
BRAZIL'S  BURNING  SEASON: 

SEPTEMBER  2020

A M A Z O N W A T C H . O R G

THE  FACTS  ABOUT
AMAZON  FIRES



In August of 2019, images of the Amazon rainforest on fire shocked the global consciousness. The
annual "burning season"– the period when recently deforested areas are burned to clear the area for
agribusiness – was not new. However, the growing global understanding of the role of the rainforest in
combating climate change collided with the Bolsonaro regime’s assault on the Amazon and dramatic
images circulating on social media. Brazilian cities were darkened by thick clouds of smoke from the
fires, catalyzing Brazilian and international outrage.

The situation highlighted the threats faced by Indigenous, Quilombola (descendants of Afro-Brazilian
slaves who escaped slavery before its abolition in Brazil,) and rural communities across the vast
Brazilian Amazon. Their territories are under growing pressure from an extractive economy that
prioritizes profits over people. The destructive industries are both illicit (illegal logging, mining, and
drug cultivation) and government (agribusiness, mining projects like Belo Sun, and other infrastructure
like dams, roads, and railways). Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro has made clear his disdain for the
legal recognition of Indigenous territories and worked to legalize previously illegal activities in them.

Standing up to these powerful political and economic actors is often deadly. According to Global
Witness, Brazil saw 24 land and environmental defenders assassinated in 2019, and 90 percent of
those murders were in the Amazon. Amazon Watch joined the world in denouncing the killing of
Forest Guardian Paulo Paulino Guajajara and supported Alessandra Munduruku after her apartment
was broken into in an attempt to intimidate her in late 2019.

The COVID-19 pandemic is the latest threat, reminiscent of previous sicknesses that wiped out entire
Indigenous peoples. Numerous Indigenous leaders have perished in recent weeks from the novel
coronavirus. According to the Association of Brazil’s Indigenous Peoples (APIB), as of September 13
there are 31,469 confirmed infections among Indigenous peoples and 798 fatalities. This context is
exacerbating the "burning season," as it is an excuse for government inaction and has weakened
Forest Guardians’ ability to defend their territories. In August, 60+ non-governmental groups
coordinated with APIB to publish a list of “Five Emergency Measures to Fight the Deforestation Crisis
in the Amazon.”

BACKGROUND

Meanwhile, the evident destruction of the Amazon is putting

international investment in Brazil and the advancement of free

trade agreements at risk. To combat this scenario, the Bolsonaro

regime has launched a public relations offensive, attempting to

assuage international criticisms. They are propagating a series of

lies, which require the following fact-checking.
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https://www.globalwitness.org/en/campaigns/environmental-activists/defending-tomorrow/
https://amazonwatch.org/news/2020/0806-more-than-60-ngos-demand-moratorium-on-deforestation-in-the-brazilian-amazon


The  Mon i to r i ng  o f  t he  Andean  Amazon  Pro jec t  (MAAP)  has  “de tec ted  646  ma jo r  f i r es
in  the  B raz i l i an  Amazon  thus  fa r  i n  2020 .  O f  these ,  88% (569  ma jo r  f i r es )  occu r red  i n
Augus t ,  and  a l l  we re  i l l ega l ,  occu r ing  a f te r  t he  bu rn ing  mora to r iums  es tab l i shed  in
Ju ly .  A l so  i n  Augus t ,  we  saw the  sudden  appearance  o f  Fo res t  F i res ,  de f i ned  he re  as
human-caused  f i r es  i n  s tand ing  fo res t .  We de tec ted  82  fo res t  f i r es  i n  Augus t ,  wh ich
now accoun t  fo r  13% o f  a l l  t he  ma jo r  f i r es .  The  vas t  ma jo r i t y  o f  t he  ma jo r  f i r es  (79%)
con t inue  to  bu rn  recen t l y  de fo res ted  a reas ,  de f i ned  he re  as  a reas  where  the  fo res t
was  p rev ious l y  and  recen t l y  c lea red  (be tween  2018-20 )  p r i o r  t o  bu rn ing .  I n  fac t ,  ove r
1 .1  m i l l i on  ac res  (453 ,000  hec ta res )  o f  recen t l y  de fo res ted  a reas  have  bu rned  in
2020 .  Thus ,  t he  f i r es  a re  ac tua l l y  a  smok ing  i nd i ca to r  o f  t he  cu r ren t  rampan t
de fo res ta t i on  i n  the  B raz i l i an  Amazon . ”

On  Augus t  19 ,  CNN rebu t ted  Bo lsonaro  d i rec t l y  i n  i t s  a r t i c l e , "Bo lsonaro  says  repor t s
o f  Amazon  f i r es  a re  a  ' l i e , '  ye t  ev idence  says  o the rw ise . "  Respond ing  to  h i s  asse r t i on
tha t  “we  mus t  comba t  i t  w i th  t rue  numbers , ”  CNN no tes ,  “bu t  t he  rea l  numbers
repor ted  by  B raz i l ' s  Na t iona l  I ns t i t u te  fo r  Space  Research  ( INPE)  a re  damn ing :  S ince
Bo lsonaro  took  o f f i ce  i n  January  2019 ,  de fo res ta t i on  has  su rged  near l y  30%,  wh ich  i s
mos t l y  caused  by  i l l ega l  l ogg ing  and  f i r es  se t  by  l oggers  and  deve lopers .  I n  Ju l y
a lone ,  INPE documented  6 ,803  f i r es  i n  the  Amazon ,  up  f rom 5 ,318  a  yea r  ago .  And  in
the  f i r s t  two  weeks  o f  Augus t  –  the  peak  t ime  fo r  f i r es  –  the  agency  repor ted  more
than  15 ,000  f i r e  spo ts  i n  the  Amazon . ”

Accord ing  to  Reu te rs ,  on  Tuesday ,  Augus t  11  Bo lsonaro  sa id ,  “Th is  s to ry  tha t  t he
Amazon  i s  go ing  up  i n  f l ames  i s  a  l i e  and  we  mus t  comba t  i t  w i th  t rue  numbers . ”  On

Sep tember  9 th ,  V i ce  P res iden t  Hami l t on  Mourão ,  coo rd ina to r  o f  t he  gove rnmen t ’ s
Na t iona l  Counc i l  f o r  t he  Amazon ,  s ta ted  tha t ,  "B raz i l  i s  t he  coun t ry  tha t  mos t

p rese rves  i t s  na t i ve  fo res ts  i n  the  wor ld .  Tha t ' s  t he  t ru th .  We take  ca re ! ”

FACT -CHECK  # 1

THE FACTS: 

"THE  AMAZON  IS  NOT  BURNING"

THE AMAZON IS, UNFORTUNATELY, ON FIRE AGAIN

Accord ing  to  the  Sep tember  9  Reu te rs
a r t i c l e ,  "Amazon  f i r es  worsen  in
Sep tember ,  and  th rea ten  v i rg in  fo res ts , "
f i r es  i n  B raz i l ’ s  Amazon  ra in fo res t
worsened  in  the  f i r s t  week  o f  Sep tember
and  a re  i nc reas ing l y  sp read ing  i n to
a reas  o f  un touched  fo res t ,  sa te l l i t e  da ta
showed  as  o f  Wednesday ,  a f te r  t he
number  o f  f i r es  l i ke l y  reached  a  10 -year
h igh  i n  Augus t . ”
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https://maaproject.org/2020/end-august/
https://www.cnn.com/2020/08/19/americas/brazil-amazon-fires-bolsonaro-intl/index.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-brazil-environment-fires/brazils-bolsonaro-calls-surging-amazon-fires-a-lie-idUSKCN2572WB
https://www.polygraph.info/a/fact-check-brazilian-leaders-rebut-criticism-of-amazon-fires-with-bizarre-video/30834150.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-brazil-environment-fires/brazils-amazon-fires-worsen-in-september-threaten-virgin-forests-idUSKBN2601NP
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-brazil-environment-fires/brazils-amazon-fires-worsen-in-september-threaten-virgin-forests-idUSKBN2601NP


I n  h i s  June  24  a r t i c l e  "Bo lsonaro  sends  a rmy  to  the  Amazon  and  underm ines
env i ronmen ta l  regu la to rs , "  j ou rna l i s t  Sam Cowie  no tes  tha t  “ I bama agen ts  say  tha t
bu rn ing  appara tus  and  veh ic les  used  by  m ine rs  and  loggers  i s  one  o f  t he  mos t  e f fec t i ve
too ls  a t  t he i r  d i sposa l ,  rep resen t ing  a  genu ine  f i nanc ia l  and  opera t i ona l  b low  to
c r im ina ls .  Bu t  Bo lsonaro  has  repea ted ly  vo i ced  h i s  oppos i t i on  to  env i ronmen ta l
agenc ies  bu rn ing  m in ing  mach ine ry ,  and  m in i s te rs  o f  h i s  gove rnmen t  have  met  w i th
rep resen ta t i ves  o f  t he  a r t i sana l  m in ing  sec to r .  ' The  a rmy  i s  no t  app rov ing  des t ruc t i on
w i th  the  use  o f  f i r e ,  wh ich  i s  wha t  rea l l y  makes  the  use  o f  mach ine ry  un feas ib le  and
guaran tees  the  c r im ina l ’ s  f i nanc ia l  l oss , '  sa id  one  sou rce ,  who  w ished  to  rema in
anonymous . ”

As  quo ted  in  the  Augus t  7  CNN
ar t i c le ,  "F i res  a re  rag ing  i n  the
Amazon ,  desp i te  a  B raz i l  gove rnmen t
ban .  The  des t ruc t i on  cou ld  be  worse
than  las t  summer . "  Pau lo  Bar re to ,
sen io r  researcher  a t  t he  respec ted
research  i ns t i t u te  Imazon ,  be l i eves
tha t  send ing  the  A rmy  to  cu rb
de fo res ta t i on  i s  i nsu f f i c i en t  a t  t h i s
po in t .  " I t  i sn ' t  enough  jus t  t o  i nspec t .
To  be  e f fec t i ve ,  i t  i s  necessa ry  to
inspec t ,  t o  j udge ,  and  to  app ly  the
pena l t y ,  and  these  two  f i na l  pa r t s  o f
the  p rocess  have  been  weak . "

In  a  damn ing  Augus t  28  a r t i c l e ,  "AP  f i nds  B raz i l ’ s  p lan  to  p ro tec t  Amazon  has
oppos i te  e f fec t , "  de ta i l s  how “under  m i l i t a ry  command ,  B raz i l ’ s  once -e f fec t i ve  bu t
recen t l y  dec l i n ing  i nves t i ga t i on  and  p rosecu t ion  o f  ra in fo res t  des t ruc t i on  by  ranchers ,
fa rmers  and  m ine rs  has  come to  a  v i r t ua l  ha l t ,  even  as  th i s  yea r ’ s  bu rn ing  season
p icks  up . ”

I n  h i s  June  8  l e t te r  t o  the  U .S .  House  o f  Represen ta t i ves  Ways  and  Means  Commi t tee ,
Nes to r  Fo rs te r  J r .  Chargé  d 'A f fa i res  o f  t he  B raz i l i an  Embassy  to  the  Un i ted  S ta tes
s ta ted ,  “The  commi tmen t  o f  P res iden t  Bo lsonaro  to  the  p ro tec t i on  and  sus ta inab le

deve lopmen t  o f  t he  Amazon  has  been  unwaver ing ,  as  shown du r ing  Opera t i ons  Green
Braz i l  I  and  I I  wh ich ,  s ince  Augus t  2019 ,  have  mob i l i zed  thousands  o f  t roops  to  comba t

f i res  and  cu rb  i l l ega l  de fo res ta t i on . ”

FACT -CHECK  #2

THE FACTS: 

“BRAZIL ’S  MILITARY  IS  PROTECTING  THE  AMAZON ”

BRAZIL'S MILITARY IS NOT PROTECTING THE AMAZON

Bruno Kelly/ Amazonia Real

https://unearthed.greenpeace.org/2020/06/24/bolsonaro-sends-army-to-the-amazon-and-undermines-environmental-regulators/
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/08/07/americas/brazil-bolsonaro-amazon-fires-intl/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/08/07/americas/brazil-bolsonaro-amazon-fires-intl/index.html
https://apnews.com/0ed3562a94f5b20b561adbbd11b20731?utm_campaign=SocialFlow&utm_source=Twitter&utm_medium=AP


Beyond  na t iona l  pa rks ,  p ro tec t i on  o f  I nd igenous  te r r i t o r i es  i s  c ruc ia l  t o  the  de fense  o f
the  Amazon .  A  Sep tember  8  PRI  a r t i c l e ,  "How Ind igenous  land  r i gh ts  cou ld  he lp  save
the  Braz i l i an  Amazon  f rom de fo res ta t i on , "  ou t l i ned  tha t ,  “a  recen t  s tudy  l ends  suppor t
to  wha t  many  Ind igenous  peop le  have  o f ten  sa id :  Lands  he ld  by  Ind igenous  peop le  a re
be t te r  p ro tec ted  f rom env i ronmen ta l  des t ruc t i on  than  o the r  a reas  o f  t he  fo res t….  [The ]
s tudy ,  pub l i shed  in  the  P roceed ings  o f  t he  Na t iona l  Academy o f  Sc iences ,  f ound  tha t
de fo res ta t i on  was  two- th i rds  l ower  w i th in  Ind igenous  te r r i t o r i es  compared  to  ou ts ide
a reas .  'Co l l ec t i ve  r i gh ts  a re  ve ry  e f fec t i ve ,  bu t  on l y  when  they  a re  fu l l y  g ran ted , '  sa id
Baragwana th  [ t he  s tudy ’ s  co -au tho r ] ,  who  added  tha t  p roper t y  r i gh ts  i n  B raz i l  a re
o f ten  on ly  ensu red  w i th  a  l eng thy  l ega l  p rocess .  Wh i le  they  p romote  'Adop t  a  Park , '
t he  Bo lsonaro  reg ime  i s  ac t i ve l y  work ing  to  underm ine  those  same te r r i t o r i a l  r i gh ts  fo r
Ind igenous  peop les . "

In te rna t i ona l  p ressu re  can  work  as  a rgued  in  the  Sep tember  14  F inanc ia l  T imes  a r t i c l e
t i t l ed ,  " In te rna t i ona l  p ressu re  can  save  the  Amazon  f rom Bo lsonaro . "  The  a r t i c l e
recommends , " i t  shou ld  i nc rease .  Ra t i f i ca t i on  o f  t he  EU-Mercosur  t rade  dea l ,  shou ld  be
made  cond i t i ona l  on  B ras í l i a  res to r ing  env i ronmen ta l  regu la t i ons  and  Ibama ’s  f i n ing
capac i t y .  Th i s  p ressu re  shou ld  be  app l i ed  v ia  the  economica l l y  l i be ra l  w ing  o f  t he
governmen t ,  headed  by  f i nance  m in i s te r  Pau lo  Guedes ,  and  ma jo r  B raz i l i an
compan ies .  Bus iness  e l i t es  may  have  los t  some o f  t he i r  ea r l y  i n f l uence  in  B ras í l i a .  Ye t
even  Mr  Bo lsonaro  unders tands  the  va lue  o f  f o re ign  i nves tmen t  and  the  wor th  o f  a
t rade  dea l  es t ima ted  to  add  $90bn  ove r  the  nex t  15  yea rs  to  B raz i l ’ s  sagg ing
economy. ”

Acco rd ing  to  the  above- re fe renced  a r t i c l e ,  “ 'B raz i l ’ s  change  in  tone  may  a l so  re f l ec t
economic  i n te res ts  ra the r  than  po l i t i ca l  pos i t i ons , '  sa id  I sabe la  Ka l i l ,  a  p ro fesso r
research ing  Bo lsonaro ’ s  po l i t i cs  a t  t he  Schoo l  o f  Soc io logy  and  Po l i t i cs  o f  Sao  Pau lo .
‘ I  t h ink  th i s  change  i s  more  abou t  appearance  than  a  change  in  the  po l i t i cs  o f  t he
s ta te  o r  t ha t  Bo lsonaro  has  e f fec t i ve l y ,  f o r  some reason ,  changed  h i s  pos i t i on , '  she
sa id . ”

As  repor ted  on  Augus t  17  by  B loomberg ,  B raz i l i an  M in i s te r  o f  t he  Env i ronmen t
R ica rdo  Sa l l es  c la ims  tha t  a  new “Adop t  a  Park ”  p rog ram w i l l  “ g i ve  ma jo r

inves tmen t  funds  a  way  to  channe l  c r i t i c i sm o f  B raz i l  i n to  conc re te  ac t i on . ”

FACT -CHECK  #3

THE FACTS: 

“THE  SOLUTION  TO  AMAZON  FIRES  IS  'ADOPT  A
PARK '  AND  'SUSTAINABLE '  INVESTMENTS ”

ONE SOLUTION IS INTERNATIONAL PRESSURE TO PROTECT THE AMAZON

AND INDIGENOUS LAND RIGHTS 

https://www.pri.org/stories/2020-09-08/how-indigenous-land-rights-could-help-save-brazilian-amazon-deforestation
https://www.ft.com/content/0f97c674-b7aa-4ec4-8fa1-88b810bc3dc7
https://www.ft.com/content/0f97c674-b7aa-4ec4-8fa1-88b810bc3dc7
http://bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-08-17/brazil-wants-amazon-critics-to-put-money-where-their-mouth-is
http://bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-08-17/brazil-wants-amazon-critics-to-put-money-where-their-mouth-is


The  Braz i l i an  webs i te  Fakebook .eco ,  ded ica ted  to  debunk ing  env i ronmen ta l  and
c l ima te  my ths  p ropaga ted  by  the  B raz i l i an  gove rnmen t ,  s ta tes  tha t ,  “Ha l f  o f
de fo res ta t i on  i s  l i nked  to  l and  specu la t i on  and  c r imes  l i ke  l and  g rabb ing ,  done  by
we l l - f i nanced  gangs . ”

Acco rd ing  to  th i s  i nves t i ga t i on  pub l i shed  on  G lobo .com,  a  fam i l y  fa rm ing  opera t i on
wou ld  on ly  be  ab le  to  de fo res t  2 -3  hec ta res  a  yea r  ( i t  i s  ve ry  l abo r  i n tens i ve ) ,  wh i l e
the  sca le  o f  de fo res ta t i on  and  f i r es  i nd i ca tes  we l l - f unded  c r im ina l  ope ra t i ons  to  buy
mach ine ry  l i ke  t rac to rs  and  t rucks .

A l  Gore  responded  to  Guedes ’  comments ,  as  repo r ted  i n  Fo lha  de  S .  Pau lo ,  by  s ta t i ng
tha t ,  “ ‘Today ,  i t  i s  w ide ly  unders tood  tha t  t he  so i l  i n  t he  Amazon  i s  poo r .  To  te l l
peop le  i n  B raz i l  t ha t  t hey  a re  go ing  to  ge t  t o  the  Amazon ,  cu t  eve ry th ing  and  s ta r t
p lan t i ng ,  and  tha t  t hey  w i l l  have  c rops  fo r  many  yea rs ,  t ha t  i s  t o  g i ve  them fa l se
hope , ’  he  sa id .  ‘Yes ,  t he re  a re  answers  fo r  t he  Amazon ,  bu t  t h i s  i s  no t  t he  case . ’ ”

Ear l y  i n  2020 ,  Fo lha  de  S .  Pau lo   repo r ted  B raz i l i an  M in i s te r  o f  Economy Pau lo
Guedes '  c la im  tha t  "Na tu re ' s  wors t  enemy i s  pove r t y .  Peop le  des t roy  the

env i ronmen t  because  they  need  to  ea t . "

FACT -CHECK  #4

THE FACTS: 

“DEFORESTATION  IS  DRIVEN  BY  POOR  PEOPLE

TRYING  TO  FEED  THEMSELVES  AND  THEIR  FAMILIES ”

DEFORESTATION IS DRIVEN BY LAND SPECULATION NETWORKS

Bruno Kelly/ Amazonia Real

https://fakebook.eco.br/en/mito-quem-desmata-sao-os-pobres-por-falta-de-alternativa-economica/
https://fakebook.eco.br/en/mito-quem-desmata-sao-os-pobres-por-falta-de-alternativa-economica/
https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/internacional/en/business/2020/01/al-gore-criticizes-guedes-comments-about-the-environment.shtml
https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/internacional/en/business/2020/01/al-gore-criticizes-guedes-comments-about-the-environment.shtml
https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/internacional/en/business/2020/01/people-destroy-the-environment-because-they-need-to-eat-says-guedes-at-davos.shtml
https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/internacional/en/business/2020/01/people-destroy-the-environment-because-they-need-to-eat-says-guedes-at-davos.shtml


Moratorium on deforestation in the Amazon for at least five years.
Increased penalties for environmental crimes and deforestation.
Immediate resumption Action Plan for Prevention and Control of Deforestation
in the Legal Amazon (PPCDAm.)
Demarcation of Indigenous and quilombola lands and creation, regularization,
and protection of Conservation Units.
Restoring the institutional powers and authority of Ibama, ICMBio, and Funai.

In August, 60+ non-governmental groups coordinated with the  Association of
Brazil’s Indigenous Peoples (APIB) to publish a list of “Five Emergency Measures
to Fight the Deforestation Crisis in the Amazon.” Those measures, in summary,
include:

1.
2.
3.

4.

5.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Bruno Kelly/ Amazonia Real

THE  FIRST  STEPS  FOR  EFFECTIVE  ACTION  AGAINST
AMAZON  DEFORESTATION  AND  FIRES

Responding to the 2020 burning season,

Amazon Watch has launched the Amazon

Ceasefire Campaign. For the latest updates

and actions you can take, please visit:

amazonwatch.org/amazonceasefire

Whereas the Bolsonaro regime is saying one thing but doing another, the
question arises: what would it look like for the Brazilian authorities to actually
exercise the political will to take effective steps to protect the Amazon? 

https://amazonwatch.org/news/2020/0806-more-than-60-ngos-demand-moratorium-on-deforestation-in-the-brazilian-amazon
http://amazonwatch.org/amazonceasefire

