
ETHICS IN SCIENCE AND ENVIRONMENTAL POLITICS
Ethics Sci Environ Polit

Vol. 21: 11–15, 2021
https://doi.org/10.3354/esep00194

Published March 11

1.  INTRODUCTION

Many Brazilians have been engaging in senseless
debates on social networks regarding environmental
issues, such as fires in the Brazilian Amazon and Aus-
tralia. It is critical to go back in time to ‘attempt’ to
comprehend the incomprehensible. The reaction on
the part of the Brazilian government to accusations of
increased deforestation in the Amazon has been er-
ratic (Andrade 2019) and included the resignation of a
prominent scientist who sounded the alarm (Tollefson
2019). After issuing largely meaningless statements
and false claims (e.g. non-governmental organizations
or NGOs are setting fire to the forest), the government
de ployed the military to contain wildfires (Escobar
2019a). In addition, the Brazilian government created
a task force, led by the vice president, which was sup-
posed to change the direction of Brazilian environ-
mental policy. The overall goal was to bring the Ama-
zon issue to the center of national government, but no
concrete results have been achieved thus far.

Rather than honestly addressing environmental
problems, President Bolsonaro prefers a battle which
relies on his hordes of followers on social networks,

most notably Twitter. He devotes time and effort
on these social networks to blaming international
NGOs for the Amazonian evils (deforestation and
wildfires). He also vociferously opposes international
leaders who criticize his environmental policy, the
Europeans in particular (Posta 2020). Despite his
invective, the president is attempting to respond to
strong criticism of his environmental policy by creat-
ing the Amazon National Council, led by his vice
president Mourão, an iconoclastic and dubious char-
acter. Through the press and social networks,
Mourão has ended up being an apologist for the dis-
astrous statements and actions of the president and
other government ministers (Rosevics 2019). It is
worth noting that he has a poor history of supporting
policies aligned with a credible environmental
agenda. For example, his advocacy for completion of
the BR 319 highway will most certainly have severe
and negative impacts on the indigenous peoples of
the Amazon (Ferrante et al. 2020).

Surprisingly, even agribusinesses have vehement -
ly criticized the stance of the Bolsonaro administra-
tion and his minions, as they rightfully assert that
large-scale fires in the Amazon forest, as well as accu-
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sations of the involvement of NGOs, harm this funda-
mental sector of the Brazilian economy. To illustrate
the content of this reaction, the former agriculture
minister and one of Brazil’s leading cattle ranchers,
Blairo Maggi, highlighted the damage these actions
could do to Brazil’s international image. Germany
and the Scandinavian countries, for example, have
proposed boycotting Brazilian meat. Further compli-
cating Brazil’s international status, Brazilian pop-
ulism is approaching that of former US President
Donald Trump. Like Bolsanaro, President Trump
uses social networks to stoke his most radical sup-
porters, implying that domestic interests supersede
any global considerations such as the Amazon issue.
In this vein, Foreign Minister Ernesto Araújo sug-
gests that climate change is just an international
‘Marxist conspiracy’ (Casarões & Flemes 2019).

Without adequate confrontation, devastation in the
Amazon forest continues, and increases month by
month, year by year (Escobar 2019b). Scientific
denialism within the Brazilian government (Ricard &
Medeiros 2020) is an important element of this
degradation, as government ministers deny that the
problem exists. The environment minister himself,
Ricardo Salles, has a stance against environmental
preservation. As documented in a recording of a
macabre government ministerial meeting (Analytica
2020), he suggests using his authority to approve an
anti-environmental agenda by taking advantage of
the press and public being ‘distracted’ by the COVID-
19 pandemic. This is unbelievable not only if we
think about the function of his ministry, but also from
the point of view of ethics and morals, given the dra-
matic, intense, and lasting consequences for the
preservation of the Brazilian Amazon and implica-
tions for Brazil’s entire environmental policy (Thomaz
et al. 2020). Another example of Salles’ chaotic oper-
ations was the reduction in funding from the Ministry
of the Environment for specific extra-budgetary pro-
jects, for example, the Amazon Fund (McConnell &
Hart 2019). The minister severely criticized this par-
ticular fund and claimed that, after auditing 25% of
its contracts, problems existed within all NGO con-
tracts. However, the managers of this fund, Norway
and Germany, never reported any irregularities and
the minister never presented concrete evidence to
corroborate his accusations (Araújo 2020).

Additionally, supporters of the Bolsanaro adminis-
tration claim that the devastating fires in the Amazon
have received a disproportionate amount of interna-
tional attention and reprimand relative to fires in Aus-
tralia. These supporters, lacking a deeper analysis of
the ethical implications for Brazilian society, attack

those who disagree with them, which accelerates cy-
cles of hatred and scientific denialism, particularly on
social networks (Bradshaw & Howard 2018). This mis-
information is actively encouraged by the Brazilian
president himself. His nationalist rhetoric is that the
Amazon belongs to Brazilians (Phillips 2019), and he
asserts that other countries (especially developed
ones) have already destroyed their forests. Thus, their
repudiations would be hypocritical, by suggesting
limitations on development and harvesting of re-
sources, especially minerals, in the Amazon region,
because the developed countries would have done
the same with their forests.

So, the impact of the ‘fake news’ phenomenon on
Brazil’s environmental problems must be considered
because of the notorious and deleterious influence of
social networks on politics, economics, and culture.
The courageous actions of well-informed and profes-
sional scientists, politicians, and jurists will be neces-
sary to face these issues and their consequences
(Ottonicar 2020).

Responses to the Australian and Brazilian wildfires
have 2 things in common. First, even though both
accelerate anthropogenic climate change, both are
denied by internet-based groups that treat climate
change as a conspiracy theory (Uscinski et al. 2017).
Second, both have been poorly addressed by incom-
petent national leaders who deny or diminish the
effects of climate change (Barlow et al. 2020, Linden-
mayer & Taylor 2020). The origins of these circum-
stances, however, have some differences.

The most effective way to counter misinformation
through social networks and the internet is through
the dissemination of scientific knowledge. It is funda-
mental to understanding this misinformation phenom-
enon, which may appear random and chaotic, but
often has well-defined economic and political interests
aiming to  manipulate information and distort reality to
benefit specific and organized groups (Marwick &
Lewis 2017). In Australia, there are examples of the
misuse of social networks through fake news, includ-
ing recently by political parties, indicating that it is not
as diffuse and random a phenomenon as perceived by
many, therefore deserving a more accurate and cau-
tious look because the risks to society are tangible and
their ethical implications must be considered (Warren
2020).

2.  AUSTRALIAN FIRES

Australian wildfires are seasonal due in large part
to periodic droughts and highly flammable eucalyp-
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tus forests. These factors, coupled with constant
changes in temperature and rates of evaporation, as
well as uncertain rainfall, make Australia the most
flammable of all continents (Bradstock 2010). This
problem may increase in the coming years, espe-
cially in the face of a globally inept response to cli-
mate change. This risk of fires will be dramatically
increased by 2100 if carbon dioxide emissions remain
high in Australia, despite increased investment in
fire management. These investments will inevitably
increase even more given the urgency and gradual
worsening of the problem (Pitman et al. 2007). The
fires in the years 2019 and 2020 have been particu-
larly tragic with respect to the loss of human lives,
the devastation of biological communities, and the
loss of habitat for endangered species. Far from irra-
tional debates via the obscure face of the internet,
the questions that remain for science are how to mit-
igate the impacts that are repeated by the devasta-
tion of fires and how to preserve endangered species
in the face of increasing risk (Wintle et al. 2020).

3.  BRAZILIAN FIRE

The fires in Brazil are completely different. They oc-
cur in a humid tropical forest, and it requires inten-
tional action to ignite and spread the fires. The Ama-
zon rainforest is not dry like the Australian forest. To
set fires, it is necessary to use an accelerant or to de-
forest areas so the wood can be dried and burned.
Causal links between deforestation and wildfires
were established in 2019 (Escobar 2019a). Fire in the
Brazilian Amazon is a historical process for the man-
agement of land for agriculture and raising cattle. In
another important biome in Brazil, the savannah, fires
have similarly increased in frequency and intensity.

It is necessary to think about techniques other than
controlled burning for land preservation and manage-
ment. In addition to the total exclusion of burning in
certain areas, these alternatives include small-scale
agricultural projects, maintenance of more sensitive
areas with rich biodiversity, and the incorporation of
forest-use techniques based on ancient indigenous
knowledge (Pivello 2011). The agricultural sector is
experiencing a dilemma in relation to the destruction
of the Amazonian forest. In the last decade, there has
been an intense growth of the agricultural frontier
with a proportional impact on the Brazilian economy
(Simon & Garagorry 2005). However, as a major agri-
cultural power integrated into international markets,
Brazil will have to change the way domestic agricul-
ture is carried out to avoid possible international re-

taliation (Stabile et al. 2020). In addition to using fire
for agriculture and ranching, logging activity con-
tributes to the degradation of the Amazon. This activ-
ity of extracting trees of great commercial value cre-
ates large amounts of debris and reduces tree crown
cover, which increases the likelihood of future fires
and more intense degradation. Each of these factors
creates intermediate patterns of forest destruction,
between intact and completely deforested, which
have different effects, necessitating varied forms of
recovery. Therefore, it is necessary to discern these
forms of destruction of the Amazon forest in order to
allow for low-impact or non-impact forms of exploita-
tion techniques while concurrently implementing vi-
able measures of fire prevention (Gerwing 2002).

4.  THE IMPACT OF CLIMATE CHANGE 
AND ITS CONSEQUENCES

Those who trivialize the fires in the Brazilian forest
do not know, or do not want to know, that it is this for-
est that balances the climate, providing rain to the
most populous and most economically developed re-
gions of the country. The transpiration of the trees in
the Amazon increases the rainfall in neighboring and
even distant regions in a cascading effect, provi ding a
stable amount of rainfall in much of Brazil. Therefore,
deforestation combined with global warming can
have unpredictable effects on the Brazilian climate
and the key area of its economy, agriculture (Staal et
al. 2018). This is the most robust component of the
Brazilian economic sector, and has remained relatively
unscathed, even during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Another aspect that should be considered is the dam-
age caused by decreased biodiversity. Economists
and ecologists agree that the costs of species extinc-
tion are almost incalculable because no one can imag-
ine, for example, how many medicines can be pro-
duced from undiscovered plants and animals and how
many of our most widespread foods have originated
from wild Amazonian species (Ehrlich & Ehrlich
1997). Therefore, in addition to the obvious ethical is-
sue of the elimination of another living species by hu-
man negligence, these losses have the potential for
economic devastation and even self-extermination.

Nevertheless, scientific knowledge that would miti-
gate the aforementioned environmental and eco-
nomic concerns appears to be repellent in certain
internet and political circles worldwide. Meanwhile,
climate change continues, and its consequences will
only worsen in the coming years. There is strong crit-
icism from the academic community of the anti-envi-
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ronmental rhetoric promoted by the Bolsonaro gov-
ernment, with the decisive participation of its envi-
ronment minister as well as other members of various
ministries. They consistently attack NGOs and any
others that are in favor of environmental preserva-
tion. They criticize those who oppose deforestation
with arguments lacking in both consistency and logic.
However, the ‘hater’ supporters of the Brazilian gov-
ernment need only to look at satellite images and lis-
ten to scientific specialists for a demonstration of the
correlation between increased forest devastation and
policy initiatives of the current national administra-
tion (Escobar 2019b).

5.  RECOMMENDATIONS

Therefore, instead of dismissing the science to jus-
tify the unjustifiable, I suggest the following:

1. Groups sowing misinformation on the internet
should consider the causes of other prominent fires.
In California, for example, periodic fires play a role in
maintaining the integrity of the ecosystem, but
human activity has led to a cascade of deleterious
ecological effects. More fires have been occurring in
densely populated regions, which requires more
aggressive preventative action based on scientific
knowledge (Syphard et al. 2007).

2. I recommend that these groups consider and
understand the circumstances in Portugal, which has
the highest rate of fires in all of Europe. The fires in
this country have other causes, such as the preva-
lence of highly inflammable vegetation which is vul-
nerable to climate change. Scientific knowledge of
the region and proper vegetation management can
increase fire resistance and change human behavior
in relation to the problem. Shifting resources from
fire suppression to fire prevention would be one pos-
itive policy decision (Mateus & Fernandes 2014).

3. Such comparisons are essential for understand-
ing catastrophes that tend to get worse, such as in the
Australian case, and for distinguishing between these
and other circumstances such as the Amazon fires. It
would be beneficial for social network groups to use
their energy and time to learn and to understand
these fires, and perhaps collaborate, using their abil-
ity to communicate, so that these dramatic events are
mitigated and maybe avoided.

4. In order to balance the need for agriculture with
forest preservation, which is vital to the entire world,
it is expected that specific actions will be carried out
by the Brazilian government. First, we need to put an
end to land grabbing (illegal land invasion for later

sale), especially public land, and land speculation in
the Amazon. Thus, we need to promote land owner-
ship and minimize the land available for uncon-
trolled opening of new agricultural and livestock
frontiers. Second, we must seek to reduce deforesta-
tion on private lands based on the advanced Brazil-
ian Forestry Code, which promotes environmental
services and supports proposals for the acquisition of
sustainable agricultural products. And third, we can
boost productivity on large and medium-sized lands
using modern technologies so that Brazil can in -
crease its production in response to the growing
international need for food without increasing the
agricultural area.

5. Social, economic, and environmental improve-
ments should be presented alongside technical assis-
tance to small landowners. In the case of the Ama-
zon, these farmers occupy large areas with limited
access to technical assistance, modern forms of pro-
duction, and buyers (Stabile et al. 2020). Such im -
provements will make it possible to attenuate the
rabid denialist discourse of the internet and social
networks in favour of a movement that can have
beneficial and permanent results.

6.  CONCLUSIONS

We need less hatred and ignorance on the internet,
more science, and actions to combat these tragedies,
whether they be Australian, Brazilian, or of any other
place on the planet. The scientific community must
not leave unanswered false news reports and con-
spiracy theories because their silence opens space for
organized groups, or even supporters of populist
governments, to make their agenda in vogue, with
harmful and lasting effects on environmental issues.
Remaining silent can also negatively impact world-
wide scientific credibility (van der Linden 2019), re -
verberating in areas such as public health, e.g. with
the denial of the efficacy of vaccines, which can have
tragic consequences (Poland & Jacobson 2001).
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