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Travelling abroad always implies to check on the political, socio-economical and 
environmental situation of your destiny’s country, although this does not secure from 
surprises either way. 

Nira Fialho, the environmental consultant working for the FEC (Fundação Ecologico 
Cristalino) was interviewed by a Swiss journalist of the Coop news paper. This super market 
company publishes reports on the environmental situation in the Amazon and the so-called 
good-governance soy this company purchases, polishing its image for the European wave of 
good-conscience-shopping. While the photographer tried to capture her image and the aura of 
a woman full of well-earned self-esteem, I could update my pre-travelling knowledge. 

Why protect the Amazonian rainforest? 

Worldwide rain forests cover only 7% of the emergent land mass. Still they provide habitat 
for over about 90% of all extant species. Rain forests therefore are major diversity hot-spots 
and their loss would probably lead to a species mass extinction, unknown jet so far in 
evolutions history. 

The climatic impact, local and global of the world’s largest tropical habitat of over 7 million 
square kilometers is vast. It holds about 1/5 of all existing fresh water resources through a 
sustainable water cycle, where 50% of the rainfall is driven by the highly effective motor of 
transpiration. With an evaporation rate of 25% this leaves a very low run off rate of again 
around 25%. This is covered by oceanic winds carrying vapor. Scientific analysis claim, that 
we cannot afford a loss of more than 30% of the Amazonian forest without risking a total 
collapse of this sensible water cycle. Amazonia has already suffered from major droughts in 
2005 and 2010. 

Productive as the tropics are, their biomass holds a huge amount of the world’s carbon and 
they are therefore considered as important carbon sinks (Amazon: 90 to 140 billion tons). 
With the deforestation process this major green house gas is released in to the atmosphere and 
with the following cattle farming, high methane rates round up this climatic catastrophe. 

Last, but definitely not least one should consider, that humans have been living in a natural 
equilibrium in this part of the South American continent now for generations. This forest is 
still home to the worlds last non-contacted indigenous tribes and the process of deforestation 
destroys the only environment they have ever known. Approximately 250 000 people still live 
in and from the Amazonian Rainforest. Colonization starting around the year 1540 has cost 
many lives of the indigenous people and it still does today. 

Colonization history in Amazonia  

In the 1960 the military regime promoted the colonization of the Amazonian region as an 
answer to the continuous droughts in the north east of Brazil. Developing this remote region 
was thought to bring an economical upturn to the, from poverty suffering people of the state 
of Pará. On the other hand, Brazil’s mighty feared other South American countries as well as 
the US to conquer the so far relatively white maps of the Amazonian Basin. Long roads like 
the BR163 and the Transamazonian Highway where cut into the forest and the colonies along 
side where planed on the drawing board. Land was given to the willing colonists with the 



commission to cultivate the land and make it productive. So the farmers cleared their 
properties thoroughly, always under the threat of expropriation if their effort of cultivation 
should be unfruitive. 

Due to the shallow layer of humus and non-sustainable agriculture only low productiveness 
could be achieved. The little food produced was not on-hand for the markets in the coastline 
cities due to a lack of accessibility to those still remote regions. 

So in the early 1980s a gold rush developed like a bush fire in the region after the first 
findings of this noble metal. With it came further deforestation and contamination with 
mercury, needed to extract the Gold from the stone. 

After the gold rush the population in the Amazonian region decreased and land use was 
mainly based on cattle ranching. Large clearings are needed therefore, thus to the poorly 
nutritious soil. 

The socio-economical situation today 

Today the process of colonization has not jet come to a rest. In 2008, 22% of the resident 
population in the Amazônia Legal region (a socio-geographic division comprising the states 
Acre, Amapá, Amazonas, Pará, Rondônia, Roraima and Tocantins) had migrated from other 
parts of the country. In total the demographic growth rate for the Brazilian Amazon is of 40% 
between 1990 and 2010. 

The need for economical resources is as high as ever due to unemployment and low salaries in 
slave-like working conditions. In 2009 still 42% of the Amazônia Legal population lived in 
poverty, so is to read in the Report on the Millennium Development Goals for the Amazônia 
Legal of the United Nations from 2010. 

Brazil is one of the ten top countries for income inequality. In 2009 the wealthiest 1% of the 
population (241 thousand people) received 11% of the household income where as the poorest 
50% (12.3 million people) received 16.4% of the household income (Data referring to 
Amazônia Legal). To satisfy these large economical needs, sometimes environmentally 
drastic measures are made. 

What drives the motor of deforestation today? 

Amazon’s total deforestation rates have never been as low as in 2011 since the last sixteen 
years. This is most likely due to the, up to date rather strict forestry law of Brazil, the Código 
Florestal. This is despite the impression that Brazil seems to suffer on a lack of an executive 
for environmental matters able to act. With a deforestation rate pique in 2004 the rate 
diminished ever since and it is now 80% lower than it has been seven years ago. Current 
studies might find an interesting connection between the change in credit terms from the 
Banco do Brasil and this decline. Since 2003 credits are only given to those with legal land. 
Yet we face alarmingly new developments concerning governmental plans as well as market 
developments. 

The demand for tropical timber is mainly driven by Chinese and the market prize is high. 
Land is either logged by its owners or by land robbers, so called grilleros – occupying and 
logging land illegally. Heavily armed as they most often are, hardly any one is able to fight 
against this injustice. 

IBAMA, the Brazilian Institute of Environment and Renewable Natural Resources suffers on 
poor financial resources. Corruption even promotes logging enabling well woven conspiracies 



to foreign markets. In 2005 over one hundred IBAMA officials were arrested, all accused to 
work within the illegal timber export. On my request of discussing IBAMAs situation today 
Nira states: “IBAMA is dead!” 

The tasks that have been set for IBAMA are now divided and handed over to other state 
authorities in Brazil. Still IBAMA seems to play a role in executing environmental protection. 
Regularly news appears about new environmental scandals IBAMA has revealed. Since the 
punishments are severe many people here seem to fear the institution. 

One effective tool to locate fresh illegal deforestation sites is the satellite system of the INPE 
(Instituto Nacional de Pesquisas Espaciais), which is used by IBAMA officials. But then, 
what action may be taken when these sites are detected? The down side is that the Amazon is 
a vast area and the access to such activity fields is difficult and expensive. 

Last year Mato Grosso experienced the intervention of a 700 soldiers strong military force 
directed by IBAMA officials fighting these Grilleros. “Only this drove back the illegal land 
robbery and the illegal gold mining” is Nira’s comment on this. 

Since the year 2008 the gold prize doubled and of course this has triggered jet again a new 
gold rush in the Amazon. I myself have met a gold prosecutor in Alta Floresta digging up the 
earth in a pristine rainforest patch close to the border of Pará. The license is given by the 
property’s owner and shares have to be paid. Proudly he showed me pictures of his new 
mining caterpillar enabling him to dig up the earth even more efficient. Of course he uses 
Mercury, but there is now harm done, he informs me. Every year he goes there and the 
number of fish is still the same. 

If we look at the fate of deforested land, over 60% is turned in to cattle pastures. These hold 
large and small scale ranches and the slaughter houses provide most Jobs in the south of Mato 
Grosso. Cattle’s ranching is considered as a secure investment and the export rate for beef, as 
well as for pork and chicken is rising steadily. Since 2003 Brazil has been the largest beef 
exporter worldwide. Still the efficiency rates are not high in this region, for the amount of 
cows held by a certain area is rather low in the Amazon, due to the poorly nutritious soil. 
Furthermore the greenhouse gas emissions from cattle ranching are vast. Methane, one of the 
most potent climate toxins is a byproduct of the cow’s metabolism. The methane emission 
from cattle in Brazil increased of approximately 30% in the last twenty years. 

Some fear that the deforestation frontier might be driven even further from the south into the 
north due to the soy crops. The plantation as well as the treatment after harvesting requires 
far more resources than cattle farming. The soy needs to be washed and dried before 
transportation or else it will mould. Therefore only places providing sufficient infrastructure 
and water are appropriate for soy. This leads to increasing land prizes in the south of 
especially Mato Grosso and so the farmers, are likely to sell their properties and then migrate 
into the north of the state where the landless might again deforest a new piece of Amazon’s 
rain forest they then state their own. Only last year the prize for farms rose 40% in Mato 
Grosso. The market prize for soy has increased about 1/3 between July 2010 and July 2011. 
This makes soy crops in remote regions, where transportation costs are high, even more 
economically viable. The export rates for Brazil’s soy beans have more than doubled in the 
past ten years, with China as main purchaser. 

In July 2006 ABIOV (Brazilian Vegetable Oil Industry Association) and ANEC (Brazilian 
Grain Exporters Association) urged by major NGOs such as Greenpeace, signed a soy 
moratorium stating that soy from land deforested after 2006 will not be purchased. In general 
this does set a clear signal against deforestation, but soy companies claiming that the decrease 



in deforestation is due to this moratorium are decorating their image with Marina Silva’s 
successful environmental politics (See paragraph Código Florestal). In practice, seldom 
freshly deforested land is turned into soy cash crops. 

For the soy companies the poorly nutritious soil of the Amazon might not be so much of 
interest and Brazil covers more biomes than just the one. I am referring to the Cerrado, 
Brazil’s Savanna connecting the Amazon with the poor remnants of the Mata Atlantica on 
Brazil’s coast line. Since, especially the Cerrado has not attracted as much global media 
interest as the green heart of South America does; it has suffered from high deforestation rates 
in the last few years. With currently only 7.5% of its area protected, a study from MMA 
(Brazil’s environmental ministry) from 2009 states that the deforestation rates in this biome 
are the double of those in the Amazonian region. According to the report form MMA the 
Cerrado has already suffered a loss of nearly 40% of its original area and the remaining land 
is not in a totally pristine status any more either. 

Here mainly the agribusiness is driving the process and this is where vast outlines of soy 
fields can be found. The water cycle again is affected, not only by a reduction of its main 
motor but also by high pollution rates with pesticides and fertilizers boosting eutrophication in 
the water sources of the cerrado and the adjacent Pantanal. In this savanna like region many of 
Brazil’s substantial rivers find there springs and so the pollutants are carried in other biomes 
like the already mentioned Pantanal. 

This alarming report from the year 2009 caused the birth of the governmental Action Plan to 
Prevent and Control Deforestation in the Cerrado (PPCerrado). It is implemented together 
with non-governmental organizations controlling the executive processes. 

The impact of roads 

In 2001 Brazilian’s Government, then run by the social party of Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva 
proclaimed to intend to pave the BR 163, as well as other roads in the Amazon region 
completely. The BR 163 is over around 1.800km long. Connecting Santarém on the Amazon 
river bank with Cuiabá in the south of Mato Grosso, it is an arterial road. 2003 Cargil, a 
global player in agricultural industries and major soy company in Brazil therefore built a ware 
house and harbor in Santarém, although the road is just now being paved on its last few 
hundred kilometers. If this effort is completed the transport rout for soy will move from the 
rivers on to this road. Since the new building has been installed and the paving begun, the soy 
cash crops as well as the land prizes increased massively in Mato Grosso. According to 
ABIOVE (Brazilian Vegetable Oil Industry Association) this will decrease transport costs of 
up to 20%. 

The roads do not only provide sufficient accessibility for large companies, but also to 
gurilleros, gold prospectors and cattle ranchers increasing the damage alongside a wide zone 
of up to 100km and more along each side of the highways. Future governmental plans are to 
build paved roads also in the south west of the Amazon basin creating a ring of highway 
systems, promoting Brazil’s development in this neotropical rainforest. These would cut 
through pristine rain forest with massive anthropogenic impacts, just as we can already 
witness them here in the state of Mato Grosso. On the other hand we may hope that these 
plans have now been discarded due to the massive political movement to protect the 
Amazonian region. 

These broad clearings, cutting through the Amazon basin, are what we as biologists refer to as 
“Gen-flow-barriers”. The natural migration rate of species is decreasing and therefore one 
large gen pool is cut into many small gen recourses, not knowing if the species are then still 



able to reproduce successfully. By dividing a large habitat like this one, we also risk that some 
species may not find sufficient feed or other resources, such as breeding sites in the area they 
are enclosed in. In all we definitely threat some species by these actions and the possibility of 
losing a key stone species is high. Possible domino effects on further extinctions cannot be 
excluded. To buffer these effects one might should think of creating corridors between 
different resorts and wildlife crossings over those major highways. 

The reservoir dam projects 

Brazil has been in the news in Europe lately for the “Belo Monte Dam”, a highly controversial 
project at the so called “big bend” of the River Xingu, a tributary of the Amazon River. This 
17 billion dollar project would be the worldwide third largest hydroelectric dam, with a 
capacity of 11 000 Megawatts. 

The idea therefore was born in the 1970’s during the military regime. In 1989, when the 
Brazilian government revived those plans and the project was redesigned, a campaign led by 
the indigenous Kaiapo drew the world’s attention to this controversial project and it was 
postponed. 

In January 2011 IBAMA gave license authorizing Norte Energia to begin with initial 
construction activities and in June the same year full licence was granted. In September 2011 
a Brazilian court ordered a building freeze to the Belo Monte Project, but only two month 
later this was superseded. 

Two reserves are located on each river bank, the Jruruna and the Arara. If the dam is built, the 
water stream and the seasonal flooding will be withheld. This will not only lead to a vast 
environmental alteration and species extinction but also will cut of the indigenous people 
from the water flow, being their mean of transport. 

The dam will hinder species migrating to their breading sites and the number of thus will be 
diminished. The high diversity and the high degree of endemic species are in danger. 

Since the river now nourishes so many people with fish, most of them will be forced to 
emigrate. Locals already suffer from the alterations concerning water pollution and unusual 
high floods. The nearby city of Altamira will be partly flooded leaving another 20 000 people 
to be evacuated. 

Approximately an area of 660 km² will be flooded drowning a high amount of biological 
matter. This will slowly be decomposed under the exclusion of oxygen. In this anaerobic 
process methan, a green house gas 25 times more potent than carbon dioxide will be emitted 
in vast quantity into the atmosphere. 

With an estimated energy supply for mining and mineral transformation of up to 30% of the 
power produced by this mega project, these industries are now expected to grow in the region. 
If the building phase is completed, only few jobs will be provided in this power plant, leaving 
many workers then unemployed. It is likely that this will promote illegal land robbery for 
logging and mining even further. 

This project is believed to be the initial for implementing even more than 60 other 
hydroelectric dams within the Amazonian region and Brazil’s governmental plans do not halt 
at the national borders. More Brazilian dams are planned in Peru, Bolivia and Ecuador. If 
these ambitious aims are put into practice the impact on the world’s largest rain forest habitat 
will change its appearance in total, including the loss of many endemic species. 



I myself have met an engineer working on a dam project on the Teles Pires River. He states 
that this project is assembled with great care and that biologists have also been working on the 
project. Fish ladders will be installed and according to him thus there will be no restriction for 
migrations to breeding sites. After having been in conversation with him for a while though, 
he does admit that he does not like to work with biologists and that he hardly ever does 
anyway, even in this case. 

Of course a growing economy like Brazil’s requires energy; still the question is how these 
requirements should be covered. It is positive to see that momentary nuclear energy covers 
only 3% of the total produced energy, although these up to date two power plants where 
supposed to be joined by further five power plants till the year 2025. After the Fukushima 
catastrophe though, these ambitions are currently on ice. Already 80% of the total supply is 
from hydro electric dams anyway. 

One might state, that as long as the possibilities of solar and wind energy have not been 
exhausted, a prestige project like the Belo Monte Dam has no justification. Still many people 
believe that economical development cannot and should not be hindered, and a poll in Sao 
Paolo indicates that 52% of the inhabitants are in favor of the project. 

There is no possibility of exorcising hydro electric dams from the Amazonian region, but the 
impact of each project should be carefully estimated and the collaboration of professionals 
should be improved. 

Código Florestal – The Brazilian forestry code [!The code was changed recently, not yet 
interpreted here!] 

This Law was legalized in 1965 and was revised in 2003 under the lead of Environment 
Minister Marina Silva. It is believed to be one of the strictest forestry codes worldwide, 
regulating punishment fees and compulsory reforestations for law breakers. Since the last two 
years the Brazilian legislative is discussing alterations in the Código Florestal. This led to an 
increase in the deforestation rate in Mato Grosso in March and April 2011 compared to the 
previous year of 630%. Farmers believing to be allowed to deforest land now without 
punishment did not waste time to do so. 

The code put out for vote in March 2012 in the House of Representatives would weaken 
Silva’s former efforts drastically. 

1. Farmers with land deforested before 2008, smaller than 400 hectares would be freed of 
any compulsory reforestation 

2. Farmers with larger land would have to reforest up to 50% and not as it was up to 
80%. The reforestation plantings can be comprised of up to 50% of exotic species 
including Eucalyptus plants 

3. Buffer zones around water runs and springs would be diminished as well as on slopes 

4. Percentage of protected area required, can be held elsewhere in Brazil, also in other 
biomes 

Brazil’s president Dilma Rousseff promised during the election campaign to hinder any 
alterations on the Código Florestal if they should promote deforestation. If she wants to keep 
her promise, she will have to veto the new law, should it pass in March 2012. 

This law has been often referred to the “new deforestation law for the Amazon”. It is though 
not so much a question of making way for further deforestation efforts rather than a matter of 



reducing expensive reforestation pains, especially in the Cerrado and the Mata Atlantica. Here 
we find most soy crops with vast outlines where farmers with large scale crops have not 
respected the Código Florestal. Of course lobbyists fight to push the alterations in the forestry 
code through the vote in March, hoping to decrease investments in reforestation demanded by 
law. 

A poll by Datafolha revealed that 85% of Brazil’s population does not want those buffer 
zones around water sources to be diminished. This reflects the strong political interest people 
seem to have now in the matters of conservation in this country. 

Conservation efforts 

The major neck breaker of all conservation actions is the financial recourses. In today’s 
world, demanded and ruled by globalized markets, an attempt of preserving certain pristine 
and precious natural landscapes without financial backing might be heroic but is bound to be 
doomed. The 1960’s have long time passed and they proved that we cannot afford misleading 
actions and incredible naivety. Ways need to be found to finance. 

With the concept of RPPNs (Reserva Particular do Patrimônio Natural, Private Reserve of 
Natural Heritage) Brazilian laws give the possibility to maintain a cheap private habitat, freed 
from land taxes as well as from extensive land use. Once land is stated so, it can be inherited 
or sold but “never” lose its reserve status. Throughout Brazil we find more or less around 12 
000 of these Private Reserves, jet only three are economically viable. One of them is the 
Cristalino Private Reserve, financed via ecotourism. 

The Brazilian federal and state parks seem to be less effective. They have vast outlines and 
the borders are hardly protected at all. Again we face the problem of lacking financial 
resources and IBAMAs incapacities. What exists on paper may be colored in a nice shade of 
green, but in reality these parks are threatened by especially selective logging and gold 
mining. The impact should not be underestimated, since we know that several hard woods are 
now or have been close to extinction. Once more we have to consider the food net and the 
dependences between different species. Concerning the mining, mercury is a dangerous toxin 
and if exposed to the environment it accumulates in biological matter, including its users. Still 
of course these parks, many of them initialized by Silva definitely have contributed to the 
lowering of the deforestation rates in the past few years. 

Indigenous reserves have proven to be quite effective. The required finances are low, since 
the natives do not work for payment, but for the survivor of their homes and environments. 
The patrols are armed and the reserves are controlled via satellite data. These implements are 
financed by the government as well as by NGOs such as survival. Still as mentioned above, if 
grater fiscal interests are born, even indigenous land may not be safe from the new 
economical growth wave Brazil experiences now. 

In general many experts state that conservation is merely feasible without the support of the 
Brazilian people. This is of course only possible if locals treasure the jungle close by as 
protect worthy. Since the poverty rates are high and the education is on a shockingly low 
standard, however there does not seem to be a “conservation culture” in the Amazonian 
regions, jet. Unlike in Europe, people do not enjoy leisure time and Sunday walks in the 
forests. Many have told me, that people in Alta Floresta for example are scared of the forest or 
are just not interested at all. So of course if the Amazonian population, with the exception of 
indigenous tribes, sees possibilities of raising their low income by deforestation they will not 
be supporting conservation. 



So, as the FEC (Fundação Ecológico Cristalino) has realized correctly, education and 
possibilities of a sustainable use of the forest and the deforested areas are needed. In 2003 
the FEC set up a program for environmental education and communication. I am referring to 
the “Escola da Amazônia” (School of the Amazon), which focuses on reconnecting locals 
with their natural environment. Only if people know what the jungle is, they might be able to 
develop a wish of protecting such. 

Further aims are to diminish the cattle farming in this area, for the reasons stated above. Cattle 
farming cannot be preformed sustainable in this environment and so the FEC is trying to 
establish alternatives. The foundation already supports a local cooperation for Brazil nuts. The 
farming technique is sustainable and implanted in a natural environment. The products can be 
purchased here at the Cristalino Jungle Lodge. 

The idea of permacultural farming embedded in a natural habitat is simple but promising. 
Following the ideas behind permaculture, the investments are low. Pesticides and industrial 
fertilizers are instruments required only for monocultural, non-sustainable farming methods. 
By keeping the natural high diversity pests can never have such a high impact as they have in 
industrial farming. 

The forest provides many goods that are already used throughout Brazil. The fruit of the Açai-
Palm is used for juicing and ice-cream, the Amescla fruit is used by beauty industries as 
perfume, the fruit of the Cupuaçu-tree, which is of the same genus as Cocoa, is very popular 
and tasty as juice or ice-cream. Internationally famous and used is of course the cocoa plant 
itself. These are only few examples, but if the natural abundance is increased, a possibility of 
using the forest sustainable is created. Moreover the use of these plants could fund 
reforestation still providing financial benefits to the farmers. With international certificates 
the products may be sold worldwide, providing a fair and solid income to the local people. 

The theory is genius and for this it is beautiful, but reality always grants obstacles one might 
have not been thinking of. In Alta Floresta first trial fields have been a success. The harvests 
are good and as theory promises, neither fertilizers nor pesticides are required. And jet, FEC 
faces the problem of tradition and the lack of faith. 

Some of the cattle ranches are now already in second or even third generation. Cattle ranches 
have always been a reliable income and as mentioned before, the prize for beef is still rising, 
buffering the former high inflation rates of Brazil. Changing to this rather new and untested 
way of farming, with a not jet established marked is risky. Nira states: “It requires a true leap 
of faith that is so far missing in the community”. 

So for this reason the FEC needs to be in the forerunner position. The purpose is to prove 
economical viability combined with a lower effort than needed in cattle ranching. If this can 
be promoted amongst the population successfully, a major achievement will be attained. 
There is hope, especially if one considers an incident two years earlier. Someone tried to copy 
the Cristalino Jungle Lodge, seeing the success it has pulled off up to date. The lodge was 
soon closed down, for it was built illegally, but still we can hope that this pattern of copying 
financial accomplishments is still the same. 

All in all I allow myself to conclude that conservation is possible. Even maintaining reserves 
with no anthropogenic effects might still be possible if the idea of zoning is put into practice. 
Buffers of permacultural farming and ecological tourism on RPPNs might provide an 
effective barrier for indigenous reserves and state parks. 

 



Our responsibility 

In the end we should ask ourselves how we can contribute to the protection of the Amazon 
rainforest and other Brazilian biomes. 

Today’s globalized markets imply that one’s actions might have an impact on the other side of 
the earth. Consider that what you put into your shopping cart as consumer might drive the 
motor of deforestation even further. 

Personally, I believe it in everyone’s responsibility to revise their consuming behavior and the 
days, where vegetarians and vegans have been laughed at should definitely be over. Reducing 
our consumption of meet to a more responsible amount for the environment as well as for our 
body might be something to think of. You know now, that our European market carries a 
large responsibility here and I must say: “Think global – act local” has never been more in 
date than today. 

 


