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Q. ln order to improve the quality of life in the Amazon, you 
have to develop it? 
A. Of course, but we plan to do so in a rational way. The 
problem is that anytime somebody talks about doing any 
thing at ali in the Amazon, there is this wild hysteria from the 
rest of the world and from certain sectors in Brazil telling us 
we can't cut down a tree. Toe fact is, the Amazon is the least 
destroyed place in the world. Since the arrival of the Europe 
ans some 500 years ago, only 8.5% of the Amazon has been 
deforested. ln my state of Amazonas, only 1.24% has been 
deforested. These are the facts. And the people here are liv 
ing in misery, but nobody cares about them. All you hear is 
"Save the Amazon, save the animais." Environmentalists 
care more about trees and monkeys than people. It's absurd. 
I have my priorities straight. I value the tives of people more 
than those of animais and plants. Only after we have im 
proved the tives of humans can we begin thínkíng of the fau 
na and flora. Those who disagree with me are against 
humanity. 
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Q. How can you be sure that your plans of rational development 
wlll beneflt the residents of the forest and at the same time pre 
serve the Amazon? 
A. First, I'm a conservationist, not a preservationist. The 
Amazon is nota museum-as many foreigners want it to be. 
There are almost 17 million people living in the Brazilian 
part alone, and you can't expect them not to interact with 
their surroundings. We are not monkeys in a zoo. But we can 
develop the Amazon while conserving it. It is vast and can ac 
commodate many different types of activities, including the 
controlled exploration of minerais and wood. 

Developed nations, which have used their resources to 
become rich, now expect us to tive in mísery, The Amazon 
has one of the richest mineral deposits in the world. A mine 
causes very little destruction to the environment but can 
bring in lots of revenue to the state. Toe sarne with timber, if 
done properly through forest management, where only the 
valuable hardwoods are taken out and seedlings are replant 
ed, But we are not even allowed to export logs. 

Q.Whynot? . 
A. For the sarne reason we're not allowed to sell jacare 
skins or explore new mineral deposits. Foreign companies 
contrai these multibíllíon-dollar busínesses, and they don't 
want to lose their share in the markets. Through thelr 
governments, they apply tremendous pressure on the Bra 
zílían government, which is forced to comply with their 
wishes. Americans and Canadians tel1 us we can't touch 
the forest, but they are the largest exporters of logs in the 
world. Almost every country in the world allows for a 
hunting season, but in Brazil it is prohíbited to kill any 
wild animal or market its skin. ln the westem part of the 
Amazon, there is now a superpopulation of giant jacares 
that are eating all the fish and threatening the locais. 
Hundreds of caboclos [mestizosJ have been mutilated and 
even killed over the years, but they are not allowed to 
touch the jacarés. If a jacare kills somebody, nobody says 
anything. But íf a man kills a jacare, it is a criminal of 
fense. We're not advocating wípíng out jacares, but envi 
ronmentalists know that populations need to be con 
trolled. That's why even in Florida and Louisíana, where 
there are much smaller alligator populations, they have 
bunting seasons. People hunt deer and other wild game in 
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Gilberto Mestrinho, 63, is the governorof the Brazilian state 
of 'Amazonas=and an environmentalist's nightmare. He advo 
cates the earaction of minerais and timber and the hunting of 
the jacare, the Amazonian alligator. He castigates outsiders 
who, he says, have no business telling Brazil what to do about 
its flora and fauna. He has proposed the so-called Amazonian 
Code, laws that, if approved; would transfer environmental 
control of the Amazon from the federal govemment to the nine 
states of the region; other govemors in the Amazon region have 
not supponed his proposaL Though despised by ecologists, heis 
immensely popular among the voters: first elected in 1959, heis 
the only Brasilian govemor to have served three terms in the 
same state. 

Q. What prompted theAmazonlan Code7 
A. When you have a nation as large as Brazil, with so many 
díverse areas, you can't group the whole country under one 
general environmental code. What's true in the south or in 
the coastal states is not necessarily true here in the Amazon, 
so it.makes sense that each state determine its own envíron 
mental políey, 

Q. The propotal was harshly crltlclzed. Not all lhe Amazan gov 
emors supported lt. 
A. Some were afraid the federal government would withhold 
funds from their states if they publicly endorsed it. For me 
the most important thing is not the government's money, but 
to create a policy that improves the lives of the Amazon 
people. 
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Q, One governor warned of the reglon's becomlng an "emplre 
of the chaln saw" because you 511pported gfvfng chain saws to 
settlers. 
A. I never once gave a chain saw to anybody. Thát was the 
previous govemor. But I don't think ít's wrong. People living 
in cities use computers, They travei by cars and aírplanes, not 
horses. Why should somebody living in the forest be expect 
ed to use an ax íf he can use· a chain saw? Why should we be 
expected to Iíve in the Stone Age while the rest of the world 
moves forward? 
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Europe, Asia, North América, and nobody says anything, 
Even Prince Charles, who goes around the world telling 
everybody to save the Amazon, has hunted. 

Q, What of your accusadon fhaf ec:ology groups are eontrolled 
by outside interests? 
A. Most envíronrnental groups are defendíng economíc 
ínterests, not nature. They are beíng used by multínation 
aís and cartela to prevent us and other Third World na 
tions from cutting into the developed world's profíts. It 
was only ín the '60s and '70s, when Brazil began to ex 
plore the natural resources of the Amazon and foreigners 
saw that we could extract the resources at a very low cost, 
that the whole campaign to preserve the Amazon began, 
We weren't destroying the forests; they know that. But we 
were threatening foreign businesses. They continue to fab 
ricate storíes and exaggerate the facts, say we are torchíng 
the Amazon, that there will be a greenhouse efíect. Toe 
truth is, the amount of carbon dioxide released from for 
est fires is insignificant, whíle the more than 500 million 
motor vehícles of the world ernit 56% of the carbon diox 
ide in the atmosphere. 

Q, Why do you oppose the creation of so-called extractive re 
serves, where rubber tappers and fndlans can use the land to 
win a llvlng? 
A. Have you ever seen the conditions of the people líving on 
an extractíve reserve? They Iíve ín complete poverty, like 
slu rn dwel!ers ín the cities. Ecologists who support extractíve 
reserves are sadísts; they are condemnlng the rubber tappers 
to eternal mísery. Ask tappers or Indians what they would 
rnther do, and they'll tel1 you they'd rather work in Iactories 
or mines and make money. That's why so many are leaving 
thc foresrs, 

Q. What about the gold 
prospectors? 
A. Garimpeiros are nornads 
who pollute the rívers with mer 
cury and destroy the forests. 
There are tens of thousands of 
thern roaming around, and no 
body has any control over thcm. 
I have never supported them, 
just as I never supported cattle 
ranchers. Certain activities, 
such as cattle ranching, are not 

" conducíve to the Amazon be 
~ cause of the soíl. Gold mining 
f works, but ít must be done 
~ properly; that is to say, with 
g cornpanies and organized 

.!UL• !111!'."",~-~;_,_, ~ mines that can be controlled. 

Q. A few years ago, gold was discovered ln a Yanomami raser 
vation ln tlle state of Roraima. What would you do if such a find 
were made in a national park or on an fndian reserve in your 
stafe? 
A. I would Iet the Indians decide what they wanted to do, but 
you'll find they'll all want to mine the gold. I'm ali for Indian 
reserves, but we have to be reasonable. Supporters of the 
Yanomami want to create a continuous reserve totalíng 9.4 
rnillion hectares. But there are only 3,600 Yanomami, so 
that's 2,611 hectares for each Yanomami. That's crazy, [Edi 
tor's note; Most anthropologists claim there are between 9,000 
and 1 O, 000 Yanomami: J 

Q. Anthropologlsts say the Yanomami, as wanderers, need 
vast areas to survive. 
A. No matter how much they roam, no Indian requíres 
2,600 hectares in order to survive. If the Yanomami had 
roads and access to Jeeps, they could drive their whole 
lives and never cover that much ground, Brazil allots an 
average of 900 hectares per Indian. Show me one other 
country that does that. 

Q. Do you support debt-for-nature swaps er funding from in 
ternatio nal governments and groups for envlronmental 
proJects? 
A. Sure, as long as the projects will help improve the liv 
íng standards of my people, But it is only fair that we Bra 
zilians decide how the money should be uscd, Evcry yeur 
you have Arnerican and foreign politicians telling us what 
we can and can't do with the Amazon. Can you imagine a 
group of Brazilian Senators telling President Bush what to 
do wíth the forests in Calííornia' or Alaska? The Arnazon 
is not a world monument, It belongs to Brazil, and it is up 
to us to decide its future, • 
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