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Abstract: Argentina could be a regional leader in combating the climate crisis. Within 

the past year, the Argentine government has reduced its carbon emissions target under 

the Paris Agreement, ratified the Escazú Agreement and participated in a White House 

climate summit. These contributions have helped Argentina build diplomatic bridges to 

the new U.S. administration. However, the country’s climate leadership is undermined 

by Argentina’s commitment to develop the vast unconventional oil and gas resources in 

Vaca Muerta, its high natural gas consumption and its limited funds to pay for a clean 

energy transition. Should Argentina continue to show leadership in the global response 

to climate change, it could strengthen the country’s international standing, win allies at 

multilateral institutions such as the International Monetary Fund and bolster Argentina’s 

economic recovery. 
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Título: El liderazgo climático de Argentina 

 

Resumen: Argentina podría ser un líder regional en la lucha contra la crisis climática. 

En el último año, el gobierno argentino redujo su objetivo de emisiones de carbono bajo 

el Acuerdo de París, ratificó el Acuerdo de Escazú y participó en una cumbre climática 

en la Casa Blanca. Estas contribuciones han ayudado a Argentina a tender puentes 

diplomáticos con la nueva administración estadounidense. Sin embargo, el liderazgo 

climático del país se ve socavado por el compromiso de Argentina de desarrollar los 

vastos recursos de petróleo y gas no convencionales en Vaca Muerta, su alto consumo 

de gas natural y sus limitados fondos para pagar una transición hacia la energía limpia. 

Si Argentina continúa mostrando liderazgo en la respuesta global al cambio climático, 

podría fortalecer la posición internacional del país, ganar aliados en instituciones 

multilaterales como el Fondo Monetario Internacional e impulsar la recuperación 

económica de Argentina. 
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Argentina has an opportunity to lead regional action to confront the climate 

crisis and build closer ties to the new U.S. administration, despite policy disagreements 

on other issues. That potential bridge with the United States is increasingly important, 

as tensions worsen in various areas, including Argentina’s deepening relationship with 

China and its approach to human rights abuses in Venezuela. 

President Alberto Fernández was one of 40 leaders to participate in the White House’s 

Leaders Summit on Climate in April 2021 (White House, 2021). In his remarks, he 

pledged to produce 30 percent of Argentina’s energy from renewable sources, reduce 

methane pollution and harshly punish illegal deforestation. “Argentina,” he said, “has 

put climate and environmental policy at the center of its agenda” (Fernández, 2021). 

Climate change is President Joe Biden’s top foreign policy priority, and the U.S. 

government has recognized Argentina’s efforts. In March, Biden’s climate envoy, John 

Kerry, praised Argentina’s “ambitious plans to capitalize on its vast renewable energy 

potential” (Kerry, 2021). Following the April summit, Secretary of State Antony 

Blinken thanked Argentina for its “bold pledges” (Blinken, 2021): “Any country that 

wants to raise its ambition on climate will find a partner in both the U.S. government 

and the private sector,” he said. 

 

Unlike Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro, Argentina did not rediscover the 

climate crisis only after Biden’s victory last November. Immediately after his election 

in 2015, former President Mauricio Macri signaled support for the United Nations 

climate agreement that Kerry, the U.S. secretary of state at the time, was negotiating in 

Paris. Other Latin American governments, including Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica and 

Peru, had played more consequential roles in the climate talks. But Argentina’s 

turnaround provided a boost to negotiators at a critical moment. 

 

Though the United States lost interest in climate change under President Donald 

Trump, Argentina kept its promises. Macri established a “climate change cabinet” to 

promote inter-ministerial coordination. To achieve its climate objectives, his 

administration launched a renewable energy bidding program called RenovAr that drew 

attention from private investors to Argentina’s vast solar and wind opportunities. 

Though Argentina’s economic troubles made it difficult for winning bidders to finance 

their projects, RenovAr was widely considered a success. For Argentina’s first 

renewable energy auction, the government aimed for projects that would produce 1,000 

MW of electricity; it received bids for more than six times that amount (International 

Finance Corporation, 2019). 

 

In 2018, Argentina established two sprawling marine protected areas off the 

coast of Tierra del Fuego, its first attempt to protect its maritime territory since 2013 

(Gibbens, 2018). The 37,000 square miles of protected areas in the South Atlantic 

Ocean include deep-sea canyons and underwater mountain ranges home to diverse 

marine life. Argentina, alongside Chile, has also championed marine protection in the 

Southern Ocean, where climate change impacts are severe (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

2020). The proposed network of marine protected areas around Antarctica include 

waters rich in zooplankton, fish and marine mammals, including vital food sources for 

penguins, seals and whales. 

 

Though Macri lost his bid for reelection in 2019, Argentina remained committed 

to fighting climate change. That is not surprising, as climate change is one of the few 

issues in Argentina not subject to the deep partisan divide known as the “grieta.” 
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Seventy-three percent of Argentines consider climate change to be a “very 

serious” issue, according to polling by Vanderbilt University (Evans and Zechmeister, 

2018). The country’s critical agricultural sector is especially vulnerable to climate 

change, including drought, according to Notre Dame’s Global Adaptation Initiative 

(2020). In 2018, for example, prolonged dry conditions devastated soybean and corn 

production, leading to a stunning 32 percent decline in farm income in the second 

quarter. 

 

Argentina has suffered three consecutive years of recessions, and 2020 was 

particularly brutal. The economy contracted by more than 10 percent, increasing 

unemployment to 11 percent and leaving 42 percent of Argentines living in poverty, 

according to the national statistics agency, the Instituto Nacional de Estadística y 

Censos (2021). Yet even amid the pandemic, Fernández upgraded Argentina’s 

voluntary emissions reduction target under the Paris Agreement. In December 2020, he 

announced a new cap on emissions that was 26 percent lower than Argentina’s original 

goal under the Paris Agreement (Climate Action Tracker, 2020). “The future will be 

green or there will be no future,” he said at a virtual World Economic Forum the 

following month (Fernández, 2021). 

 

Argentina’s new administration promised better enforcement of a 2009 law 

designed to reduce deforestation, and it supports proposed legislation to improve 

environmental education. Fernández established a climate change secretariat in the 

environment ministry, and his mining secretary has been promoting the development of 

Argentina’s lithium resources, which are in high demand by electric vehicles 

manufacturers and companies that build large batteries for renewable energy storage 

(Hensel, 2021). Earlier this year, Argentina ratified the region’s first environmental 

treaty, the Escazú Agreement (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2021). Argentina’s plans to 

expand nuclear energy production, though prohibitively costly at the moment, would 

also reduce emissions. 

 

In February 2021, Argentina helped negotiate the Bridgetown Declaration, in 

which the region’s environmental ministers pledged to use economic recovery spending 

for “accelerating environmental and climate action” in post-pandemic Latin America 

(Forum of Environment Ministers of Latin America and the Caribbean, 2021). 
 

Regional COVID-19 economic and social recovery strategies should consider 

sustainability at their core…. Countries of the region need to turn this crisis into an 

opportunity to urgently and sustainably integrate the environmental dimension and 

include better conservation and sustainable use of natural resources into economic and 
social development planning. 

 

Admittedly, other countries in Latin America are better known for their climate 

and conservation actions. Costa Rica, an ecotourism pioneer, has protected one-quarter 

of its land and was a regional trailblazer for its national plan to reach net-zero emissions 

by 2050. Colombia has promised to combat regional deforestation through the Leticia 

Pact (Correa, 2021). Throughout 2019, Chile presided over COP25, the UN Climate 

Change Conference, although widespread protests led to the meeting’s relocation to 

Spain. The Costa Rican and Chilean environment ministers are celebrity delegates at 

global climate summits. 

But Argentina is gaining credibility. Fernández has offered to host a regional 

climate conference to build on the momentum from the White House summit. The 
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country’s renewables potential would help Argentina drive regional climate discussions: 

Argentina could produce more than 2,200 gigawatts of wind energy, the most in Latin 

America, according to the Inter-American Development Bank (Yépez-García, 2020). Its 

solar potential, 987 gigawatts, is behind only Brazil, Chile and Mexico (Yépez-García, 

2020). 

 

Climate ambition is an important tool for building diplomatic bridges for 

Argentina at a time of general disengagement under an inward-focused administration 

(Edwards & Gedan, 2021; Gedan, 2021). Its center-left government has stepped away 

from free trade negotiations, reduced security cooperation with the United States and 

abandoned the Lima Group, a hemispheric body that aims to solve the Venezuela crisis 

(Clarín, 2021; La Nación, 2021). The Casa Rosada recently withdrew Argentina’s 

complaint to the International Criminal Court regarding Venezuela’s alleged crimes 

against humanity, frustrating human rights advocates. Argentina’s relationship with 

China also complicates its efforts to build rapport with the Biden administration. 

Argentina’s ambassador to China has called for the purchase of 5G technology from 

Huawei despite strident U.S. objections (Caucino, 2021). Fernández, meanwhile, is 

widely expected to join China’s Belt and Road Initiative, another potential landmine in 

relations with Washington. 

 

Fernández has also struggled to build strong ties to his conservative counterparts 

in Brazil, Chile, Paraguay and Uruguay, or to demonstrate the value of Argentina’s 

partnership for European Union members. Argentina, for example, is no longer a major 

contributor to UN peacekeeping operations. Its slow growth, high inflation, price 

controls and limits to dollar purchases have made it less attractive to foreign investors 

on both sides of the Atlantic. It is locked out of credit markets and unable to borrow 

from the International Monetary Fund (IMF). Despite its size, Argentina is stumbling 

toward diplomatic invisibility. 

 

Fortunately, climate leadership could help Argentina stay on the radar – and gain 

allies for its high-stakes negotiations with official creditors at the Paris Club and IMF. 

As a result of his war on trees, Bolsonaro is a pariah in Washington and European 

capitals. Fernández, by contrast, could win friends and influence investors through 

ambitious carbon reduction and reforestation. 

 

Argentina, however, is not guaranteed to keep its seat at the table. For one, it is a 

relatively small emitter; in 2019, Argentina produced 179 million tonnes of carbon 

dioxide, about half of one percent of the global total and less than half the emissions of 

Brazil and Mexico (Global Carbon Atlas, 2019). Moreover, its performance reducing 

emissions has been mixed. Argentina only produces 11 percent of its energy from 

renewable sources (International Renewable Energy Agency, 2020). Last year, wildfires 

in Córdoba, allegedly ignited by ranchers, burned 463 square miles of forest, prompting 

the country’s environment minister to complain of “ecocide.” In all, the country has lost 

more than 10 percent of its primary forest area since 2000, according to Global Forest 

Watch. 

 

That record will come under increasing international scrutiny in the coming 

years. Globally, governments are failing to meet their obligations under the UN 

Convention on Biological Diversity (Secretariat of the Convention on Biological 

Diversity, 2020). A recent report warned that “biodiversity is declining at an 
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unprecedented rate, and the pressures driving this decline are intensifying” (Secretariat 

of the Convention on Biological Diversity, 2020). Argentina’s management of its 

forests and fisheries is a part of that troubling trend. 

 

Argentina’s 54 million cattle belch significant quantities of methane (Climate 

Watch; Joseph, 2020). Moreover, despite its renewable energy target, Argentina remains 

heavily reliant upon natural gas, the source of more than half of the country’s energy 

supply. So far, Argentina has not shown a willingness to radically reconsider its farming 

practices or energy policies. In Europe and the United States, pandemic bailouts have 

supercharged climate policy. Biden’s proposed infrastructure bill, for example, includes 

$15 billion for 500,000 charging stations to encourage the adoption of electric vehicles 

(White House, 2021). Not so in Argentina, where not a single dollar of recovery 

spending is dedicated toward reducing greenhouse gas emissions, according to the 

Oxford University Economic Recovery Project (O’Callaghan & Murdock, 2021). 

 

Though Argentina has twice raised its emissions-reduction targets in the past 

year, the influential Climate Action Tracker (2020) says Argentina’s commitments 

remain inadequate for limiting global warming to 2 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial 

levels. That is in part because Argentina continues to pursue development of its vast 

unconventional oil and gas resources in Vaca Muerta, in the Patagonian province of 

Neuquén. The government emphasizes the role of natural gas as a “bridge fuel” for the 

transition to renewable energy, but experts say Argentina’s subsidies for hydrocarbon 

producers are in conflict with its climate objectives (Gilbert & Millan Lombrana, 2021). 

These subsidies for oil and gas production and consumption are also costly at a time of 

high deficits and scarce dollars. 

 

It is not clear these policies will change anytime soon, particularly with regards 

to hydrocarbons. Fracking in Vaca Muerta is notorious among Argentina’s fans in the 

environmental community, but drilling for shale oil and gas is a rare area of consensus 

in Argentina’s bitterly divided society. That is because Vaca Muerta holds enough oil to 

meet local demand for nearly 100 years and enough gas for nearly 200 years, according 

to the Economía & Energía consultancy in Buenos Aires (2021). Those resources could 

also help Argentina generate desperately needed foreign exchange. Despite an 

accelerating global transition to renewable energy – and warnings that Argentina is 

directing capital to a potentially “stranded asset” – the government is writing legislation 

to attract billions of dollars in new investment to Vaca Muerta. 

 

Limitations to funding from wealthy countries for climate action could further 

discourage Argentina from climate leadership. At Biden’s climate summit, Fernández 

insisted upon higher payments for ecosystem services and debt-for-nature swaps. His 

environment minister, Juan Cabandié (2021), in a seminar hosted by the Wilson Center 

in Washington, was even more explicit, warning that Argentina’s debt troubles were a 

constraint on its climate policy. Meanwhile, interest in RenovAR has declined as the 

country’s debt crisis and interventionist economic policies make it difficult for 

renewable energy companies to finance projects in Argentina. 

 

Still, there is only upside for Argentina should it continue to pursue climate 

leadership. The U.S. International Development Finance Corporation has pledged to 

refocus its lending to promote renewable energy. It will be eager to do so in Argentina, 

which is also being courted by Beijing. Greater U.S. government investment is a major 
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opportunity for Argentina, which is struggling to pay for infrastructure upgrades. There 

are private sector opportunities, too. The World Bank’s International Finance 

Corporation (2016) estimates that there are $338 billion in potential green investments 

in Argentina through 2030, including in climate-smart agriculture and renewable 

energy. A commitment to electric mobility would similarly yield economic advantages. 

That is especially true should Argentina move up the lithium value chain and participate 

in the manufacturing of batteries and electric vehicles. Argentina is already one of the 

world’s top lithium producers, and the Fernández administration has announced its 

intention to promote industries that depend upon the popular metal. 

 

Climate leadership would also help Argentina attract greater interest from 

investors and companies guided by environmental, social and corporate governance 

(ESG) principles. Similarly, it would help Argentina access greater support from 

multilateral institutions. Argentina is ineligible for IMF loans until it renegotiates its 

defunct IMF program, or repays its $44 billion debt to the IMF. It has also borrowed 

heavily from regional lenders; Argentina’s debt to the Inter-American Development 

Bank (IDB) is the third highest, after Brazil and Mexico. Still, institutions such as the 

IDB have been dramatically ramping up their lending during the pandemic, and 

increasing their focus on climate change. In 2020, multilateral development banks 

approved $50 billion in new loans in the region, a 25 percent increase from 2019, 

according to the UN’s Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean 

(Fleiss, 2021). 

 

Under its new president, Mauricio Claver-Carone, the IDB developed its “Vision 

2025” strategy, which includes climate change among the lender’s top priorities 

alongside regional integration, support for small businesses and the promotion of the 

digital economy (Inter-American Development Bank, 2021). 

 
We have an ambitious agenda, focused on issues such as post-pandemic recovery, 
integration of global value chains, climate change mitigation and adaptation (...) We 

have to invest more in mitigating the impacts and adapting our economies to the effects 

of climate change, not only because of what could happen in the future, but because our 

region is now one of the most vulnerable to climate-related natural disasters (Claver-
Carone, 2021). 

   

 

The direct economic motives for Argentine climate leadership are also clear, 

including new private sector investment in the renewables sector, greater access to 

multilateral development bank financing, increased support from U.S. government 

agencies such as the Development Finance Corporation and reduced financial burdens 

from climate change and environmental degradation, including drought and dirty air. 

Above all, an ambitious climate agenda would keep Argentina relevant to the 

international community at a time when it needs support from foreign governments, 

international institutions and private investors to recover from years of economic 

stagnation exacerbated by the pandemic. 
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