
Documento de Trabalho Nº 5 

AMAZONIAN_ EXTRACTIVISM: 
PROSPECTS AND PITFALLS 

Haroldo Torres 
George Martine 



... --------··- ···.-i- =·"'~-------'-- 1 e. 1 - ,.... • t:» 1 
,, '....) 1 ,- 1 8 t 1 . ~- . . - . . . { 

1 

Dr, 1 .t.. ,. l 
············-' ·--~~---······· -·· i 

·. ,. -·· l"l 5 Ó (lJ (!Hl) 0 .. ......................................... ~ 
Instituto SPN (Sociedade, População e Na turezã) ,..;._~-------· 

-~· 

Documento de Trabalho N2 5 

AMAZONIAN EXTRACTIVISM: 
PROSPECTS AND PITFALLS 

Haroldo Torres 
George Martine 

Brasília, novembro de 1991. 

Haroldo Torres e George Martine são, respectivamente, coordenador de Pesquisa e 
Presidente do Instituto SPN. 

As opiniões e interpretações aqui apresentadas são de exclusiva responsabilidade 
dos autores. 



APRBSBNTAÇÃO 

Este documento faz parte de uma coleção de Documentos de 
Trabalho do Instituto SPN, que visa contribuir para a 
melhor compreensão das relações entre desenvolvimento, 
dinâmica demográfica e meio ambiente no Brasil. 

É possível que o leitor reconheça alguns dos autores de 
trabalhos desta coleçao, mas não a instituição que os 
reúne. Vale apresentá-la rapidamente. 

O Instituto SPN é um centro de pesquisa e documentação 
independente, fundado em abril de 1990 e sediado em 
Brasllia. Tem como objetivo central contribuir para a 
viabilização de formas de desenvolvimento econômico com 
maior equidade social e equilíbrio ambiental. 

Para tanto, realiza e promove a pesquisa cientifica, 
dissemina conhecimentos, estimula o intercâmbio entre 
pesquisadores. Também procura subsidiar a atuação de 
movimentos sociais e a formulação de políticas públicas 
nas áreas de interseção entre desenvolvimento, população 
e meio ambiente. 

Na qualidade de sociedade civil sem fins lucrativos, o 
Instituto SPN recebe doações de fundações ou organizações 
não-governamentais que compartilham de suas preocupações. 
Nesse sentido, o apoio da Funda~ão KacArthur tem sido 
essencial para o inicio de suas atividades. 

o Instituto SPN também executa projetos e atividades em 
colaboração com organismos internacionais, bilaterais ou 
nacionais, dentro do seu campo de especialização. 

Agredecemos antecipadamente comentários e criticas que 
possam enriquecer trabalhos futuros. 
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1. Int:roduction 

Concern with the greenhouse effect and the loss of 
biodiversity has drawn increasing world attention to deforestation 
in the Amazon region. Growing awareness of the ecological damage 
caused by all known forros of large-scale economic expansion in the 
region have stimulated the search for alternative activities 
capable of helping to safeguard the tropical forest. In the course 
of this quest, the attentions of environmentalists the worlà over 
have converged on a relatively small population within a relatively 
limited territory - the seringueiros or rubber-tappers of Acre. 
This was intensified after 1988 when the assassination of one of 
their union leaders - Chico Mendes - provoked an unprecedented 
avalanche of worldwide protests. The aftermath helped the rubber 
gatherers of Amazonia obtain a measure of political, economic and 
social support from a variety of national and international 
sources. 

Ul timately, the widespread interest in seringueiros stems from 
an appreciation of their potential ecological importance; they are 
viewed as a category of producers who, in contrast to other recent 
occupants, are inhe~ently concerned with the conservation of the 
Amazon rainforest. Given their past economic importance, their 
land-extensi ve production requirements and their symbiotic 
relationship with the rainforest, the seringueiros, along with 
indigenous populations, are deemed to be effecti ve "natural•• 
preservers of the tropical forest habitat; their interaction with 
the Amazonian environment is thus seen to be in stark contrast to 
that of small farmers, ranchers, gold miners, timber producers and 
other largely-predatory forms of recent occupation. 

In this light, the expansion or survival of rubber-gathering 
is being construed as a critical issue for the preservation of the 
Alnazonian rainforest. This paper adõ.r.es.ses the social, economic and 
demographic significance of amazonian extractivism 1 over the 
medium range, with emphasis on rubber extraction in Acre. First, 
since the long-term prospects for the promotion of extractivism 
ultimately hinge on the generation of productive jobs, an effort is 
made to estimate the overall contribution of extractive activities 
to amazonian employment during recent years. Next, the prospects 
for the expansion, or even the maintenance, of current levels of 
rubber extraction in Acre are examined. Other possibilities for 
sustainable forest management, with emphasis on the outlook for 
Brazil nuts, are·then analyzed. Finally, the current and potential 
contribution of extractive activities to the stabilization of 

1 Throughout this paper, the terms "extractivism" and 
"extractive activities" refer to the extraction of products of 
vegetable origin (rubber, Brazil nuts, etc.) and do not cover any 
mining activities. 
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population in the areais analyzed. The paper concludes with a 
discussion of the medium and··long-range importance of extractive 
activities for conservation of the rainforest within the overall 
framework of Amazonian and Brazilian development. 

2. Significance of Bxtractive Activities for tbe composition of tbe 
Labor Force 

Ultimately, attainment of the social and ecological objectives 
of the extractive reserve proposals depends upon its ability to 
generate and maintain sizable numbers of productive jobs at 
acceptable levels of income. If, over the long term, extractive 
reserves sustain only a token number of jobs, or if they have to be ; 
permanently subsidized by either national or international 
agencies, their life expectancies will tend to be limited. This is 
particularly true in light of the current trend towards 
liberalization of the economy, which will inevitably favor economic 
activities capable of competing freely on the open market and of 
dispensing the need for continuous subsidies. That particular issue 
is discussed at further length in the last section of this paper 
but, for the present, it accentuates the importance of reviewing 
how extractive activities and other rural forms of production have 
been faring in the past and present contexts. 

As early as the 1970s, the labor force structure of the Amazon 
region was already undergoing a significant transformation.2 
Basically, as shown in Table 1, the composition of the 
economically-active population (hereafter referred to as EAP) 
shifted from a predominantly rural makeup to one in which urban­ 
type activities began to prevail.3 The significant increase in 

2• Due to the nature of available data, all statistical 
evidence presented in this paper refers to "the Northern Region", 
a collection of states and territories, rather than to "the Amazon 
Region". The former is a physical-geographic region defined by the 
Census Bureau {IBGE) and is composed ot Acre, Rondônia, Roraima, 
Amapá, Amazonas and Parâ, whereas the Amazon Region is generally 
construed to also include at least part of Mato Grosso and 
Maranhão. 

3• "Urban" and "rural" activities are operationally defined 
here as activities which are normally and predominantly carried out 
in urban and rural areas, respectively. Operationally, data from 
the demographic censuses for activities in agricultura!, ranching, 
forestry, renewable extractivism, lumbering ( including charcoal 
production and sawmills), fishing and hunting and, mineral 
extraction were considered here as "rural". Urban activities 
include those in industry, commerce, services, transport, 
communications and warehousing, administrative activities and 
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