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Preface 

This series of occasional papers is meant to stimulate discussion 
about the natural and social systems that sustain the planet's human 
food chains. The Rome Food Conference in 1974 still represented the 
view that food security was a matter of economic and agronomic detail. 
Pricing pol icy and plant breeding was thought to be able to spread the 
experience of the Green Revolution to Africa and other areas where 
malnutrition was chronic. Fifteen years later a new consensus is 
growing that economic adjudstment is insufficient without social 
transformation and that agronomic technique fails if it is practiced 
without concern for long term environmental sustainability. 

This new point of view is voiced in the reports of both the 
Independant Comrnission on International Humanitarian Issues and the 
lnternational Commission on Environment and Development. 

Amazonian Brazil is the classic case of the interdependance of 
social and natural systems. ln this first of the Luce Occasional 
Papers, Barbara Cummings analyses the history and consequences of two 
large scale hydroelectric projects. Her paper is a preliminary product 
of her field worK in the region during the summer of 1988. She maKes 
three extremely timely points. 

First7 environmental irnpacts of such projects are inseparable from 
issues of human rights, regional economic development, and social 
justice. The impl ication of this view is that "another" development, 
something quite different from the industrial ideal of ªmodernization", 
is necessary in Arnazonia and elsewhere. This would apply as well to 
U.S. pol i cv in AlasKa, Soviet pol i cv in Síberia, and Chinese pol i c v in 
Tibet. American and European developmental ists who would uroll bacK 
the desertu in Sahel ian West Africa and Japanese aid worKers in 
Indonesia would also have to modify their definition of •development". 

Second, Cummings maKes clear that the analytical fragmentation of 
the problem into special ist concerns with such topics as ªecology" 
(often only meaning wildl ife), "environment" (often concerned only with 
soil erosion and regional c l ima t e r , ºhuman rights" (sometimes cn l x 
focusing on the rights of indigenous people, not small farmer migrants 
tempted to settle in such areas), is mírrored by a fragmented, and 
therefore weaK, resistance to hydroelectric developments. She traces 
the early signs of a more unified resistance movement capable of 
overcoming this special interest and fragmentation. 

Third, the author provides data on an economic monstrosity. There 
are grander exarnples: the Aswan High Dam, where a large part of the 
electricity must be used to produce chemical fertilizer to replaace the 
impounded Nile river silt, which would have fertil ized its floodplain, 
but now only fills up the 300 rnile long reservoir. Yet the Aswan 
project was originally conceived at the turn of the century. The 
present High Dam was begun in 1954. By contrast, the Balbina dam was 
begun in 1981, has cost $700 rnill ion so far, will not be viable without 
another $700 mill ion of design correction, and even then will not 
provide electricity enough for Manaus city: this is a monument to an 
apparant inabil ity to learn from history. 



l 
lntroduction: 

The waterways of the Amazon Basin forrn one of the richest, oldest 
ecosystems on earth. 60% of this area, or half a mlll ion square miles 
of forest, l ies within the borders of Brazil, South Arnerica's rnost 
rapidly developing country. The fluvial resources of Arnazonia have long 
provided food, agriculture and transportation, on susbsistance and 
commercia1 sca1es, to the regional populations. The first publ ished 
accounts of Amazonia record indigenous populations along the rivers so 
dense that "from the last villages of one Cnation] they hear the peop1e 
of the other at worK" (Caufield, 1984). Recent estimates of the 
population before European contact range over 10 mill ion, subsisting on 
an integrated use of floodplain and terra firme production. 

Begining in the 1600's, widespread exploration and exploitation turned 
Amazonia into a region of extensive e x tr ac t í ve activ/tY, creating the 
now familiar cycle of natural resource degradation and econornic bust. 
Early explorers exported spices and nuts to Europe, and later held the 
world rnarket in rubber production until plantations were initiated in 
Asia. Both of these industries exhausted easy-access resources, as did 
the slave labor market, upon which these businesses were bui1t. ln each 
case, exploiting Amazonia to meet world marKet demands caused the 
declining availability of goods, driving prices up until alternatives 
could be found elsewhere, 1eaving the Amazonian market to crash. The 
result is an underdeveloped region now unable to reclaim its economic 
independance due to resource degradation and altered socio-pol itical 
structures. Extensive lands have been expropriated from local 
populations by large land holders for rubber tapping, gold mining, 
cattle ranching, and timber extraction, in an ever increasing 
industrial ization of the Amazon Basin. Without access to r-e s our c e s ; the 
rural and indigenous people rernain tied to a capital ist, extractive 
economy, unable to regain control of the l"egion. 

At the time of 'first contact/1 the Brazil ian Amazon rainforest covered 
approximately 2,600,000 square kilometers of unbroKen habitat; by 1979 
an estimated 10% of this forest had been cleared (Fearnside, 1982). 
Today1 over 2% of the global rainforests are being cleared per year, 
and this figure is rising (Myers, 1984; Raven, 1987). ln human terms, 
the nurnbers a!"e equally devastating. The first settlers found a land of 
at least 6 - 9 mill ion Amazonian indians. By 1900, the population had 
been reduced to 1 mill ion. Today, less than 200,000 survive (Caufield, 
1984). The exploration of Amazonia was accompanied by both intentional 
and accidental extermination of its indigenous people. 

ln 1970, the Plan for the Development of Amazonia <PDA) was launched. 
A system of roads and insertion of settlers from the overcrowded 
regions of northeastern and southern Brazil was the first agenda. The 
colonization projects of the first decade proved the unsuitabil ity of 
the Amazon/s soils to the type of farming the settlers brought with 
them (Goodland, 1979). ln 1974, the second PDA replaced the social 
goals of the first. "The need to prevent a predatory occupation and its 
consequent process of deforestation .•• has led us to invite large 
companies to assume the tasK of developing the a!"ea" (Barbina 
Scazzocchio, 1979). Land was handed over to large business holdings, 
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and foreign multinationals were invited to taKe advantage of free 
titles, government subsidies and tax breaKs. The federal government 
claimed the intention of the policies was to attract foreign investment 
and so to bolster the countryJs economy <BunKer, 1985). The demands in 
infrastructure and assistance drained capital instead and led Brazil 
further down the road to the inextricable debt it now faces. 
Meanwhile, environmental degradation continued, and deforestation rates 
reached record highs. Since then, policies have again changed. The 
country had allowed foreign industry to dominate Amazonia, threatening 
its own control. New strategies cal led for Brazil ian businesses to 
reclairn the Amazon's lands and industries. Yet, through the original 
colonization projects and the migration of settlers fleeing increasing 
economic marginalization and consol idation of lands in the South, 
Amazonia had become a land of people culturally and economically 
distinct from the rest of the country. The current practices of 
government projects and insertion of Southern and Northeastern based 
Brazil ian businesses is proving to be the newest forrn of colonization, 
favoring /outside' interests. lhe Arnazonians continue to be set aside 
by projects and plans designed in Brasil ia, for the profit and progress 
of industrial Brazil. The newest phase of hydroelectric energy 
development is one more step in this interna! extractive colonial ism. 

In 1988, 5% of the population holds title to 80% of Brazil's land 
<Vesil ind, 1987). Multinational industries operate with tax subsidies 
and land grants throughout the Northern states. Government projects 
extract the wealth of the rural and forest lands for urban/industrial 
growth, and to pay an extraordinary foreign debt. Amazonian settlement 
and production has left most rural families below poverty level and 
indebted to land owners or employers, as they are used as the plow to 
clear the way for large businesses. A more equitable distribution of 
power, resources and responsibil ity are crucial to the survival of .the 
Amazonian forests and people. This paper presents a critical review of 
the processes of power in Amazonia and the emerging agents of social 
change. 

The focus of this study is to explore development and resistance in one 
area of Amazonian growth - the construction of large hydroelectric darns 
on the Amazon's rivers to supply Brazil/s industrial expansion. ln this 
newest phase of resource exploitation, Brazil is harnessing the very 
energy of Amazonia to fuel the demand for export industry, in the 
familiar style of colonial extraction, The study identifies three main 
groups of threatened or concerned peoples in the movement to constrain 
Amazonia's industrial expansion: ecologists/environmental ists; rural 
poor/social justice parties; indigenous people/activists, In response 
to the nearly completed Balbina Dam in Amazonas, and the planned 
Altimira-Xingu Complex in Para, the concerns and methods of the 
resistance movement are discussed and explored, with critical attention 
to the role of the State in interaction with the participating groups. 

B ;National; Pol icy: 

The National Plan for Eiectric Energy 1987/2010, or simply the 2010 
Plan, details Brazil;s proposed energy development projects over 25 
years. The program outl ines ove~ 30 dams to be built on the Amazonian 
rivers, to reacha total generation potential of 64,572 megawatts of 

2 



electric energy, 58Y. of the projected firm energy (31,740 megawatts) is 
scheduled for export use to the industrial South and Northeast of 
Brazil. ?OY. of the land inundated under the 2010 Plan will be claimed 
in Amazonia, while this northern region consumes less than 10Y. of the 
nation's energy <Eletrobras, 1987). Over 25 mill ion acres of Amazonian 
forests, sma11 towns, and indigenous and rural lands will be 
inundated for export of energy to the demands of Brazil's developing 
industrial centers. The sarne small elite which controls the nation's 
economy also determines much of its pol itics. ln the Northern states, 
opposition is growing, although with some trepidation and fear, as 
Brazil has a history of internal repression and terrorism, Under a new 
democratic government, ho•Aever, and l t s recently completed 
constitution, there is hope that the people can begin to taKe risks, 
and find support in official pol icy to resist the role of colony to 
national and foreign marKets. It is during this time that the rneans the 
Br az i l í an people choose to ensure their rights will determine their 
relationships with respect to the l and , and within the pol itics of the 
new State. 

~ History of Hydroelectric Development: 

On July 31, 1988, the headl ines of the State of Sao Paulo announced 
"The Scandal of the Balbina Hydroelectric". Due to a "technical error", 
the dam, begun in 1981, would not function. After a $700 mill ion 
investment and several delays, this technical error will cost an 
additional $700 mi11 ion to correct. (0 Estado do Sao Paulo, 7/31/88). 
This is the most recent in a series of criticisms the government power 
sector, Eletronorte, has borne since the beginning of its Amazon energy 
development program. The Tucurui Dam, on the Tocantins river in the 
state of Para, has acquired an infamous reputation for its ecological 
damage to forest, wildl ife reserves and water qual ity; enhancement of 
disease vectors; abuses and el iminations of regional indian groups; 
neglect and marginal ization of local communities; wastage of flooded 
timber; and cost of maintaining turbines and worKs due to ignored 
warnings about resulting acid water and surface growth 
(MonosowsKi ,1986). The sarne problems were encountered at other sites, 
yet still are being repeated, despi te the sector's claim that their 
training is sufficient to procede with the program of new dams. The 
concerns expressed by Caufield (1984. p29) during the construction of 
Tucurui appear justified: 

"The lessons learned at Tucurul should be invaluable to the 
Brazil ians, because building hydroelectric dams in the rainforest 
premises to be a boom industry well into the next century, The 
only question is whether, on the punishing schedule Brazil has set 
itself, there will be time to learn from past experience. The 
speed and scale of Brazil's hydroelectric program owes something 
to the intense desire of its technocrats to shake off the image of 
a developing country and enter the big league of ihdustrial ized 
nations." 

Four years and the construction of Balbina later, Eletronorte is 
encountering some problems even worse than at Tucurui. 
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I I 
The Ba1 bina Dam: 

nThe country meets a sufficiently deueloped 1eue1 of professional 
training in the area of design and construction of hydroelectricsu. 

[Eletrobras, 1987. p243) 

Balbina began construction in 1981. It serves as an example of the 
extensive ramifications large deve1opment projects can detiver to a 
region, and the imbalances in pol itical power which perrnit these 
events. Balbina is located 146 km north of the city of Manaus, in 
Amazonas. Its projected potential of 250 MW was planned to meet the 
total demands of the urban area to the south, at the time of 
initiation. The chosen site was on the Uatuma river, and was expected 
to flood 2,346 km2 (Eletrobras, 1987). The flat topography of the 
region required a reservoir of extensive size to produce even a minimal 
amount of energy (Tucurui flooded a sl ightly sma11er area to produce 
8,000 MW of electricity), Today, Manaus has grown to consume a much 
greater amount of energy, and Balbina must double i t s costs if it is to 
operate. It is necessary to trace the history of the region and the 
dam, to account for a l l of the costs 1,,ihich have been suffered through 
this "political project". It becomes apparent that the purposes behind 
large dam construction in Amazonia serve not only the need for energy, 
if i t does this at a l l , but an unspoken, political agenda, attending 
to the l n t er e s t s of the e c onom i c and pol i t i c a l elite, and designed to 
ushake off" the image of a country dominated by for-est and indians. 

The Indigenous Populations: 

North of the city of Manaus, the forests of Amazonas are histor-ically 
the lands of the Waimir-i-Atroari Indians. Less than 20 years ago, 
their population stood at 3,000. At this time they were not an 
uncontacted people. Manaus is the oldest port in the interior of 
Amazonia, and expeditions of settlers and explorers up the large rio 
Negro and rio Branco had brought much earl ier reduction to the Waimiri 
Atroari, originally estimated at 61000 <MAREWA, 1987). By the time the 
large government projects were initiated, the indian populations had 
stabil ized and were involved in trade contacts with the Brazil ian 
settlers. Yet, from 1972 -19871 they were almost completely el iminated. 
This began with the construction of the BR-174 Highway. ln preparation 
for this entry into indigenous land, President Mediei created the 
Waimiri-Atroari Reserve. The traditional lands of the Waimiri, 
approximately 8,0001000 hectares (1 hectare= 2.47 acres], were reduced 
to a reserve area of 1,146,100 hectares, by the decree #68.907/71 (03), 
on July 13, 1971 (Schwade, l n print). 

While this measure greatly reduced their lands, it presumably was 
intended to secure this smaller area under legal protection. Instead, 
BR-174 was planned and executed to directly bisect the reserve. The 
construction, as experienced with the Transamazon and other roads 
previous1y1 brought disease and violence to the the indian people. By 
the end of 1974, the effects of the roa.d and the construction crews had 
reduced the Waimiri-Atr-oari to less than 1,000 peop1e; 2/3 of their 
population had been lost in 2 years CMAREWA, 1987). The National Indian 
Foundation, FUNAI, led the upacification and attractionª efforts during 
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this time, in arder to ensure that the road proceeded without event. 
However, indian resistance remained strong, and the road was not 
completed until 1978. 

BR-174 opened the route to the Venezuelan border for mil itary passage 
and to the influx of gold miners, bringing further invasion to the 
Waimiri-Atroari Reserve and Yanomami land to the North. Most 
significantly, it opened the region to industrial development, in the 
form of governrnent and private projects. An access road was built for 
mineral exploration by the firrn of Paranapanema, which later succeeded 
in requisitioning a large portion of the reserve for an extensive 
rn1n1ng project. Paranapanema now has built a city to accompany its 
mining operations in the former Northeastern block of the reserve. 
Mining has also been approved in most of the remaining areas of the 
reserve, under numerous subsidiaries (CEDI, 1987). Finally, the 
Southeastern portion of their reserve was revoKed in the interests of 
the governrnent's hydroelectric program and the Balbina Dam, being, some 
say, the original purpose of the road (Map 1). 

When planning for the Balbina Dam began, in 1981, less than 600 
Waimiri-Atroari remained. The reservoir was scheduled to flood 2,346 
Km2. The portion of the reserve planned for inundation was dismembered 
as an ºarea temporily interditedn, a new term introduced in the 
documents of FUNAI. By 1983, with increased pressure on their lands and 
a greater influx of disease into the area, the Waimiri-Atroari were 
reduced to 350 people. The reservoir was fill ing and the dam was 
scheduled for operation in 1987. Yet, it was not until this sarne year 
that relocation arrangements were finally rnade for the people of 
Taquari and Tapupuna, the two villages to be flooded (Eletronorte/ 
FUNAI, 1988). The people to be relocated constituted one third (1/3) of 
the suruiuing indigenous population. New posts were establ ished by. 
FUNAJ, which has been wídely criticised for its abuses and 
exploitations of the indian people it is charged with protecting. ln 
the sarne year, representatives of the Iodigenous Missionary Council, 
teaching l iteracy within the Reserve, were expelled on the grounds of 
nsubversive" actions (Schwade, in print). This string of euents, 
threatening the existence of the indigenous nations, has been justified 
with arguments in favor of the ~common good~ of the Brazil ian people, 
and the need for development. Yet such arguments do not explain euents 
such as the new pol icy instituted in Wairniri land in 1988, where all 
villages are now under the charge of government posts, requiring that 
traditional foods be abandoned and replaced by the eating of beef. The 
physical and cultural extinction of the Waimiri-Atroari begins to 
emerge as a carefully executed goal. 

During the years of the road construction, the Waimiri often defended 
themselves through direct battle. However, the use of firearms and 
bombs soon relegated them to the most dense forest areas. The awaKening 
of the indigenous support movernent in Brazil has helped to publ icise 
governmental treatment, but changes in pol icy have been difficult to 
achieve. Many Brazilian and foreign supporters have been expelled from 
the indian lands where tfiey were providing medical, educational or · 
pol itical support. Most organizations working in support of indian 
rights are currently barred from direct contact with the people on 
indigenous lands. 
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MAP 1~: 
Ada.\j:lted from: 

CEDI·, '1988 
Schwade, in print 

WAIMIRI-ATROARI RESERVE: 

r Lega 1 boundar i e s 
r-' of reserve 

..,-,Are a 
,-,} dismembered 
/Y' Balbina 

.f/ reservo ir 
~ Para~epanema 
~ rn r n r n q 

•
Mining 
subsidiar ies 

- 

Reserve ar e a 
i nnunda t e d 

*a.11 scales are ap p r-ox i rna t e 



The Rural Communites: 

ln addition to flooding indian lands, the Balbina Hydroelectric project 
displaced and marginalized local Brazil ian communities. 32 miles 
downstream from the floodgates, the rural riveríne community of 
Cachoeira Morena has lost the flow of the river that sustained it. 
Prevíously, the river provided food, drinking water, sanitatíon, and 
transportation. Now there is not suffícient water to provide, and when 
the floodgates reopen, the water will be polluted and lacking in 
oxygen, drained from the acidic bottom of the reservoir <Goldsmith and 
Hilyard, 1986), Eletronorte has ínítiated a social program to assist 
the recuperation of the community, 42 famil íes, total ing 350 people, 
were affected, Many haue been moved to a road Eletronorte cut, through 
additional forest lands, and have received assistance to build wells 
for water. Many farmers depend on passing employees of Eletronorte for 
transportation. The soils away from the river floodplain are sandy and 
poor, creating a great dependency on Balbina for food1 via market 
trade or wage labor. Not all of the communites are displeased, as 
chosen areas have been suppl ied with schools and medical posts as well, 
Yet, in June of 1988, there was still much concern and apprehension. 
While Eletronorte had moved them to land by the road, they had not yet 
received legal title to their plots. Until then, they have no security, 
and several have lost prrevious homes in the sarne manner. At this time, 
the main tool of organization the community is using to secure this 
land is the "syndicato", the Agricultura] Workers~ Union. This has 
become the negotiating 1 ink betwen Eletronorte and the people. [Meeting 
of the Agricultura] Workers Union, 6/26/88] 

The Environmental Impacts: 

Characteristic of large hydro-development projects, the Balbina Dam has 
had great negative impacts on the local ecology. Common environmental 
consequences of large dam construction have been discussed in detail by 
Goldsmith and Hilyard (1984). The flooding of large areas of forest 
diminishes wildl ife habitat and may drive endemic species to 
extinction. Disruptions of the water cycles through manipulation may 
affect the forest for miles downstream, el iminating those species and 
ecosystems which depend on precise adaptations to the natural flood 
cycles. The loss of the regulating effects of forest cover disrupt the 
processes of air purification and regional cl imatíc stabil ity. 

Anaerobic decomposition of flooded forest pollutes the water reser~es 
and damages fishery activities. Among the most common and devastating 
of effects is the proliferation of disease vectors ín the region. 
Malaria and schistosomiasis are transmitted by mosquitoes and snails 
whose prime breeding ground is shallow, still water. lf the spread of 
dísease can be controlled by pesticides, the chemicals often further 
contaminate the waters of the reservoir. The construction of large dams 
has even been impl icated in causing several earthquakes. Finally, the 
sedimentation of the forest's poor soils into the reservoir often 
cause the 1 ife-span of the dams to be shortened, compl ícated by the 
conditions of acid water requiring frequent ~aintenanc~ and replacement 
of turbines and works. 

Phill ip Fearnside, an ecologist at the Natíonal Institute for Amazon 
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Research (INPA), states, "The construction of the Balbina Hydroelectric 
was a very big mistake and will be still worse if they continue the 
project1 after having proved that conditions for good efficiency do not 
exist" <A Critica, 7/20/88). These wor ds carne less than a year after 
the denunciation of Balbina by the director of Sema, Special Secretary 
for the Environment: 

"Balbina, never again! This hydroelectric is the most stupid of 
the Brazilain energy program. _It is an absurdity. It is 
unjustifiable. It has to be the last. Brazil cannot afford to 
r e p e a t d i sa s ter s 1 i k e t h i s • • 

[Journal of Brazil, 10/5/87] 
Yet, Eletronorte considers this just one of the first, and while 
Balbina~s record continues to get worse, they are already planning the 
Altimira-Xingu Complex, with the confidence of "sufficient professional 
training". 

Efforts by ecologists to document and oppose the effects of large dam 
construction are routed through Brazil ian government research agencies. 
INPA carries out the environmental impact statements (RIMAs) for 
projects in Amazonas. Researchers for INPA/Eletronorte have been 
carrying out studies in the area of Balbina, but often run into a cut 
or suspension of funds before the negative impacts can be reported 
<Fearnside, pers. comm.). As all such studies are carried out by 
government agencies, they are dependant on federal funding to carry 
them through to completion. 

Non-governmental organizations in Amazonia are few, but some are 
emerging and attempting to educate about and promote conservation and 
environmental agendas. The universities form the center of these 
efforts and have held open debates and worKshops on projects of 
environmenta1 concern. Atone such debate on Balbina, an ex-federal 
deputy upheld the opinion that "the arder today is to debate Balbina 
and to make a demand: no more large projects, if they are not approved 
by the city and by the scientific community" <A Critica, 8/26/87). To 
turn such declarations into policy, however, requires a full-time 
commitment, for which very 1 ittle opportunity is available in Arnazonia, 
where maintaining subsistance is a top and constant concern. 

III 
Altimira-Xingu: The Future .l..!l Question: 

The site of the next major hydroelectric project is on the Xingu river, 
in the state of Para. The Xingu is one of the major tributaries to the 
Amazon, flowing through the largest uncolonized forest basin in the 
region. The town of Altimira stands where the Transamazon Highway 
cresses the river. One of the major development poles in the 
colonization of Amazonia, Altirnira is a varied settlement of industry, 
trade, farming, plush homes and shanty-towns, Unl iKe most of the 
Amazon, ri ver travel is 1 imited. Upstrearn is indian land; downstream 
1 ie a series of unnavigable waterfalls. The falls are the planned site 
for the first of the Xingu Hydroelectric Cornplex, the Kararao/Jurua Dam 
<Map 2). 
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MAP l: 
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Prelazia do X\ngu, files 

XJNGU DAHS AND 
1NDIGENOUS VILLAGES: 

.XIN~O '"º'ª Eftl Ql)S 
PAft.l(. 

Planned 
hydroelectric dams 

~ lndian villages 

r°'-' *all scales are approximate 



. ,, 

Kararao is included in the next installment of World BanK loans to the 
Brazil ian energy sector. Feasibil ity studies have already been 
conducted and the prel iminary infrastructure is being establ ished, Two 
other dams on the Xingu are included in the 2010 Plant and an eventual 
construction of six dams is foreseen for the Xingu basin, making it the 
largest hydroelectric project in the world, The reservoir formed by 
this first installment is expected to flood 1,225 Km2t íncludíng 
portions of the town of Altimira and the Transamazon Highway1 local 
riverine populations, indigenous lands, diverse rainforests, and 
endemic species, Kararao is expected to be completed by the year 20001 

ata cost of $5.8 bill ion <Eletronorte; CNEC/Eletronorte, 1988), The 
energy potential is projected at 11,000 MW, whereas Altimira requires 
only 40-50 MI.~ for itself. The transmission l ines will be another record 
feat, carrying the electricity over a greater distance than has ever 
before been achieved. Demand for energy from the Xingu Hydroelectrics 
is primarily from the South and Northeast of Brazil. Kararao is 
scheduled to supply energy for Sao Paulo, 2600 Km to the south. 

Resistance: 

The scale of the Xingu Hydroelectric Complex has brought criticism from 
even many government agencies. Employees of FUNAI, The Museu Goeldi 
<research institute of Para), lDESP <Institute for Socio-Economic 
Developrnent of Para) and others have openly criticised the dams for 
their human and environmental impacts. This criticism reflects the 
general discontent of many Amazonian people with the plans for the 
complex. The lacK of non-gouernmental or alternative approaches to 
development reform in Amazonia has led many people with these concerns 
into government jobs, hoping to influence changes frorn within the 
system. However, the subservience of these agencies to the dominant 
interests of the Brazil ian government quite effectively override 
significant reforms the departments could otherwise choose to maKe. An 
example of this is highl ighted by the experience of two agencies in 
Manaus. 

INPA and the Energy Company of Amazonas have invested in research 
of small hydro-development on a rural, appropriate technology scale. 
But the interests of Eletronorte favor developing large hydroelectric 
projects for industry. Since all funding for energy development comes 
under the jurisdiction of Eletrobras (holding agency of Eletrnorte), no 
money has been avaiable for the construction and implementation of the 
small projects <Handa, pers. comrn.). The rural areas of Amazonas remain 
dependant on diesel, imported from the South I to opera te generators, or 
the "uneconomical favors" of transmission l ines from large hvdr-c 
proJects implanted in their area (lange, 6/27/88). Thus, hopes for 
change through agency reform will have to be supported by popular 
dsmand , ra ther than federa 1 i n i ti a ti on. Change w i 11 depend on non 
governmen ta 1 manifestations and actions, NGOs (non-gouernmental 
organizations) and grassroots efforts in the resistance to the Xingu 
Complex have much to draw on from the experience of the Balbina Dam 
project. However, most efforts are still being chanelled into 
government agenties as the threat of lacKing a steady income, in so 
economically troubled a region, makes independent social action a 
difficult course to follow. 
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Environmental: 

Conservation organizations in Amazonia are 1 imited. The number of 
issues and degree of change needed are so great, that significant 
advances in education, research and pol icy require substantial funding, 
usually available only from outside of Brazil. Perhaps the rnost 
influential source of environmental advocacy currently is in the form 
of the press. While many Brazil ians Jack a clear environmental ethic, 
the newpapers have secured that all readers are informed on pressing 
ecological threats and consequences. ln a nation intent on 
proceeding on a path of environmentally damaging development, the press 
is uncharacteristically cr i t i c a l . Yet, a few non-governmental 
organizations have managed to secuí'e themselves a place in promoting 
conservation as well. One of these has been worKing for 20 years to 
promete environmental reforms, and has finally managed to ínitiate a 
1 ist of programs. SOPREN, the Society for the Preservation of Natural 
Resources and Cultures of Amazonia, recognizes its continued slow 
stuggle in the advertisement marking its 20th year - "20 years of 
putting a stop to the destruction of Amazonia ••.•• we do not have much 
to commernorate". Yet they ha1Je survived in aclimate v e r v unfavorable 
to NGOs, and now assist government agencies in environrnental programs, 
implement educational courses in the schools, plan direct actions, and 
support environmentally responsible project reforms ín agriculture and 
forestry. They have succeeded in being one stronghold of information 
and support outside of the often imrnobil ized governrnent agencies. 

Another strong support for environmental agendas comes from within the 
scientific community. While most researchers are routed through 
government agencies to carry out their worK, many are further supported 
through independent, foreign sources. With the credentials of 
university affil iation, professional ecologists have the opportunity to 
be very effective and outspoken on environmental issues that may effect 
pol icy. Their opinions are often reported in the newspapers, and 
consequentially are influential in development politics. Under a 
government which rarely releases inforrnation about specific projects or 
prograrns to the publ i e, the outspoken na ture of the sei en ti s t s on 
projects affecting the environment tends to shape publ ic opinion and 
resultant pol icy, eventually pressing government disclosures on 
projects in arder to counter ecologistsJ criticisms. ln this way, the 
academic/scientific cornmunity has made a significant contribution to 
checks and balances on governmental policies and programs. Yet, the 
environmental community encounters one serious flaw in the overall hope 
for reform in Amazonia. All too often, concerns for environment have 
excluded the desperate conditions of many of Amazonia/s people, 
preferring to place interests of land conservation and ecology above 
the repressed needs of the Brazil ian and indigenous communities. 

Social Justice: 

ln the area of Altimira, the initiation site of the Xingu Hydroelectric 
of Kararao, a great deal of activity and organization in opposition to 

. the projects has formed. The town of Altimira and the local rural 
communities recognize the social upheaval and marginal ization the darns 
project threatens for them. Debates on the issues and how to 
effectively oppose the impacts of construction are a focus of many 
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local groups and poli ti cal organizations. 

The post of Deputy in Altimira is held by the Brazil ian Social ist 
Party (PSB). Also strong in the region and worKing in some all iances 
with the PSB is the WorKers Party <PT). Throughout many of the rural 
areas of Amazonia these two parties hold high local positions. The 
implementation of the "grandes projetos" is only one issue on which 
they differ from the national pol itics. ln August of 1988, the PSB was 
running for the office of Prefeito (closely analogous to mayor) of 
Altimira on a platform of opposition to the federal hydroelectric 
program. The PT held the sarne position and the platform received 
widespread support.* With increased strengthening of state and local 
gouernments, these regional development pol icy positions may begin to 
influence the abil ity of colonial ist projects to be implemented in 
resistant areas. With democratic law being less than three years old in 
Brazil, continued involvement and strengthening of regional parties 
holds much hope for Amazonians. With the completion of the Constitution 
in October of 1988, it is expected that much more confidence and 
participation in a dernocratic, partisan government will further 
strengthen local self-determination. 

Original, new means are being establ ished to meet the challenge of 
democratizing information and achieving a more equitable Brazil ian 
social justice. The greater Altimira region lacKed a local newpaper as 
recently as 1987. Neither relevant pol itical news nor local events had 
an outlet for dissemination to the cornmunity, The state and city 
Journals printed news and views not releuant to the rural areas. ln 
April, 1988 the first local newspaper began publication, under the 
title of .Q Kaiapo, the name of the regional indian group. The editor 
and journal ists wer-e publ ishing for a pol itical agenda much different 
than the federal and urban interests, and people began to have an 
avenue of information and inquiry on plans affecting the local regi~n 
and its indigenous communites. Invasion of lands, relationships with 
the indians, and plans for the hydroelectric complex were made 
avai lable to publ ic Knowledge and opinion. One of the journal ists 
describes the paper as "an instrument of the indian people, so they 
would have a forum to verse their complaints or ideas." <Correa, 
7/10/88), The paper provides a l l Brazil ians of the region with a source 
to inforrn them not only of issues that affect them, but news of the 
indigenous people with whorn they share the Xingu basin. It is primarily 
the supporters of indigenous rights who bridge the gaps among issues 
and p u l l together the three parties of interests defined a t the 
beginning of this paper: environmental ists/ecologists; rural poor/ 
social justice parties; indigenous peoples/activists. 

A painful example of how the rural poor/social justice interests tend 
to exclude the indigenous people from the reforms they desire for 
themselves is illustrated in the words of one of the social worKers for 
the community displaced by the Balbina Dam. ln reference to the 
director of the Movement to Support the Wairniri-Atroari Resistance, he 
says "[Hel is a European who carne to worK with the Indians. These 
p~ople are from other parts of Brazil who carne, to survive for 

* [at the time of printing I do not Know who won this electionJ 

10 



. •' 

themselves" (Lange, 6/27/88),* Relegating indian rights as an issue 
not relevant to Brazil ian concerns is a common means of denying them 
consíderation in the struggle for social justice. 

lndigenous Rights: 

The publ ication of Q Kaiapo is a single example of a widespread 
connection the indian movements of Brazil have made between their goals 
and the concerns for conservation of forestlands and social reform in 
Amazonia. However, the need for financial support for· ~Ych projects 
l irnits their popularity. The threat of dropping to the financial bottom 
in Amazonia is always present, maKing a strong commitment to social 
action difficult. ln July of 1988, Q Kaiapo was on the verge of 
folding. 

Other means of informing people of the current dangers faced by 
Amazonia's índigenous people have proceeded more securely with 
financial support from the South or exterior of Brazil, The Pro-lndian 
Commission (CPI) and the Union of Indigenous Nations <UNI) are based in 
the southern city of Sao Paulo. CP! has completed a detailed dossier 
and critique of the Xingu Dams Complex entitled, Hydroelectrics of the 
Xingu: The State Against the Indigenous People. This is the tool 
through which CPI hopes to educate and strengthen resistance to the 
dams. 

The dossier is planned for distribution throughout the Altimira-Xingu 
region, with the cooperation of the lndian Missionary Council (CIMI). 
Information about the dams which has been made difficult to publ ic 
access or denied to local groups will be openly dístributed via the 
publ ication, "democratizingn access to information on the projects. 
This is part of a larger campaign to obtain publ ic participation in 
decisions affecting the regional people, both Brazil ian and Indian,' 
Hydroelectrics of the Xingu is also accompanied by a critical analysis 
of State manipulation of the rural and indigenous peoples, and even the 
concept of environment, in the discussions and decisions about projects 
to be irnplemented. Viveiros de Castro and Andrade (1988) write, "The 
environmental pol icy of the Brazil ian State is a system of 
depol itical ization of the environment. It is part of an offensive 
ideology that sees to pol itical facil itation of the implantation of the 
large projects in Amazonia". The intention of CPI is to open the 
pol itical questions about the dams to the community, enabl ing them 
to debate the issue and come to conclusions about necessary 
recommendations or actions. 

Amazonia is an area still much more entrenched in Brazil's history of 
mil ítary rule than the South of the country, It is not uncommon for 
rural or indigenous pol itical leaders or protesters to enter the l ist 
of hdesaparecidos" or to be asassinated. On December 22, 1988 the 
founder and leader of the Rubber Tappers Union was assasinated ín his 
home state of Acre. He followed half a dozen others of the union who 
were murdered in this sarne year. The Rubber Tappers have made great 

* CEgydio Schwade, director of MAREWA, is the son of European 
immigrants, himself born and raised in Brazil], 
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strides in protecting and reclairning the Amazon's forestlands for 
sustainable use by the local people, The cattle ranchers who strove to 
clear the land hired Mendes' asasin and many others who have never been 
charged. Local authorities are usually in their employ as well. 

Thus, direct action is considered a great risK to take in 
Amazonia, Actions such as those occuring at the Ita and Machadinho Dam 
sites in the South of Brazil are rare. Here, the people of the Uruguai 
basin have been struggl ing for settlement agreements for the dams 
projects in their area since 1978. They have formed the Regional 
Comrnission Affected by the Dams, CRAB, in arder to unify their 
decisions with respect to the southern energy sector, Eletrosul. On 
July 25, 1988 they decided to oppose the Machadinha Darn and demand 
final settlement for Ita: 

"We decided in Assembly: 
1. to demand the defini te cancellation of the construction of 

Machadinha 
2. to not perrnit the worK- of any firm connected to the project to 

enter on the affected properties 
3. that all demarcations and other marKings on the properties will 

be removed and burned." 
CCosta/CRAB, 1988] 

This statement, along with some pol icy recommendations, were also sent 
to the World BanK, financier of the dams, The emergence of such 
widespread action in Amazonia is still questionable in most contexts. 
Yet, the indigenous peoples of the Xingu regíon have taKen the 
inítiating steps. 

The Kaiapo of the Xingu basin are one of the groups to be affected by 
the Xingu Hydroelectric Complex. They have experíenced many other 
disruptions of their lands in past years, and have organized themselves 
to approach solutions to these problems. PaiaKan Kaiapo, of the village 
of Gorotire, explains, · 

"I remember when a different cl imate began to appear in the 
vi11age. Some of the elders discussed this and decided that a very 
strong enemy was trying to change the 1 ife of our tribe ••. Now we 
understand that the enemy is the destruction of the habitat. They 
are changing our c1 imate. They have changed the cycle of the 
rains .•• So we went to the city and began to learn many of the 
things the white man is doing •.. The young of the tribe must 
continue to 1 ive in the forest without 1osing control of it. They 
must secure and preserve the forest .•. Because without the 
forest, how would we l ive"? 

[PaiaKan Kaiapo, 7/22/88] 
The Kaiapo have organized a distinct, pol itical leadership to monitor 
pol icy decis~ons in the cities, while maintaining their traditional 
village chiefs, in an attempt to secure both physical and cultural 
survival for their people. 

With the initiation of the dams projects for the Xingu river, the 
Kaiapo tooK their protest directly to the financing agencies of the 
World BanK, expected to approve the loan package to the energy sector 
by the end of 1988. J.n February of this sarne· year, the pol itical chiefs 
PaiaKan and Kube-i Kaiapo travelled to Washington D.C., under the 
invitation of American NGOs. ln a meeting arranged with representatives 
of the World Bank, the Kaiapo made their case to the financiers and 
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revealed information about previous failures of the borrowing sector, 
Eletrobras, to uphold World Bank policies with regard to the 
environment and indigenous people. The Brazil ian newspaper Q Liberal 
reported that the Kaiapo were guaranteed that no further loans would be 
approved until the assurance that Brazil would uphold indigenous rights 
was secured (0 Liberal, 7/26/88). ln July, the American anthropologist 
who travelled with them as translator was criminally charged in Brazil 
under a law prohibiting foreigners from interfering in Brazil's 
internai affairs Claw # 6.815/80, Art.107]. On August 26, 1988, 
Paiakan and Kube-i were similary charged, and now await trial ·* 
The international protest to these actions has promoted widespread 
support for the Kaiapo and opposition to the Xingu dams. The Kaiapo 
have continued to publ icize their case and effectively take advantage 
of opportunities for publ ic action. The unification their case has 
demonstrated is unprecedented and represents the international concern 
over Amazonían development policies. 

IV 
Mending the Gaps: 

The weaknesses of development resistance in Amazonia stem frorn a few, 
related, sources. Foremost among these is the fragmentation of forces; 
the need for all iances between affected groups of peoples. As discussed 
above, the indigenous movement has most effectively accompl ished this 
end. The tendency to exclude or criticize other groups is exceedingly 
rarnpant in Brazil. Ecologists are criticized as too special ist, and 
environmental ists as unconcerned with people. The rural poor exclude 
indians as nota Brazil ian concern or racially inferior to themselves. 
Various counter-pol itical groups are labelled "special interest" and 
all government agencies as only seeking profits. The fragmentation of 
compatible interests resulting from such exclusivity frustrate the goal 
of social change. The formation of all iances between sectors and 
organizations may prove the means of strengthening individual positions 
in a region where so many are marginal ized by the more p~Nerful 
interests of the Federal State. 

ln recent years, tentative experiments in all igning goals have emerged. 
The first of these is the proposal for ºextractive reserves", developed 
by Chico Mendes in Acre. Rubber-tapping is a sustainable util ization 
of the forest resources, long practiced by Amazonian Brazil ians. The 
Union of Indigenous Nations and the National Rubbertappers Council 
have jointly proposed a system of non-private extractive plantations 
forming ugreen belts" around indigenous territories, to be mediated by 
a joint Amazonian All iance. The plan would maintain forest habitats, 
provi de non-exploitative incarne for the Brazil ian people, and protect 
indigenous lands (Survival International, 1987). Shwartzman and 
Allegretti note "Extractive reserves offer not only a solution to land 
confl icts and conservation of the forest, but a development alternative 
as well" and report that the World Bank has endorsed the proposal as a 

----------------------------------------------------------------------- * [lt is not yet clear if the Kaiapo were charged under the sarne law, 
as foreigners, oras accompl ices to the alleged crime of the 
anthropologist, Dr.Darrell Posey], 
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viable conservation and deuelopment proJect (Schwartzman and Allegretti 
EDF, 1987). 

Another innovative ali iance has been under discussion by the 
International Tropical Timber Organization (ITTO). The Organization is 
researching ways to sustainably harvest tropical hardwoods from 
rainforest reserves, to benefit both conservation and development 
interests. Following a recent meeting of the ITTO in Brazil, Richard 
House states, "Producers and consumers of the world's rapidly dwindl ing 
supply of tropical timber have begun a serious dialogue aimed at 
conserving rain forests now being destroyed at the rate of 100 acres 
per minute .••. At the core of the debate l ies the concept of sustainably 
managed forest reserves that can yield successive crops of timber, 
rubber, nuts, fibers and medicinal plants over centuries, without 
necessarily evicting forest or tribal dwellers" (Washington Post, 
7/23/88). While there is concern about the dominance of Japan, which 
consumes 40% of tropical forest hardwoods, in the organization, it 
represents a rare all iance of interests, upon whose initiatives 
conservation and·human rights successes wi11 ultimately depend, 

The strengthening and expansion of non-gouernmenta1 organizations and 
1 inks is a glaring need. The estab1 ishment of NGOs provides a too! for 
unified, popular influence and action, also forcing the role of the 
government agencies to be more dynamic in meeting the needs and demands 
of the people. At present, the majority of NGOs worKing in Brazil are 
based in the south of the country, far from the real ities and problems 
of Amazonia. The current status and importance of NGOs is outl ined by 
Leilah Landim: 

"NGOs can become significant actors in achieuing and guaranteeing 
democracy in Latin America. The recent attempts to form more 
permanent networks of NGOs bolster their chances of becoming 
actors that count in the pol itical and social relations among the 
countries of Latin Arnerica,,. ,They are beginning to perceiue the 
irnportance of coordinating their efforts in a more permanent 
fashion. Although there is clearly a trend in this direction, as 
of yet there are no specific results in terms of establ ishing 
those more formal ized networKs," 

[Landim, 1987] 
As rnost financial support for NGOs is provided by organizations in the 
ndeuelopedª countries, this strengthening calls for international 
cooperation. The lacK of non-governmental assistance in Amazonia 
greatly impairs the abil ity of the people to organize effectiue 
resistance. Neither support services nor basic infrastructures for 
organization are sufficient1y establ ished. 

The Myth of Alternatives: 

A great deal of debate and focus is being centered around options for 
ºsustainable development", means of exploiting natural resources in a 
renewable fashion. However, this concept in no manner impl icitly 
provides for social equal ity or justice, as is sometimes assumed. Large 
corporations or government projects may establish sustainable 
extractive programs that do not provide for integrated ecosystems or 
preservation of economically expendable species, and also remove land 
and resources from access by the majoríty of the people. To look to 
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sustainable deuelopment as the solution to the Amazon cr1s1s is a 
misguided notion unless accompanied by careful and constant provisions 
for conservation and democratization of resources, such as the 
extractive reserves of the Amazonian All iance. Secondly, where 
sustainable forest development options are acceptable to the demands of 
environmental ists, rural poor, and indigenous cornrnunities, it cannot be 
assumed that they would be adopted by the Brazil ian government. It has 
become clear that burial of forest and índian is part of the 'developed 
ideal' Brazil has set for itself. The frequently quoted words of the 
Amazonian cattle rancher are appropriate to reflect this attitude: "lhe 
United States solved this problem with its army, They Killed lots of 
indians, Today, everything is quiet there and the country is respected 
around the world» (Silva, in Caufield, 1984, p104) 

For as longas Brazil treats Amazonia as its colony for raw materials, 
land reform rel ief, or energy, the undermining of the rights of the 
people and the. integrity of the forest will continue. The modern, 
capital ist state structure necessarily expropriates the value of the 
land from the people in the national minority for the elite, or for 
foreign markets. Our own treatrnent of the whole of Brazil as an 
economic colony, through collection of interest on outstanding debt, 
further exacerbates this imbalance. In order to gain a voice in the 
development and social decisions Brazil maKes, the people of Amazonia 
will have to l in~ their efforts and needs, in a coordinated popular 
movement capable of challenging the power structures Brazil uses to 
repress the region today. Wíth the initiation of the Xingu dams, an 
opportunity has opened to follow such a dírection. The democratization 
of information and publ ic opposition from all sectors affected maKes 
this an opportunity to meet the challenge of united resistance and to 
forma networK of future support for the needs of Amazonia, 
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