Brazil Warming to ‘Green’ Policies
by Jeff Tolleson
Sept. 24, 2014 – Activist Marina Silva is gaining ground in presidential polls.
Marina Silva rose from poverty deep in the Amazon jungle, to become a prominent politician and the advocate who kick-started Brazil’s battle against deforestation.  Now she is clashing with an old foe, President Dilma Rousseff, in a wild election that could reshape the nation’s environmental policy.
Silva’s sudden ascent is almost as shocking as the event that prompted it: a plane crash on 13 August that killed presidential candidate Eduardo Campos.  That pushed Silva, his running mate, to the top of the center-left Brazilian Socialist Party.  Although the Campos–Silva ticket had struggled to gain traction, Silva is now in a statistical dead heat with Rousseff going into the election on 5 October; the 2 women are expected to face off in a runoff vote 3 weeks later.
As a 3rd-party contender, Silva has promised a break from traditional politics amid growing anger over Brazil’s stagnant economy and political corruption that has tainted the Workers’ Party led by former president Luiz Inácio ‘Lula’ da Silva and his successor, Rousseff.  But the campaign has also shown that Silva’s grassroots ‘socio-environmentalism’ has wider appeal than many once believed.
Almost 1/5 of Brazilians supported Silva when she ran for president under the Green Party banner in 2010, but she seemed destined to remain a protest vote.  After briefly trying to form her own party, she joined forces this year with Campos, a popular governor from the northeastern state of Pernambuco and Lula’s former science minister.
“There has been a sea change in the political culture in Brazil, and Marina is one of the people who has brought it about,” says Steve Schwartzman, an anthropologist with the Environmental Defense Fund, a non-profit advocacy group in New York, who began working with Silva in the 1980s.
Silva’s impoverished childhood stands in stark contrast to that of Rousseff, an economist who grew up in a well-off family and received a solid education.  Born into a poor forest community in 1958, Silva suffered mercury poisoning, hepatitis and malaria as a child.  She moved to the city of Rio Branco to receive hepatitis treatment at the age of 16.  There she began her education at a Catholic convent.  She went on to earn a degree in history.
Deforestation Campaigner
In 1984, she joined forces with environmentalist Chico Mendes, a rubber tapper whose 1988 murder helped to put the destruction of the Amazon rainforest onto the geopolitical map.
Silva was elected to the Brazilian Senate in 1994, at the age of 36, as a member of the Workers’ Party.  Lula appointed her as environment minister when he took office in 2003.  Silva quickly transformed Brazil’s governance of the Amazon, pulling multiple government branches into a new enforcement regime that has helped to drive a 79% decrease in deforestation over the past decade.
“She was always directly engaged, very smart, and she listens a lot,” says Thelma Krug.  Krug served as Silva’s chief climate-change adviser and is now assistant director at the National Institute for Space Research in São José dos Campos.
A devout evangelical, Silva speaks softly but commands attention.  She is not afraid to stand up for her goals and values: she resigned as environment minister in 2008, feeling her agenda had been ignored in repeated battles over dams and development plans with other administration officials, Rousseff included.  Krug’s only concern is how Silva will cope with the harsh political realities in Brasilia.  “Marina does not negotiate on principles,” she says.
Others go a step farther.  “I think she is a little too radical,” says Pedro Alves Vieira, a geologist at the State University of Goiás and environment secretary for the municipality of Goiás.  Although Silva has hewed to the center during the campaign, Vieira fears that she may be too focused on the environment, too religious and too rigid for the presidency.
But some of Silva’s major stances have evolved.  As environment minister, she opposed the introduction of genetically modified soybeans, but has since sought to mend fences with the powerful agribusiness industry — stressing that modern agriculture, practiced legally, is not at odds with forest protection.
Her plan for sustainable development focuses on stemming Brazil’s gradual shift toward fossil fuels: renewable energy fell from 95% of the nation’s energy mix in the 1990s to 78% in 2013, according to her campaign.  To reverse that trend, she is calling for the installation of solar panels on 1 million homes and the revitalization of the sugarcane ethanol sector, which has struggled to compete with heavily subsidized petrol.  She is also pushing for sustainable forest concessions geared toward biomass energy.
By contrast, Rousseff has put more emphasis on dozens of large-scale hydroelectric dams that would increase development pressure on the Amazon rainforest.  “We need more energy, but Brazil’s current strategy is really based on big infrastructure,” says Mercedes Bustamante, an ecologist at the University of Brasilia who spent 2 years at the science ministry under Rousseff.  “I think it’s time for a change.”
Science policy has received little attention in the presidential campaign, although Silva has called for federal and private investments in research and development to expand from 1.1% of Brazil’s gross domestic product to 2%.  The government’s science spending has increased over the past decade, but researchers say that it has also been spread thin by new programs.
Even if she takes the helm, Silva will have to tackle shifting political winds in Brasilia.  In 2012, Brazil’s congress voted to weaken the country’s forest law.  Some lawmakers are now pushing to scale back protected lands, to allow mining and energy development.
But Schwartzman warns against underestimating Silva’s political skills, should she win.  “She and the others who worked with Chico Mendes in Acre really came through a crucible,” he says.  “In some ways, looking back on that experience, I’m not surprised that she is where she is now.”
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