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			Home to the Amazon and other important biomes and to countries with long coastlines, most of Latin America faces a variety of enduring environmental challenges. Nonetheless, the region’s academic production on international environmental policy is fragmented and dispersed. This study aims to systematically analyze the literature on environmental governance in Latin America (2004–2023), with a special focus on theoretical approaches, methods, and issues. Our sample includes papers published in indexed academic journals written in English, Portuguese, or Spanish to answer the following question: How can Latin American literature on environmental policy help us understand environmental governance in the region and globally? Complementarily, we ask the following: What topics have been prioritized? What theories and methods have been used? What gaps remain? We suggest a future research agenda and hope to help strengthen the international relations (IR) environmental governance literature by providing subsidies to improve research in the region.
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			Hogar del Amazonas y de países con largas costas, la mayor parte de América Latina enfrenta una variedad de desafíos ambientales duraderos. Sin embargo, la producción académica de la región sobre política ambiental internacional está fragmentada y dispersa. El propósito de este estudio es analizar sistemáticamente la literatura sobre gobernanza ambiental en América Latina (2004-2023), con especial enfoque en teorías, métodos y problemáticas. Nuestra muestra incluye artículos publicados en revistas académicas indexadas, escritos en inglés, portugués o español, con el fin de responder a las siguientes preguntas. ¿Cómo puede la política ambiental latinoamericana contribuir a la comprensión de la gobernanza ambiental en la región y a nivel global? ¿Qué temas se han priorizado? ¿Qué teorías y métodos se han utilizado? ¿Qué vacíos quedan? Sugerimos una futura agenda de investigación y esperamos ayudar a fortalecer la literatura sobre gobernanza ambiental de las RI proporcionando insumos para mejorar la investigación en la región.

			 Palabras clave: política ambiental, política ambiental internacional, política ambiental latinoamericana, revisión sistemática de literatura, política ambiental global, crisis ambientales. 

			1.Introduction

			Latin America is home to approximately 40% of the world’s species, more than a quarter of the Earth’s forests, a quarter of its mangroves, and the second-largest coral reef on the planet (Blackman, 2021; TNC, 2021). Despite the importance of the environment for those countries, most of them are not well positioned in terms of their social-environmental performance. For instance, considering the 21 largest Latin American countries between 2012 and 2022, eight countries had decreasing scores in the Environmental Performance Index. If Latin America were a country, its position would be 94 (out of 180 countries, considering the country’s averages), and its score would be 41.09 out of 100 (EPI, 2022). Socially, 18 of the 20 most unequal5 countries in the world are located in Latin America (World Bank, 2022). Politically, the region has staged frequent corruption scandals and recurrent coup attempts6, and major government actors have been absent or have not actively participated in leading global environmental negotiations and accords (Gallagher, 2012; Kopra, 2020). Nevertheless, some countries, like Brazil, have enormous potential in terms of environmental leadership (Hochstetler, 2022), and in specific topics countries have promoted remarkable initiatives (Castro et al., 2011). 

			Although it cannot do this on its own, academia is crucial to finding solutions to mitigate the global environmental crisis (Castro et al., 2011). Yet, regardless of the importance of understanding environmental governance dynamics in the region, Latin American countries’ academic production concerning environmental policy and governance seems to be fragmented and dispersed. This is especially true when considering the international level of analysis.

			Therefore, we seek to answer the following question: How can Latin American environmental policy literature help us understand environmental governance in the region and globally? Complementarily, we seek to map what theories and methods have been used, what topics have been prioritized, and what gaps remain. In short, this study aims to systematically analyze the environmental governance literature published in Latin American journals registered by the SciELO Index. We focus on theories, methods, and issues used to analyze the international dimension of governance. Our sample includes 69 peer-reviewed papers written in English, Portuguese, and Spanish. We hope to help strengthen the IR (International Relations) environmental governance literature by providing subsidies to improve research in the region. 

			This paper is organized in the following manner. Section 2 discusses how international relations (IR) perspectives deal with the environment in terms of theories, methods, and issues framing the main categories used in our empirical analysis. Section 3 presents the main types of literature review and the protocols adopted here. Section 4 presents some bibliometric results and applies the categories we identified previously in a self-compiled database of 69 Latin American articles published between 2004 and 2023. Section 5 presents our final considerations, highlighting the main gaps and challenges identified and suggesting a future research agenda. 

			2.International Relations and the Environment: Theories, Methods, and Issues Towards the Idea of Environmental Governance

			Theories

			Global environmental politics is complex and challenging and has been the subject of much research. The debate around this topic has become increasingly interdisciplinary, with contributions from scholars of a variety of fields—including international relations, political science, geography, environmental science, and economics. Before attaining a broader perspective, such as environmental governance, several different theoretical approaches coexisting to this day were developed.

			Stevis (2014) draws a trajectory of studies in international environmental politics (IEP) since World War II and points out how the area has broadened over time in terms of scope and approaches. According to the author, the early literature was dominated by Anglo-American scholars applying geopolitical frameworks, which focused on global environmental problems such as overpopulation and the exploitation of natural resources. By the mid-1960s, ecopolitical thinking had begun to emerge, which emphasized the interconnectedness of the global ecosphere. In the following decade, there was a shift towards more specific issues, such as ocean pollution and the law of the sea. 

			Two major ideas stood out in the 1980s: sustainable development and global environmental change. By the end of the 1990s, the growing awareness of the interconnectedness of environmental problems, the increasing number of international environmental agreements, and the rise and strengthening of non-state actors in politics favored a broader theoretical umbrella that brought forth a distinct subfield within international relations: global environmental politics. The consolidation of the idea as a discipline resulted in the creation of a journal with the same name. Global Environmental Politics (GEP) was created in 2000, with Peter Dauvergne as founding editor. 

			Nevertheless, organizing theoretical contributions within such complex research agendas is difficult. Considering the international relations field is generally divided between positivist and postpositivist or critical approaches, most authors agree on the predominance of the traditional paradigms from IR theories: realism, liberalism, constructivism7 (as positivist approaches), structuralism, Marxism, post-structuralism, and feminism (as critical approaches), among others. Yet most analysts recognize that this theoretical picture looks like a mosaic when dealing with IR concepts such as sovereignty, anarchy, territory, power, interest, competition, cooperation, and inequality within environmental politics’ research topics. 

			Although it is still not a mainstream topic within the three most traditional IR theories—realism, liberalism, and constructivism—the environment has become a prominent issue within the field. Even within state-centered theories, nature can be studied in regard to its capabilities, raw materials, and, ultimately, the disputes it can cause in terms of power and interests (O’Neill, 2015). 

			The international regime literature, for example, has received many contributions from studies on the formation, development, implementation, and effectiveness of environmental regimes (Mitchell et al., 2020), especially within a neoliberal IR theoretical framework. Dialoguing with institutionalists such as Ostrom (1990) and Young (1997), theoretical advances have been made regarding international cooperation based on communication and trust, even in cases of conflicting interests. This literature has also contradicted the traditional anecdote of the Tragedy of the Commons, popularized by Hardin (1968), arguing that common resources would inevitably be overused without a central authority to regulate their use. Here, constructivists have pointed out that self-interest is not necessarily the only driver of the international system since countries’ interests and behaviors cannot be fixed but might be shaped by shared understandings of ideas and norms (Robertson, 1992).

			Structuralists work from a different perspective, highlighting the predominance of fundamental constraints over relationships. Therefore, Marxists, feminists, and most green theorists work on structural inequalities (of class, gender, race, underdevelopment, etc.) and analyze both as the causes or the consequences of political relationships regarding the environment (Stevis, 2014). Despite not necessarily departing from the same perspective of the world, the idea of providing normative solutions is also on the rise among the works of authors discussing global environmental ethics and justice (Sachs et al., 2022). 

			Parallel to those advances, a wave that started in the late 1980s (Hempel, 1996) and became consolidated in the 2000s diffused the idea of governance from an environmental perspective. This literature began to notice flexible multilevel (Vogler, 2003) and polycentric (McGinnis, 1999) arrangements to build cooperation strategies and networks among social actors that were previously underrated in policy process analyses: corporate interests, social movements, scientists, and non-governmental organizations (Harris, 2014). According to Biermann (2014), this phenomenon was promoted by a series of elements in world politics, such as the increased participation of non-state actors cooperating at various levels, such as transnational networks with relevant effects in politics. 

			This theoretical umbrella became a response to the growing awareness of the interconnectedness of environmental problems and the need for conceptual elements to address the complexity of new actors in international environmental politics. After all, in practice, societal actors were becoming increasingly political by interacting within flexible patterns of authority in global politics, moving to regional and global levels and, at the same time, to subnational and local levels (Roger et al., 2023). 

			Over the years, IR literature has developed ways to organize empirical research on environmental governance from an international perspective. O’Neill (2015), for instance, has conceptualized three main modes of environmental governance studies in IR: international environmental cooperation, non-state global environmental governance, and global economic governance. According to her, international environmental cooperation, which encompasses research based on analyzing environmental agreements negotiated and signed by states, is the dominant mode of studies on global environmental governance. Non-state global environmental governance, in her perspective, focuses on non-state actors such as scientists, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and businesses. Finally, global economic governance regards decisions about trade, foreign investment, short-term capital flows and development flows, and arrangements with environmental consequences. More recently, Alger & Dauvergne (2018) have proposed a classification that adds two other groups. Thus, their five categories include 1) global political economy, 2) international institutions and non-state governance, 3) ecological crisis, 4) climate politics, and 5) scholar activism and engaged research. 

			The first group, similar to O’Neill’s (2015) category, includes studies focusing on the relationship between the global economy and environmental change. Although this group covers studies on trade, finance and supply chains, and different implications of environmental degradation for the global North and South, there are also contributions regarding corporate self-governance schemes and critical approaches regarding capitalism and consumerism. Scholars within this group may be skeptical regarding the conciliation of economic growth and environmental sustainability. They may argue that the current global economic system is based on unsustainable consumption and production levels and is leading to environmental degradation and climate change. They may also be agnostic due to the complex linkages between the global economy and the environment. Nevertheless, most researchers agree that the global political economy needs to be fundamentally transformed if we are to achieve environmental sustainability with substantial reductions in consumption and production of goods and services and with increases in sustainable business and technologies (Alger & Dauvergne, 2018). 

			The second category concerns studies on the complex array of agreements and institutions to coordinate state action. As governance is fragmented and overlapping—with different treaties and governing bodies for climate change, biodiversity, ozone, and ocean conservation, for instance—the causes and consequences of these initiatives vary. This group of research comes from different streams of IR scholarship, from liberal institutionalism to the skepticism of realists. Some of the key questions within this category are related to agenda formation, non-state actors’ influence in governance processes, and how emerging economies and the global South have asserted themselves in global environmental governance. There is also a space for research questions on the effectiveness of voluntary corporate sustainability commitments, activist networks, and subnational actors (Alger & Dauvergne, 2018). 

			The category that Alger & Dauvergne (2018) call “ecological crises” regards issue-specific studies, excluding climate. Climate has its own category because a review by Dauvergne & Clapp (2016) found it encompassed roughly one-third of the publications on global environmental politics. According to the authors, studies that have investigated causes, impacts, and challenges to prevent environmental problems related to food and agriculture, water, and energy have received more attention than others, such as topics like fracking, geoengineering, marine biodiversity conservation, pesticides, plastic pollution, and space pollution (Alger & Dauvergne, 2018). 

			As mentioned, due to the greater number of publications on climate politics, Alger & Dauvergne (2018) have placed this topic into a separate category of governance. The main point here is to show the complexity of the issue and the need to focus on the specifics of climate governance. The purpose is to reveal the political contentiousness of climate change and how power relations shape the climate change debate. 

			The last category, scholar activism and engaged research, includes a growing body of literature that deals with the approximation of scientists and activists in an effort to find adequate and just solutions to address environmental problems. This category may include studies addressing normative positioning to tackle transparency issues (Alger & Dauvergne, 2018). 

			This paperused Alger & Dauvergne’s (2018) categories to classify the literature reviewed. Despite some limitations, we believe their five categories are the most comprehensive compared to the other existing classifications.

			One type of work that is not covered directly by Alger & Dauvergne’s (2018) classification is that of the interdisciplinary and multi-thematic approaches that aim to understand complex interactions between economic systems, the environment, and society. Some examples are the triple planetary crisis or boundaries, the water-food-energy nexus, and so on. This literature has grown remarkably over the past few years. For our analysis, we have included this kind of work in the “ecological crisis” category, especially in cases when the text does not use a PS/IR theoretical framework. 

			Methods

			The field of global environmental governance studies is recognized by its methodological eclecticism (Young, 2020). Mainstream methodology in this subfield has consisted mainly of theoretically grounded qualitative case studies (Andresen et al., 2012). 

			From the 1990s to the beginning of the 21st century, many important, methodologically rigorous contributions were published discussing how to study international environmental regimes, such as the work of Carsten Helm, Jon Hovi, Edward Miles, Detlef Sprinz, Arild Underdal, Oran Young, and colleagues (see, for instance, Helm & Sprinz, 2000; Young, 2001; Miles et al., 2002; Hovi et al., 2003; Underdal, 2004). Around the same time, we can also cite discussions on the use of case studies (Mitchell & Bernauer, 1998, 2004; Breitmeier et al., 2006; Steiner, 2011), game theory (Kilgour & Wolinsky-Nahmias, 2004), and quantitative methods in general (Sprinz, 2004) to study international environmental politics and policy. Nevertheless, Hochstetler & Laituri (2014) have argued that empirical researchers in international environmental politics have devoted little attention to methodology.

			Since then, there have been several advances in IR methods for environmental studies, both in international regimes literature and within broader perspectives encompassing socio-ecological systems analyses (de Vos et al., 2019; Biggs et al., 2021). There have also been relevant methodological discussions in environmental governance (Hochstetler & Laituri, 2014; Stokke & Underdal, 2015; Lim & Prakash, 2015). Other topics include, for example, comparative methods to study climate governance (Purdon, 2015) and novel methodological approaches to study environmental negotiations post-COVID (Hughes et al., 2021). However, important gaps remain, probably related to IR methodological deficits in general (Medeiros et al., 2016; Carvalho et al., 2021). 

			Hochstetler & Laituri (2014) point to an important difference regarding methods and approaches in environmental politics studies compared to other IR studies: the link to the natural world and physical and biological studies brings different disciplines’ standards and approaches in addition to straightforward dialogue opportunities. Choucri (1993) has named this the linkage challenge. This author also lists two other challenges when studying the environment-policy interface: the political challenge (i.e., developing appropriate common concepts and approaches) and the institutional challenge (identifying adequate institutional responses). Lastly, a difficulty that is only recently being uncovered by the literature is that of the different time frames and temporal discourses of policy and conservation (Hom & Steele, 2016).

			The social sciences have long advanced on the strengths and weaknesses of specific research designs and methodologies. On the one hand, while qualitative methods are useful for generating hypotheses and understanding complex causal relationships, their findings can be difficult to generalize. On the other hand, quantitative methods are more effective for hypothesis testing and for evaluating policies but can be less effective for understanding complex causal relationships (Young, 2020). 

			One of the challenges of working with socio-ecological research in general is related to data. First, as mentioned, it is difficult to operationalize and model key concepts, variables, and relationships, especially for political variables. A second challenge is data governance, which involves difficulties around data collection, storage, curating, processing, and analysis challenges. Such processes can be expensive and time-consuming, reflecting global inequalities in scientific knowledge production (Adamson & Lalli, 2021). The type of observation analyzed can vary, including agreements, conventions, discourses, documents, indexes, interviews, surveys, laws, meeting minutes, projects, protocols, records, reports, and scores, but also emissions, particle density, hectares of forests, nautical miles, fertility rates, and other kinds of technical data which might not always be palatable to social scientists. 

			Specifically for global environmental governance studies, O’Neill et al. (2013) list four methodological challenges: 1) complexity and uncertainty, 2) vertical and horizontal linkages across 3) different scales and issue areas and 4) evolving problems and institutions. In a review of 298 articles published in the journal Global Environmental Politics (2001–2012), these authors found that only 11% of commentary articles and 41% of research articles included a discussion of the methods used. Also, only three articles were focused solely on methods. To face these challenges, the authors suggest employing mixed methods and collaborative, multidisciplinary studies as a more effective way to understand complex environmental problems.

			To classify the methods used by the studies reviewed here, we created four broad categories: theoretical work, qualitative work, quantitative work, and mixed methods.

			Issues

			The growing concern for the global political aspects of the environment cannot be explained merely as a function of scientific and technological insights into the causes, scale, and scope of environmental degradation. Nevertheless, environmental historians have demonstrated clear links between industrialization, globalization, and environmental degradation, all of which are processes that increased exponentially during the twentieth century (O’Neill, 2015). 

			 The post World War II era caused concern with resource depletion due to the predominant economic development models diffused globally (Cia Alves & Fernandes, 2020). Nevertheless, the United Nations has also played a key role in catalyzing international cooperation on environmental issues. The UN Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm and the establishment of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), both in 1972, were key events to global environmental cooperation. Since then, academic literature has advanced in different streams of empirical research. This research encompases not only transboundary commons, such as forestries and global climate but also addresses local resources and issues, like desertification and water governance. These studies consider cumulative and systemic approaches from socio-ecological perspectives. In fact, under O’Neill’s (2015) perspective, all environmental problems end up becoming international: if they do not cross over national borders, they are likely to occur in many, if not all, countries. 

			In the previously cited review of the literature about Global Environmental Governance, Dauvergne & Clapp (2016) divided the articles published in the first decade and a half of the journal (2000–2015) into three broad thematic categories: 1) formal global environmental governance initiatives, 2) market-based governance initiatives, and 3) climate change. Within these categories, they found that almost half of the articles dealt with international environmental regimes and governance institutions. The authors also report that articles have focused on multilevel governance. About one third dealt with climate change. In terms of specific topics, about 60% of the papers analyzed one or more. Major themes were, of course, climate change, followed by forests and biodiversity, waste, ozone depletion, fisheries, chemicals and pesticides, mining, nuclear energy, and whaling. The authors also highlight that this departs from themes analyzed more frequently in previous decades, such as air pollution and ozone depletion.

			One major trend regarding issue-specific works in the field are multi-thematic studies employing frameworks such as the triple planetary crisis (Passarelli et al., 2021), the energy-water-food nexus (Dias et al., 2023), or planetary boundaries (Viola & Franchini, 2012a; 2012b).

			Unfortunately, despite the growing studies on the environment within IR in terms of theories, methods, and themes—as highlighted throughout this section—Pereira (2017) found that only 2–3% of IR articles published every year in 20 top IR journals (2008–2014) focused on environmental issues. When excluding climate change, this percentage dropped to less than 1% of a total of 9,680 articles analyzed. Conversely, this body of work seems to be better represented among the most cited articles. Pereira (2017) found that these papers showed up consistently among the top 100 most cited political science/IR (PS/IR) articles (between 4 and 23 of the articles published every year, 2004–2013). This number was even higher when considering citations outside of the field, which is probably due to the multidisciplinary nature of environmental issues.

			Pereira (2017) also points out that only one of the 20 most influential8 IR authors has published about environmental issues: Robert Keohane. In a review of this author’s environmental publications, Barbosa (2023) found that most of Keohane’s work focuses primarily on cooperation and institutional aspects. Climate change is the environmental theme the author has discussed the most, followed by energy policy.

			Similarly, in 2004 and 2006, the TRIP Faculty Survey9 offered the option of “International Environment” when asking scholars about their areas of research within IR. Unfortunately, this option was discontinued in subsequent editions of the survey (a choice which is interesting in itself). However, for the two editions cited, 2.06% and 2.83% of scholars listed the topic as their main area of research, respectively. When considering the environment as a secondary topic of research, the numbers were higher: 5.51% and 5.15% (Maliniak et al., 2011).

			We classified the literature reviewed here into nine categories, considering the main environmental topic studied in each article: air pollution, biodiversity conservation, climate change, energy transition, forests, mining and land use, ocean and Antarctic governance, waste, and water governance. Two more categories were employed: one for papers that did not focus on specific environmental issues, named “theoretical work,” and another analyzing “issues” from a multi-thematic approach. In the next section we present our methods and procedures, including details on how we classified the papers reviewed. 

			3.The Systematic Literature Review: Methods and Procedures

			According to Borenstein et al. (2021), narrative reviews were common up to the 1990s, but they were limited by the reviewers’ subjectivity and were difficult to update. Thus, systematic literature reviews (SLR) and meta-analysis became more common. Since then, several types and typologies of literature reviews have proliferated. Sutton et al. (2019) identified 48 types of literature review and categorized them into seven “families”: 1) traditional review, 2) systematic review, 3) review of the review, 4) rapid review, 5) qualitative systematic review, 6) mixed-method reviews, and 7) purpose-specific review.

			Systematic literature reviews map a body of literature based on the adoption of predefined, explicit protocols, and choice criteria10. The purpose is to organize the literature on a given topic logically and transparently, which other researchers can easily replicate. According to Borenstein et al. (2021), SLR involves determining clear rules to seek out the studies to be reviewed and for inclusion and exclusion criteria. These authors admit that there is still some degree of subjectivity, but “because all of the decisions are specified clearly, the mechanisms are transparent” (p. xxix).

			Despite different approaches, many types have a similar step-by-step process. Here, we followed the recommendations by Cia Alves et al. (2022) on the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) framework. The specific protocol adopted here was PRISMA-ScR (PRISMA for Scoping Reviews)11. The PRISMA-ScR guidelines describe a minimum set of items that must be included in a research report. These guidelines increase transparency, help understand results, and act as a roadmap for writing results (Tricco et al., 2018). 

			Each review begins with a question. This determines what will be sought out, which repositories will be accessed, what sources and content will be selected, and what will ultimately be extracted and analyzed. With our research question—How can Latin American environmental policy literature contribute to the understanding of environmental governance in the region and globally?—we sought to focus on Latin American literature in Latin American journals. Among several possible repositories, we chose to access the SciELO Index through the Web of Science. This repository includes the most important indexed journals in the region, with articles in Portuguese, English, and Spanish. 

			SciELO’s bibliographic indexes are fed by digital records, which allows for the analysis of specific areas and topics. One of the main advantages of the SciELO Network is that it provides Open Access (OA) to the journals’ content. Journals are organized in national and thematic collections managed by nationally recognized research organizations and maintained by scientific advisory committees. 

			After selecting the repository, we established article exclusion criteria. This step is essential both to guarantee the representativeness of the sample and to make the study logistically viable. In our case, we did not impose any time restrictions, but we only considered peer-reviewed papers related to the International Relations field published in English, Spanish, or Portuguese in Latin America.

			The fourth step was to determine the descriptors. We opted to search for documents with the terms “Environmental” AND “Governance” within the topic (title, abstract, or keywords)12. 

			We performed the search per se on April 28, 2023. This first search returned a total of 147 articles. After reading the titles and abstracts, we excluded publications that were not peer-reviewed, as well as publications other than journal articles (e.g.: editorials, book reviews, communications). We also excluded anonymous work and articles that were not from Latin American journals (some were from South African journals, for instance). As mentioned, one of the most important exclusion criteria was eliminating papers not dealing with environmental governance from an international relations perspective, such as analyses linked exclusively to discussions from anthropology, pedagogy, public policy, sociology, or tourism viewpoints. 

			After the search, the fifth step was to list the articles in a spreadsheet with columns informing metadata using Google Sheets.13 During the sixth step, we built the sample when two of the authors selected the papers that were to be included in our final database, considering our predefined criteria. Although the selection was blindly reviewed, the concordance index, such as Kappa, was not calculated in the present study. 

			The articles were selected by title, then by abstract, and finally, by reading the full text. After reading the title and abstracts, our database included 76 articles. Yet after we read the full papers14, our final number was 69. The selection diagram is presented in Figure 1. 

			The seventh step consisted of defining the variables to classify the articles. The categories applied were based on the discussion presented in Section 2 and are reported in Table 1. Lastly, after classifying the articles, we discussed the results, providing 1) an overview of the concepts, topics, and types of evidence available and 2) the limitations of the review.

			Figure 1. The PRISMA 2020 flow diagram used in this study.
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			From:  Page MJ, McKenzie JE, Bossuyt PM, Boutron I, Hoffmann TC, Mulrow CD, et al. The PRISMA 2020 statement: an updated guideline for reporting systematic reviews. BMJ 2021;372:n71. doi: 10.1136/bmj.n71

			Table 1. Categorization and Codebook 

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Variable

						
							
							Category

						
							
							Code

						
					

				
				
					
							
							Main IR Theory employed

						
							
							None

						
							
							0

						
					

					
							
							Realism

						
							
							1

						
					

					
							
							Liberalism

						
							
							2

						
					

					
							
							Constructivism

						
							
							3

						
					

					
							
							Critical studies (structuralism, Marxism, post-structuralism, feminism, green)

						
							
							4

						
					

					
							
							Environmental Justice

						
							
							5

						
					

					
							
							Main GEG approach used

						
							
							Global political economy

						
							
							1

						
					

					
							
							International institutions and non-state governance

						
							
							2

						
					

					
							
							Ecological crisis

						
							
							3

						
					

					
							
							Climate politics

						
							
							4

						
					

					
							
							Scholar activism and engaged research

						
							
							5

						
					

					
							
							Research design

						
							
							Theoretical work

						
							
							0

						
					

					
							
							Case studies

						
							
							1

						
					

					
							
							Comparative studies

						
							
							2

						
					

					
							
							Large-n

						
							
							3

						
					

					
							
							Methodological Approach

						
							
							Theoretical work

						
							
							0

						
					

					
							
							Qualitative

						
							
							1

						
					

					
							
							Quantitative

						
							
							2

						
					

					
							
							Mix methods

						
							
							3

						
					

					
							
							Central issue studied

						
							
							Theoretical

						
							
							0

						
					

					
							
							Air pollution

						
							
							1

						
					

					
							
							Biodiversity conservation

						
							
							2

						
					

					
							
							Climate change

						
							
							3

						
					

					
							
							Energy transition

						
							
							4

						
					

					
							
							Forests, mining, and land use

						
							
							5

						
					

					
							
							Ocean, marine, and Antarctic governance

						
							
							6

						
					

					
							
							Waste

						
							
							7

						
					

					
							
							Water governance

						
							
							8

						
					

					
							
							Multi-thematic

						
							
							9

						
					

				
			

			Source: Authors. 

			4.Latin American Perspectives on International Environmental Governance 

			Here, we present the main results of our analysis. The time series of the number of publications, shown in Figure 2, indicates that this number increased over time. The first papers to employ the term “environmental governance” from an international perspective in Latin America are from 2004. Barros-Platiau et al. (2004) presented a theoretical review on international relations and the environment, while Santés Álvarez (2004) discussed the idea of “good environmental governance” from a local approach—he discussed the case of hazardous waste in Mexico and its transboundary effects and framed the issue from a non-state governance perspective. 

			From then on, there has been a steady increase in the number of yearly publications. The peak was eight publications in 2012. This might be related to the Rio+20 United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development, as five of the eight articles mention this event. 

			Figure 2. Number of Latin American international environmental governance publications per year
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			Source: Data collected for this article. 2023 considers articles published until April 28th.

			Together, Brazilian and Mexican journals were the source of 78.2% of the international environmental governance publications reviewed (Figure 3). 

			Figure 3. Geographical distribution of publications

			.[image: ]

			Source: Data collected for this article (01/2004–04/2023).

			Regarding the main author’s affiliation, the University of Brasilia, Brazil (UnB, in Portuguese) had the most publications: eight articles were from its International Relations Institute. Among the 38 publications from Brazilian journals, only six were not authored by researchers affiliated to Brazilian institutions, and none of those institutions were from Latin American countries (Table 2). This possible bias, which might be due to language, was not found in Mexican journals: in this case, in addition to contributions from Mexican institutions, we also found articles from authors affiliated to institutions in Argentina, Colombia, Costa Rica, Uruguay, and the United States. 

			Table 2. Author affiliation from papers published in Brazilian journals without the contribution of authors from Brazilian institutions.

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Title

						
							
							Author, Year, and Institution Affiliation

						
					

				
				
					
							
							Community protocols as tools for resisting exclusion in Global Environmental Governance

						
							
							(Delgado, 2016), McGill University, Canada

						
					

					
							
							Diplomatic culture and institutional design: Analyzing sixty years of Antarctic Treaty governance

						
							
							(Sampaio, 2022), University of London, United Kingdom; Universität Bielefeld, Germany

						
					

					
							
							The changing face of environmental governance in the Brazilian Amazon: indigenous and traditional peoples promoting norm diffusion

						
							
							(Chase, 2019), University of Massachusetts Boston, United States

						
					

					
							
							The problem of expertise and the question of environmental governance

						
							
							(Létourneau, 2014) Université de Sherbrooke, Canada

						
					

					
							
							Women and the environment: a crucial relation for the sustainability transition.

						
							
							(Schmidt & Gomes, 2020) Universidade de Lisboa, Portugal

						
					

					
							
							The Brazilian Federal Government’s Role in the Prioritization of EU Foreign Direct Investment and its Environmental Agenda

						
							
							(Walsh-Führing, 2018) University of Bremen, Germany

						
					

				
			

			Source: Authors.

			Figure 4 shows the distribution of the 69 publications among 45 different journals indexed by SciELO. On one hand, it seems clear that no Latin American journal is directly focused on international environmental governance, such as the United States journal Global Environmental Politics. On the other, the two journals that seem to devote the most space to this issue are Región y Sociedades, from the El Colegio de Sonora (Mexico), and Ambiente & Sociedade, from the National Association of Graduate Programs and Research in Environment and Society (ANPPAS, in Portuguese), Brazil15. Neither of these mentions international environmental governance in its “aims and scope” section. 

			Figure 4. Number of publications by indexed journal LeL
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			Subtitles: *Estado & comunes, revista de políticas y problemas públicos. **Letras Verdes, Revista Latinoamericana de Estudios Socioambientales
Source: Data collected for this article.

			Figure 5 illustrates how the different theoretical streams evolved over time. Regarding the broad theoretical frameworks within IR, most articles employed constructivism (34.78%). These papers discussed topics such as the role of science in environmental conservation or in the changing perception of specific concepts over time. Another common framework was liberal institutionalism (31.88%), although a considerable number of studies also employed critical (14.49%) and environmental justice approaches (10.14%). We did not find any papers employing realism as a theoretical framework.

			Figure 5. Number of publications by IR Theory by time
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			Source: Data collected for this article (01/2004–04/2023).

			According to Alger & Dauvergne’s (2018) work, the effort to classify global environmental governance approaches resulted in an impressive body of publications within the international institutions and non-state governance category (50.72%). This category encompassed a combination of vastly different types of work, such as that by Andrade (2009), who analyzed the participation of private groups in environmental governance. Differently, Pastrana et al. (2010) analyzed the relationship between globalization and local environmental problems. 

			The second-largest category was the global political economy (growth, trade, finance, supply chains, technology)—17.39% of the contributions fit into this topic. It was possible to map contributions regarding environmental links to trade, finance, international cooperation, and land ownership. However, we did not find contributions on supply chains and technology—a possible gap within the region’s literature. 

			Also, 13.04% of the papers reviewed were classified into the scholar activism and engaged research category. This seems to be a recent trend since half of the articles published between 2020 and 2022 fit into this category. A total of 11.59% of papers fit into the ecological crisis category. Finally, different from what was found by Alger & Dauvergne (2018), only 7.25% of articles fit into the climate politics category (Figure 6). In Table 3, we highlight some of the themes dealt with within Alger & Dauvergne’s (2018) categories. 

			Figure 6 . Number of publications according to Global Environmental Governance approaches by year (01/2004–04/2023)
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			Source: Authors. 

			Table 3. Global environmental governance research in Latin America, according to categories created by Alger & Dauvergne (2018)

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Category

						
							
							Main aspects

						
							
							Examples from Latin America

						
					

				
				
					
							
							Global political economy

						
							
							Connections between the global economic arena (growth, trade, finance, supply chains, technology) and the environment

						
							
							Sarfati (2008): multinational companies within the Cartagena Protocol 

							Gómez & Ferrero (2012): forest governance

							Hochstetler & Inoue (2019): South-South relations and international development cooperation

						
					

					
							
							International institutions and non-state governance

						
							
							Agenda formation, non-state actors in governance, global South

						
							
							Andrade (2009): private sector in GEG

							Aguilar Cavallo (2020): Escazu Convention

						
					

					
							
							Ecological crisis

						
							
							Issue-specific research, excluding climate

						
							
							Martins (2015): water governance

							Liscovsky et al. (2015): fishing

						
					

					
							
							Climate politics

						
							
							Work related to climate change

						
							
							Santos (2017): global justice under the Paris Agreement

							Pérez Melchor, S. Y. (2019): climate politics in Latin America

						
					

					
							
							Scholar activism and engaged research

						
							
							Work promoting approximation of scientists and activists in order to provide just and adequate solutions to address environmental problems

						
							
							Schmidt & Gomes (2020): women and the environment

							Lindao et al. (2022): ethnic issues in environmental governance

						
					

				
			

			Source: Data collected for this article (01/2004–04/2023).

			Our database included a single literature review (Castro et al., 2011) published in Ambiente & Sociedade. It discusses environmental governance in Latin America and reinforces the importance of the region’s historical and cultural context. The authors emphasize the need to analyze the process of environmental governance in this region from an integrated and transversal perspective, including dialogue with research communities. In their work, the authors mention a few initiatives to analyze environmental problems from this general Latin American perspective. More than ten years after this revision, we still found that most studies have a localized perspective on environmental problems without a cross-cutting dialogue from a Latin American perspective. 

			Also, as expected, some empirical papers published in the region’s journals do not deal with Latin America. In fact, only 4.35% of the articles dealt with broad questions of global environmental politics (Andrade & Costa, 2008; Andrade, 2009; Sampaio, 2022), while one (1.45%) discussed European environmental politics (Domínguez, 2007). Yet they are the exception, since most empirical work seems concerned with problems linked to local resource exploitation, and many are related to land use and forests within the region. 

			From a methodological standpoint, most of the literature reviewed fits into the case study category (Figure 7). Although some studies employed descriptive statistics among their methods, combined with other qualitative methodologies (i.e., they were classified as mixed methods), we did not find any paper based solely on quantitative methods. There was also a large number of theoretical papers discussing frameworks and concepts from different time frames or under different contexts. 

			Similarly to Castro et al. (2011), who advocated a more integrated research agenda for the region, we understand the importance of case studies but believe in the importance of research designs with greater external validity (i.e., with a larger N). As mentioned before, many countries in the region present similar biomes and socioeconomic issues. Therefore, we think that the field could gain in terms of experience sharing with more comparative studies, although we also understand the challenges. 

			Figure 7 . Number of publications, by research design and methodology
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			Source: Data collected for this article (01/2004–04/2023).

			Table 4 shows examples of some of the articles reviewed, according to research design and methodological approach. 

			Table 4. Methodological approaches in global environmental governance studies from Latin American journals

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Variable

						
							
							Dimension

						
							
							Examples from Latin American publications

						
					

				
				
					
							
							Research Design

						
							
							Theoretical work

						
							
							Jacobi & Sinisgalli (2012): theoretical discussion on environmental governance and green growth

						
					

					
							
							Case studies

						
							
							Vergés et al. (2021): case study on the transversality of the Mexican biodiversity conservation policies Coinbio and Corredor Biológico Mesoamericano

						
					

					
							
							Comparative studies

						
							
							Delgado (2016): community protocols on Access Benefit Sharing

						
					

					
							
							Large-n approaches

						
							
							none

						
					

					
							
							Methodological Approach

						
							
							Theoretical work

						
							
							Veiga (2017): theoretical discussion on sustainable development

						
					

					
							
							Qualitative

						
							
							1. Process tracing

							Chase (2019): norm diffusion in the Amazon

							2. IAD and SES methods 

							a. Bredariol & d’Avignon (2018): Brazilian Offshore Oil and Gas Sector Governance

							b. Lindao et al. (2022): ethnic approach, protected areas in the Colombian Caribbean

						
					

					
							
							Quantitative

						
							
							none

						
					

					
							
							Mixed methods

						
							
							Galdino et al. (2022): environmental conflicts along the Uruguayan coast employing surveys, workshops, documental analysis, and descriptive statistics 

						
					

				
			

			Source: Data collected for this article (01/2004–04/2023).

			Regarding the most recurrent issues, Dauvergne & Clapp (2016) found that about one-third of the articles published in the journal Global Environmental Politics (2001–2015) were focused on climate, as mentioned previously. Here, we found that climate change is only the third most investigated topic in Latin America, while forests, mining and land use, and biodiversity conservation respond to the most single-issue research in the region. These topics are followed by theoretical and multi-thematic studies, which together represent 38% of publications. As shown in Table 5, both the climate as well as the coast are less common topics in Latin American journals from the international environmental governance standpoint. We did not find any work regarding air pollution issues. 

			Table 5. Number of publications by issue

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Issue

						
							
							Number of Publications

						
							
							Percentage

						
					

				
				
					
							
							Theoretical 

						
							
							14

						
							
							20,29%

						
					

					
							
							Biodiversity conservation

						
							
							10

						
							
							14,49%

						
					

					
							
							Climate change

						
							
							9

						
							
							13,04%

						
					

					
							
							Energy transition

						
							
							1

						
							
							1,45%

						
					

					
							
							Forests, mining, and land use

						
							
							11

						
							
							15,94%

						
					

					
							
							Ocean, marine and  Antarctic governance

						
							
							5

						
							
							7,25%

						
					

					
							
							Waste

						
							
							1

						
							
							1,45%

						
					

					
							
							Water governance

						
							
							6

						
							
							8,70%

						
					

					
							
							Multi-thematic

						
							
							12

						
							
							17,39%

						
					

				
			

			Source: Data collected for this article (01/2004–04/2023).

			5.Concluding Remarks

			We started our study with these questions: How can Latin American environmental policy literature contribute to the understanding of environmental governance in the region and globally? What theories and methods have been used? What topics have been prioritized? What gaps remain? Considering our analysis using Latin American journals, we found that constructivism was the most employed theoretical framework in our database during the whole period. Critical works started to be more frequent from 2012 on, and environmental justice approaches became more common from 2020 on. Case studies were the most recurrent research design in environmental governance studies, with an international approach reinforcing previous reviews on environmental politics mentioned here. 

			In terms of issues, we found a considerable amount of work investigating biodiversity conservation and forests, mining, and land use, different to similar reviews encompassing other regions. This is probably because those issues represent important Latin American ecosystems and resources that are subject to disputes and conflicts to which political research can contribute to mediate. Despite that, we did not tackle the kinds of actors that current analyses have focused on (although we could observe that some attention has been given to gender and ethnic issues, for instance). Interdisciplinarity within the area is positive, although it also imposes some challenges.

			Although we found that case studies were the most recurrent research design, reinforcing previous reviews on environmental politics mentioned here, we also found relevant contributions from small-n comparative studies. Flexible theoretical and methodological research designs within environmental governance studies allow scholars to adjust their approach to different contexts, subjects, and methods, which may result in the lack of uniformity to support cross-case comparison and empirical synthesis. It seems that the term “environmental governance” within an international level of analysis still lacks consistency and has failed to provide standards for core concepts and interest variables, which might result in a patchwork of empirical and theoretical findings that are difficult to compare. Therefore, we think that Latin America would benefit from more comparative studies. Otherwise, academic efforts to solve environmental dilemmas will continue to fall back on a one-dimensional perspective, and the questions will remain the same.

			Despite some advances, new questions arise. An important gap that remains in our analysis is to track the Latin American authors publishing in the field’s mainstream journals. Given the difficulties Latin American researchers encounter when showcasing their research internationally (i.e., challenges related to language, financial resources, etc.), identifying the researchers publishing in mainstream environmental politics journals might help get a better snapshot of the region’s contribution to international environmental governance literature. From which countries and institutions do the authors come? Do they have any formal training in PS/IR? What is the kind of literature they employ in their work? We hope to answer these questions in future studies.
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