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Letter n. 235/2020 
 
Re: Urgent Appeal and clarifications about the remarks by president Jair Bolsonaro            
at the General Debate of the 75th Session of the UN General Assembly 
 

 
FIRES ON THE BRAZILIAN WETLANDS  

AND ATTACKS ON HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS 
 
 
All Member States 
United Nations  
 
Mr. António Guterres 
General Secretary of the United Nations 
 
Mr. Volkan Bozkir  
President of the United Nations General Assembly 
 
Ms. Michelle Bachelet Jeria, 
United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 
 
Mr. David R. Boyd  
United Nations Special Rapporteur on human rights and the environment  
 
Ms. Victoria Tauli-Corpuz 
UN Special Rapporteur on the rights of indigenous peoples 
 
Mr. Michel Forst 
UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders 
 
Mr. Baskut Tuncak 
UN Special Rapporteur on human rights and hazardous substances 
 
Mr. David Kaye 
UN Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of the right to freedom of opinion               
and expression 
 
Ms. E. Tendayi Achiume 
UN Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia           
and related intolerance 
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SÂMIA BOMFIM, ÁUREA CAROLINA, DAVID MIRANDA, EDMILSON RODRIGUES,        
FERNANDA MELCHIONNA, GLAUBER BRAGA, IVAN VALENTE, LUIZA ERUNDINA,        
MARCELO FREIXO and TALÍRIA PETRONE, federal deputies from the Socialism and           
Liberty Party (PSOL, in its acronym in Portuguese), respectfully address to these States and              
bodies in order to clarify misinformations on the remarks by president Jair Bolsonaro at the               
General Debate of the 75th Session of the UN General Assembly and report about grave               
environmental violations in Brazil and government attacks against human rights defenders. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Overview 
 
Data from the National Institute for Space Research (INPE, in its acronym in Portuguese)              
show that fires in the Pantanal, Brazil’s wetlands, increased by more than 220% in 2020.               
One of these fires destroyed 83% of the Encontro das Águas State Park, world’s main               
refuge of wild jaguars. According to the Center for Preventing and Combating Wildfires from              
the Brazilian Institute of Environment and Renewable Natural Resources (IBAMA, in its            
acronym in Portuguese), the area burned in the Pantanal already exceeds 23 thousand km²,              
more than 22% of the total biome. 
 
However, yesterday, while addressing the United Nations’ General Assembly, Brazil’s          
president, Mr. Jair Bolsonaro, said that there is a “brutal disinformation campaign about the              
Amazon and the Pantanal”, which is “anchored on shady interests coupled with exploitative             
and unpatriotic Brazilian associations with the purpose of undermining the Government and            
Brazil itself”. He stated that “criminal fire outbreaks are fought with stringency and             
determination”, arguing he has a “zero tolerance policy towards environmental crime”. 
 
According to the Brazilian president, fires outbreaks in the Amazon “tend to occur virtually at               
the same places, in the eastern surroundings of the forest, where ‘caboclos’ and indigenous              
people burn their farmlands in search of livelihood in already deforested areas”. in the              
Pantanal, “large fires are the inevitable consequence of high local temperature coupled with             
the accumulation of decaying organic matter”. 
 
More than lying to the entire international community, Bolsonaro tries desperately to hide his              
own responsibility over the environmental devastation in Brazil. His government has been            
promoting an alarming dismantling of the environmental protection system in the country,            
acting with extreme negligence regarding environmental tragedies. 
 
The Brazilian government has drastically reduced the budget for environmental policies, and            
openly promotes the relaxation of inspections and encourages impunity for environmental           
crimes. Meanwhile, Bolsonaro and other government officials openly attack social          
movements and non-governmental organizations.  
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Cuts on budget and low execution  
 
Contrary to what Mr. Bolsonaro said in his speech yesterday, fires in the Pantanal are not                
inevitable. They could, at least, be controlled, if his government had allocated and executed              
enough budget for it. However, in 2020, Bolsonaro executed only 55% of the already low               
budget reserved for preventing and combating wildfires in the country.  
 
Numbers are even more alarming, when the budget for environmental policies as a whole is               
considered: only 0.4% of the government's budget for environmental policies was actually            
used in 2020. In the entire year of 2019, only 11% of this budget was executed. In addition to                   
low execution of funds, the budgets themselves have also been reduced.  
 
This year’s budget for preventing and combating wildfires in Brazil is half of last year’s. This                
was the second consecutive year of cuts in this area: the 2018 budget was BRL 53.8 million,                 
it was then reduced to BRL 45.5 million in 2019, and to BRL 38.6 million in 2020. 
 
In 2017, the Chico Mendes Institute for Biodiversity Conservation (ICMBio, in its acronym in              
Portuguese), which is the body responsible for protecting the federal areas affected by the              
ongoing fires, had a budget of BRL of 1.4 billion, in real value. This year, the Institute’s                 
budget was reduced to BRL 678 million, almost 50% less.  
 
For 2021, Bolsonaro plans to cut another 12.8% of ICMBio’s budget. Next year, the              
president also plans to allocate only BRL 82.9 million for environmental control and             
inspection actions in Brazil, which represents a reduction of 25.4% in comparison to the              
budget in the last year of the previous government.  
 
 
Flexibilization and impunity  
 
Despite Bolsonaro’s claims that Pantanal is burning for natural causes, the government of             
Mato Grosso, one of the states in which the Pantanal is located, reported that five different                
examinations point to human action in large farms as the cause of the fires in the region.                 
According to the State Secretariat for the Environment of Mato Grosso (SEMA, in its              
acronym in Portuguese) environmental crimes have increased significantly this year: there           
were more cases of arsons in 2020 then in all previous 5 years. 
 
However, this year, the number of environmental fines between January and July decreased             
40% in comparison to the same period last year and less than 30% of the IBAMA budget for                  
fiscalization was implemented in 2020. The number of infraction notices for environmental            
crimes issued from January to September also decreased 52% in relation to the same period               
in 2019, which is especially worrying considering that numbers from 2019 were already 60%              
lower than in 2018.  
 
As the fires in the Amazon last year have shown, Bolsonaro’s statement about “zero              
tolerance policy towards environmental crime” is outrageous. In 2019, inspection operations           
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in the Amazon decreased by 70% and many of them were publicly anticipated, undermining              
their effectiveness and substantially increasing the risk to inspectors. The number of fines             
related to crimes against the environment in the Amazon are the lowest in the last 10 years. 
 
By accusing indigenous peoples of starting fires in the Amazon, Bolsonaro not only tries to               
hide his responsibility, but attempts to protect those who are actually burning the forest. For               
instance, last year, on August 10, agribusinessman and illegal land grabbers coordinated a             
massive action of illegal burning in the Amazon that became known as the "Fire Day",               
currently under investigation by the local Civil Police in Pará. 
 
In November 2019, by decree, the president revoked the sugarcane “agro-ecological           
zoning”, which had been preventing, for almost a decade, the expansion of sugarcane             
cultivation in the Amazon forest and Pantanal. Also by decree, Bolsonaro created            
“conciliation centers” to reduce penalties for socio-environmental laws violators. 
 
 
Attacks and accusations against social movements and NGOs  
 
Mr. Bolsonaro and his cabinet have also systematically attacked the reputation of national             
and international movements and NGOs. The Brazilian president even accused the artist            
Leonardo DiCaprio of "giving money to set the Amazon on fire" because of his connections               
to environmental groups, and recently compared NGOs in the Amazon to a “cancer” he              
“can’t kill”.  
 
Some of these attacks, diffamation efforts and conspiracy theories were vocalized yesterday            
by Bolsonaro at his speech. Besides blaming “caboclos” and indigenous peoples for the             
Amazon fires, he argued that the alleged “disinformation campaign” led by “international            
institutions” about the Amazon and the Pantanal, have support of “exploitative and            
unpatriotic Brazilian associations”. 
 
The terminologies used by the Brazilian president were very similar to those of General              
Agusuto Heleno, his minister of the Institutional Security Office (GSI, in its acronym in              
Portuguese), who accused, on September 18, the Brazil's Indigenous People Articulation           
(APIB, in its acronym in Portuguese) of commiting unpatriotic crimes. In an anti-democratic             
effort of intimidation and diffamation, Heleno even named one of the APIB’s coordinator and              
prominent indigenous leader, Ms. Sonia Guajajara, in his declaration on social media. 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
The facts reported above show that Mr. Bolsonaro has disrespected the UN State-members,             
propagating fake information on Brazil’s environmental situation. The Brazilian president          
tried to use the General Assembly to promote the idea of a conspiracy theory about fires in                 
the Amazon and in the Pantanal, and to attack ingenous peoples, social movements and              
NGOs. Brazil has systematically breached its international environmental and human rights           
obligations, overlooking several provisions of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights,           
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and violating the Paris Agreement, the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change and             
the Convention on Biological Diversity. Fires on Pantanal are yet a grave new chapter of a                
severe and ongoing tale of destruction and deforestation.  
 
Still, by attacking and difamating indigenous peoples and tradicional comunities, Bolsonaro           
also operates against the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and the              
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination. His government's            
attempts of intimidation against environmental defenders, movements and NGOs also          
constitute a clear violation of the Declaration on Human Rights Defenders. 
 
In view of the foregoing, we urgently request: 
 

● the General Assembly to disregard Mr. Bolsonaro’s false informations and to pass a             
resolution about the urgent environmental crisis in Brazil, remarkably regarding the           
ongoing fires in the Pantanal  

● the High Commissioner for Human Rights and its Special Rapporteurs to process this             
communication as an Urgent Appeal, in view of the gravity and urgency of the matter; 

● the related Special Rapporteurs to arrange an emergency visit to Brazil in order to              
assess the situation on the ground and meet with affected communities and civil             
society organizations; 

● all Member States and the related Special Rapporteurs to issue public statements,            
considering the gravity and urgency of the facts and violations described; 

● the General Secretary, the High Commissioner for Human Rights and its Special            
Rapporteurs, to request from the Brazilian Permanent Mission to the UN           
explanations for the violations described herein and the false information presented           
by Mr. Bolsonaro during his speech at the General Assembly on September 22. 

 
 
 
 

Sâmia Bomfim 
PSOL Leader 

Áurea Carolina 
PSOL-MG 

 
Edmilson Rodrigues 

PSOL-PA 
 

Glauber Braga 
PSOL-RJ 

 
Luiza Erundina 

PSOL-SP 

David Miranda 
PSOL-RG 

 
Fernanda Melchionna 

PSOL-RS 
 

Ivan Valente 
PSOL-SP 

 
Marcelo Freixo 

PSOL-RJ 
Talíria Petrone 

PSOL-RJ 
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