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BOLIVIA

Dirk Hoffmann

INTERNATIONAL PIONEER WITHOUT A 

 NATIONAL CLIMATE POLICY

Bolivia is one of the world’s biggest carbon emitters – 
at least in per capita terms� This is due largely to 
the vast amounts of carbon released in the course of 
unbridled deforestation in the lowlands and the ubiqui-
tous practice of slash-and-burn agriculture� On top of 
this, considerable amounts of methane, another major 
greenhouse gas, are released as a result of cattle far-
ming in the northern and eastern lowlands and as an 
unwanted by-product of natural gas production�

At the same time, Bolivia is among the countries in 
which the effects of climate change are most evident: 
in the last 50 years, the surface and volume of the 
country’s glaciers have fallen by around 50 percent 
due to melting caused by global warming� If war-
ming continues as expected, within the next 20 years 
practically all smaller and lower-altitude glaciers will 
have disappeared, which will take a corresponding toll 
on the hydrological cycle�

Other effects of climate change include the incre-
ased frequency of extreme weather events such as 
droughts and flooding, both of which are natural 
occurrences in Bolivia due to the influence of the El-
Niño / La-Niña phenomenon, but which have taken on 
a new level of intensity in recent years� For instance, 
a recent scientific study concluded that the dry season 
has become three weeks longer over the course of the 
last 30 years, with the rainy season shortening accor-
dingly� As overall precipitation levels have remained 
roughly constant, rainfall is heavier, causing more ero-
sion and flooding as a result of the increased run-off.

In many lowland areas, the massive rainfall and 
resulting floods that occurred in early 2014 were the 
most extreme since records began� Entire areas were 
submerged for weeks; around 60 people and many 
thousands of cattle died�

AWARENESS

Media awareness of the phenomenon of climate 
change remains dominated by the rapid melting of 
the glaciers� Even several years ago, for instance, 
President Evo Morales spoke of the loss of the “white 
ponchos” in reference to the role played by the moun-
tains in Andean mythology as guardians watching over 
the fate of the people�

The rural and indigenous populations must come to 
terms with the fact that the yearly rhythm of the 
seasons is being thrown further and further into 
disarray� In 2013, for instance, rainfall was recorded 
for several days of every month of the dry season, 
which is highly unusual� Against this backdrop, the 
natural indicators still widely used to determine 
sowing periods, such as the nesting behaviour of 
certain birds or the blossoming of particular plants, 
are becoming less and less useful, causing a feeling of 
insecurity among the population�

THE PLURINATIONAL STATE OF BOLIVIA ON THE 

INTERNATIONAL STAGE

The United Nations is regarded by Bolivia as an effec-
tive mechanism with which to make the concerns of 
a small country heard at a global level� Accordingly, 
for many years UN climate negotiations have been 
used by the Morales government as a stage on which 
to present its own perspective, portraying itself as a 
victim of climate change and pointing the finger at the 
northern industrialised nations as the main culprits� 
Although this approach has resulted in worldwide 
media attention, it has yielded nothing in the way of 
concrete results�

Since the country’s lead climate negotiator, Pablo 
Solón, was replaced following the COP16 climate con-
ference in Cancún, Mexico, in 2011, the key figures 
in shaping Bolivia’s international climate policy have 
been Diego Pacheco and René Orellana� Under their 
leadership, the country’s strategy on the international 
stage has undergone profound change� Even though 
Bolivia continues to adopt radical positions such as the 
complete rejection of market-based emissions trading, 
the country’s focus is now more on achieving majo-
rities for its positions� European climate and energy 
policy are not acknowledged by either the population 
or the government�
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DECOUPLING FROM NATIONAL CLIMATE AND 

ENERGY POLICY

While the government continues to forcefully arti-
culate its discourse on climate change on the inter-
national stage provided by UN climate conferences, 
climate debate at the national level is virtually non-
existent� There is no national climate policy in place� 
Since the integration of the former national climate 
programme PNCC into the Ministry of Environment 
and Water in February 2009, official documents are 
almost impossible to obtain, and the corresponding 
website has been taken offline.

In addition to its rising cocaine exports, Bolivia’s 
current economic model is based primarily on gas 
exports, soya products and mining� The expansion 
of soya-growing areas in the eastern lowlands is one 
of the main causes of deforestation and associated 
greenhouse gas emissions�

Current policy for the energy sector prioritises 
exploiting existing gas reserves and exporting them 
to Brazil and Argentina� At the same time, efforts are 
being made to connect the urban population to the 
public gas grid, and support is being provided for the 
replacement of petrol with liquefied gas as fuel for the 
country’s vehicles� However, the positive impact of the 
latter two measures with regard to climate change is 
questioned by experts in light of the large amounts of 
methane released in the gas production process�

Bolivia has no energy security policy as such in place� 
However, both the opposition and independent experts 
are warning that the country’s gas reserves are 
limited, and that this must be taken into account in 
a sustainable energy policy that includes longer-term 
planning measures�

Notwithstanding the heavily publicised inauguration 
of a wind turbine in Cochabamba by the president 
last year, the subsidies provided to fossil fuels make 
a significant expansion of renewable energies practi-
cally impossible� The price of petrol and diesel fuel is 
significantly below the world market price, as is that 
of electricity for private consumption�

As a result, the creation of a national climate policy is 
no easy task� The government’s priority is currently 
the implementation of the Law of the Rights of Mother 
Earth and the creation of a national authority for 
this purpose� This authority will be the home of the 
future three-pronged climate policy: besides the joint 
mechanism for forest management, the policy will 

comprise a component for emissions reduction and 
another for climate change adaptation� The corre-
sponding documents and a first draft for a national 
climate policy are in preparation� In parallel, work is 
under way on the third national communication to the 
UNFCCC, albeit so far with no significant participation 
from leading members of society�

Although the current political situation is not a favo-
urable one for independent environmental organi-
sations, such organisations are making efforts to 
establish common positions on international climate 
negotiations and to prompt the government to follow 
up its international climate discourse with actions at 
the national level�

BOLIVIA’S DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMME

The government has established a medium-term 
development plan in the form of its Patriotic Agenda 
2025� In spite of all its lip service to “Mother Earth”, 
the 13-pillar programme can only be described as a 
traditional development agenda based on the extrac-
tion of natural resources� Climate change, humanity’s 
greatest challenge of the 21st century, is mentioned 
only in passing�

Despite a brief reference to the technological develop-
ment of renewable energies, hardly any importance 
is attached to the issue� By contrast, the strategy to 
expand mining and gas and oil production as a key 
task for the future features all the more prominently� 
Pillar 6 states: “We are in the course of a historic pro-
cess of consolidation of these strategic sectors as key 
pillars – though not the only ones – of the economy 
of the Plurinational State of Bolivia to promote the full 
development of the Bolivian people�” As a result, the 
reliance of the country’s energy and economic model 
on fossil fuels is cemented without even addressing 
the challenge of climate change�

The Altiplano Plateau between the western and eastern 
Andes. As the Andean glaciers recede, the tributaries of Lake 
Titicaca are running dry.
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Equally questionable from the perspective of the 
environment and climate change is the goal of beco-
ming a country which “exports electricity on a large 
scale” thanks to “full use of our hydropower potential” 
by 2025� The latest studies on the climate-related 
effects of large hydropower plants in tropical rainfo-
rest regions indicate that the amounts of methane 
released as a result of the construction and operation 
of these plants would in many cases more than negate 
the supposed benefits of hydropower as a climate-
friendly alternative�

Only half a sentence is dedicated to the preservation 
of natural forests� The impact of expanding agricul-
tural areas, justified in terms of food security and 
sovereignty, counteracts any potential efforts towards 
fighting carbon emissions.

OUTLOOK

Given the high likelihood that the government led by 
Evo Morales will be re-elected in October 2014, there 
can be little hope of an effective national climate 
policy in light of the development model it proposes� 
Indeed, exports of mining products and the develop-
ment and production of natural gas are likely to be 
accelerated further, given their status as the main 
source of income for the state apparatus�

Deforestation (in particular of the Amazon rainforest) 
will continue at a fast pace, traffic will grow signifi-
cantly and implementation of a national climate policy 
will at best be initiated slowly�

What hope there is lies with the sub-national govern-
ments� At this level, interesting initiatives to deal with 
climate change can be observed, such as the climate 
change adjustment plans of the Santa Cruz Depart-
ment or the capital city La Paz�

BRAZIL

Felix Dane | Kathrin Zeller

BRAZIL – OFF THE GREEN PATH

Brazil ranks 89 in the long-term index of countries 
affected by climate change� This means it is not 
among those nations considered most at risk from 
extreme weather events, according to an analysis by 
the NGO Germanwatch� However, the picture changes 
if other indicators are taken into consideration� In the 
same ranking for 2011, Brazil placed sixth due to the 
more than 1,000 fatalities caused by landslides in the 
southeast part of the country� Meanwhile, in 2013, 
northeast Brazil – the country’s poorest region – suf-
fered the worst drought in the last 50 years� The 
southern and northern areas of Brazil were also not 
spared from severe weather issues� According to 
IBGE, the government statistics agency, between 
2008 and 2012 around 41 percent of all municipali-
ties were affected by flooding, which left 1,406,713 
people homeless� In spite of this, to date only around 
48 percent of municipalities possess crisis manage-
ment instruments�

Furthermore, Brazil is not just a victim of climate 
change, but also occupies fifth place in the list of 
countries with the highest carbon emissions� While 

per capita emissions are only around a quarter of the 
European average, they are set to rise as the country 
becomes more developed. After Brazil briefly made 
headlines with the claim that it had reigned in defo-
restation and thereby the country’s main source of 
emissions, levels once again rose significantly in 2012 
and 2013�

The issue of environmental protection is a prominent 
one in the Brazilian media� As a result of serious pro-
blems in waste management and local transport, the 
population exerts considerable pressure on politicians 
in contrast to the rather abstract debate on climate 
change found elsewhere� However, the demands made 
concern first and foremost the quality of services, 
while protecting the environment remains a secondary 
detail� For instance, although public transport was one 
of the main issues behind the vast protests staged 
last year, the complaints were aimed exclusively at 
affordability and passenger capacity�

Similarly, with regard to natural disasters, the 
demands made by the populace are generally for 
better crisis management and relief for those affected� 
Preparation for a number of such incidents is therefore 
a second step, which has so far mainly been discussed 
in expert circles� Various instruments for the imple-


