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In the rain forest area, 
China is extracting 

energy and resources as 
fast as it can

Amazon, Climate 
Change, and China

Negotiations on climate change 
continue to focus on mitigation, 

reducing the burning of fossil fuels 
for energy production and transport 
and emissions from deforestation. But 
mitigation efforts across the world face 
powerful economic forces — a deregu-
lated, voracious globalized economy fed 
by increasing demand for energy and 
resources. Recent trends in the Ama-
zon show that even the most successful 
mitigation efforts are threatened. 

Brazil provides an example of a re-
markable success: between 2001 and 
2012 aggressive enforcement and con-
servation efforts cut annual deforesta-
tion in the core rain forest areas of the 
so-called “legal Amazon” by more than 
90 percent. But an important part of 
the reductions coincided with the re-
cession and a decline in world agricul-
tural and mineral commodity prices 
that are widely seen as major drivers of 
deforestation. A recent Brazilian study 
estimates that between 2005 and 2009 
only half of the decrease in Amazon 
deforestation could be attributed to ef-
fective government enforcement of en-
vironmental and forestry laws. 

The latest Brazilian deforestation 
figures have raised concern: defores-
tation increased 28 percent over the 
last year. Commentators attribute the 
rise to increasing commodity prices, a 
weakening of Brazil’s forest laws allow-
ing greater forest clearing on landhold-
ings, and a plethora of new massive 

infrastructure projects in the Amazon, 
such as large dams, mines, railways, and 
roads, opening up new areas for conver-
sion of forests. 

A seminal 2012 article by Philip 
Fearnside of Brazil’s National Institute 
for Amazon Research and two Brazilian 
colleagues identifies how these threats 
are largely linked with the rapidly 
growing role of China in the Brazilian 
economy. China is Brazil’s largest trad-
ing partner, and its largest importer of 
soybeans and iron. Brazilian exports to 
China from the Amazon have grown 
at an astounding rate of 52 percent an-
nually for over a decade. Brazil is now 
the world’s largest soya producer and 
much of its increasing production has 
fed deforestation. Huge exports have 
strengthened the relative economic and 
political power of Brazilian agrobusi-
ness, which according to Fearnside, 
has had “profound effects on domestic 
politics that are reflected in legislative 
and administrative changes weakening 
environmental protection.”

Chinese companies have made in-
vestments in joint ven-
tures with the Brazil-
ian aluminum indus-
try, feeding increases 
in electricity demand 
that, along with other 
export-oriented min-
eral and industrial 
production has led to a government 
program to build 30 large hydroelectric 
dams in the Amazon over the next ten 
years. China’s Export Import Bank has 
subsidized the sale of Chinese equip-
ment for new dams there, and Chinese 
purchases of large tracts of land for soy-
bean and cotton production have led 
to efforts in the Brazilian Congress to 
limit foreign land acquisition. 

In smaller neighboring countries 
that share the Amazon forest, where 
governance and institutions are weaker, 
the Chinese economic and environ-
mental footprint looms much larger. 
Ecuador, for example, has become a 
virtual client state of China in just a few 
years. In 2008 Ecuador defaulted on 
its debt to the International Monetary 
Fund, and, shunned by western credi-

tors, turned to the Chinese for loans. 
Within five years Ecuador borrowed 
over $7 billion, one tenth of its gross 
domestic product, repaying with oil 
rather than cash; now over half of Ecua-
dor’s oil production, which comes from 
the Amazon forest region, is committed 
for years to come to flow to China. 

Chinese money is financing new 
dams in the Ecuadorian Amazon as 
well as a major stake in a $10 billion 
oil refinery. To raise more money, the  
government is planning to auction off 
one third of its entire Amazon rain for-
est area in development leases to Chi-
nese oil companies, a proposal which 
has unleashed the protests of seven 
indigenous tribes in the area as well as 
a petition opposing the sales by over 1 
million of Ecuador’s 15 million inhab-
itants. Protests have also encumbered a 
large Chinese-owned open cast copper 
mine project located in a biodiverse part 
of the Ecuadorian Amazon rain forest. 

In the case of Ecuador, rancorous en-
vironmental and social disputes plagued 
U.S. and Canadian–owned oil and 

mining investments in 
the Ecuadorian Ama-
zon for many years. 
These companies have 
largely pulled out and 
Chinese investors have 
taken their place — 
with even less experi-

ence in dealing with environmental 
issues and deforestation, and less atten-
tion to the interests of local communi-
ties than their predecessors.  

China is playing catch up to feed a 
resource-intensive model of economic 
growth that can only survive by im-
porting commodities. But from the 
Chinese perspective, with one sixth of 
the planet’s people, why shouldn’t it 
play by the same rules, and emulate the 
same model, but perhaps more ruth-
lessly, with a greater sense of urgency, 
that other major economies followed as 
they became wealthy?
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