
321Pap. Polít. Bogotá (Colombia), Vol. 18, No. 1, 321-342, enero-junio 2013

C h a n g i n g  W e a t h e r :  C h i n a ’ s  R o l e  
i n  L a t i n  A m e r i c a ’ s  C l i m a t e  C h a n g e 
P o l i c y *

C l i m a  c a m b i a n t e :  e l  p a p e l  d e  C h i n a  e n  l a  p o l í t i c a 
d e  c a m b i o  c l i m á t i c o  d e  A m é r i c a  L a t i n a

Ralf J. Leiteritz*

Recibido: 28/11/2012
Aprobado evaluador interno: 07/12/2012
Aprobado evaluador externo: 18/01/2013

Resumen

El artículo trata el problema de si –en línea con el 

acercamiento económico de China hacia América 

Latina durante la última década– la región ha 

experimentado cambios políticos en términos 

de la política exterior de sus respectivos países, 

cambiando su alineamiento tradicional con las 

posiciones del hegemón regional, Estados Uni-

dos. Teniendo en cuenta este enfoque general, 

el proyecto de investigación se centra en evaluar 

un tema específico de la gobernanza global: la 

política del cambio climático. Aquí, encontré 

una diferencia marcada entre la posición china 

y la estadounidense, que constituyen dos polos 

opuestos entre los que deben operar los países 

Abstract

The paper addresses the issue of whether – in 

line with the Chinese economic approximation 

to Latin America during the last decade – the 

region has experienced political changes in 

terms of countries’ foreign policies, shifting their 

traditional alignment with the positions of the 

regional hegemon, the United States. Given this 

general focus, the research project focuses on 

evaluating a specific issue of global governance: 

climate change policy. Here I find a marked diffe-

rence between the Chinese and the US position, 

constituting two opposing poles between which 

Latin American countries must operate. I consi-

der the cases of two countries, Brazil and Chile, 
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latinoamericanos. Tuve en cuenta dos países en 

términos de ubicación discursiva entre China y 

Estados Unidos en materia de la política sobre 

el cambio climático: Brasil y Chile. Logré iden-

tificar cambios discursivos durante esa década 

que sugieren una alineación política de los dos 

países latinoamericanos con China.
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in terms of their discursive location between 

China and the United States on global climate 

change policy. I was able to identify discursive 

changes throughout the decade that suggest a 

political alignment of the two Latin American 

countries with China.
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Introduction: The Chinese Economic Factor 

At present, the role of China in Latin America has been regarded as a pendulum between 

two widespread perceptions: as a threat, or as an opportunity. Given this situation, 

researchers have come up with a diverse set of empirical studies and policy debates in 

order to identify the role played by China in the region during the last decade.

Scholars have mainly focused on the impact of Chinese commercial presence in Latin 

American markets, ranging from complementary trade relations, such as the export of 

raw material for countries like Brazil, Chile, Argentina and Peru and the more recent 

export of energy commodities from Venezuela and Colombia, to trade and production 

disadvantages as a consequence of the shift in manufacturing markets dominated by 

Chinese products, as experienced in some Central American countries and Mexico 

(Jenkins and Dussel, 2009; León-Manríque, 2005; Cepal, 2008).

In a similar fashion, and due to China’s growing international leadership role, a new 

area for research has emerged shedding light on global trends and practices that not 

only concern the “center states” of the international system. The “rise of the periphery” 

includes several Latin American countries, with some of them, Brazil in particular, al-

ready being or bound to be major actors at the international level. In addition, a renewed 

effort at regional integration is made in Latin America, including, inter alia, working 

jointly towards the construction of “economic safety nets” by way of interstate letters of 

understanding on the reduction of commercial barriers and joined free trade agreement 

negotiations (Kellogg, 2007; Bulmer-Thomas, 2001).

Beyond Economics: Why Bother? 

There seems to be a widespread consensus in the extant literature that an economic 

perspective is all that is needed to understand current China-Latin American relations. 

The relevant debate largely takes place in terms of the positive or negative effects of the 

trade and investment dimensions of the relationship. Many observers seem to adopt 

a perspective in which the political impact of China’s presence in Latin America is 

only regarded as a collateral effect or as a by-product of economic interests. However, 

such a perspective neglects or at least downplays a large number of “gray areas” of the 

Asian giant’s presence in Latin America. 

With some expectations, e.g., concerning the Taiwan issue and military ties between 

China and individual Latin American countries (Ellis, 2009; Dosch and Goodman, 2012), 

the political aspects of the relationship between China and Latin America have received 

short shrift. With this research I seek to complement the dominating economic lenses with a 

genuine political dimension, thus at least partially overcoming a notable gap in the literature.

I want to situate the discussion of contemporary Chinese-Latin American relations 

in the overall geopolitical context of the global leadership contest between China and 



324 Ralf J. Leiteritz y 

Pap. Polít. Bogotá (Colombia), Vol. 18, No. 1, 321-342, enero-junio 2013

the United States in the 21st century. In this debate, some scholars predict a (military) 

stand-off between the two countries for global hegemony as a result of China’s rise to 

global superpower status and the ostensibly resulting revisionist stance vis-à-vis the 

international order created and maintained by the current hegemon in all possible areas 

and arenas (Mearsheimer, 2001).

As such, China’s increased presence in Latin America would just be another thea-

tre for the aspiring hegemon’s ambition to remake the world according to its own image 

and geopolitical interests (Halper, 2010). Or, as Joseph Nye’s emphasis on “soft or 

smart power” would have it (Nye, 2004, 2011), China advertises its achievements in 

terms of economic growth and poverty reduction as a blueprint for other developing 

countries to follow the same approach. This strategy has reached a point where Chi-

na has publically offered assistance and guidance to developing countries looking to 

emulate its economic model (Kurlantzick, 2007, p. 7).

At the same time, Latin America has strived to assert its political and economic auto-

nomy vis-à-vis the United States through (i) the creation of regional institutions aimed 

to develop an integrated regional space to strengthen the political, economic and social 

unity of Latin America and the Caribbean, e.g., the Bolivarian Alliance for the Americas 

(ALBA) in 2004 and the Union of South American Nations (UNASUR) in 2008; and 

(ii) an increasing number of bilateral and multilateral free trade agreements (FTAs) 

designed as trade diversification and tariff elimination strategies.

In particular, countries such as Chile, Colombia, Peru, Mexico and Ecuador have 

signed FTAs with the European Union, South Korea, Australia, New Zealand, and phased 

tariff reduction was negotiated in the Dominican Republic–Central America Free Trade 

Agreement and the Andean Community.

This search for autonomy from the United States on part of (many, though not all) 

Latin American countries provides room for speculation and an interesting opening for 

political research as to whether China, as the main US competitor at the international 

level, might become the “new best friend” of the region in order to distance itself from 

its traditional status as the United States’ backyard.

Following this line of reasoning, it is worthwhile to consider the increasing Sino–

Latin American economic exchange with the recent downturn experienced by the U.S. 

hegemonic relationship to Latin America. As the political and economic ties between the 

region and its traditional hegemon weaken and the global leadership contest between 

China and the U.S. gains more ground, where do Latin American countries locate their 

interests vis-à-vis issues of global and regional governance?

Global governance is understood as the sum of regulations or rules, set to organize 

global human societies, emphasizing the role played by formal political institutions in 

coordinating and controlling interdependent social relationships, as well as their ability 
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to enforce the agreements in an environment that lacks a global political authority, such 

as the international system (Rosenau, 1999). Along these lines, the critical issue refers to 

cooperative arrangements for problem-solving (Riazati, 2006), or frameworks that imply a 

global scope and effect, with no visible authority and thus requiring a set of regulations and 

institutions that meet the proposed goal. Examples of such issues are nuclear proliferation, 

regulation of international financial markets, illegal drug trade, or human rights protection.

In this scope, this research aims to transcend the purely region-to-region or state-

to-state level of analysis by focusing on the question whether a closer economic rela-

tionship between China and Latin America affects the latter’s perspective on global and 

regional governance issues. In other words, given the wiggle room granted by the relative 

retreat of the U.S. from the region and the strife for autonomy (Lowenthal, 2010), is 

there an opening for China to use its increasing economic ties with Latin America to 

sway the countries’ stance on global and regional governance issues towards its own 

position, i.e., away from the United States? 

I do not pretend to establish a causal relationship by which deeper commercial 

and investment exchanges in and of themselves are responsible for (changing) foreign 

policy positions in Latin America. Rather I examine how these closer relations make 

discursive and subsequent policy shifts on specific issues of global governance possible, 

thus following a constitutive logic of explanation (Wendt, 1998).

I wish to embark on this larger endeavor by a heuristic study analyzing the positions 

of two Latin American countries (Brazil and Chile) – both heavily engaged in trade 

and investment relations with China – vis-à-vis global climate change during the last 

decade. This paper employed discourse analysis in order to trace their positions along 

the two poles represented by the United States and China, respectively. The research 

design intends to answer the question whether there has been a noticeable shift in the 

two countries’ position on global climate policy and if so, whether this change coincides 

with a discursive movement away from the U.S. and towards the Chinese approach. 

Despite the impression that the selection of the cases is random, it is important to 

understand that both countries were chosen based on two major characteristics: their 

long-standing diplomatic relations and their profound trade and investment exchanges 

with both China and the United States.

Methodology: How to Measure Climate Change Discourse? 

I race the positions of Brazil and Chile regarding global climate change policy with the 

help of discourse analysis. However, to do so we must tackle two major challenges: (i) 

different types of written and spoken material and their large size; and (ii) defining 

what type of material to use and how to process it in order to reach meaningful results 

in terms of the evolution of national climate change discourse over time.
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In order to meet the first challenge in an efficient and productive way, the material 

selected for processing included the compilation of close to 2,500 documents, including 

both national and international press articles, official documents such as governmen-

tal conference publications, publications from international institutions, national official 

documents, laws, formal agreements, white papers, and a few academic papers1.

The second challenge was met by selecting a discourse analysis approach that was 

congenial for the reconstruction of the countries’ positions on the crisis issue, climate 

change, by identifying policy tendencies, political actions and formulations that later 

overlap with economic exchanges, leading to a comprehensive result.

Due to the digital quality and the amount of the selected documents, the use of technolo-

gies such as Computer-Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (QACDAS) is warranted. 

Unfortunately, these technologies still live in the shadows in terms of research in Political 

Science in general within Latin America, and in International Relations in particular. 

However, they provide the possibility to conduct research in an orderly, rapid, 

interconnected, and “ecofriendly” fashion. The software Atlas.ti was thus chosen as a 

prime tool for the systematization of the available information as well as for the quan-

tification of the results2.

The process of systematization created a database that was easily quantifia-

ble through the use of six analytical categories – also called determining parameters 

– that provided insights into relevant milestones in the policymaking process, such 

as new government policies and interests, and identified some events that shaped 

the development and relevance of the climate change perceptions and discourses 

in the international arena during the selected period. 

Yet, it is undeniable that some natural disasters with nationwide and international 

effects, like Hurricane Katrina in the United States and the continued droughts and 

heavy rain falls in Latin America, have shaped the perceptions of the climate pheno-

menon, awarding government summits and conferences a sense of urgency regarding 

the establishment of efficient procedures or frameworks of action.

1 The database Lexis-Nexis has been used as the main source for the press articles. The parame-
ters used consisted of a timeline of ten years – 2000 to 2010 –, the four countries – Brazil, China, 
Chile and the United States – and a keyword – Climate Change. For the remaining publications the 
sources varied from official institutional or organizational sites, national government webpages, 
and other official and academic documents in digital format, databases, or websites. 
2 Atlas.ti is a U.S. designed software that allows the handling of text, photos, videos and audio 
digital files for qualitative analysis, helping extraction, categorization and data-segment interwea-
ving of a large variety and number of sources. When processing the files, a so-called hermeneutic 
unit is created to gather and link information. From the Atlas.ti official website, In: http://www.
atlasti.com/product.html. 



327Changing Weather: China’s Role in Latin America’s Climate Change Policy

Pap. Polít. Bogotá (Colombia), Vol. 18, No. 1, 321-342, enero-junio 2013

These six categories were also analyzed on two levels of relevance: (i) as an idea 

(treated as a central topic of the text); and (ii) as an afterthought (referred to as tan-

gential or partially supporting topic in the text), thus allowing for a wider observation 

of the development and correlation of the discourse.

Two stages were undertaken for the construction of the categories: (i) the raw 

analysis refers to the basic construction of the categories based on their preeminence 

throughout the texts as repeated ideas or afterthoughts; and (ii) the in-depth results 

refer to categories linked to or centered on the discussion of the main subject, related 

to context changes or relevant events3. Let us now consider the six categories in detail.

Climate Change 

As evident and relevant as the term seems, it was selected in its pure discourse form-

induced definition, including the use or recognition of the term within or outside state 

action or policy initiatives, thus providing the possibility for a quantifiable use, accep-

tance or importance of the term in political discourses of state representatives. 

Binding Framework

A substantial and critical topic when addressing the climate change issue. The term 

includes early mentions of legal or political frameworks of interaction between the selec-

ted countries, as well as the signing, and enforcing of the Kyoto Protocol at the national 

and international level. In later years, includes new policy initiatives seeking to establish 

regulatory frameworks; i.e. new protocols, draft global agreements and legal frameworks. 

Gas Emissions 

In early texts, carbon dioxide emissions were considered the main climate deterio-

ration cause. Later on, it was included in the larger concept of climate change as the 

first tangible and measurable representation. The consistent relevance of the concept 

makes it fundamental for the comprehension of the discursive evolution comprising 

all sorts of measures to ease climate change effects. The term also includes related 

concepts such as greenhouse effect, global warming and pollution, inside or outside 

policy initiatives, or official statements on the subject.

Cooperation, Finance and Technology Transfer

Since 2003, new challenges have risen concerning the international character, the ins-

titutional foundations and cooperation targets and dynamics, not only between Brazil, 

Chile, China, and the United States but also concerning third-party participation and 

3 An example is represented by the establishment of the Kyoto Protocol leading to the global 
concern about carbon emission rates.
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understandings. The concept also takes account of some provisions or proposals for 

project-financing initiatives – a sensitive point – as well as the transfer of technology 

as a policy initiative or as a fundamental part of cooperative framework agreements 

supporting the actions of other less developed parties.

Role of States (developed and developing)

A crucial issue in global climate change policy refers to defining or imposing a role to 

states according to their economic development level. The four countries posed views 

regarding duties, responsibilities, and participation of actors according to their classi-

fication as developed or developing economies. The category rates the official political 

position of the countries on the subject.

Shared Responsibility

This category was built upon the findings produced during the second half of the last 

decade where the concept’s use is a highly defining part of current management of reform 

initiatives the construction of future regulatory frameworks. It also links directly with 

the characterization of the roles of the states, mentioned in category #5. 

Main Findings: Tracing the Climate Change Discourse  
between 2000 and 2009 

After having briefly described the methodological context of the project, let us now 

turn to the analysis in detail, i.e., bringing together the international context (China as 

a global player and its increased interest in Latin America), the subject (global climate 

change policy), the object (Brazil and Chile as sample Latin American countries), and 

finally the six categories of discourse analysis. 

Which position do you play? 

As mentioned earlier, the opposing poles, China and the United States, provide the bac-

kdrop for the analysis. Brazil and Chile, in turn, are considered as countries that struggle 

to find a place between the two poles, including some wiggle room for proposing their 

own approach in the area of global climate change. 

I study the dynamics of the discursive evolution along three distinct dimensions: (i) 

a starting position – based on the climate change-related discourse pursued before 2003 

–; (ii) a final position – based on the current discourse pursued since 2009 –; and (iii) 

an in-between position – based on the discourses’ shifts or modifications derived from 

the countries’ interests or contextual junctures between 2003 and 20094.

4 Each of the three dimensions is the extrapolated result of the hermeneutic units (HU), created with the 
software Atlas. ti. There were four HU consisting of nearly 3,000 press articles and official documents.
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Starting the Weather Change 

China5

Before the 1990s, China pursued an inward-looking, ideology-driven strategy that 

relegated many global issues, including climate-related topics, strictly to the national 

interest sphere, leaving them off-limits for the international arena and inducing a rela-

tively scarce participation of the country in international forums. This course of action 

only changed after the Tiananmen massacre in 1989, when the rejection of the inter-

national community forced China to formulate an open and participative strategy that 

included the governmental promotion of trade and investment as well as an increasingly 

active participation in international organizations and global debates (Goldstein, 2001). 

Ever since the 1980s, China has recognized the existence of climate and global 

environmental phenomena as well as the need to act upon it. The resulting discourse 

had two different approaches, first as a scientific development-based issue managed 

by the Chinese Meteorological Administration Office (MAO) (Institute for Global Dia-

logue, 2011) following the guidelines of the Agenda 216 and later, in the second half of 

the 1990s, as a policy-building issue handled by the National Development and Reform 

Commission (NDRC) in close relation to the formulation of the energy policy (Institute 

for Global Dialogue, 2011, p. 18). 

At the beginning of the 2000s, initiatives to join international efforts provided the 

foundation for the first cooperative agreements regarding the development of alternative 

energies, signed with Australia and some other developed countries, as well as a political 

commitment by ratifying the Kyoto Protocol in 2002. 

As a result, China’s discourse focused on the lacking response from industrialized 

countries regarding targeting the agreed commitments on reducing carbon dioxide 

emissions, pollution control practices and the development of mitigation strategies for 

other derivate effects of climate change, such as increasingly repeating droughts. 

United States7

In contrast to the Chinese position, the United States posed an open, active leadership, 

both nationally and internationally, promoting and engaging in actions that moderate 

5 The discursive evolution of China’s initial position is the result of the analysis of 95 press articles 
included in China’s HU file for Atlas.ti.
6 As suggested by the Rio Declaration, the Chinese version of the Agenda 21 was drafted and 
officially presented in 1992. The document, “China’s Agenda 21: White Paper on China’s Pollution, 
Environmental, and Development in the 21th Century”, established an action plan to transform the 
current development model towards a sustainable and efficient new model.
7 The discursive evolution of the United States’ initial position is the result of the analysis of 110 
press articles included in U.S.’ HU file for Atlas.ti.
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the climate change effects. The Reagan and Clinton administrations were rather proac-

tive regarding cooperation and supporting projects on environmental managing, thus 

contributing not only to develop mitigation strategies and research efforts, but also by 

providing financial support to countries’ initiatives, most of them from Latin America. 

At the beginning of the 2000s decade, the trend was radically altered when the Bush 

Jr. administration declared its refusal to ratify the Kyoto Protocol, placing the climate 

issue aside on behalf of a political agenda that emphasized employment, the national 

interest, and later, after the 9-11 events, focusing on homeland security. As a result of the 

latter, the official discourse on climate change was relegated from its active standpoint 

towards the background, generating a symbiotic relationship and almost synonymy 

between carbon dioxide emissions reduction and climate change.

By 2002, a three-component policy was issued addressing (i) an 18 % cut on gas 

emission by 2012; (ii) investment in science and technology development; and (iii) the 

promotion of international cooperation (U.S. Department of State, 2005). 

Brazil8

From the early 1970s, Brazil provided an example for an internationally active country 

on the climate issue front, searching for proper means and strategies to safeguard the 

Amazon Forest from illegal exploitation (such as forest cutting and burning), but 

also preparing and preventing the Brazilian population and economy from natural 

weather phenomena (such as La Niña). 

During the three following decades, the country’s main concern was directed at 

obtaining financial aid and political support from international sources, for instance 

cooperating with relevant countries, like the United States, and backing the establish-

ment of international institutions that had the potential to become influential players 

in environmental policy formulation as the Kyoto Protocol.

The initiatives were always closely pursued in line with the main national objectives: 

poverty reduction and economic development. During the first years of the 2000s, Lula’s 

administration pursued an even greater effort to include the environmental and climate 

change issues into the national agenda, building a “more stringent system of law en-

forcement” (Institute for Global Dialogue, 2011, p. 31) that aimed to restrain the illegal 

environmental economies, and thus creating new opportunities in alternative energy 

development and green-based goods production. 

8 The discursive evolution of Brazil’s initial position is the result of the analysis of 131 press articles 
included in Brazil’s HU file for Atlas.ti.
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Chile9

Before the 2000s, Chile managed a low political profile on environmental and clima-

te change issues, participating in international conferences but focusing only on the 

weather effects on national disaster scenarios, or on the environmental implications of 

the industrialized production model. 

In 2001, due to a significant ice cap detachment and melting in the northern region 

of the country, the scientific concern regarding climate change rapidly grew, making the 

issue a pressure group topic, not only for green activists and environmentalist groups 

but also for political and industrial conglomerates that saw an imminent effect on the 

country’s national and economic stability (Comité Nacional Asesor sobre Cambio Global-

Gobierno de Chile, 2006). 

The Final Weather Change 

China10

By the end of the 2000s, China sets an example as a global actor with a successfully 

booming economy and as an international voice of developing countries’ interests to 

achieve and maintain economic growth with sustainability. This strategy includes a deep 

concern for the environment, a widespread use of alternative renewable energy sources, 

and a concern for the side effects of mass production such as global warming, increasing 

gas emissions, spreading pollution, temperature and sea level rising, extreme weather, 

natural resource shortage, and recurring natural disasters, etc. 

Along these lines, China has emphasized three key elements in its political discourse 

on climate change, occasionally in contradiction to its real actions on the ground: (i) 

the defense of the common, yet differentiated responsibilities and duties principle; (ii) 

an approach identifying reasonable and sufficient target goals to achieve long-term 

climate change moderation; and (iii) the allocation for proper financing resources to 

address environmental issues.

The first element has been included in China’s defense of developing countries’ res-

ponsibility on climate change, highlighting the constraints that poor or less industrialized 

nations face when undertaking efforts to reduce climate change. China often manages 

to pose as a champion for developing countries, although on occasions such as during 

9 The discursive evolution of Chile’s initial position is the result of the analysis of 65 press articles 
included in Chile’s HU file for Atlas.ti.
10 China’s discursive evolution since 2009 is the result of the analysis of 180 press articles included 
in China’s HU file for Atlas.ti.
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the Copenhagen Summit 2009 it leaves a disturbing perception of antagonistic actions 

against the United States11.

The second element describes China’s desire for a more comprehensive and bin-

ding framework of action, including reasonable timeframes and clear and detailed 

commitments to address the different climate change causes and effects, agreeing not 

only to a global goal but to individual commitments of the signature countries. China 

itself has proposed to cut gas emissions and pollution up to a 50% by 2020. However, at 

the Copenhagen Summit, China was strongly inclined towards leniency for developing 

countries, showing zero tolerance for acknowledging developed countries’ limitations. 

Although the last element has been expressed by Chinese representatives at several 

opportunities, and is considered a pivotal stone supporting the binding framework’s 

commitments, no definitive proposition has been presented by China, apart from spo-

radic references on establishing a “Green Fund”, or the adoption of an international 

environmental tax devoted to finance efforts against negative climate change outcomes. 

Today, China’s economic success and increasing political influence create difficulties 

for maintaining a coherent discourse regarding whether to present itself as a developing 

country of large proportions, or rather to restate its official position acknowledging the 

recently acquired status as a developed country12.

United States13

After 2009 the country’s position has gradually introduced the phenomenon of climate 

change on the list of international political lobbying topics, acknowledging specific im-

pacts to the environment – such as carbon dioxide emissions, temperature rising, and 

sea current shifts – thus supporting a less determinant position in the introduction of 

climate change as a relevant issue on the international agenda.

However, the United States’ actions remain scarce and far from committing to any 

future binding framework, leading to a doubtful, irrelevant or ineffective discourse, 

reinforced by the retreat of Canada from the Kyoto Protocol after last year’s progress 

11 There has been much speculation on the role played by China in the failure of the Copenhagen 
Summit. Although the majority of the blame fell on the Obama administration, the Chinese ne-
gative attitude towards acknowledging the limited capabilities of the developed countries appear 
to some as an effort to block negotiations and to pose a direct opposition to the United States’ 
proposal and thus to its relevance in the climate change debate (Christoff, 2010; various press 
releases from The Guardian and CBS). 
12 China’s industrialized development and increasing pollution contributions were first outlined in 
the Annual Report on Actions to Address Climate Change in 2010, indicating the need to increase 
China’s responsibility and commitments concerning global climate change.
13 The United States’ discursive evolution since 2009 is the result of the analysis of 166 press 
articles included in US’s HU file for Atlas.ti.
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evaluation and consecutive failure. According to the United States’ government, there is 

still a lot to be done from an individual country perspective, especially concerning the 

responsibility of developing countries, before being able to agree on an internationally 

binding framework that will be effective and results-oriented. It remains clear that the 

United States, although a relevant actor on the international scene, stays on the sidelines 

of the global climate change debate with a modest attitude. Instead, it aims at a fast 

response in bilateral understandings, treaties or cooperation agreements, focusing on 

addressing the phenomenon as a collateral damage of economic exchanges. 

Such a scheme has been kept since the first half of the last decade and relates to 

the national discourse pursued by the respective administrations in which the means 

to address the effects of “climate instability” should come from the market and the 

national economic dynamics, as well as by a large field of scientific research projects14. 

Brazil15

By 2009, Brazil has continued playing a relevant role in the international climate change 

debate, raising international awareness, promoting the consensus strategy in order to over-

come the climate effects and working on its national objectives of sustainable growth and 

deforestation control by utilizing multilateral means, a legacy of the Lula administration. 

Brazil´s multilateral efforts to raise awareness of the climate change phenomena 

has included a cooperative exchange of its extensive work on national environmental 

problem-solving and sustainable development, translating in a series of agreements 

with both the governmental and the private sector, while continuously supporting the 

formulation of what was thought to be an extended Kyoto Protocol built upon a series 

of new commitments presented at international forums. 

More recently, as a result of the failed attempts to extend the Kyoto Protocol and 

the successful practices as part of the BRICS group, Brazil co-founded the BASIC group, 

a states’ association focused on accomplishing an unanimous acknowledgment of the 

“principle of shared but differentiated responsibilities”, aimed to lead the formulation 

of an effective binding framework. 

Likewise, Brazil stated its concern regarding the origin of financing resources before 

addressing any further commitment in the climate change arena. As a result, a request for 

a previous agreement on the creation of a “Green Fund” or the corresponding provisions 

14 Despite having an official spokesperson and a significant number of national organizations ad-
dressing the climate issue at the international level, the official position remains uncertain, almost 
left out of the political agenda or identified as a private issue, serving even as a discursive platform 
for radical environmental groups.
15 Brazil’s discursive evolution since 2009 is the result of the analysis of 183 press articles included 
in Brazil’s HU file for Atlas.ti.
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on the origin and administration of any financial resources dedicated to climate change 

efforts and future obligations were issued. 

However, under the Rousseff administration, the focus on reigniting the economy, 

overcoming infrastructure bottlenecks and cutting back governmental expenditure might 

eclipse the relevance of climate change in Brazil’s foreign policy during the coming years.

Chile16

The country’s current position demonstrates a moderate participation in the global climate 

change discourse, usually as part of a regional approach characterized by two trends: (i) the 

support for a binding working framework, and (ii) the bilateral approach to cooperation.

The first trend, as established by the Latin American joint statements presented at 

the Copenhagen Conference in 2009, the Cancun Summit of 2010 and the Durban Con-

ference of 2011, is based on an unanimous acknowledgment of the climate change issue, 

its scope and the relevance of its effects for present and future policy formulations, states’ 

decision-making and governmental action, while implementing a shared responsibilities 

principle, related to states’ resources and capabilities (COP 17- G77 and China, 2011).

The second trend, a bilateral approach, seeks alternative methods to address the 

climate change issue with a diversified methodology and a dynamic political interaction. 

As a result, a bilateral cooperative framework for climate change was promoted, including 

green clauses in trade agreements and general issue-centered cooperative agreements 

(from research projects to supporting partnerships with neighboring states and expert 

countries outside the region, and technology exchange on climate change-related issues, 

i.e., pollution, gas emissions, polar-cap protection and green production procedures). 

In-Between the Weather Changes

China17

According to the National Strategy of Sustainable Growth, the Chinese focus after 

2003 was placed on reaching cooperation agreements on alternative energy projects 

with neighboring countries, hoping to facilitate the enlargement of the industrial base 

as well as to mitigate the negative side effects of mass production, e.g., pollution and 

the excessive consumption of natural resources (National Development and Reform 

Comission of the People’s Republic of China, 2007).

16 Chile’s discursive evolution since 2009 is the result of the analysis of 92 press articles included 
in Chile’s HU file for Atlas.ti.
17 China’s discursive evolution during the period 2003–2009 is the result of the analysis of 388 
press articles included in China’s HU file for Atlas.ti.
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During the next three years, China’s experience of rapid industrial development 

and collateral environmental damages created the proper scenario for the “developing 

countries’ limited capacities” discourse, emphasizing the political and economic impact 

experienced by underdeveloped countries while international pressure urged a successful 

implementation of economic reforms and growth-incentive policies. This discourse 

was subsequently adopted by other developing countries leading to what will be known 

as the “shared responsibility principle”.

At the national level, the concern over the increasing repercussions of climate chan-

ge drove the State Council to draw up the First National Assessment Report on Climate 

Change (NARCC) in 2006. This document included projections that red-flagged the 

progressive increase of gas emission, pollution, and other weather and resource impli-

cations in the time to come. As an immediate reaction, research institutes and think-

tanks were mandatorily established as national government advisors and information 

centers in the process of formulating a National Climate Strategy. 

In 2007, China’s first National Climate Change Program was presented, announcing 

the establishment of an official institutional branch, the high-level ‘National Climate 

Change Coordinating Leading Small Group´, in change of monitoring and coordinating 

national climate change policy and projects. In the international arena, the Program 

established the position of an official spokesman, a Special Representative for climate 

change negotiations, in order to address the issue in multilateral forums.

The Program gathered the traditional Chinese approach on climate change-related 

topics, i.e., the control procedures for carbon dioxide emissions, alternative energy 

project support, incentives for cooperation agreement, especially regarding other de-

veloping countries, and the exchange of technology, resources and know-how with both 

developing and developed countries.

In addition, the Program stipulated China’s commitment to lead climate change ini-

tiatives in order to formulate an internationally binding framework, relying on the 

“shared but differentiated responsibility principle”, and capable of effectively addressing 

the issue at the multilateral level.

United States18

Only after the second half of 2005, policy formulations considered issues beyond national 

security on their own ground, decoupling topics from the security doctrine discourse and 

addressing them as relevant factors for national political, economic and social stability. 

18 The United States’ discursive evolution during the period 2003–2009 is the result of the analysis 
of 378 press articles included in US’ HU file for Atlas.ti.



336 Ralf J. Leiteritz y 

Pap. Polít. Bogotá (Colombia), Vol. 18, No. 1, 321-342, enero-junio 2013

During that period, the climate change issue became relevant to the private sector and 

the scientific community, receiving financial and some mild political support to develop 

green procedures, more efficient technologies, and new areas of climate research, aimed 

at reducing carbon dioxide emissions and other types of pollution, while maintaining 

the model and velocity of economic mass production. 

Despite the lack of an official discourse that reinforced these initiatives beyond a mar-

ket-centered issue, many industrialized countries provided support for the academic and 

private sector through international research teams and technological transfer programs. 

The climate change issue was reintroduced in the US in August 2005 by the same 

wind that brought Hurricane Katrina to New Orleans, and both the public and the po-

litical spectators emphasized the relevance of this overlooked topic. This newly found 

interest reinforced the idea that extreme weather conditions are a result of negative 

effects from misguided developing programs. 

The concept laid out the three foundations of the emerging U.S. position: (i) the 

definition of climate change as an economic effect that can be managed with the proper 

procedures, adequate planning, and infrastructure; (ii) the acknowledgment of deve-

loping countries’ responsibility as contributors to climate change; and (iii) the lacking 

weight of any international framework, such as the Kyoto Protocol, to adequately address 

the issue of climate change (Congressional Research Center, 2011). 

Brazil19

Since 2003, the country has been a proactive regional and international environmental 

actor, eager to contribute to a global understanding of the climate phenomenon by way 

of exploring and developing alternative energy projects, and monitoring changes and 

projecting future scenarios. In addition, the global concern took Brazil’s policies to a 

higher level requiring constant interactions with international organizations and an 

increasingly active participation in multilateral forums, where most of the country’s 

policies and standpoints on the climate debate became a regional point of reference. 

Another characteristic of the Brazilian climate change approach identifies domestic 

actors, such as large companies, as key governmental partners when planning, formulating 

or negotiating international frameworks. As a result, a participative policy formulation me-

chanism for climate change was created in 2004, where private lobby groups were given a 

role in the policymaking process as well as for the implementation of national programs.

In 2008, two national plans – the Sustainable Amazon Plan and the National Plan 

on Climate Change (PNCC) – were launched leading to several know-how cooperation 

19 Brazil’s discursive evolution during the period 2003–2009 is the result of the analysis of 355 
press articles included in Brazil’s HU file for Atlas.ti.
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agreements with regional neighbors, such as Venezuela and Ecuador, and other nations 

such as Australia and Canada. In addition, the PNCC established ambitious goals in 

order to change the fuel and carbon-based economy towards an alternative energy-

based one within twenty years20. 

At the dawn of the last decade, Brazil’s position supported an extension of the Kyoto 

Protocol as a base agreement for a future binding framework to address climate change 

in light of the shared but differentiated responsibility principle. However, the political 

transition between the Lula and Rousseff administrations posed new challenges to the cli-

mate change issue, removing it from its central position in Brazil’s international agenda.

Chile21

During 2003 and 2006, Chile’s discourse and actions on climate change remained restricted 

to the national realm in an attempt to mitigate the environmental impact of the economic 

boom and the newly signed free trade agreements with the European Union and some 

Asian countries. In addition, the government emphasized the regional level as the base for 

effective measures to counteract the negative effects of climate change, while sustaining 

a continued economic growth. During those years, the United States became a major 

cooperation partner, exchanging know-how, technology and conducting joint research 

studies on carbon dioxide emissions and alternative renewable energies (Conama, 2008).

As a result of the rising concern promoted by devastating floods and long-lasting 

droughts affecting the economy’s strongholds of agriculture and fishery, the Environ-

mental National Commission (CNMA) requested a national study in order to project 

Chilean climate development in the 21th century. The resulting study highlighted the 

need to politically address the issue before losing the grip on the emerging causes (carbon 

emissions, extreme resource consumption, and pollution). As a result, the government 

debated and subsequently formulated comprehensive policies, leading to the National 

Strategy on Climate Change in 2006. 

In turn, in 2008 a four-year action plan, the Climate Change National Action Plan, 

suggested a discourse and a strategy in order to address climate change at the national 

and international level. Four main points stand out in this Plan: (i) signing the Kyoto 

Protocol, despite not being required to take any specific action; (ii) the acknowledgment 

of the country’s limited understanding and ignorance regarding the economic costs and 

effects of climate change; (iii) the need for an alternative, sustainable economic model; 

20 In December 2008, President Lula launched the National Plan on Climate Change, aimed at 
eradicating illegal deforestation in the Amazon region, including the commitment to decarburize 
the Brazilian economy by 2020.
21 Chile’s discursive evolution during the period 2003–2009 is the result of the analysis of 546 press 
articles included in Chile’s HU file for Atlas.ti.
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and (iv) the use of multilateral means to address a global issue with national repercus-

sions as a problem affecting all countries in different proportions (Conama, 2008).

Conclusion: Changing Weather in Latin America 

It is clear that climate change shifted from a backstage topic to a major issue of global 

governance during the last decade, becoming a hotly debated topic in international fo-

rums, often putting developed and developing countries at loggerheads. In the current 

scenario of growing disagreements between industrialized and poor countries, this paper 

identified the United States’ and China’s discursive approaches as examples of opposing 

positions within the international discourse on climate change. 

I have embedded the global U.S.-China rivalry within the contemporary reorientation 

of Latin American foreign policy in general, and towards issues of global and regional 

governance in particular. However, I am fully aware of the fact that other factors also 

have a bearing on the position of Brazil and Chile regarding global climate change policy, 

e.g., the impact of other Latin American countries on Brazil’s and Chile’s perceptions of 

the climate change issue, the possibilities to enter into other markets in a competitive 

way abiding to their political requirements, and international political, economic and 

environmental trends, etc.

During the first decade of the 21st century, Brazil, Chile, and China officially ack-

nowledged climate change as a policy guideline in the economic development process 

as well as for future national projections. On the other hand, the United States con-

sidered climate change as a side-effect of the market economy in its failed attempt to 

achieve sustainability. 

The following graphic show the countries’ mentioning of the term “Climate Chan-

ge”, demonstrating (i) China’s increasing use; (ii) Chile’s moderate usage; and (iii) 

Brazil frequent use of the term, compared to the fluctuating but generally decreasing 

use by the United States. 

In addition, it is possible to identify a parallel increase between China’s trade ex-

changes with Chile and Brazil, and their increased mentioning of the climate change 

issue, as well as shared policy formulations – framed within international cooperation 

agreements with Chile and within BRICS’s joint statements in the case of Brazil. In a 

similar fashion, the trade exchange and usage of the term between the Latin American 

countries and the United States seems to fluctuate in the opposite direction. 

Nevertheless, Latin American countries’ motivations are based on different 

approaches, as Brazil’s interests relate to multilateral strengthening and Basin 

protection and Chile’s interests to a sustainable agriculture and fishery production, 

suggesting a possible independent trend moving away from either United States or 

China’s discourses. 
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Graph 1. Primary Term Usage of “Climate Change” per Country
(Single hit per country in an article)

Even so, during the relevant time period, Brazil, Chile, and China supported the Kyoto 

Protocol, thus showing their willingness to commit to a binding framework regarding an 

important issue of global governance. In comparison, the United States has refrained from 

doing so, highlighting a skeptical attitude regarding the effectiveness of a global protocol 

on what it regards a national market issue by committing to a target goal on gas emissions. 

In similar fashion, there has been a common interest between the four countries in 

terms of addressing carbon dioxide emissions since early on, but the discursive tendency 

of Brazil, Chile, and China gradually diminished its prominent role in global climate chan-

ge, giving way to other concerns such as alternative energy development and sustainable 

technology improvement. In contrast, the United States continues portraying carbon 

emissions as the main governmental concern regarding climate change, thus relegating 

other aspects, such as the previously mentioned ones, to private and academic endeavors. 

In terms of discursive changes, the inclusion of the multilateral level generated the 

most noticeable alignment of the two Latin American countries with China, highlighting 

cooperation and technology exchanges and linking discourses and actions in united fronts. 

Not only the discursive approach regarding climate change evolved under the “de-

veloping vs. developed countries” flag placing Brazil, Chile, and China in one corner, 

and the United States in another, but the evolution of trade and political exchanges 

throughout the last decade moved Latin America and China closer together in both 

bilateral and multilateral arenas.

In terms of climate change’s financing methods and further binding framework 

developments, the four countries stand on the same page addressing the need to specify 

(i) the source and origin of the resources, and (ii) general institutional guidelines, yet 

without real commitments to a specific proposal.

Finally, throughout the last decade and until today, defining the role and responsi-

bility of states marked a clear discursive divergence between the United States on the 

one hand, and Brazil, Chile and China on the other. 
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This aspect relates directly to the economic sphere regarding the long-lasting liability 

dispute between industrialized and developing countries over the environmental effects 

of the economic development process. In this debate, China and the Latin American 

countries are on the same side, emphasizing their limited ability to commit to any 

particular obligation, while the United States ostensibly possesses more than enough 

resources to address the issue on its own. 

For the United States’ government, the primary cause of the climate change problem 

comes as the direct result of misguided development processes in poor countries. It 

therefore emphasizes the need for those countries to openly acknowledge their respon-

sibility and act on the matter.

The disagreement reached a common ground during the middle of the decade when both 

sides acknowledged their proper responsibility, although the quarrel moved on in terms 

of the extent of the responsibility and regarding the corresponding duties of either side.

Without a doubt, there still a long way to go from establishing a causal chain between 

trade exchange and discursive alignment between China and Latin America, though my 

analysis brings us a step closer by posing a constitutive relationship between both factors 

regarding the issue of climate change. However, it seems plausible that the increasing 

economic proximity between China and Latin America underwrites the tendency of de-

taching the latter from the United States on issues of regional and global governance. As 

a result, I encourage more research on the global-political ramifications of the rapidly 

evolving economic Sino-Latin American relationship, where countries such as Colombia 

are challenged to find a position in the tug-of-war between China and the United States.
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