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Abstract
Youth climate activism typically emphasizes global protests, yet institutional models in the Global South
remain underexplored. Here we analyze the Young Environmental Ambassadors program in São Carlos,
Brazil, where elected high-school students operationalize environmental democracy's three pillars
(information, participation, justice) through MPSP facilitated hearings on nature-based solutions (NbS).
Questionnaire data (n = 10), interviews (n = 5), and observations (n = 12 meetings) reveal curriculum-aligned
training informed council elections and hearings addressing Espraiado Stream water governance, Bicão Park
greenspace protection, and Cidade Aracy waste management, yielding Municipal Law 21.458/2023.
Prosecutorial facilitation in affected schools positioned youth as community-state mediators, preventing
radicalization via institutional channels. This scalable triad integration offers Global South municipalities a
replicable NbS governance model, building long-term climate resilience absent in transnational protest
frameworks.

INTRODUCTION
Youth climate activism often focuses on global protests, yet locally embedded initiatives in the Global South
remain underexplored. Here we show that the Young Environmental Ambassadors program in São Carlos,
Brazil, a hybrid of critical education, participatory governance and Public Prosecutor's Office (MPSP)
facilitation, operationalizes environmental democracy’s three pillars (information, participation, justice) to
drive climate-resilient actions on water governance and urban green spaces. Integrating qualitative data from
interviews, observations and policy documents, we demonstrate how youth protagonists influenced local
laws (e.g. São Carlos Municipal Law no. 21.458/2023) and public hearings on climate risks, catalyzing
nature-based solutions (NbS) with replicable potential for just transitions. We have identified this as the first
documented Brazilian case in which youth climate activism has been systematically institutionalized through
prosecutorial facilitation mechanisms.

The escalating climate crisis demands inclusive governance, yet youth roles are typically limited to
transnational advocacy1. Studies emphasize participation for legitimacy and green transitions2,3 but overlook
institutional enablers like prosecutors in the Global South, where just transitions risk deepening inequalities
without territorial democracy4,5.​

In Brazil, youth councils and educommunication show promise6,7, but hybrid models integrating education,
activism and legal mediation are rare. The São Carlos Ambassadors (launched in 2019) fill this gap: elected
high-school students address climate adaptation via NbS, e.g., Espraiado Stream water management, Bicão
Park greenspace protection and waste reduction, facilitated by MPSP hearings in affected schools, filling this
gap as a case study on youth environmental protagonism as a human right in São Carlos-SP8.

This article reconceptualizes climate activism as a form of institutionally mediated civic action, in which
legal facilitation transforms youth mobilization into durable governance outcomes rather than external
pressure alone. We analyze this as climate activism: youth not only educate but mobilize communities, report
risks and co-shape policies, embodying environmental justice9. Our findings reveal how such initiatives
democratize local climate action, offering a scalable model for Global South resilience aligned with Escazú
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Agreement10 and SDG 13. We propose a first documented and pioneering model of institutionally mediated
climate activism in which prosecutorial facilitation transforms youth mobilization into durable governance
outcomes.

METHODOLOGY

Study design
We conducted a qualitative case study of the Young Environmental Ambassadors program (launched in
2019) in São Carlos, São Paulo, Brazil, to examine youth-led climate activism through environmental
democracy's three pillars (information, participation, justice). This approach enabled in-depth analysis of
institutional dynamics linking education, prosecution and local NbS governance.​

Data collection
Data comprised structured interviews (n = 5) with program founders and coordinators (Education Directorate,
MPSP); participant observation of 12 monthly meetings, 3 public hearings (Espraiado Stream, Bicão Park,
Cidade Aracy waste) and community campaigns (2019–2024); and analysis of 15 institutional documents
(Law no. 21.458/202311, MPSP records, selection protocols). A structured questionnaire (n = 10 items)
assessed pillar implementation across themes.​

Data analysis
Thematic analysis cross-referenced empirical data with Brazilian Child and Adolescent Statute (Law no.
8.069/1990; ECA)12, Youth Statute (Law no. 12.852/2013; EY)13, international agreements (Escazú, Aarhus)
and climate justice literature. Observations were triangulated with interview transcripts and documents.
Anonymity was maintained throughout. Procedures involving human participants complied with Brazilian
ethical standards (Resolution CNS 466/2012) and were approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the
Federal University of São Carlos (UFSCar) through Brazil Platform (77866724.8.0000.5504). Written informed
consent was obtained from all participants prior to data collection.

Replicability
Data (anonymized transcripts, codes) are available upon request from the corresponding author and have
been deposited in the UFSCar institutional repository, with temporarily restricted access, at the following link:
https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14289/23667.

RESULTS
The Young Environmental Ambassadors program, launched in 2019 by São Carlos Education Directorate with
state secretariats, elects high-school students via student councils as environmental leaders. Beyond
education, ambassadors (n ≈ 20/year) implement NbS: selective waste campaigns reaching
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families/communities, water governance (Espraiado Stream), urban greenspace protection (Bicão Park), and
solid waste management (Cidade Aracy).​​

The São Paulo Public Prosecutor's Office (MPSP) holds hearings in affected schools, positioning
ambassadors as mediators between vulnerable communities and authorities, highlighting the importance of
facilitating agents in popular participation in environmental issues14. Youth contributed to Law no.
21.458/202312, formalizing the program in municipal education, demonstrating policy influence. Monthly
meetings (n = 12 observed) and external events (Brazilian Congress of Municipalities and Sanitation
Providers; ASSEMAE Congress) extend impact beyond schools.​

This hybrid model channels youth energy into institutional arenas, reducing risks of confrontational activism
observed globally (e.g., digital hostility targeting leaders). Structured access to information/hearings fosters
informed protagonists who bridge communities-state, aligning with Escazú/Aarhus10,16 principles while
delivering tangible NbS outcomes.

QUESTIONNAIRE EVIDENCE
Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual model linking environmental democracy's triad to NbS policy outputs,
validated by questionnaire evidence (Table 1). Youth operationalization flows from pillar-specific
mechanisms to measurable climate resilience outcomes.

Source: authors.

Table 1 summarizes questionnaire evidence (n = 10) demonstrating how Young Ambassadors operationalize
environmental democracy's triad, yielding concrete NbS outcomes from community literacy to municipal Law
no. 21.458/202311.
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Table 1
Youth ambassadors operationalize environmental democracy triad (n = 10 questionnaire items)1

Pillar Key mechanism Evidence
(Q#)

NbS outcome

Information SDG training + science fairs Q6.1, Q9 Community NbS literacy (water,
waste)

Public events + exhibitions Q6, Q9 Extended environmental reach

Participation Student council elections Q4 Legitimate youth representation

MPSP hearings + City Council Q9 Law no. 21.458/2023 formulation

Monthly meetings (n = 12) Q7, Q8 Waste reduction practices (Q12.4)

ASSEMAE Congress
participation

Q12.9 External network influence

Justice MPSP WhatsApp reporting Q10 Active environmental oversight

Institutional recognition Q12 Formal program status

Policy influence Q12 Municipal law institutionalization

Socio-environmental
responsibility

Q12.5 Cultural transformation

Source: compiled by the authors based on responses from the Regional Directorate of Education of the São
Paulo State Department of Education

[1] Legend: Questionnaire data (n=10 items) from São Carlos Education Directorate. Q# corresponds to
structured items mapping Young Ambassadors' actions (2019-2024) across environmental democracy's
information-participation-justice triad to measurable NbS outcomes. Source: authors' compilation.

Information pillar: training and dissemination
The São Carlos Regional Education Directorate defined priority environmental themes aligned with São Paulo
Curriculum and 2030 Agenda priorities (Q6.1), ensuring public relevance. High-school ambassadors (n ≈ 
20/year) received structured training covering SDGs, climate adaptation, water governance and socio-
environmental risks through workshops, science fairs, live events and community campaigns (Q9),
complementing student protagonism in environmental education15. Communication extended beyond
classrooms via environmental exhibitions and content production shared with school publics and wider
communities (Q6,9).​

MPSP prosecutor confirmed youth impact: "Contributed greatly to information of public interest
dissemination regarding Public Prosecutor's Office procedures related to the Environment" (interview).
Ambassadors disseminated educational materials to families and neighbors, creating informational



Page 6/11

capillarity. Direct communication with authorities "facilitates the understanding of public bodies functioning",
bridging institutional knowledge gaps essential for climate justice procedures.​

This systematic access, curriculum integration (Q6.1), hands-on training (Q9), community dissemination
(Q6,9) operationalizes Aarhus Convention Article 4 (environmental information access) and Brazil
Constitution Article 5 XIV (information rights)17. Unlike symbolic youth engagement, ambassadors became
active knowledge multipliers, extending NbS literacy (water/stream management, urban greenspaces) from
schools to vulnerable communities.

Structured information flow prevents uninformed protest activism observed globally, channeling youth energy
into institutional NbS advocacy. Informed participation in MPSP hearings on Espraiado Stream governance
demonstrates practical climate resilience outcomes, offering Global South municipalities a replicable model
where youth bridge community-state gaps for equitable environmental democracy.

Participation pillar: elections and hearings.

Student councils democratically elected ambassadors as Social Relations Coordinators, selecting peers with
proven communicative and mobilization skills (Q4). This internal process conferred immediate legitimacy
while developing essential political competencies. Beyond classrooms, ambassadors actively participated in
public environmental hearings convened by the MPSP and City Council, serving as direct interlocutors
between school communities, authorities, and broader society (Q9). Monthly meetings (n = 12 observed)
sustained deliberative processes, generating concrete environmental actions through collective planning
(Q7,8). Tangible community outcomes included waste separation and reduction practices extending from
schools to families (Q12.4). The MPSP prosecutor emphasized their impact: "Young Ambassadors
participated in several public hearings... always held in schools near the affected areas... demonstrated
active participation... MPSP recognizes their legitimacy to debate any environmental matter", specifically
addressing Espraiado Stream water governance, Bicão Park urban greenspace protection, and Cidade Aracy
solid waste management.​

By strategically locating hearings in affected state schools, these institutions became concrete arenas of
territorialized climate justice, positioning ambassadors as essential mediators between vulnerable
communities and institutional power. This arrangement operationalizes Principle 10 of the Rio Declaration
(1992)18 alongside Brazilian legislation including the Child and Adolescent Statute (Law 8.069/1990)12 and

Youth Statute (Law 12.852/2013)13, which mandate participatory rights for young citizens.​

Structured electoral processes (Q4) combined with sustained hearing participation (Q9) and monthly
deliberation (Q7,8) transform potential protest energy into institutional influence, circumventing the hostile
digital confrontations that disproportionately target youth leaders globally. The resulting NbS outcomes,
stream restoration, greenspace preservation, waste systems, plus Law no. 21.458/202311 formalization
demonstrate scalable policy impact. This São Carlos model offers Global South municipalities an alternative
to disruptive activism: elected youth accessing prosecutorial facilitation channels yield measurable green-
blue infrastructure while building civic competencies through praxis-aligned monthly deliberation (Q7,8).

Justice pillar: reporting and policy influence.
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Questionnaire data show ambassadors actively used MPSP WhatsApp channels for environmental reporting
and participated in oversight hearings (Q10). They received formal recognition from Education Board, City
Council, and local businesses, validating youth leadership (Q12). Direct policy impact included Law no.
21.458/2023 formulation, institutionalizing the program in municipal education. MPSP prosecutor
highlighted: "Broadened access to climate justice... young people recognized MPSP as environmental rights
defender... comfortable using complaint channels including public hearing microphones". Interaction built
procedural knowledge for water scarcity, floods, and waste issues through "visits, hearings, everyday
coexistence" demystifying justice system operations.​

This operationalizes Stockholm (1972)19, Rio Principle 10 (1992)18, and Aarhus Convention (1998)16 justice
access, plus Brazilian ECA/EY rights. Beyond judicial remediation, ambassadors fostered preventive
monitoring and cultural environmental responsibility in families/schools/communities (Q12.5-6),
transforming potential protest demands into institutionalized NbS delivery.

Youth-MPSP collaboration prevented radicalization by equipping communities with concrete climate risk
response mechanisms. Direct hearing participation yielded structural outcomes (Law no. 21.458/2023)11

while building long-term adaptation capacity. São Carlos demonstrates integrated pillar execution:
information (training), participation (hearings), justice (policy change), creating scalable Global South model
where prosecutorial facilitation channels informed youth energy into resilient green-blue infrastructure
governance without confrontation.

YOUTH EMPOWERMENT AND ENVIRONMENTAL DEMOCRACY
The Young Environmental Ambassadors program operationalizes environmental democracy through
interdependent pillars: information, participation, and justice (Fig. 1)3,6. Information access
(Aarhus/Escazú)16,10 enables informed participation (Rio Principle 10)16, culminating in justice via
accountability (Stockholm 1972)19.​

Data confirm integration: curriculum/SDG training (Q6.1,9) informed council elections/hearings (Q4,7,9),
yielding policy outputs like Law no. 21.458/2023 and NbS implementation (Q10,12). MPSP-facilitated
hearings in affected schools bridged communities-authorities, with ambassadors reporting irregularities via
WhatsApp while gaining procedural literacy.​

This triad prevents radicalization: structured channels transform protest potential into institutionalized NbS
delivery (Espraiado water, Bicão greenspace, Aracy waste), reducing digital asymmetries20. Prosecutor:
"Youth will be adults with environmental experience and public body affinity", predicting sustained adaptation
capacity.​​

Latin American context amplifies relevance: youth articulate territorial rights against inequalities21, with São
Carlos exemplifying procedural triad efficacy. Limitations include scale (municipal focus); future work should
test multi-city replication. Overall, institutional youth facilitation scales green-blue resilience, fostering
legitimacy without confrontation, a Global South template for COP30-aligned governance.
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FINAL CONSIDERATIONS
Youth participation through environmental democracy's triad transforms decision-making for sustainability,
operationalizing popular sovereignty via deliberation, control, and co-responsibility. São Carlos data confirm
institutional-pedagogical practices convert youth into autonomous agents delivering NbS actions connecting
communities, authorities, and civil society.

MPSP facilitation proves critical: prosecutorial mediation guarantees participation/justice rights, expanding
deliberative governance essential for Global South climate resilience. Prosecutor's insight "today's
ambassadors will be environmentally experienced adults with public body affinity" reveals long-term
capacity-building beyond projects, creating legally-literate cohorts for sustained climate decision-making.

Latin American environmental justice demands intersectional recognition of vulnerable communities'
cultural/territorial rights, positioning youth as articulators against discrimination. São Carlos demonstrates
triad integration prevents radicalization: informed participation (institutional hearings) policy transformation,
yielding Law no. 21.458/2023 and NbS implementation without confrontation.

Limitations include municipal scale; multi-city replication needed. Policy implication: prosecutorial facilitation
scales green-blue resilience via youth institutionalization, offering COP30-ready Global South template where
deliberation builds adaptation capacity absent in transnational protest models.

Beyond documenting a municipal case, this study advances climate activism theory by conceptualizing
institutionally mediated climate activism as a distinct pathway of civic mobilization. Rather than positioning
youth activism primarily as external pressure on the state, our findings show how prosecutorial facilitation
can transform mobilization into co-produced governance outcomes. This reframing challenges protest-
centered accounts of climate activism and demonstrates that institutional incorporation need not dilute
mobilization; instead, it can stabilize and scale its impact through durable legal and policy change. According
to findings in international literature, this model stands out as a pioneer in youth climate activism.
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Figure 1

Youth-led environmental democracy triad drives NbS policy (2019-2024)[1]

Source: authors.

[1]Sankey diagram showing pillar flows to NbS outcomes. Data: n=10 questionnaire, n=5 interviews, n=12
observations. Source: authors.


