
SCIENTIFIC DIPLOMACY AND SYSTEMIC RECONFIGURATION: 
BRICS IN THE GOVERNANCE OF MARINE, POLAR, AND CLIMATE 
GLOBAL COMMONS

Laura Cristina Feindt Urrejola Silveira1

This article analyzes the role of BRICS in the governance of marine, polar, and climate global 
commons amid a context of systemic transition, marked by global environmental crises and 
normative disputes within multilateral institutions. Grounded in the relational theory of 
international relations (Yaqing Qin) and the concept of planetary infrastructures, the article argues 
that BRICS is consolidating an emerging architecture of environmental governance, based on 
scientific diplomacy, cooperative data production, and climate justice. The analysis draws on an 
original comparative matrix that maps the level of adhesion and engagement of BRICS countries 
in major multilateral regimes, such as the Antarctic Treaty, Commission for the Conservation of 
Antarctic Marine Living Resources (CCAMLR), United Nations Convention on the Law of the 
Sea (UNCLOS), the Madrid Protocol, and the Agreement on Marine Biological Diversity of Areas 
Beyond National Jurisdiction (BBNJ Agreement). The findings reveal that the group is expanding 
its normative capacity within these regimes while building epistemic convergence around a 
shared horizon of planetary responsibility. In this context, BRICS contributes meaningfully to the 
realization of the principle of a “community of shared future for humankind” (renlei mingyun 
gongtongti – 人类命运共同体), rooted in systemic interdependence, global equity, and the 
co-production of sustainable solutions among global South actors.
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DIPLOMACIA CIENTÍFICA E RECONFIGURAÇÃO SISTÊMICA: O BRICS  
NA GOVERNANÇA DOS BENS COMUNS GLOBAIS MARINHOS,  
POLARES E CLIMÁTICOS

Este artigo analisa o papel do BRICS na governança dos bens comuns globais marinhos, polares 
e climáticos em um contexto de transição sistêmica, marcado por crises ambientais globais e 
disputas normativas dentro de instituições multilaterais. Com base na teoria relacional das relações 
internacionais, de Yaqing Qin, e no conceito de infraestruturas planetárias, o artigo argumenta que 
o BRICS está consolidando uma arquitetura emergente de governança ambiental, baseada na 
diplomacia científica, na produção cooperativa de dados e na justiça climática. A análise se baseia 
em uma matriz comparativa original que mapeia o nível de adesão e engajamento dos países 
do BRICS nos principais regimes multilaterais, como o Tratado da Antártida, a Comissão para a 
Conservação da Fauna e da Flora Marinhas da Antártida (CCAMLR), a Convenção das Nações 
Unidas sobre o Direito do Mar (UNCLOS), o Protocolo de Madri e o Acordo sobre Diversidade 
Biológica Além das Áreas de Jurisdição Nacional (BBNJ). Os resultados revelam que o grupo está 
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expandindo sua capacidade normativa dentro desses regimes, ao mesmo tempo em que constrói 
uma convergência epistêmica em torno de um horizonte compartilhado de responsabilidade 
planetária. Nesse contexto, o BRICS contribui significativamente para a realização do princípio de 
uma “comunidade de futuro compartilhado para a humanidade” (renlei mingyun gongtongti –  
人类命运共同体), enraizada na interdependência sistêmica, na equidade global e na coprodução 
de soluções sustentáveis entre os atores do Sul global.

Palavras-chave: BRICS; governança global; bens comuns globais; Antártica; oceanos; diplomacia 
científica; justiça climática.

DIPLOMACIA CIENTÍFICA Y RECONFIGURACIÓN SISTÉMICA: LOS BRICS  
EN LA GOBERNANZA DE LOS BIENES COMUNES GLOBALES MARINOS,  
POLARES Y CLIMÁTICOS

Este artículo analiza el papel de los BRICS en la gobernanza de los bienes comunes globales marinos, 
polares y climáticos en un contexto de transición sistémica, marcado por crisis medioambientales 
globales y disputas normativas dentro de las instituciones multilaterales. Basándose en la teoría 
relacional de las relaciones internacionales (Yaqing Qin) y en el concepto de infraestructuras planetarias, 
el artículo sostiene que los BRICS están consolidando una arquitectura emergente de gobernanza 
medioambiental, basada en la diplomacia científica, la producción cooperativa de datos y la justicia 
climática. El análisis se basa en una matriz comparativa original que mapea el nivel de adhesión y 
compromiso de los países BRICS en los principales regímenes multilaterales, como el Tratado Antártico, 
la Comisión para la Conservación de los Recursos Vivos Marinos Antárticos (CCRVMA), la Convención 
de las Naciones Unidas sobre el Derecho del Mar (CNUDM), el Protocolo de Madrid y el acuerdo sobre 
la diversidad biológica fuera de las zonas de jurisdicción nacional (BBNJ). Las conclusiones revelan que 
el grupo está ampliando su capacidad normativa dentro de estos regímenes, al tiempo que construye 
una convergencia epistémica en torno a un horizonte compartido de responsabilidad planetaria. En este 
contexto, los BRICS contribuyen de manera significativa a la realización del principio de una “comunidad 
de futuro compartido para la humanidad” (renlei mingyun gongtongti – 人类命运共同体), arraigado 
en la interdependencia sistémica, la equidad global y la coproducción de soluciones sostenibles entre 
los actores del Sur global.

Palabras clave: BRICS; gobernanza global; bienes comunes globales; Antártida; océanos; 
diplomacia científica; justicia climática.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Polar and oceanic regions have, in recent decades, become epicenters of 
geopolitical, geoeconomic, environmental, and epistemic disputes within 
the international system. Traditionally managed by multilateral legal regimes 
under the hegemony of global North countries, these regions today encompass 
not only strategic resources and sensitive biodiversity but also fundamental 
systems for maintaining the planet’s climatic balance. In light of the intensifying 
environmental crisis and the global impacts of extreme events, such as prolonged 
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droughts, floods, collapses of food supply chains, and forced displacement, there 
is growing interest in critically rethinking the governance of the poles, oceans, and 
associated marine biodiversity, particularly in areas beyond national jurisdiction, 
considered the common heritage of humankind.

In this context, the present article examines how the BRICS platform, 
composed in 2025 of full member states (Brazil, Russia, India, China, South 
Africa, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates, Iran, Ethiopia, Egypt, and Indonesia) 
and strategic partners (Belarus, Bolivia, Kazakhstan, Cuba, Malaysia, Nigeria, 
Thailand, Uganda, Uzbekistan, and Vietnam), has been positioning itself in relation 
to the international diplomatic bodies that govern polar and ocean governance.

The different levels of engagement of these countries with the following 
documents were analyzed: Antarctic Treaty (ATS, 1961), Madrid Protocol (1991), 
Convention for the Conservation of Antarctic Seals (CCFA, 1972), Convention 
on the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources (CCAMLR, 1980), 
International Convention for the Regulation of Whaling (IWC, 1946), United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS, 1982), London 
Convention on Marine Waste (1972), and the Agreement on Biodiversity Beyond 
National Jurisdiction (BBNJ, 2023).

The central question guiding this investigation is: to what extent do BRICS 
countries, individually and collectively, contribute to reconfiguring international 
regimes of polar and ocean governance, based on their positions, capacities, and 
shared interests as actors of the global South? To answer this question, we adopt 
a comparative analysis methodology grounded in a table specifically designed 
for this article, in which we systematize the degree of adhesion, participation, 
or absence of BRICS countries in the mentioned treaties, conventions, and 
multilateral forums.

The originality of the article lies in the articulation of three analytical 
fronts: the empirical comparison of BRICS positioning in multilateral regimes 
governing the common heritage of humankind (oceans, poles, biodiversity, 
and climate); the application of systemic and complexity theory to understand 
the interdependent impacts of the climate crisis; and the adoption of the 
Relational Theory of International Relations proposed by Yaqing Qin (2009, 
2016, 2018) as the central interpretative framework to understand the BRICS 
multilateral arrangement.

The relational perspective, grounded in the ontology of zhongyong (中庸) 
and in the centrality of historical, cultural, and normative bonds between actors, 
allows us to interpret the BRICS platform not as a mere conjunctural coalition 
but as a relational system in coevolution, whose rationality is defined by the 
progressive harmonization of its partnership circles.
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The concept of zhongyong (中庸), deeply rooted in the Chinese Confucian 
tradition, can be translated as “golden mean”, “centrality and equilibrium”, or as 
a form of relational and moderate thinking that seeks harmony in human and 
political interactions. More than a posture of neutrality or weak compromise, 
zhongyong represents an ontology a way of understanding being and the world 
that values dynamic adjustment, active moderation, and cohesion among diverse 
parts without erasing their singularities.

Unlike classical Western ontologies, which often operate through dualisms 
(subject/object, individual/State, anarchy/order), zhongyong starts from the 
interdependence of phenomena and the idea that bonds whether affective, cultural, 
historical, or institutional must be continuously cultivated, adjusted, and harmonized. 
This requires contextual sensitivity, openness to difference, and a constant search for 
situated and balanced responses, without resorting to universal formulas.

In the field of International Relations, especially in the formulations of  
Qin Yaqing (2009, 2016, 2018), zhongyong underpins a relational theory  
of the world in which actors are not isolated entities but nodes in networks of 
relations in constant coevolution. Thus, decision-making and governance are not 
structured through imposition or bargaining but through consensus-building, 
mutual respect, and the maintenance of systemic harmony. When applied to the 
BRICS, for example, zhongyong helps to understand the platform as an adaptive 
relational system, where the diversity of members is a source of complementarity 
rather than conflict.

Instead of conceiving States as atomistic entities pursuing fixed individual 
interests, the relational approach emphasizes the governance of relations: 
political and diplomatic decisions emerge from the quality, density, and balance 
among established bonds. This approach proves especially fruitful for analyzing 
forums such as BRICS, whose internal legitimacy and external projection are 
built less on fixed ideological alignments and more on procedural interactions 
and zones of institutional convergence (Qin, 2016, 2018).

In this sense, the article argues that the BRICS platform has the potential to 
act as a systemic and multi-level arrangement of relational governance, articulating 
the production and sharing of scientific data as a global public good, while 
advancing climate justice, epistemic sovereignty, and South-South environmental 
cooperation. Oceans, climate, Antarctica, and biodiversity are treated here  
as interdependent planetary infrastructures, and the BRICS’ collective response to 
these agendas can constitute a rebalancing vector in the decision-making arenas 
of the international order.

Regarding the systemic and complexity approach, it was mobilized to 
offer an integrated reading of the climate crisis as a multiescalar, non-linear, and 
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interdependent phenomenon. This perspective allows us to observe how local 
environmental changes such as polar ice melt or ocean acidification trigger 
cascading effects that impact social, political, and infrastructural dimensions 
across different geographies, especially in the global South. By incorporating the 
contributions of complex systems theory, as developed by authors such as Donella 
Meadows (2008), it is understood that natural and human systems operate as 
networks, with tipping points, feedback loops, and critical thresholds that, once 
surpassed, generate interconnected collapses.

From this analytical framework, the article links environmental collapse to 
processes of population vulnerability (such as forced migration or food insecurity), 
the weakening of critical infrastructure (such as energy grids, water supply systems, 
and communications), and political instability, particularly in peripheral regions 
whose states exhibit low institutional resilience. This interpretation is reinforced 
by the theoretical frameworks of Earth System Governance (Biermann, 2014) 
and by the proposal of relational climate justice, which incorporates asymmetric 
vulnerabilities and differentiated response capacities (Gupta et al., 2021).

The article is divided into five sections, in addition to this introduction. 
The first section offers a systemic reading of the environmental crisis and presents 
BRICS as an institutional arrangement capable of operating in complex systems 
for climate response. The second section examines the production and circulation 
of scientific data as an instrument of diplomacy and epistemic power, based on 
documents from BRICS working groups on polar and ocean science. The third 
section conducts a comparative analysis of BRICS countries’ engagement in the 
main multilateral regimes of polar and ocean governance, based on the analytical 
table produced. The fourth section interprets recent institutional advances of the 
BRICS platform as the expression of a relational governance system in the making, 
with emphasis on the Brasília Ministerial Declaration (BRICS, 2025). The fifth and 
final section synthesizes strategic proposals derived from the analysis: creation of 
regional observatories, strengthening of scientific diplomacy, integration of climate 
data, and normative influence in the redesign of international institutions.

Among the main conclusions, the article demonstrates that BRICS already 
exerts concrete influence over the diplomatic and scientific architecture of polar 
and ocean governance, albeit asymmetrically. It also shows that its ability to 
reposition the global South depends less on the formalization of coalitions and 
more on the deepening of relational bonds, the strengthening of its own scientific 
capacities, and the ability to translate such capacities into normative legitimacy 
aligned with climate justice. In conclusion, the article argues that, in the face of 
the erosion of traditional environmental regimes and the aggravation of global 
inequalities, the emergence of relational and multi-level governance, with BRICS 
leadership, is not merely a possibility but a historical necessity.
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2 BRICS AS SYSTEMIC ARCHITECTURE IN TIMES OF CLIMATE COLLAPSE

The intensification of the climate crisis should not be understood solely as an 
environmental phenomenon, but as the collapse of multiple layers of systemic 
stability that have sustained social and political life in recent decades. Extreme 
and interconnected effects such as accelerated desertification, water scarcity,  
sea-level rise, ocean acidification, forced migration, and biodiversity loss configure 
a scenario of simultaneous disruption at multiple scales. As Biermann (2014, p. 5)  
argues, environmental governance in the Anthropocene requires institutional 
arrangements capable of operating in contexts of structural interdependence 
and deep uncertainty, surpassing traditional multilateral models and fragmented 
decision-making systems.

In this scenario, BRICS emerges not only as a geopolitical coalition but 
as a systemic relational architecture, whose ability to respond to climate change 
lies in its institutional density, regional diversity, and vocation for multilateral 
scientific and technical cooperation. The relational ontology proposed by 
Qin (2016, p. 38, 2018, p. 56) provides a robust theoretical framework for 
interpreting BRICS as a coevolving system, in which the bonds between members 
derive not only from strategic interests but from the procedural construction of 
norms, shared infrastructures, and zones of institutional convergence. In this 
approach, states are not isolated units with fixed preferences, but entities whose 
identity and action stem from the quality of their relations, which makes it 
possible to understand BRICS as an emerging normative community.

The systemic character of BRICS is manifested in the way the bloc 
integrates different scales and dimensions of the climate problem: from the 
local to the planetary, from the technical to the normative, from the epistemic 
to the political. The group’s expansion in 2024 reinforced this potential for 
multi-level articulation, bringing together countries with significant ecological 
diversity and distinct climate vulnerabilities. China, India, and Brazil host centers 
of scientific excellence and robust environmental monitoring networks, while 
Ethiopia, Indonesia, the United Arab Emirates, and Iran expand the geographic 
and diplomatic reach of the platform, strengthening its legitimacy as an enlarged 
global South forum (Krishnan, 2024, p. 87; Almulhim et al., 2024, p. 12).

This arrangement becomes especially relevant in light of the coupling 
between climate, oceans, and poles one of the most critical expressions 
of global ecological collapse. The literature on planetary boundaries has 
already demonstrated that changes in polar and oceanic systems have direct 
effects on global climate stability and on the food, energy, and water security 
of populations (Rockström et al., 2009, p. 2; Gupta et al., 2021, p. 7).  
The reduction of Antarctic ice cover, the collapse of thermohaline currents, the 
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rise in average ocean temperatures, and the loss of coastal biodiversity directly 
affect tropical regions, precisely where BRICS countries are concentrated. 
Understanding such dynamics therefore requires an integrated approach that 
rejects the isolation of environmental variables and adopts an interdependent 
reading of planetary systems.

It is in this context that the notion of “planetary infrastructures” is situated 
a key heuristic concept for understanding poles, oceans, climate, and biodiversity 
not merely as physical spaces or strategic assets, but as interdependent systems 
that sustain life on a global scale. Such infrastructures, as Biermann (2021, p. 65) 
argues, should be treated as life-support platforms, and their collapse entails direct 
consequences for the planet’s habitability. The governance of these infrastructures 
therefore requires mechanisms for structured cooperation, scientific data 
production and sharing, multi-level institutional coordination, and continuous 
relational action (Polejack et al., 2025, p. 6; Gupta et al., 2021, p. 8).

This approach also aligns with epistemologies of the South, which propose 
interpreting the Earth, oceans, and frozen territories as living, interdependent 
entities, whose destruction undermines not only biodiversity but also the modes 
of existence of the communities that coevolve with them (Escobar, 2016, p. 26; 
Santos, 2009, p. 87). By treating poles and oceans as planetary infrastructures, 
the focus shifts from mere resource exploitation to the care of life-support systems 
that, for the most part, lie beyond state borders and require a new grammar of 
cooperative and relational governance.

From this perspective, BRICS brings together strategic attributes to operate 
as a steward of these complex systems. The progressive institutionalization of its 
working groups in science and technology, the development of environmental 
data networks, the commitments made in ministerial forums, and the recent 
actions of the Working Group on Polar and Ocean Science and Technology 
(WG OPST) demonstrate a deliberate effort to build its own infrastructure for 
producing and exchanging knowledge on climate change, marine biodiversity, and 
extreme events (WG OPST, 2023, p. 3-5). The Brasília Ministerial Declaration 
(BRICS, 2025), in turn, emphasizes the creation of coordinated mechanisms for 
climate adaptation, food sovereignty, and energy transition, recognizing the need 
to address the climate crisis based on shared solutions and on strengthening the 
technical capacities of developing countries (BRICS STI, 2025, p. 3-4).

Within this framework, BRICS not only shares data but builds a common 
grammar of science as an instrument of diplomatic legitimacy. The production 
of global public goods such as climate observatories, protocols for scientific 
expeditions, and early-warning systems forms part of the broader effort to redefine 
the role of the global South in the international order. By adopting a relational 
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ontology, it becomes clear that the influence of BRICS countries is not measured 
exclusively by material capabilities but by the quality of the relationships they 
build and their ability to stabilize commitments and offer multilateral solutions 
(QIN, 2016, p. 41).

Therefore, the climate emergency should be interpreted not only as a threat 
but also as an opportunity for the global South to assert itself as a legitimate 
producer of knowledge, norms, and institutions. By consolidating systemic 
relational architecture and operating as a technical and diplomatic network 
for environmental cooperation, BRICS can transform scientific capacities into 
normative influence and institutional bonds into instruments of planetary 
reorganization. What is at stake is not only the response to floods, droughts, 
and wildfires, but the historical possibility of overcoming the structural 
imbalances of global environmental governance and proposing a new paradigm 
of interdependence and co-responsibility.

3 SCIENTIFIC DIPLOMACY AND KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION IN  
THE GLOBAL SOUTH

The consolidation of BRICS as a multi-level governance platform inevitably 
depends on its ability to articulate science, technology, and innovation policies that 
transcend national boundaries and operate on shared planetary infrastructures such 
as oceans, poles, climate, and biodiversity. In the current context of epistemological 
fragmentation and growing climate vulnerability, strengthening scientific diplomacy 
among global South countries acquires strategic centrality not only as a mechanism 
for technical cooperation but as a tool for redistributing epistemic power and 
building normative legitimacy within international regimes.

The scientific activity of BRICS is thus articulated as a relational 
vector of political projection. This means that its effectiveness lies not only 
in generating data or funding projects, but in its ability to stabilize lasting 
bonds among knowledge systems, laboratories, space agencies, polar stations, 
and universities. This understanding is at the core of the relational theory of 
International Relations proposed by Qin (2016, p. 38, 2018, p. 49), according 
to which international power is not a fixed attribute of actors but a dynamic, 
contextual process of co-constituting relations, institutions, and norms. In this 
framework, scientific diplomacy is a form of constructing relational authority 
based on the mutual recognition of peers’ cognitive capacities.

In the specific field of polar and ocean science, BRICS’ institutional architecture 
has deepened since the creation, in 2015, of the Working Group on Polar and Ocean 
Science and Technology (WG OPST). An analytical reading of the most recent 
documents from this group particularly the meeting reports from 2022 to 2024 
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and the updated Terms of Reference reveals the prioritization of topics such as joint 
expeditions, researcher exchanges, development of sensors and monitoring platforms, 
shared production of environmental data, and standardization of methodologies for 
marine biodiversity analysis (WG OPST, 2023, p. 3-5, 2024, p. 2-6).

This progressive institutionalization was formally endorsed by the Brasília 
Ministerial Declaration (BRICS, 2025), which sets out a common vision for 
the 2025-2030 period. Among the main advances are the formulation of a 
medium-term strategic roadmap for polar-ocean science, the creation of a BRICS 
International Center for Deep-Sea Resource Research, and the commitment to 
data interoperability among national institutions (BRICS STI, 2025, p. 3-4). 
These initiatives indicate that BRICS not only participates in existing regimes 
but also proposes alternative scientific infrastructures, structured around values 
of equity, sustainability, and climate justice.

Such advances are particularly significant when seen considering the 
current ocean and polar governance regime, which is largely based on data 
produced by global North centers. The specialized literature acknowledges 
that unequal access to scientific information constitutes one of the main 
mechanisms of structural exclusion in international decision-making processes 
(Biermann, 2021, p. 67; Polejack et al., 2025, p. 4). By proposing a relational 
platform for producing and sharing knowledge, BRICS positions itself as an 
agent of transformation in this asymmetric system, contesting the epistemic 
foundations of the multilateral order.

China plays a central role in this process, not only as the largest investor 
in polar and ocean infrastructure among BRICS but also as an active promoter 
of a scientific agenda guided by principles of ecological interdependence and 
shared destiny. The notion of a “community of shared future for humankind”  
(人类命运共同体) (China, 2023), mobilized in Chinese environmental diplomacy, 
structures a relational vision of climate governance, in which oceans and poles are 
treated as integrated components of a planetary life-support system (Zhou and Sun, 
2023, p. 119). Furthermore, Chinese authors such as Dong Shihao have warned of the 
urgency of reforming legal regimes on submarine cables and seabed, arguing that such 
infrastructures are being asymmetrically appropriated by major technological powers 
and that the “legal reason” of the South should be incorporated into multilateral 
frameworks (Dong, 2021, p. 76-80).

From the perspective of epistemologies of the South, this relational scientific 
diplomacy can be interpreted as a process of cognitive emancipation from the 
coloniality of knowledge. Escobar (2016, p. 25) proposes an ontological reading of 
science that recognizes living systems as co-producers of knowledge. This approach 
is complemented by Inoue and Moreira (2016, p. 8), who suggest an articulation 
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between Indigenous knowledge, conventional science, and ecological justice as the 
basis for a new model of governance. By operating in this plural horizon, BRICS 
can build a cognitive infrastructure capable of generating data that reflect diverse 
realities Amazonian ecosystems, monsoon zones, Indian Ocean archipelagos, 
African deserts, tropical ocean platforms and integrating these perspectives into 
global analytical models, such as IPCC panels or BBNJ reports.

However, the transformative potential of BRICS scientific diplomacy 
faces significant obstacles. Fragmentation of national information systems, lack 
of coordinated research funding, and technological capacity asymmetries still 
limit the arrangement’s effectiveness. Additionally, interoperability gaps and 
methodological differences hinder the consolidation of integrated databases on 
high-seas marine biodiversity, Antarctic cryosphere, and ocean acidification. 
Overcoming these barriers will require not only material investments but also 
the consolidation of a relational institutional culture, guided by mutual trust, 
epistemic recognition, and normative co-responsibility.

In summary, scientific diplomacy, within the framework of relational 
theory, is inseparable from the quality of the relationships that sustain it.  
Qin (2016, p. 41) maintains that authority in relational systems is not imposed 
but processual built through stabilized commitments, mutual recognition, 
and joint meaning-making. By developing technical and scientific networks 
guided by climate justice, BRICS positions itself as an architect of a new global 
epistemic infrastructure. If consolidated, this architecture could not only expand 
access to science but also reconfigure the legitimacy criteria of international 
environmental governance regimes and contribute to a more equitable, plural, 
and resilient international order.

4 BRICS COUNTRIES’ ENGAGEMENT IN POLAR AND OCEANIC REGIMES: AN 
EMPIRICAL AND RELATIONAL ANALYSIS

The empirical analysis conducted in this section is based on the unprecedented 
systematization of information compiled from official sources of the competent 
bodies on the governance of polar and oceanic regions, consolidating the adhesion 
data of 90 countries to treaties and conventions regulating the governance of the 
polar regions, oceans, and marine biodiversity in areas beyond national jurisdiction. 
The database was organized according to the following international legal 
frameworks: the Antarctic Treaty (ATS, 1961), the Madrid Protocol (1991), the 
Convention for the Conservation of Antarctic Seals (CCFA, 1972), the Convention 
on the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources (CCAMLR, 1980), 
the International Convention for the Regulation of Whaling (IWC, 1946), the 
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS, 1982), the London 
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Convention on the Prevention of Marine Pollution by Dumping of Wastes (1972), 
and the new Agreement on Biodiversity Beyond National Jurisdiction (BBNJ, 2023).

To these legal frameworks, the analysis strategically adds the presence (or 
absence) of countries in diplomatic forums related to polar governance, such as 
the Arctic Council, whose work has direct implications for polar science and the 
geopolitics of regional access. From this normative set, a series of analyses were 
made possible, as will be presented in this section of the article. Figure 1 shows 
that the twelve founding countries of the ATS Argentina, Australia, Belgium, 
Chile, United States, France, Japan, Norway, New Zealand, United Kingdom, 
South Africa, and the Russian Federation display historically consolidated 
patterns of participation. For the most part, these states not only adhered to the 
main treaties from their inception but also played leading roles in their creation.

The cross-cutting nature of their normative and scientific engagement 
constitutes what may be termed a “classical commons governance”, structured 
by a Western, technocratic legal rationality institutionalized since 1959. This 
architecture, although multilateral in form, has remained under the strong 
hegemony of global North countries, with the capacity to dictate the criteria for 
accession, participation, and the definition of cooperation objectives, as observed 
in the recent deliberations of the ATCM.

FIGURE 1
Grafic of year of the twelve original signatories of the Antarctic Treaty to Polar and 
Ocean Regimes
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The comparative analysis of the international engagement patterns of BRICS 
countries and the founding signatories of the Antarctic Treaty (ATS) reveals 
asymmetric dynamics of participation in the legal regimes that structure polar and 
ocean governance. Based on the adhesion matrix to nine multilateral instruments 
ATS (1959), Madrid Protocol (1991), CCFA (1972), CCAMLR (1980), IWC 
(1946), UNCLOS (1982), London Convention (1972), and BBNJ (2023) it was 
possible to construct an overview of the legal-normative involvement of both groups 
in relation to the marine, polar, and climate-related global commons.

In a comparative analysis, it is possible to identify the twelve original 
member states of the Antarctic Treaty in 1961 and, over time, their respective 
levels of engagement with other diplomatic agreements related to polar, oceanic, 
and biodiversity issues associated with these geographic spaces. While the five 
founding BRICS countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa) 
already hold consultative status within the Antarctic Treaty System (ATS), the 
bloc’s new full members, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, formally 
acceded to the ATS in 2024. Both, however, have yet to obtain consultative 
status, which has established in the ATCMs requires the demonstration of 
significant scientific capability through regular expeditions. Egypt, Indonesia, 
Iran, and Ethiopia, also full BRICS members, are not yet part of the ATS, 
although some are already signatories to UNCLOS and the BBNJ, indicating a 
progressive commitment to the global ocean and environmental agenda.

Regarding the BRICS countries, we note that the bloc, although 
heterogeneous, exhibits emerging patterns of diplomatic engagement that signal 
an inflection in the balance of international regimes, as shown in table 1.

The BRICS group, expanded in 2024 to include countries such as 
Saudi Arabia, Iran, Ethiopia, and Egypt, presents a more heterogeneous 
insertion, revealing distinct political trajectories, institutional capacities, and 
environmental agendas. Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa the 
original BRICS display patterns of greater legal integration into multilateral 
regimes, notably through accession to UNCLOS, CCAMLR, the London 
Convention, and the IWC. However, important gaps remain, especially 
regarding the adhesion of all members to the Madrid Protocol and the new 
BBNJ Agreement (2023). On the other hand, the recently incorporated BRICS 
members particularly Ethiopia, Egypt, Indonesia, and Iran show incipient 
or non-existent engagement, reflecting their peripheral position in global 
environmental negotiations.
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The graphical visualization reinforces these findings. Analyzing table 1, 
which presents the formal engagement of BRICS countries in the main polar 
and oceanic treaties and conventions discussed in this section, makes it possible 
to clearly identify: i) the countries that fully participate in the Antarctic regime 
(with ATS, Protocol, and consultative status); ii) those that have adhered to 
recent marine treaties such as UNCLOS and BBNJ; and iii) the countries that 
remain outside specific conservation regimes such as the IWC and CCFA. This 
normative heterogeneity reveals, on the one hand, the challenges of building a 
common arrangement and, on the other, the adaptability of BRICS as an operator 
of multipolar climate diplomacy.

As a visual complement, it is proposed to include a timeline with the 
accession dates of each BRICS country to the multilateral treaties analyzed, 
ordering the data by treaty and year. This chronology exposes the historical gap 
between BRICS and the ATS founding countries (1959) but also highlights 
the recent acceleration of global South countries’ accession to contemporary 
environmental governance frameworks especially after the launch of the BBNJ 
Agreement and the strengthening of the UN Decade of Ocean Science for 
Sustainable Development (2021-2030). The growing normative convergence 
among BRICS, even if asymmetrical, opens space for the formulation of joint 
initiatives, as proposed in section 5 of this article.

The relational approach of Qin Yaqing (2009, 2016, 2018) allows these 
trajectories to be understood not as failures or delays in integration, but as 
reflections of plural political rationalities structured through relations of 
procedural interdependence. BRICS, as a joint-construction platform, operates 
not as a traditional normative bloc, but as a relational architecture in flux marked 
by the coexistence of asymmetries, but also by the possibility of systemically 
redefining governance spaces. Such an approach shifts the focus from institutional 
accumulation (who has adhered to what) to the potential for normative, scientific, 
and political co-production based on a logic of South-South inter-cooperation.

The contrast between the two groups thus reveals the transformative potential 
of BRICS: by incorporating countries historically excluded from the foundational 
regimes of environmental governance, the platform broadens the epistemic 
horizons of global commons governance. If the founders of the ATS operated under 
the paradigm of Eurocentric technocratic rationality, BRICS can inaugurate a 
relational governance of the commons, where climate justice, epistemic reciprocity, 
and scientific diplomacy structure new forms of collective action. As argued by 
authors such as Santos (2009), Pinto (2021), and Inoue and Moreira (2016), 
the ontological plurality of the global South offers the foundations to rethink 
environmental normativity as a situated and multi-scalar practice.
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Finally, the comparative chart clearly shows the gaps and overlaps in 
engagement, indicating where BRICS can invest in strategic normative 
convergence: encouraging adherence to the BBNJ and the Madrid Protocol 
among its full members and strategic partners; providing technical support for 
the entry of new countries into the Antarctic system; and, above all, consolidating 
a common base of scientific data and normative proposals that reflect the shared 
interests of the global South in addressing the climate crisis. In this sense, BRICS 
more than an economic or political grouping assumes the role of an emerging 
operator for the systemic reconfiguration of planetary governance.

This relational pattern of institutional insertion is also observed among 
BRICS strategic partner countries. Although Bolivia, Nigeria, Thailand, Uganda, 
Uzbekistan, and Vietnam have not yet acceded to the ATS, some are already 
participating in related regimes such as UNCLOS and BBNJ. This suggests the 
existence of a layered diplomatic trajectory, based on the gradual accumulation 
of engagement and the building of technical and scientific legitimacy a logic 
compatible with QIN’s (2018) theoretical proposition on the centrality of 
process and reciprocal trust in international governance structures built by the 
global South.

Empirical analysis reinforces the central hypothesis of this work: BRICS 
operates as a relational diplomatic system capable of reconfiguring norms, 
redistributing technical-scientific authority, and contesting notions of belonging 
in regimes historically dominated by the global North. This repositioning is not 
limited to legal presence but includes the activation of scientific networks, the 
circulation of climate data, and the proposition of new agendas for oceanic, 
environmental, and cognitive justice.

5 THE BRICS PLATFORM AND THE CONSOLIDATION OF A SOUTH-SOUTH 
COOPERATIVE SYSTEM

The recent trajectory of BRICS reveals a deliberate effort toward the progressive 
institutionalization of its scientific and environmental architecture, particularly 
regarding cooperation on oceans, poles, biodiversity, and climate change. These 
fields, traditionally marked by asymmetries in technical and epistemic capacities, 
have been reinterpreted by the group not merely as thematic areas of common 
interest, but as structuring vectors of a relational South-South governance system, 
based on the joint production of knowledge, the sharing of scientific infrastructures, 
and the co-formulation of multi-thematic and multi-scalar agendas.

A critical reading of the BRICS Working Group on Ocean and Polar 
Science and Technology (WG OPST) documents especially the outcomes of the 
meetings held between 2020 and 2024 demonstrates the existence of a coherent 
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set of priorities and cooperation mechanisms under construction. Issues such as 
ocean acidification, marine biodiversity loss, food security related to fisheries, 
the impacts of the cryosphere on climate regulation, seismic data collection, 
and microplastic pollution appear as recurring topics among member countries 
(WG OPST, 2024, p. 3-7). At the same time, proposals for methodological 
harmonization, exchanges of young researchers, and the definition of common 
protocols for missions in hard-to-access regions, such as the Southern Ocean and 
the South China Sea, have gained prominence.

The document that consolidates this trajectory is the Brasília Ministerial 
Declaration (2025), resulting from the meeting of BRICS science and technology 
ministers under Brazil’s presidency of the bloc. The text unequivocally expresses the 
consolidation of a shared strategic vision among members on the need to expand 
joint scientific action in areas beyond national jurisdiction, with an emphasis on 
the generation of reliable data, technological integration, and epistemic sovereignty. 
Three initiatives with structuring potential stand out in this context: i) the adoption 
of the 2025-2030 Roadmap for polar and ocean cooperation; ii) the creation of a 
BRICS International Center for Deep-Sea Resource Research, based on a Chinese 
proposal with Russian technical support; and iii) the commitment to integrating 
environmental data via common platforms, including artificial intelligence and 
computational modeling (BRICS STI, 2025, p. 3-5).

These commitments reflect a relevant institutional inflection: BRICS is 
beginning to operate as a multi-level system of scientific governance, articulating 
national and regional agendas with planetary dynamics. What is emerging is a 
relational infrastructure for the production and circulation of data, based on 
principles of equity, inclusion, and sustainability principles often marginalized in 
major international environmental governance regimes (Biermann, 2021, p. 71; 
Clapp et al., 2022, p. 4). BRICS’ engagement with the United Nations Decade 
of Ocean Science and the implementation of the BBNJ Agreement signals a 
concrete willingness to interact critically with the existing environmental order 
not to reject it, but to reconfigure it based on the needs and priorities of global 
South countries.

This reconfiguration also entails a dispute over the very meaning of science. 
Instead of a technocratic vision centered on data neutrality, BRICS proposes albeit 
implicitly a relational and situated science, attentive to the ecological and cultural 
diversity of the territories it studies. The proposal to connect research centers 
in Africa, Latin America, Central Asia, and Southeast Asia into a collaborative 
network suggests an epistemic architecture in which knowledge is co-produced 
among peers rather than transferred vertically. This approach, advocated by 
authors such as Escobar (2016, p. 28) and Gudynas (2011, p. 387), approximates 
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a political ontology of knowledge, in which oceans, poles, and climate cease to 
be mere objects of management and become living infrastructures to be governed 
based on principles of justice, reciprocity, and regeneration.

The relational logic underlying this architecture is also expressed in the 
creation of cooperative governance mechanisms that avoid decision-making 
centralization. BRICS does not propose a single environmental authority, but 
rather a mosaic of initiatives, technical platforms, and political commitments that 
operate in an adaptive, horizontal, and iterative manner. As Qin (2018, p. 56)  
argues, the relational model requires legitimacy to be built on the quality of 
institutional connections and the density of normative bonds. Thus, BRICS’ 
effectiveness does not lie in imposing a single model, but in its ability to 
harmonize multiple contexts through a logic of relational equivalence, in which 
power emerges from the continuous interaction among participants.

In this sense, it can be said that BRICS is beginning to constitute, in the 
polar-oceanic field, a relational governance infrastructure aimed at the production 
and coordination of knowledge in the name of climate security, environmental 
sovereignty, and epistemic justice. This infrastructure, although still in 
consolidation, has three distinctive characteristics: i) it is planetary, as it operates 
over interdependent systems that transcend state borders; ii) it is systemic, as it 
integrates climatic, ecological, technological, and social variables; and iii) it is 
situated, as it recognizes that the production of legitimate knowledge depends on 
the incorporation of diverse contexts, knowledges, and voices.

By articulating science, politics, and technical cooperation in relational 
and multi-level grammar, BRICS opens concrete possibilities for reorganizing 
the international system of environmental governance, not as a rupture but as 
a transformation based on plurality, trust, and co-responsibility. The challenge 
now is the material consolidation of these institutional promises through durable 
networks, joint financing, and technical interoperability lest the good intentions 
of discourse fail to translate into effective capacity for action.

6 STRATEGIC PROPOSALS FOR BRICS: GOVERNANCE, DATA  
AND CLIMATE JUSTICE

The analyses carried out throughout this article point to a set of challenges and 
opportunities that shape BRICS’ role in global environmental governance. In 
the face of the ongoing climate collapse and the reconfiguration of international 
relations in the Anthropocene, it becomes urgent to reflect on institutional and 
epistemic forms capable of sustaining a new grammar of cooperative governance, 
especially regarding the global commons: climate, oceans, poles, and marine 
biodiversity. Based on BRICS’ engagement in these regimes and the consolidation 
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of its scientific and diplomatic platform, it is possible to envision reorganization 
pathways that take into account systemic interdependence and the relational  
co-constitution between actors.

The first strategic proposal concerns the creation of a BRICS Observatory 
for Planetary Infrastructures, capable of integrating data on climate, oceans, 
poles, biodiversity, and extreme events. Such an observatory, linked to existing 
platforms such as the WG OPST and national initiatives for remote sensing 
and climate modeling, would serve as an empirical basis to support national and 
regional public policies, in addition to providing high-quality data for 
multilateral regimes such as BBNJ, UNCLOS, and the Antarctic Treaty System. 
Inspired by models such as the Global Ocean Observing System (GOOS), 
this observatory would be structured horizontally, distributed among member 
countries, and based on principles of sovereignty, interoperability, and open 
science (Polejack et al., 2025, p. 7; Clapp et al., 2022, p. 6).

The second strategic proposal lies in strengthening BRICS’ joint diplomatic 
fronts within international regimes of polar and ocean governance, with a view to 
establishing more transparent and representative criteria for state participation in the 
main multilateral bodies. The 47th Antarctic Treaty Consultative Meeting (ATCM), 
held in Milan, Italy, between June 23 and July 3, 2025, discussed, among other issues, 
proposals for upgrading the institutional status of some signatory countries. The 
case of Belarus which has been a Contracting Party to the Antarctic Treaty System 
since 2006 and is currently a BRICS strategic partner was one of the agenda items. 
Its request to ascend to consultative status was denied due to the lack of consensus 
among other consultative members, who voted against it (ATS, 2025a). Should 
Belarus’ formalization as a Consultative Party occur in future meetings, it would 
represent an expansion of BRICS’ presence in Antarctic governance, adding to the 
recent accessions of the United Arab Emirates (December 11, 2024) and Saudi Arabia  
(May 22, 2024) as new Contracting Parties to the Treaty (ATS, 2025b).

This institutional development reinforces BRICS’ potential to act as a 
coordinating bloc for convergent agendas on polar governance, grounded in 
principles of regional equity, scientific cooperation, and representative plurality. By 
expanding its formal presence in the Antarctic Treaty System, BRICS consolidates 
a diplomatic and scientific foundation that can contribute constructively to future 
debates on rules for institutional status advancement, scientific participation, and 
the legitimization of decision-making processes in strategically important areas of 
planetary environmental governance.

The third proposal concerns investment in decentralized scientific capacities, 
with an emphasis on creating regional networks for training, research, and 
innovation. Countries such as Bolivia, Nigeria, Uganda, and Kazakhstan, although 
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strategic partners of BRICS and rich in biodiversity, remain underrepresented in 
global systems of knowledge production on climate and oceans. The creation of 
regional centers associated with the BRICS Observatory, in highly vulnerable 
regions such as the Sahel, the Andes, the Amazon deforestation arc, and the Asian 
river deltas, would allow for the decentralization of data generation and promote a 
geographical redistribution of science, with direct impacts on the development of 
public policies for mitigation, adaptation, and climate justice (Gupta et al., 2021,  
p. 9; Escobar, 2016, p. 27).

The fourth proposal consists of formulating a joint agenda for climate and ocean 
justice, based on vulnerability and inequality indicators produced by BRICS itself. 
This agenda should consider not only the physical impacts of the environmental crisis 
but also its social, economic, and cultural dimensions, such as the loss of traditional 
livelihoods, food and energy insecurity, the rise of vector-borne diseases, and forced 
migration. The fifth proposal is the creation of a specific “Global South Climate 
Justice” metric, built from empirical data and situated normative frameworks, which 
would allow BRICS to actively influence debates on climate finance, technology 
transfer, and compensatory measures repositioning the group as a policy proposer 
and not merely as a recipient of directives from major environmental forums  
(Pinto, 2021, p. 14; Barros-Platiau and Schleicher, 2023, p. 52).

The sixth proposal calls for the institutionalization of an epistemological 
translation platform within BRICS, aimed at integrating different knowledge 
systems, including Indigenous knowledge, social technologies, conventional science, 
and community-based climate adaptation practices. The creation of a specific 
working group on environmental epistemologies, anchored in public universities, 
research centers, and grassroots organizations, could expand BRICS’ analytical 
repertoire and strengthen its legitimacy as a global actor in plural governance. This 
platform would represent a concrete step toward overcoming the coloniality of 
knowledge and valuing resilient practices historically built in contexts of scarcity, 
vulnerability, and resistance (Santos, 2009, p. 93; Inoue and Moreira, 2016, p. 10).

Finally, given BRICS’ growing engagement in global environmental 
governance regimes, it is proposed that the group present, at upcoming 
Antarctic Treaty Consultative Meetings (ATCMs), a coordinated proposal 
for the creation of a multilateral BRICS Antarctic station. This initiative is 
directly aligned with the objectives of the International Polar Year 2032-2033, 
which calls on countries to build transdisciplinary partnerships to address the 
challenges of the climate crisis in polar regions, and with the principles of 
the United Nations Decade of Ocean Science for Sustainable Development 
(2021-2030), promoted by UNESCO’s Intergovernmental Oceanographic 
Commission, which advocates for transformative, inclusive, collaborative, 
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and action-oriented science. The station would be conceived as an epistemic 
hub for the shared production of knowledge on climate, biodiversity, and 
oceans, enabling global South countries to contribute high-quality data, robust 
infrastructures, and technical capacities in support of planetary climate security.

The station’s management could follow the rotating model of scientific 
presidency adopted by BRICS itself, with financial contributions allocated through 
a dedicated fund to be established within the New Development Bank (NDB). The 
station would enable the full participation of scientists from BRICS countries that 
are not yet formal members of the Antarctic Treaty System, such as Iran, Ethiopia, 
Egypt, and Indonesia, as well as from partner countries like Bolivia, Nigeria, 
Thailand, Uganda, Uzbekistan, and Vietnam, provided they express the intention 
to join the regime. This model finds precedents in the functioning of the European 
Space Agency (ESA), which conducts Antarctic research using member states’ stations 
for common scientific purposes, even though seven (Cyprus, Croatia, Ireland, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Luxembourg, and Malta) of its 27 member states have not acceded to the 
Antarctic Treaty. The proposal would strengthen BRICS as a platform for relational 
scientific diplomacy, consolidating both a symbolic and material infrastructure in 
the service of climate equity and the cooperative production of global public goods 
foundations of a true “community of shared future for humankind” (renlei mingyun 
gongtongti – 人类命运共同体) (China, 2023).

Such proposals, by integrating technical, political, epistemic, and 
normative dimensions, are directly aligned with the principles of the relational 
theory of international relations (Qin, 2016, p. 44), which conceives 
legitimacy as the product of the quality of interactions and the density of 
institutional connections. By consolidating itself as a relational operator  
of planetary governance, BRICS not only challenges the hegemony of historical 
environmental regimes but also opens a possible horizon for reorganizing 
the international order based on alternative forms of cooperation, different 
languages of science, and other rationalities of interdependence.

7 CONCLUSION

This article analyzed the role of the BRICS platform in the international regimes 
of polar, oceanic, and climate governance, based on a relational and systemic 
approach grounded in the theory of Qin Yaqing (2009, 2016, 2018) and in 
the conceptual frameworks of planetary commons governance, environmental 
justice, and scientific diplomacy. Starting from the recognition that oceans, 
poles, marine biodiversity, and climate constitute interdependent planetary 
infrastructures fundamental to sustaining life on a global scale, it was argued 
that BRICS, in its expanded 2025 configuration, brings together strategic, 
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epistemic, and institutional attributes to operate as a driver of transformation in 
the international environmental order.

Throughout the text, it was shown that BRICS has increased its capacity 
for coordinated action through the institutionalization of thematic working 
groups, the formulation of strategic roadmaps for scientific cooperation, the 
creation of international research centers, and the articulation of data platforms 
aimed at monitoring extreme events and biodiversity in areas beyond national 
jurisdictions. The Brasília Ministerial Declaration (2025) stands as a significant 
milestone in this process, consolidating a shared vision among member countries 
on the importance of generating relational, standardized, and shared knowledge, 
oriented toward the sustainability of planetary systems and the resilience of 
vulnerable territories.

The analysis also highlighted that scientific production within the BRICS 
framework is not limited to reproducing the technical agendas of the global 
North but seeks to incorporate situated epistemologies, social technologies, and 
territorial knowledge as legitimate ways of responding to the challenges of the 
Anthropocene. The consolidation of a global South scientific diplomacy system 
guided by climate justice and interinstitutional co-responsibility indicates the 
group’s potential to rebalance the terms of international cooperation, especially 
in the areas of ocean science, polar governance, and the conservation of marine 
biodiversity beyond national jurisdiction.

Based on the comparative analysis of data on BRICS countries’ adhesion to 
and engagement in the main environmental treaties and conventions and the 
systematization of this evidence as a contribution of this article it was possible to 
affirm that the group has concrete, albeit uneven, conditions to influence multilateral 
decisions, propose new rules for admission and representation, and legitimately 
contest the normative foundations of global governance. The challenge now 
lies in consolidating these capacities through durable coordination instruments, 
interoperable data networks, cooperative financing, and the building of mutual trust.

An integrated reading of the data also reveals strategic gaps that go beyond 
the normative sphere and directly affect the production and sharing of scientific 
knowledge. The absence of full accession by several members to key treaties, such 
as the Madrid Protocol, CCAMLR, or the new BBNJ Agreement, limits not 
only their deliberate capacity in multilateral forums but also their integration 
into international networks for research, environmental monitoring, and 
technical cooperation. This technical and epistemic exclusion contributes to 
the persistence of inequalities in access to sensitive data on marine biodiversity, 
climate change, and polar impacts.
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Future research could be devoted to a complementary analysis mapping the 
scientific and institutional capacities of BRICS+ countries such as oceanographic 
centers, polar programs, climate monitoring networks, and data infrastructures 
which are essential both for national public policies and for strengthening their 
legitimacy within global governance regimes.

For BRICS to act as a driver of systemic reconfiguration in environmental 
governance, it is imperative that the bloc develop coordinated strategies for 
progressive accession, institutional strengthening, and the expansion of its 
members’ and strategic partners’ scientific presence. The creation of shared 
mechanisms for training, funding, and research infrastructure such as proposed in 
the idea of a BRICS Antarctic Station constitutes a decisive step in this direction, 
linking scientific diplomacy, climate justice, and epistemic sovereignty as pillars 
of a new relational architecture for the global South.

The climate crisis, epistemic voids, and asymmetry in traditional 
environmental regimes demand not only greater participation from global South 
countries, but also new ways of thinking about multilateralism grounded in 
bonds, reciprocity, and institutional co-evolution. BRICS, by establishing itself 
as a relational and systemic governance arrangement, can not only expand its 
influence in the international arena but also contribute to the emergence of a 
more just, plural, and sustainable planetary order.

In this context, BRICS makes a concrete contribution to realizing the principle 
of a “community of shared future for humankind” (renlei mingyun gongtongti –  
人类命运共同体), founded on systemic interdependence, global equity, and the 
co-production of sustainable solutions among the peoples of the global South.
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