, the urgency of a just transition to a green economy is becoming more
pronounced. This transition demands structural diversification, institutional reform and reoriented
public finance that addresses inequality and invests in sustainability. By embracing this shift, BRICS
can position themselves as leaders in global climate action, advancing both their domestic stability
and the broader goals of a sustainable future.
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3.4.2 Climate Ethics: BRICS Discourse on Environmental Responsibility and Sustainability

The interplay between climate change and sustainable development has become a key domain for
articulating global responsibility, particularly among emerging powers seeking greater influence in
international governance. Within this context, the BRICS bloc has increasingly engaged in normative
discourse that reflects not only environmental concerns but also broader questions of equity, justice
and global order. This section examines how BRICS countries construct and project a collective
identity through their ethical positioning on climate and sustainability issues. It explores how
discourse shapes their self-perception, legitimises their international roles and fosters a sense of
shared purpose, while also addressing internal tensions and divergent national interests that
complicate the coherence of this collective identity on climate governance.

Kiprizli (2022) investigates how BRICS members approach the ethical dimensions of climate change
and sustainable development, arguing that their discourse on these issues contributes significantly to
the formation of a collective identity, influences how these states are externally perceived and shapes
their domestic policymaking and diplomatic behaviour. He observes that the heterogeneity within the
developing world leads to divergent perceptions of responsibility and moral evaluations regarding
responses to these challenges. Indeed, significant disparities among BRICS states in terms of
emissions profiles and climate negotiation stances are evident, one example is Brazil’s climate policy
trajectory under President Bolsonaro that has been identified as a factor undermining the bloc’s
internal alignment and external credibility.

A major point of contention lies in the question of differentiated responsibilities in climate change,
meaning the extent to which emerging powers should commit to binding emissions reductions. Under
the Kyoto Protocol, binding commitments were imposed only on Annex I countries, which included
developed nations in Europe and North America. The US has been unwilling to commit to a legally
binding agreement unless it applies equally to all major greenhouse gas (GHG) emitters, regardless of
historical responsibility or GDP. In contrast, China and India have advocated for maintaining the legal
distinction between developed and developing countries, meaning the principle of “common but
differentiated responsibilities”. Russia, while bound by the Protocol, opposed extending its
commitments beyond 2012, arguing that countries with comparable economies, such as Mexico and
South Korea, along with BRICS members, should face similar obligations. A compromise at the
Durban summit led to an agreement to begin negotiations for a new climate pact for 2020, though
progress on short-term mitigation efforts was limited. India, with its large population, favours a per
capita emissions approach, while Brazil and China have emphasised historical emissions in
determining contemporary responsibilities, arguing that current climate burdens are deeply rooted in
past industrialisation (Rich & Rowe, 2012).

Although BRICS countries collectively endorse multilateralism and sustainable development goals,
their approaches to climate action diverge considerably. This is evident in their respective
commitments under the Paris Agreement and their strategy for achieving the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs): while China and South Africa have announced intentions to peak
emissions within the next decade, necessitating substantial transformations in their energy sectors,
India anticipates a continued rise in emissions over the coming years, whereas Russia envisions only
a gradual reduction. These asymmetries underscore the complex and often fragmented nature of
BRICS climate policy, reflecting not only different developmental stages but also the asymmetrical
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nature of national capacities and climate trajectories, complicating efforts to present a unified climate
agenda (Kiprizli, 2022).

In addition, intra-group tensions are exacerbated by conflicting national interests, most prominently
illustrated by disputes surrounding China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). Although framed as a
vehicle for global infrastructure development, the BRI has sparked contention within the bloc,
particularly with India, that has consistently rejected participation in the initiative on both strategic
and sovereignty-related grounds. A central point of contention is the China-Pakistan Economic
Corridor (CPEC), which traverses the disputed territory of Kashmir, a region India claims in full.
This is perceived by New Delhi as a violation of its territorial integrity. Moreover, India has
expressed concern over the Maritime Silk Road component of the BRI, viewing its potential dual-use
infrastructure as a threat to regional security and a possible extension of Chinese naval power. In this
context, it is difficult for BRICS to present a coherent voice, as the lack of shared interests often
undermines collective action, while cultural differences within the group may hinder mutual
understanding and agreement on priorities, leading to divergent positions in international negotiations
(Basile & Cecchi, 2018).

Kiprizli (2022) highlights that BRICS leaders share a foundational belief that protecting the planet
from the adverse effects of unregulated economic activity constitutes not only an environmental
imperative but also a moral obligation, rooted in a collective responsibility for future generations.
This is reflected in the official statements of BRICS, like the framing of hunger and poverty
eradication, key components of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) as “moral, social, political
and economic imperatives of humankind and one of the greatest global challenges facing the world
today, particularly in Least Developed Countries” (para. 20 of the Sanya Declaration). This
intergenerational perspective is further reinforced in the bloc’s discourse, which emphasises
sustainable development, food and energy security as fundamental pillars for future growth, hunger
and poverty eradication, and improved living standards, also as a responsibility owed to future
generations (para. 28 of the Delhi Declaration).

Furthermore, statements by national leaders further reinforce this shared ethical perspective. Brazil’s
President Temer (2016-2018) revitalised the concept of a “Common Future” and advocated for its
integration into policymaking to achieve socially balanced and environmentally sustainable economic
growth. Similarly, South Aftrica’s Environmental Affairs Minister Molewa (2014-2018) described the
pursuit of the SDGs as “our historic mission for future generations” (Molewa, 2017). China’s Foreign
Minister Wang (2013-present) underscored the SDGs’ role in fostering a greener and more equitable
global development with a shared future (Wang, 2021). In alignment, India’s Prime Minister Modi
(2014-present) asserted that ensuring a secure environment for future generations necessitates
sustainable climate and environmental protection efforts (Modi, 2021).

Moreover, BRICS’ climate ethics discourse has increasingly emphasised intra-generational equity
through South-South cooperation. Kiprizli (2022) illustrates how BRICS nations construct their
identity as the voice of the Global South and as advocates for disadvantaged populations. By leading
the South-South dialogue and promoting intra-generational solidarity, BRICS distinguishes itself
from other developing nations, reinforcing its collective social identity on the global stage. In this
regard, the BRICS Environment Ministers have revived the motto “Leave No One Behind” (LNOB),
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highlighting the disproportionate impact of environmental degradation on marginalized populations
and calling for transformative leadership to promote morally driven intra-generational solidarity. This
principle has been echoed by several BRICS leaders. As reported by Kiprizli (2022), China’s former
State Councillor (2013-2018) and Foreign Minister (2007-2013) Jiechi Yang emphasised the potential
of BRICS cooperation to foster dialogue with other emerging and developing nations, deepening
South-South collaboration while advancing global development. South Africa’s President Ramaphosa
(2018-present) stressed the importance of ensuring that vulnerable groups are not excluded from the
transition toward a climate-resilient future and a low-carbon economy, suggesting that BRICS is
well-positioned to promote equitable growth and collective well-being. Russian officials, namely
President Putin and Foreign Minister Lavrov have likewise emphasised the bloc’s capacity to present
a coordinated stance on global issues, particularly in efforts to alleviate poverty and reduce economic
inequality between nations. As a consequence, Western-centric Multilateral Development Banks
(MDBs) have experienced a diminished role, as their focus has shifted from infrastructure investment
and development assistance to programs aimed at institutional reforms in the Global South. This
dynamic contributed to the establishment of the NDB, whose 45 out of 84 approved projects have
been dedicated to environmental initiatives. Although NDB investments have thus far remained
within BRICS nations, the inclusion of the UAE, Uruguay, Bangladesh and Egypt reinforces the
institution’s ambition to emerge as a leading development bank for emerging markets and developing
countries (EMDCs), leveraging the expertise and capabilities initiated by BRICS.

Kiprizli (2022) concludes that the BRICS discourse of a “Common Future”, underpinned by an
intergenerational perspective, reinforces a collective sense of responsibility for advancing sustainable
development and combating climate change. From a constructivist perspective, BRICS’
self-conception shapes its collective identity under the label of “emerging powers”. In this regard,
BRICS positions itself as a bloc of states that acknowledges the detrimental consequences of past
environmentally insensitive industrialisation and aspires to establish best practices guided by a sense
of responsibility. BRICS’ normative positioning thus rests on two key pillars: first, the articulation of
a shared responsibility for achieving long-term sustainability; and second, the promotion of
intra-generational solidarity through the LNOB principle and the operationalisation of alternative
development finance mechanisms like the NDB. These dimensions not only shape BRICS’ climate
discourse but also distinguish it as a collective actor seeking to redefine norms in global
environmental governance.

3.4.3 Institutionalising Climate Change within BRICS: Domestic Initiatives and International
Engagement

This section explores how climate change has been institutionalised within the BRICS framework,
meaning how environmental concerns have evolved from peripheral considerations to a central
component of the bloc’s agenda through official declarations and the establishment of dedicated
mechanisms. Historically oriented toward economic and political cooperation, BRICS has
increasingly integrated environmental governance in response to domestic challenges and
international expectations. This development reflects a growing awareness among member states of
the interlinkages between climate change, sustainable development and geopolitical legitimacy in the
evolving international system.
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As Ruppel and Ruppel-Schlichting (2013) observe, BRICS has pursued new policy directions to
unlock its potential and expand opportunities for both economic growth and sustainable development.
Its growing global importance is not only attributed to its vast landmass, encompassing more than a
quarter of the world’s total area, but also to the fact that nearly half of the global population resides
within its borders. While economic development remains at the core of the BRICS partnership,
environmental protection and climate change mitigation have been integral to its agenda since the
bloc’s formal establishment in 2009. Indeed, as highlighted by Kiprizli (2022), in the 2009 Joint
Statement, BRIC leaders expressed their willingness to engage in a ‘“constructive dialogue”,
emphasising the necessity of balancing climate protection measures with their socio-economic
development objectives (Joint Statement of the BRIC’ Countries Leaders, 2009). In other words,
recognising climate change as a significant global threat that endangers both communities and
economies, BRICS has committed to fostering a constructive dialogue on climate action, which
adheres to the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities, ensuring that climate policies
reflect the diverse capacities and developmental stages of its member states.

Kékonen (2014) underscores BRICS’ acknowledgement of climate change as a pressing global
challenge necessitating stronger international cooperation (Joint Statement, 2010). In subsequent
declarations, BRICS committed to advancing renewable energy development (Joint Statement, 2011)
and scaling up clean energy adoption to support economic growth while mitigating environmental
degradation (Joint Statements, 2010, 2012). Climate policy has also been linked to food security, with
BRICS recognising the impact of environmental shifts on agricultural production and trade,
particularly given the bloc’s prominence in global agricultural markets (Joint Statement, 2010).

The Sanya Declaration (2011) emphasised climate change as a critical global threat to livelihoods and
called for “a comprehensive, balanced and binding outcome to strengthen the implementation of the
UNFCCC and its Kyoto Protocol”. They also pledged to “enhance practical cooperation in adapting
their economies and societies to climate change” (para. 22 of the Sanya Declaration). Additionally,
the Delhi Declaration (2012) further consolidated environmental protection as a key priority, as
member states reaffirmed their commitment to sustainable development, referencing both the
UNFCCC and the Convention on Biological Diversity. Through this declaration, BRICS members
also welcomed the outcomes of the 17th Conference of Parties to the UNFCCC and the 7th
Conference of the Parties serving as the Meeting of the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol
(COP17/CMP7), held in Durban, South Africa in December 2011. Along with this, BRICS states
expressed their readiness to work with the international community to implement these decisions in
line with the principles of equity, common but differentiated responsibilities, and respective
capabilities (para.29-30 of the Delhi Declaration; Ruppel and Ruppel-Schlichting, 2013).

The Goa Declaration (2016) reinforced BRICS’ collective prioritisation of clean energy, affirming the
need to “scale up low carbon fuels and other clean energy solutions” (para. 69 of the Goa
Declaration). As Kiprizli (2022) points out, the expansion of renewable energy capacity has become a
defining indicator of BRICS’ environmental engagement. Between 2009 and 2021, BRICS countries
made significant strides: Brazil increased its installed renewable energy capacity by over 88%,
reaching nearly 160 million MW; Russia grew by 17.17% to 56 million MW, South Africa increased
more than tenfold (from 975,034 MW to 10 million MW over the same period); China and India
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witnessed remarkable growth, with increases of 397% and 205%, respectively, reaching over 1 billion
MW and 147 million MW (Kiprizli, 2022:75).

In parallel with clean energy efforts, Environmentally Sound Technologies (ESTs), also known as
clean or green technologies, have become increasingly relevant within BRICS as tools to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions and minimise environmental harm. Their adoption is instrumental for
advancing several Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly those related to climate
action and sustainable consumption. This urgency has intensified amid rising resource use and
emissions across the bloc: between 2010 and 2019 BRICS countries saw sharp increases in GHG
emissions, with China emerging as the top global emitter and Russia leading in per capita emissions.
Recognising the strategic importance of energy and environmental cooperation, BRICS first formally
identified multilateral energy collaboration as a “New Area of Cooperation” at the 2012 New Delhi
Summit, pledging to promote clean and renewable energy, energy efficiency and technology
exchange in ESTs. This commitment deepened at the 2015 Ufa Summit, where the BRICS
established a Working Group on Environment to coordinate climate cooperation and facilitate the
exchange of ESTs and best practices, as well as the NDB was launched to fund sustainable
infrastructure and environmental projects. A central outcome was the creation of the BRICS
Environmentally Sound Technology (BEST) Platform, launched during the 2015 Environment
Ministers’ Meeting. Aimed at fostering multi-stakeholder knowledge-sharing, the platform initially
lacked follow-through but was revived at the 2020 Minister Meeting, where members reaffirmed its
importance. Complementing this, the Science, Technology and Innovation Entrepreneurship
Partnership (STIEP), launched in 2017, reinforced institutional support for sustainable development
by promoting cross-border innovation and technology exchange through the BRICS Action Plan for
Innovation Cooperation (2017-2020). Successive BRICS summits continued to reinforce these
efforts: the 2017 Xiamen Summit stressed clean, affordable energy and green financing; the 2018
Johannesburg Summit underscored environmentally sustainable energy systems aligned with the
SDGs; the 2019 Brazil Summit linked innovation with economic growth and EST development; and
more recent summits, from 2020 to 2022 reiterated commitments to global climate action, sustainable
development and low-carbon transitions (Tripathi & Bhattacharya, 2023). The 2022 Joint Statement
of BRICS Foreign Ministers reaffirmed both individual and collective commitments to implementing
international climate agreements. This continuity reflects not only policy consistency but also the
bloc’s evolving identity as a responsible stakeholder within global climate governance. In doing so,
BRICS affirms its status as a coalition of emerging powers committed to constructive engagement,
sustainable development and more equitable international order (Kiprizli, 2022).

Basile and Cecchi (2018) analyse BRICS’s growing role in sustainable development, noting how its
emergence coincided with shifting global development paradigms. By the 2011 BRICS Summit in
Sanya, China, the limitations of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) were apparent- While
ambitious in scope, they failed to adequately address the needs of the world’s most disadvantaged
populations. In response to these shortcomings, the UN Summit held in New York in 2015 launched
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, introducing a comprehensive framework of 17
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 targets aimed at eradicating poverty and promoting
sustainability by 2030. This new agenda expanded the scope of global development policy,
integrating themes such as climate change, economic inequality and sustainable consumption, areas
championed by BRICS nations during the negotiations.
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Despite the broader ambition of the SDGs, operational complexity and political sensitivities persisted.
While the universality of the SDGs, extending to developed, developing and least developed
countries, represented a notable advancement, BRICS’ advocacy was crucial in ensuring the inclusion
of sustainability and climate action as the central pillars. Their influence reflected a broader shift
away from traditional North-South models of cooperation and toward a more inclusive, horizontal
framework such as South-South cooperation.

Climate issues have long been at the forefront of global governance, especially under the UNFCCC
framework. The adoption of the Kyoto Protocol in 1997 constituted a pivotal milestone in the
evolution of international climate policy. However, its effectiveness was undermined by a series of
limitations, including a protracted delay in its entry into force, the non-participation of key emitters
such as the US and the exemption of major developing economies like China from binding emission
reduction targets. In contrast, the Paris Agreement, adopted at COP21 in 2015, represented a
significant evolution in the architecture of global climate governance. Unlike the Kyoto Protocol, the
Paris Agreement articulated more comprehensive and ambitious objectives, notably the aim of
limiting the increase in global average temperature to well below 2°C above pre-industrial levels,
with efforts to constrain the rise to 1.5°C. Crucially, the Agreement introduced a nationally
determined approach, allowing each signatory to set its own contributions according to national
capacities and circumstances. This approach, strongly supported by BRICS and the least developed
countries, emphasised the principles of national ownership, equity and differentiated responsibilities,
constituting an implicit rejection of uniform, top-down mitigation strategies.

BRICS’ participation in the Paris negotiations marked a strategic alignment with global norms while
retaining its advocacy for a just and balanced climate regime. While the Agreement was celebrated as
a landmark compromise, it remained non-legally binding regarding emission reductions and lacked
mechanisms for holding wealthy nations accountable for climate-related damages such as extreme
weather events and droughts (Daniel & Nagar, 2016). However, the Agreement reflected a negotiated
compromise in which BRICS countries played a mediating role. Notably, China’s constructive
diplomacy and Russia’s cooperative stance were instrumental in the consensus-building process. The
Agreement introduced the concept of Intended Nationally Determined Contributions (INDCs),
subsequently formalised as Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs), which signalled BRICS’
commitment to multilateral climate governance while maintaining sovereignty over domestic climate
strategies (Kiprizli, 2022).

In the broader landscape of international cooperation, BRICS has increasingly positioned itself as a
key actor. Its consolidated role in shaping the 2030 Agenda and the Paris Agreement underscores its
growing capacity to influence global norms. The reaffirmation of “common but differentiated
responsibilities and respective capabilities” in the Paris Agreement reinforced BRICS’ long-standing
position that equitable climate action must account for historical emissions and structural inequalities.
Despite rhetorical commitments, the implementation of climate initiatives across BRICS remains
uneven, shaped by divergent levels of economic development, political systems and environmental
priorities. Nonetheless, the bloc has adeptly leveraged the relative decline of traditional hegemonic
powers to extend its influence in international institutions. Through strategic mobilisation of political,
financial and human resources, BRICS countries are engaging with historically marginalised regions
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and stakeholders, thereby enhancing their collective agency in shaping global development
trajectories (Basile & Cecchi, 2018).

3.5 From BRIC to BRICS+: Final Observations

The transformation of BRIC to BRICS, and ultimately to BRICS+, represents more than the mere
evolution of an acronym. It reflects a broader recalibration of the global power structure and the
emergence of an alternative narrative within international relations. What began in 2001 as a
market-based projection of economic potential, introduced by Goldman Sachs, has over the course of
two decades evolved into a complex interregional coalition that actively contests the norms,
institutions and power hierarchies embedded within the existing framework of global governance.

At the core of this transformation lies a duality: BRICS is both a product of the prevailing
international system and a critic of its inherent asymmetries. The bloc’s formation in the early 2000s
coincided with a period of growing dissatisfaction among emerging powers, who perceived
themselves as underrepresented in global institutions. The global financial crisis of 2008 served as a
catalytic moment, revealing systemic vulnerabilities in Western-led financial governance and creating
a legitimacy vacuum that the BRICS countries were uniquely positioned to address. In the aftermath,
the grouping began articulating a collective vision for a more multipolar world order grounded in
inclusivity and equity.

One of the most consequential developments in this regard was the establishment of the New
Development Bank (NDB) and the Contingent Reserve Arrangement (CRA) in 2014. These
institutional mechanisms marked a strategic departure from dependency on Bretton Woods
institutions and demonstrated a tangible commitment to financial autonomy and South-South
cooperation. Moreover, the bloc’s vocal support for reforming the UN, the IMF and the World Bank
has positioned it as a prominent voice for institutional democratisation within global governance.
Despite these advances, the internal heterogeneity of BRICS remains a persistent challenge. The
group comprises a wide array of political regimes, as well as markedly different economic profiles
and states with diverging geopolitical alignments. Strategic rivalries, particularly between China and
India, further complicate efforts at policy cohesion and collective action. These internal
contradictions raise questions regarding BRICS’ long-term internal coherence and its ability to act as
a unified and transformative bloc in international relations. Nevertheless, BRICS has succeeded in
reshaping global discourse. Its emphasis on interregionalism and multipolarity has challenged the
dominance of traditional power centres and offered a platform for emerging economies to assert their
strategic agency. Even in the absence of a robust institutional framework, BRICS has created a
durable symbolic and diplomatic space where alternative visions of global order can be debated and
projected.

Environmental diplomacy has emerged as a strategically significant dimension of BRICS
engagement, particularly as climate governance becomes a central arena for global negotiations. The
bloc has repeatedly reaffirmed its commitment to multilateral climate action, most notably through
support for the Paris Agreement and the defence of the principle of Common but Differentiated
Responsibilities (CBDR), which underscores the historical accountability of developed countries for
environmental degradation. BRICS countries have positioned themselves as advocates for
equity-based climate governance, calling for increased climate finance, technology transfer and
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capacity-building tailored to the needs of developing countries. The group’s joint declarations,
especially those issued during the Xiamen, Brasilia and Beijing Summits, have consistently
emphasised sustainable development, clean energy transitions and inclusive green growth. Notably,
Brazil has advanced proposals for intra-BRICS trade in green technologies and promoted biodiversity
protection, while China has leveraged its role as a global green technology leader to push for energy
cooperation within the bloc. India has focused on energy access and climate resilience, whereas South
Africa has framed environmental justice within its broader development agenda.

However, these ambitions are tempered by structural and ideological divergences. Russia’s heavy
reliance on fossil fuel exports often runs counter to more progressive decarbonisation goals, while
China and India have prioritised energy security and economic development over binding emissions
cuts. These asymmetries in environmental capacity, dependence on extractive industries and
developmental priorities complicate efforts to present a cohesive front in international climate
forums. Moreover, while BRICS supports the 2030 Agenda and SDGs, implementation strategies
vary widely reflecting national constraints and political will. As a result, BRICS environmental
diplomacy remains a hybrid of shared normative commitments and divergent domestic realities. Still,
the bloc continues to shape the global climate agenda by resisting Western-imposed climate
conditionalities and promoting a vision of sustainability that aligns with Global South priorities.
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Conclusion

The thesis investigated the research question: To what extent does regional governance provide an
effective approach to addressing environmental challenges? The importance of this question stems
from the growing need for more nuanced and effective climate governance, especially in the Global
South, where environmental vulnerabilities are deeply intertwined with political and economic
complexities. The central argument was that regionalism, when framed as cooperative and integrative
rather than isolationist or fragmented, can serve as a viable and complementary layer to multilateral
governance in addressing environmental issues. This was explored through a comparative analysis of
Brazil’s engagement in Mercosur and BRICS, particularly under the divergent leaderships of
Presidents Luiz In4cio Lula da Silva and Jair Bolsonaro.

To test this hypothesis, the research adopted a three-level analytical framework, meaning the
domestic, regional/interregional and international level, grounded in a qualitative case study. Brazil’s
role in regional environmental governance was assessed by examining four interconnected variables.
The first concerned the level of regional engagement, considering the depth of Brazil’s participation
in regional organisations and initiatives. The second addressed the development of environmental
policies, both at the domestic level and in the context of regional frameworks. The third focused on
environmental outcomes, measured through indicators such as deforestation rates, emissions
reduction efforts and compliance with international agreements. Finally, the study analysed the
political discourse of each administration, exploring how regionalism and environmental governance
were framed in public rhetoric, thereby revealing the underlying political will and ideological
positioning that shaped Brazil’s strategies in these domains. Together, these variables offered a
comprehensive lens to evaluate how presidential leadership influenced Brazil’s role in shaping
regional cooperation and environmental governance.

The study has revealed that under President Lula, Brazil demonstrated high levels of regional
engagement and policy alignment, coupled with a discourse that framed regionalism as a mechanism
for collective problem-solving and environmental responsibility. His administration promoted deeper
cooperation within Mercosur through mechanisms such as the Common Market Group (GMC) and
the Working Subcommittee No. 6 on the Environment (SGT 6), and reinforced legal instruments like
the Environmental Framework Agreement. Lula also made efforts to embed sustainability and
compliance provisions in the EU-Mercosur agreements, strengthening Brazil’s credibility as a
regional environmental actor. Within BRICS, Lula embraced the bloc’s advocacy for Common But
Differentiated Responsibilities (CBDR) and climate justice, actively promoting South-South
cooperation and the institutionalisation of environmental initiatives through the New Development
Bank (NDB) and platforms like the BRICS Environmentally Sound Technology (BEST) initiative.

In contrast, President Bolsonaro adopted a nationalist and sovereignist stance, casting regional and
multilateral climate commitments as external impositions on domestic autonomy. His administration
scaled back regional engagement, weakened institutional support for environmental governance, most
notably through the defunding of agencies like the Brazilian Institute of Environment and Renewable
Natural Resources (IBAMA), and undermined Brazil’s ability to meet international commitments.
These choices contributed to negative environmental outcomes, particularly the increase in Amazon
deforestation, and caused significant setbacks in Brazil’s diplomatic standing, including the

suspension of progress on the EU-Mercosur agreement due to concerns about environmental
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standards. Within BRICS, Bolsonaro’s disengagement signalled a broader retreat from collective
environmental action, marginalising Brazil’s voice in the bloc’s sustainability agenda.

This comparison has underscored that an effective regional governance is characterised by a
cooperative and integrative leadership, as demonstrated by Lula, that strengthens both national
environmental outcomes and regional credibility, whereas inward-looking and anti-multilateral
stances, as seen during Bolsonaro’s presidency, tend to fragment governance structures and erode
environmental policy effectiveness. In this regard, the study reaffirms the value of regionalism as a
strategic tool in addressing environmental challenges, particularly when it is rooted in a commitment
to cooperation, accountability and sustainable development. In the case of Brazil, a country that is
both severely affected by the impacts of climate change and actively engaged in regional diplomacy,
regionalism offers an opportunity to align local realities with international environmental
commitments, helping to bridge the gap between national priorities and global responsibilities.

Significance of the Findings and Critical Reflections

The findings of this research confirm that regionalism is not only a relevant theoretical construct but
also a practical mechanism through which environmental governance can be advanced.

From a theoretical standpoint, the study contributes to a growing body of literature that views
regional arrangements in the Global South not merely as economic platforms but also as political
spaces in which emerging powers assert agency and challenge existing power structures. In Latin
America, as exemplified by Mercosur, regionalism differs substantially from the European
experience: rather than pursuing deep institutional integration, Mercosur functions through a more
flexible intergovernmental structure; nonetheless, it offers member states a framework for dialogue,
coordination and policy alignment. The BRICS coalition, although more heterogeneous and less
institutionalised, performs a similar function, as it provides a counterweight to Western-dominated
governance frameworks and gives voice to alternative conceptions of development, environmental
justice and global equity. Despite their limitations, both Mercosur and BRICS have demonstrated
potential to influence sustainability agendas when their members act with unity and political will.

On a practical level, the research highlights that regional cooperation can lead to real and measurable
outcomes, particularly when countries commit to shared goals. Indeed, the research confirms that
regional organisations like Mercosur and BRICS can strengthen environmental governance by
enhancing policy coherence, bargaining power and encouraging the adoption of shared sustainability
agendas.

The decision to focus on Brazil and to compare its involvement in both Mercosur and BRICS was
guided by the country’s prominent position within these two groupings and its acute environmental
vulnerabilities. This provided a valuable perspective through which to examine the intersection of
domestic political leadership, regional integration and global environmental governance. The
comparative approach between two presidential administrations further allowed for an analysis of
how different political leadership can reshape regional engagement and environmental commitments.
The use of a three-level analytical framework and the selection of four key variables provided a solid
structure for the analysis. Nonetheless, the emphasis on presidential discourse inevitably limited the
scope of the investigation. Since environmental governance is shaped not only by high-level political
narratives but also by institutional practices, regulatory frameworks and the involvement of multiple
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actors such as environmental agencies and civil society, including these perspectives would have
enriched the analysis and offered a more comprehensive understanding. Another limitation relates to
the institutional nature of the regional organisations studied. Both Mercosur and BRICS operate
within weakly institutionalised and intergovernmental frameworks where the effectiveness of
environmental initiatives often depends on the political will of individual member states, thus making
it difficult to assess the enforcement of environmental commitments. Finally, although the study was
framed within the integration model of regionalism, the findings also revealed important elements
consistent with the fragmentation approach. Indeed, the establishment of parallel institutions within
BRICS, the varying levels of commitments among its members and the persistence of North-South
asymmetries suggest that regionalism does not necessarily lead to greater coherence or solidarity, but
it can mirror the existing global imbalances and highlight internal divisions, further complicating
efforts to construct unified regional responses to environmental challenges.
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