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I, Introduction 

At the societal levcl, the size and characteristics 

of population rnovcmcnts are detcrmined by the prcdominant mode 

of production, by prcvailing patterns in the sectoral and 

spatial allocation of resources and by the consequent unequal 

distribution of economic opportunities. At the level of 

individual agents and social groups, this perspective is 

consistent with empirical evidence which invariably shows that 

the search for better job and income opportunities constitutes 

the primary rnotivation for migration. Nevertheless, analyses 

of national labor market structures and of income distributions 

in developing countries usually reveal that a significant 

proportíon of all workers - whether they are rnigrants, potential 

migrants or non-rnigrants - encounter a great deal of difficulty 

in obtaining jobs which would provide thern with a satisfactory 

incarne. It would seem that the "rnigration problem" and its 

"solutions" are most fruitfully examined exactly at this 

disjuncture between the demand and ava.ilability of satisfactory 

economic opportunities. 

Several alternatives purported to increase economic 

opportunities and thus "resolve the migration problem" are 

conunonly discussed both in the specialized literature and in 

policyrnaking circles.1 The present paper is directed to an 

evaluation of the potePtialities and lirnitations of one such 

alternative - that of settling a largc nuwher of agricultural 
workers in frontier areas for the purposes of reducing the 

pressúres caused by relative rural ove rpopu Lau í.on and of 
minimizing urbanwards migration flows. The study is set in 

Brazil, whose undevelopcd land reserves - among the 

greatest in the world - lend particular relevance to its 

colonization experienccs. 
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2. Population Redi5tribution Alternatives and the Role of 

Colonization 
The rnigrant population o! Brazil is predorninantly 

2 
rnade up of low-income groups. In this light, if the migration 

problem is best defined in terrns of the availability and 

distribution of economic opportunities, then the effectiveness 

of a migration policy depends on its ability to generate 

employrnent among low-income populations. For heuristic purposes, 

the alternatives for creating employment opportunities, in a 

migration-specific perspective, can be grouped into three rnain 

cateqories: 

a) creating options for the productive absorption 

of excess rural rnanpowcr throuqh the colonization 

of frontier areas, 

b) increasing the quality and quantity of jobs in 

the urban sector; these measures can be sub 

divided according to their impact on the labor 

market's structure and on various types of 

activities or, according to the location, size 

and functions of cities. 

e) increasing the quality and quantity of jobs in 

traditional agricultura! areas, either through 

the introduction of technological innovations, 

through changes in land tenure, or through the 

implementation of Vãcious rural developrnent 

prograrns. 

Among these alternatives, the rnost frequently 

cited and that which awakens the highest expectations in Brazil, 

refers to the colonization of frontier areas, particularly in 

the Amazon and Center-West regions. The convergcnce of 

expectations on colonization possibilities is clearly derivcd 

from the fact that it is the only altern<1tive which would not 

force any discontinuity in the existing political and economic 

structure.3 
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Apparently, the results of governrnent endeavors with 

regards to Amazonian colonization have not corresponded to the 

optimistic expectations which this option customarily generates 

in Brazil. Nevertheless, while the view (or myth) that the 

Amazon region has a practically unlirnited absorptive capacity 

persists, the search for alternative solutions, whether in 

traditional agricultura! areas, in the urban labor market or, in 

the structuring of the prevailing mode of political and economic 

organization, will continue to be postponed. In this context, 

the examination of recent settlement experiences and the 

evaluation of the effective capacity of frontier areas to 

absorb the relative surplus of rural population becomes extremely 

pertinent. 

To evaluate the correspondence between expectations 

and the actual absorptive capacity of frontier areas in exact 

terms, it would be necessary to first estimate the number of 

people who, theoretically, would have to be resettled and 

second, to calculate the carrying capacity of frontier areas. 

In this case, however, both supply and dema::d are extrernely 

relative concepts and the determination of their respective 

sizes is a complex and arbitrary exercise. Indeed, the 

definition of both absorptive capacity and relative surplus 

levels depends on the mode in which production is organized, 

on value judgments concerning acceptability of living 

standards or incarne levels, on a series of area-specific 

variables such as local climate, quality of soil, access to 
markets and finally, on the technical-political decisions which 

are taken regarding such factors as size of property, level of 

technology, type of crops, availability of capital, price 

subsidies, etc. These and many other correlated variables 

can only be cletermined at the level of srnaller units of 

analysis and within a very specific modcl of societal 

organization.4 
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Hence, carrying out an exercise of this typc in any 

sort of rigorous rnold would be pretentious hcre and the following 

pages purport only to establish a rough order of magnitude of the 

minimal numbcr of families which would constitute the rural-based 

structural surplus (i.e. - the needy or underemployed population 

which cannot obtain adequate jobs and incarne under present 

circumstances and would thus have to be relocated via colonization 

programs}. As a starting point for this exercise, we can assume 

that the real dernand for lots in colonization areas would consist 

of a segment of the total population of small farmers and landless 

rural workers. In this simplified exercise, it is also assumed 

that the nation s cities are already saturated with underemploycd 

population and thus can be discarded a prior~ as a realistic 

alternative for absorption of the surplus rural population. 

Utilizing data frorn the latest Agrarian Censu·s, it 

can be establisher.1 that, in 1972, Brazil had a total of 2.4 million 

minlfundia ( i. e. - small properties, usually f arn.í Ly plots and 
given over to subsistence farrning; such economic units 

represent 72% of all rural properties but only 12% of the land 

area surveyed), plus 500 thousand leaseholuers and tenants and 500 

thousand squatters. (Cf. Table l}. If, as in accordance with the 

1970 Population Census, farrn families averaged 5.2 persons, then 

it can be estimated that sorne 17.7 million people lived directly 

from small-plot agriculture in 1972. In addition, salaried workers 

in agriculture totalled 7.8 million people, of which 6.8 million 

were temporary and/or seasonal workers and 1.0 million were 
steadily employed. The number of rural-dwellers dependent on this 

salaried labor force has been estimated at 21 million people.5 

Hence, the total low-income population dcpendent upon agriculturc, 

rnade up of small farmers and rural laborers, would be close to 

39 million peoplc in 1972 and 50 million in 1980. 
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What proportion of this strata would have to be 

resettlcd in colonization areas in order that the remainder 

could attain a satisfactory level of employrnent and incarne? 

Again, such a hypothetical exercise is extrcmely arbitrary 

but a minimal order of magnitude can be established for the sake 

of illustration. One of the more thoroughgoing estirnates of 

Brazilian rural surplus, carried out in the Northeastern region, 

calculated that under the very best of possible circurnstances 

(i,e. - after an effective agrarian reforrn, after interna! 

resettlement, after considerable investment in agriculture and 

after the introduction of labor-intensive technologies), then 

28% of all low-income rural families wou Ld still have to be 

displaced towards other regions.6 Transposing this proportion 

to the country as a whole provides a conservative estimate of 

the total relative surplus population in rural Brazil. Indeed, 

i;,ince no agrarian reforrn has been implemented anywhere in the 

country, since the technological changes which are introduced Lnvar.íab'Iy 

turn out to be capital-intensive and since no massive internal 

resettlement programs have ever been carried out, then it can 

be considered that the figure of 28% represents a minimal 

estirnate of the rural population which would have to be displaccd 

to other areas. By this crude yardstick, at least 14 of the 50 

m.illion low-incorne rural residents estirnated above for 1980 

(a:;i:uivalent to some 2. 7 million families), would have to be 

absorbed in colonization projecfs over the short run in order 

for colonization to be considered as an effective solution for 
rural underemployrnent. 

What proportion of this total could realistically 

be absorbed through resettlement in the A1nazon region? As noted 

above, it would be presumptious to assess even in the rnost 

rudimcntary fashion, the hypothetical absorptive capacity of 

Amazonia. Given the impossibility of delimiting even thc most 



TABLE 1 

AGRARIAN STRUCTURE AND EMPLOYMENT BY TYPE OF PROPERTY, 

BRAZIL, 1972 

1 Area 
Persons occupied by tvpes of workers 

Type of Number of Family Temporary Permanent Tenants and 
Propertv explored propert1es Dependents salaried salaried Sharecroooers Te tal 

Minifundia 46,276,871 2,437,0-01 2,913,257 2,830,688 116,137 133,909 5,993,991 

Rural 
enterprise 35,967,465 162,802 235,601 1,132,274 362,379 93,424 1,823,678 

Lati fundia 288,030,851 787,370 952,294 2,881,887 496,634 265,025 4,596,840 

Total l12 ,414 ,509 Are a 370,275,187 3,387,173 4,102,152 6,844,849 975,150 492,358 

Source - Estatistiças Cadastrais/1 - INCRA/Ministério da Agricultura, 1974; 

Tables, 1.01, 1.07 and 1.08. 
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basic paramctcrs of this problem, it is hardly surprising to find 

radically diffcrent statements concerninq the supposed 
7 

potentialities and limitations of Amazonia. In this liqht, one 

of thc more fruitful approaches to our problern consists in an 

examination of recent colonizatíon expcriences in the Amazon 

reqion, evaluating thcir siqnificance for the absorption of rural 

surplus population and, ultimately, for policy-formulatJon in 

the domain of interna! rniqrations and population redistribution. 

3. Recent Colonization Exoeriences in the Arnazon Reqion 

During the course of the present centurv, the Arnazon 

reqion has sustained numerous incursions of settlers who either 

proceeded to the reqion of their own volítion or were stimulated 

to doso by the promises or actions of qovernrnent aqencies. 

Arnonq these, three recent colonization experienccs are of 

particular interest for the evaluation of the real siqnificance 

of Amazonia as a potential absorbent of aqricultural labnur and 

for the analvsis of the effects of qovcrnment intervention in 

that area;8 these include the attempts at settlernent made along 

the Belém-Brasília highway, along the Transamazon híghway and 

in the Terri~ory of Rondonia. Each of these will now be reviewed 

in turn. 

3.1 Settlement along the Belém-Brasllia Highway 

The most significant events with regards to Amazonian 

settlernent prior to 1970 occurred on the rnargins of the Belém 

Brasília highway. Conceived initíally in 1947, this road 

effectively began to take shape in the,late 1950's and carly 

1960's, more in response to the expcn s Lon í.s t Lc pressures of 
capitalist interestslocated in the great industrial centers of 

the Rio-São Paulo axis - particularly of the recently-crcated 
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automotive industry - than as the outcome of any serious efforts 

at settling Brazil's interior hintcrland.9 Although some 

stretches of the road had been finishcd and some settlemcnt had 

occurrcd alongside these during thc 1940 dccade, the definitive 

routing of the Belém-Brasília highw.:iy was only traced in 1956 

and its construction was terminated, still in rudimentary form, 

in 1960. Interestingly enough, it was only after the road had 

been in operation for eight years that a comprehensive analysis 
10 

of its econornic feasibility was terminated. 

The structure of landholding which has developed in 

the areas bordering the Belém-Brasília highway is rather 

heterogeneous and reflects the diversity of geo-economic 

environments to be found along its 2,000 kilometers of extension, 

as well as the variety of historical influences and settlemcnt 

experiences which have shaped the present socio-econornic 

configuration of the region. Valverde and Dias dist:i.nguish th:::ee 

main geo-economic units along the Belém-Brasília highway. The 

northern section of the road, whose natural vegetation is the 

dense Amazonian rain-forest, stretches between Belém and 

Açailandia; the main thrust for the occupation of this area was 

provided by economic interests located in Belém, the dominant 

center in the region's econorny. The central section comprises 

the valleys of the Tocantins and Araguaia rivers and extends 

from Açailandia to PorangatG: the soils of these vallcys are 

more fertile and the farming and ranching produce of the region 

1s sold both in the Center-South as well as Belém. The southerr\ 

section of the highway crosses the earliest as well as most 

densely-occupied regions and, on this stretch, forms part of a 

fairly well-developed highKay network.11 
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The margins of the Belém-Brasília highway include 

both older and recent settlement experience3 as well as 

governmcnt-oriented projects and spontaneous occupation. Overall, 

however, the grcat rnajority of the area has been occupied 

recently by spontâneous settlement (i.e. -settlements in which 

1t1igrants take the initiative regarding both locality and mode 

of occupation, without benefit of governrncnt orientation or 

assistance). On the southern str~tch, the highway forros part 

of the linkages between the three rnost irnportant cities of the 

region: Goiânia, Anápolis and Brasilia. The settlernent of this sub 

area dates back to the beginning of the 1940 decade. In this 

sense, recent occupation on other stretches is of greater 

interest to our purposes. 

Settlement experiences along the rest of the highway 

are extremely diversified, including a srnall nurnber of well 

designed colonization projects anda larger array of experiences 

marked by failure, pove r cy and repeated migrations. A well - 

known exarnple of successful settlement on the northern stretch 

of the road is that carried out on the pioneer strip of Tomé-Acu, 

in the state of Pará. This region, located at 120 kilometers 

distance from the town of Paragominas on the Belém-Brasília 

highway, was settled by Japanese immigrants who began arriving 

in the area as early <:1s 1929. The introduction of the black 

pepper crop in 1935 brought great prosperity to the colony. The 

present-day production of this relatively small colony (totalli~g 
sorne 400 families) accounts for 90% of the Brazilian black-pepper 

production and is responsible for Brazil's being the fifth 
12 

largest producer of this plant. l!o,·:ever, the rnost relevant 

feature of this well-publicized success story for our purposes, 

is perhaps the fact that little of it can be attributed to the 

opening up of the new highway noz to any forrn of governmer'lt 

intervcntion. Moreover, nane of its features can be easily emulatcd 
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since its success is basically attributable to the extraordinary 

good fortune enjoyed by the Japanese colony in developing a 

technology suited to the cultivation of black pepper in the 

region. 

Another much-debated experiment, which has had 

rather negative results,is the one undertaken by SUDENE*in the 

state of Maranhão. The drought of 1958 and the consequent social 

tensions produced in the rural Northeast led the government to 

plana massive settlerncnt of Maranhão with peasants frorn the 

serni-arid regions of the Northeast. Three rnillion hectares were 

marked off and these were to be occupied by up to 1 million 

persons which SUDENE was to transfer to the area. However, 

according to Katzrnan, at the time the state of Maranhão donated 

this huge tract to SUDE:tm, it had already been oc cup Led by sorne 

50,000 squatters who practiced an itinerant form of agriculture. 

According to the sarne author, when the project was, to all 

practical purposes, abandoned in 1964, SUDENE had only been 

able to establish 1,000 families in 17 projects at an average 

cost of US$18,000 per family. With the cutback in governr.tent 

assistance, the settlers soon fell back into a forrn of 
13 

subsistance agriculture. According to government sources, 

however, at least one project, that of Alto Tllri, continues in 

operation and 850 families had been settled there by 1972; 

later, a contract was signed between SUDENE and the IBRD for 

the settlement of an additional 5,200 families. In any event, 

the experience has, by all accounts, encountered serious 

problems of resources and implementaticn.14 

ln an overview of colonization along the Belém 

Brasília highway, based on an analysis of thc process of 

occupae í.on in 53 rnunicipalities, llebette anel M<lrin assert that 

whatever government-o:r:iented settlemcnt experiences have taken 

* Supcrintendóncy for the Development of the Northeast 
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place in the region, generally gave rise to the minifundia.15 

The lots granted by the government were initially small(ranging 

from 25 to 50 hectares), and, since the sarne basic level of 

technology has been maintained in the face of relatively high 

rates of natural increase, the fragmentation of the small plots 

among thc settler's heirs led to the ousting of many second 

generation settlers.16 This observation is crucial to the 

formulation of government-oriented colonization schemes since 

it brings out the need for greater articulation between variables 

such as size of plot, available technology and resources, 

commercialization potentials, etc. in arder to prevent a rapid 

saturation of new settle..'!lents. 

It ahou Ld be emphasized, howev er , that on the whole, 

government-oriented projects in the area are of se~ondary 

importance since settlement along the Belém-Brasília was carried 

out, by and large, in a spontaneous manner. Typically, migrants 

from other regions drift into unoccupied areas along the road, 

salect a likely plot of land, cut and burn off the vegetation 

and then plant subsistence-type crops until the natural 

fertility o= the soil is depleted and/or until their plot of land 

beco:nes attractive to more powerful interests - at which time 

the sguatters move on to even more dista~t regions. The results 

of this type of occupation are not very promisir.g in terms of 

the massive absorption and productive establishment of rural 

labor. Since the construction of the highway was not followed 
by any integrated development plan, nor driven by a systematic 

concern \·lith the maximization of social benefits that could be 

dcrived from the road, then 80% of the settlement which did occur 

in the area was of this haphazard, sporadic and itinerant nature. 

The population density of the area was estimated at about 2 

inhabitants/km2 by the end of the 1960 decade. Settlement took 

place in limited areas and barely 4% of the available land along 
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the route had been utilized by this time; it was only in the 

stretch located within Maranhão and the stretch near Brasília 

(which had already been populated prior to the construction of 

the highway) that a more intensive utilization was rnade of the 

available lana.17 

Even in those areas which were settled more 

intensively, only a minority of the settlers who carne to the 

region established thernselves in perrnanent fashion on a given 

piece of lana.18 The spontaneity of rnigraticn flows from other 

areas, coupled with the apparently-unlirnited availability of 

unoccupied land, propitiated the implementation of traditional 

slash-and-burn agricultura! practices. The progressive depletion 

of the soil's resources, in turn, facilitated the concentration 

of small farrns into larger landholdings. Thus, spontaneous 

settlements along the Belém-Brasília led to re-rnigration via the 

consolidation of srnaller plots into the latifundia. When large 

numbers of migrants arrived during the 19501s and 1960's, a 

vertíginous population growth took place in the microregions 

of Imperatriz, Baixo Araguaia Goiano, Extremo Norte Goiano and 

Médio-Tocantins-Araguaia. Whereas the initial easy access to 

land resulted in a patchwork pattern of subsistence agriculture, 

the itinerant forro of occupation, the absence of governrnent 

support and the lawless and uncontrolled nature of the occupation 

process, coupled to rising land values in the area eventually 

led to the expulsion (sometimes violent) of the small farrners 

and to the legal and illegal concentration of lands into 

improductive latífundios.19 

The concentration of smaller plots into lürger 

landholdings along the Belém-!3rasilia híghway forced the expelled 

squatters to choose among three alternatives for survival: 
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migration to a new forest area, thus giving cont.í nu.í ty to the 

itincrant forrn of a<Jriculture; salaried ernploymcnt on onc of t ho 

larger f11rrns - an option which tcnds to be precarious or seasonul 

and offers sorne of the worst possible working conditions; or, 

roarginalization on the periphery of nearby or distant cities, 

trying to survive on odd-jobs and whatever employrnent opportunities 
. 20 arise. 

From the above brief summary of occupation along 

the Belém-Brasília highway, two parallel observations can be 

highlighted. on the one hand, there can be no doubt that 

construction of the route brought a great influx of land-hungry 

migrants towards what were previously semi-deserted areas; 

the road also gave considerable impetus to regional cornmerce 

and made an important contribution to the integration of Belém 

with the southern part of the country. On the other hand, it 

is similarly clear that the nuwber of perrnanent job opportunities 

which were created is relatively small. The actual size of 

the labor force which was permanently established in areas 

adjacent to the highway is difficult to measure but illustrative 

calculations can be of utili ty in establishing general dimensions 

of the overall absorption of population in the area, Thus, 

aécording to a recent study of intercensal rr~gration during 

the 1960-70 period, a net total of some 174 thousand persons 

had migrated towards all of the microregions contiguous to the 

Belém-Bras!lia highway (excluding the micro-regions of Belém, 

Goiania and the Federnl District,whose grouth trends are 
obviously dependent upon other primary factors) ~l Of this total, 

it can be estimated that approximately 108 thousand had gone 

towards the rural areas (see Tablc II). Such figures are not 

very significant in a country which supported 93 million people 

at the time of the last ccnsus and which is characterized by 

intMse migratory movements; they simply do not suggest that 

a ma~s absorption of rural labor has taken place. As can be 
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T A B L E 2 

NET MIGR.7\TION TO MICROREGIONS i\LONG TIIE 13ELEM 

BRJ\SILIA HIG!fü'~Y, 1960-1970. 

State and Micro- Population in Increase du- Net Migration Rural-Rural 
region* 1970 ring period 1960-1970 Migr;;ition 

1960-70 

Pará 

Bragantina 240,140 34,244 12,916 3,746 

Guajarina 148,621 64,955 27,270 17,316 

Maranhão 

Imperatriz 153,537 84,166 45,470 27,327 

Goiás 

Extremo N 
Goiano 167,987 69,863 30,955 18,263 

~xo Araguaia 
L .1.ano 44,011 24,538 12,952 7,875 

Médio Tocantins 
- Araguaia 171,773 70,413 27,410 15,322 

Alto Tocantins 181,803 85,143 37,984 23,360 

Planalto Goiano 164,578 38,646 5,106 2,272 

Total 1,272,450 471,968 174,231 107,989 

source: Olga Becker (op.cit.), Tables in annex. The last 
column was estimated on the basis of data from that 
paper and from Table 50 of the 1970 Population Census. 

* The macroregions of Belém as well as that of Mato 
Grosso do Norte (which includes the city of Goiania) 
are not listed. 
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seen in Table II, one of the microregions settled during the 

19501s actually experienced a net out-migration during the 

1960's. This inforrnation would support the argument rnade above 

to the effect that the recent settlement process on the Belém 

Brasília was not only incapable of absorbing large population 

contingents but also tends to expel people over the short run. 

3.2, settlement alonq the Transamazon Hiqhway 

For those who conceive of the rnassive colonization 

of virgin areas as an efficient manner of reducing undercrnployment 

levels in the country, the relative failure of the settlernent 

experience on the Belém-Brasília highway can be explained, or 

at least rationalized away, in terms of its disorderly nature, 

of the absence of adequate planning and of the spontaneous nature 

of migratory f Lows to the area. In fact, as was noted earlier, 

the econornic feasibility study of the highway was only completed 

several years after the road itself had been inaugurated and 

the great majority of those who attempted to establish themselves 

along the Belém-Brasília route, did so without any official 

assistance. The government eh-periences at controlled settlement, 

in turn, were timid and inconsequential. In this light,the 

colonization of frontier areas would continue to be considered 

as a valid option if it were presurr.e.d that its efficacy depends 

on e~-plicit planning and government support geared to the 

absorption of rural surplus population, In s uch a context,the 

evaluation of the controlled settlement program carried out 

recently along the Transamazon highway assumes particular 

relevancy, 

The initiative of constructing the Transamazon 

highway and of settling massive numbcrs of small farmcrs along 

its margins was purportedly launched in responsc to the gre;;it 

drought with ravaged large segments of the Northeastern rcgion 

in 1970. Yet, it is not mere coincidcnce that this initiative 

was taken ata time when the roJe of the Amazonian basin within 
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the national and international economy was being heatedly 

debated. 22 Thc Program for Nationnl Integration (PIN) which was 
announccd at this time, bnsically reiteratcd the image and the 

role which had historically becn attributed in Brazil to the 

expansion of the agricultura! frontier in absorbing excess 

labor and in substituting for any sort of structural transfor 

mation. 

However, this new phase of Amazonian intervention 

is distinguished from previous experien.ces both in terms of the 

accelerated pace with which it was to develop and in terms of 

the fand~mental role which was to be performed by the State in 

initiating and implementing colonization activities. Such a 

role contrasted sharply with the laissez-faire attitude 

which had bcen assumed by the government with respect to large 

scale settlement initiatives in the states of são Paulo, Paraná 

and, later, Goias and Mato Grosso.23 

At its inception, the PIN had supposedly been 

conceived as an instrument designed to alleviate "social tensions" 

in densely-occupied and drought-stricken regions of the Northc3st 

and, consequently, its philosophy and instruments were tailored 

to the needs of the rural poor and to those of small f az rae r s 
in general, The program was to consist, essentially, in the 

installation of settlers on lots of 100 hectares on each side 

of the two new highways which were to be constructed: the 

Transarnazon, linking Recife on the Atlantic Coast to the 
Peruvian border, and the cuiabá-santarém, crossing the Amazonlan 

jungle on a North-South axis (see Figure l); irrigation projects 

would be simultaneously initiated in the Northeast. The plan 

foresaw that a considerable sum, equivalent to 30'1, of all 

fiscal incentives, would be channclled towards the PIN during 

the 1971-74 period.24 
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It was clairnec1 that the PIN wou Ld settle some 

100,000 low-incorne families during the period rernaining to the 

Mediei Administration {1970-74) and one million families by 

1980.25 Such a volume of re-settlernent would evidently have 

made a major impression on the total rural surplus population, 

{which was estimated above at some 2. 7 million people in 1980). 

The National Institute of Colonization and Agrarian Reforro (INCRA), 

an agency linked to the Ministry of Agriculture, would be in 

charge of operationalizing the settlement process. A rather 

comprehensive study of previous settlement experiences was prepared 

with a view to rnaximizing the efficiency of Amazonian colonization.26 

The first controlled-settlement.experiences began 

on a newly-built stretch of the Transamazon highway between Estreito 

and Itaituba in 1972. (cf. Figtire I) A network of geo:n~trically-disposed planned 

conununities, differentially equipped with basic services according 

to their size (the 'agrovilas', 'agropoles' and 'ruropoles') ,was 

projected at fixed intervals along the highway. Settlers were 

to receive 100 hectares, credit facil:ities for the purchase of 

tools and building materials and guaranteed subsistence during 

the first six months. In addition, the governrr.ent was to provide 

basic infrastructure, support facilities and services.27 

Despite its bold plan and resources, the results of 

the colonization experience along the Transamazon have so far 

provided little cause for optimism. Firstly, the prograrn 

which had initially been motivated by the poverty of the drought 

victims in the Northeast, was soon modified in order to 

recruit other types oí settlers more suitable to the requirements 

of government colonization schemes, i.e. - farmers frorn other 

regions havi.ng a minimurn of exper1ence in col'unercial farming, 

in the use of rnachinery and in the utilization of credit. 

Thus, in the three rnain pilot projects which were carried out 

(in Altamira, Itai tuba and Marabá) the Northcasterners made up 

only 34, 39 and 42 per cent, respectively of all settlers.28 
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Meanwhile, the governmcnt propaganda centered on thc 

PIN, attracted groups of Northeasterncrs and other spontancous 

migrants in much greater numbers than could effectively be 

absorbed in official programs. One government source estimated 

that for each family settled by INCRA, four others establishad 

themselves spontaneously in the region.29 Lacking official 

support, they installed themselves as best they could on vacant 

lands; later, tbese squatters were to come into conflict with 

law enforcerront; agencies and with the big business concerns who 
arrived upon the scene. on the other hand, the elaborate 

settlement s chenss in geornetrically-patterned aarovilas, 

aqropoles and ruropoles simply did not matcrialize.30 

The rnost pertincnt aspect of the colonization 

progras.•s failure, however, refers to the very size of the population 

which was effectively benefitted by the program. The goals which 

had been fb~ed in terms of the number of families to be settled 

on srnall plots turned out to be ridiculous by comparison to 

actual realizations. By mid-1974, when the pr03ram's objectives 

were, to all practical purposes, subverted (as will be discussed 

below) only 6 or 7 thousand families had been settled in the 

three main projects of Marabã, Altamira and Itaituba (instead 

of the 100,000 families initially targetted} .31 In addition, 

there are indications that a significant nu~ber of all settlers 

who did benefi t from Ili:CRA 1 s program were fo:rced to gi ve up 

and move on; for instance a study made in 1976 indicated that 

18% of the 1,900 settlers installed until that time in the 
Marabâ project had been classified as drop-outs.32 

l'he reasons for the failure of government 

orientcd colonization projects on the Transamazon highway have 

to be analyzed at two cornplemcntary levels. Initially, several 

items of a prcdominantly "technical" nature can be listed. 

Thus, for instance, no attempt was madc to system.::itize cxisting 

information, or to gcnerate additional data, in order to forrn 

a comprchensive overview of the region's potentialities, to 
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identify those areas most apt for colonlzation and to orient the 

tracing of the highway in accordancc with such inforrnation. 

Construction of the road was initiated at top speed without 

the realization of prior economic feasibility studies or 

cost-benefit analyses and, hence, the route did not even traversc 

the rnost fertile or accessible terrains. 

This set of deficiencies, however, which would have 

been seriously detrirnental to a more comprehensive atternpt at 

Arnazonian settlernent (i.e. of the dimensions initially planned) 

has little bearing on the failure of pilot projects carried out 

in Marabã, Altamira and Itaituba since these were carried out 

in zones of fertile soil. There, the difficulties encountered 

stern, in part, from the over-structured, paternalistic and 

impractical rnodel of colonizàtion which was adopted. lndeed, 

although moved by an uncommon concern with the needy rural 

population, the very cornplexity of the colonization model prevcnted 

its widespread application ã.hd required enorrnous financial 

and manpower resources, The paternalistic system of organization 

required, for instance, a numerous technical corps. Panegides 

estimates that the Altamira project, which was to absorb some 

25,000 families, would have demanded a technicc:.l support team 

of 500 persons (a figure which other specialists consider low); 

this in a place which experienced a 90% turnove.r in a tearn of 

80 technicians during 1972.33 In surn, although preparatory reports 

predicted that colonization along the Transarnazon would be self 

supporting,34 the rnodel adopted turned out to be costly and 

irnpractical when applied on a larger scale and lcd to a progressive 

elitization of settlers. In a lucid appraisal made 

at the very beginning of the controlled settlemcnt experience 

in Marab5, Velho stated that: 
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"It appe.:irs that the concept of colonization such as 

it was carried out implics such thorough control of 

the settlement process that omnipotence comes 

dangerously close to impotence. Even if it turned 

out to be successful within its limitations - which 

is doubtful - government-oriented colonization 

would probably lead to the formation of a relatively 

privileged strata of settlers in the sea of 

spontaneous settlement which would occur in spite 
of the project.p35 

From the standpoint of individual settlers, some of 

the failures and dropouts could conceivably be attributed to such 

factors as illness and disease or to the lack of previous 

experience. However, it is interesting to note that, in an over 

structured rnodel of colonization, the greatest failures of the 

projects which were carried out stem prccisely frcm the 

deficiences of structural support. Education, health, housing 

and other services remained precarious in most cases but the most 

serious deficiencies, documented in detail by the excellent 

C~DEPLAR study, refer to the inadequacies of the infrastructure 

and services which had been set up in support of agricultural 

production.36 These failings range over a wide array of itew.s, 

including deficiencies in technical assistance, inadequacies 

in the credit system (which, in its organization and structure, 

was directed to medium and large farrners), the precariousness 

of t.he highway system (the maintenance of a road in Amazonia 

often turns out to be more costly than its initial 

construction), the inexistence of transport facilities for 

the outflow of production, the limitcd capacity of the storage 

systern, the exaggerated bureaucracy of the marketing system 

and consequent reliance on unscrupulous middlemen, the 

insccurity caused by bureaucratic and financial obstacles 

which served to prevcnt scttlers from obtaining lawful deed 

to the lot which t.hey had been working, etc •• 
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Such factors of a "technical" nature, added to the 

inhospitable charactcristics of the region, wcre largely 

responsible for the failure of the first crops and for the re 

migration of a substantial proportion of thc settlers who had 

been brought in by INCRJ\ to participate in the initial coJonization 

projccts. More importantly, however, the "technical" flaws of 

the pilot projects served as justification for the virtual 

cancellment of the mass colonization project and its substitu- 

tion by a supposedly more "rational" form of economic occupation~7 

In this connection, it is extremely important that 

the results of the colonization experiment along the Transamazon 

highway be judged, not ln terrns of the interna! difficulties 

and failings of srnall-scale pilot projects but in terms of their 

initial objetives concerning the absorption of huge numbers of 

rural surplus population. In this vein, the "technical" 

difficulties encountered in the pilot projects are relevant, 

not so much in their own right, but in terms of the turnabout 

in the program's objectives which they propitiated. 

This point brings us to a discussion of the politicnl 

factors involved in the failure of colonization atternpts in 

the Program for National In tegraticn. As mentioned earlier, 

the PIN had suppcsedly been concei ved in answer to the problerns 

gene:i:ated by the drought which occured in the Northeast in 1970~8 

The launching of a major government program centered on small 

farmers and geared primarily to the needs of the poorer 

segmcnts of the rural population was certainly nota 

chaxac'ce r.í.s t.í,c move in Brazil 's concent.;r;ative rnodel of growth 

which, in 1970, was reaching the height of its "economic miraclc"; 

inclecd, it can convincingly be argued that the PIN constitutcd 

a historical anomaly within the conlext of thc predominant 

Brazilian model. The inherent inconsistencies betwecn the PIN's 

conccrn with thc rural poor and thc overall philosophy of the 

prcvailing poli ti cal and economic n-ode l soon carne to the forc and 

thcse incongrucncics can be consiàcrcd as thc prirnv.ry determinant 

of thc colonization program's fi:lilures on the Transamazon highwny. 
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Thus, shortly nfter its implementation, a progrcssive 

disillusionment with the idca of occupying the l\mazon region via 
small farmers began to be e:xpressecl by government authorities. 

This disillusionmcnt with sma.11-farmer colonization, suppose<lly 

derived from the technical difficulties discussed above, have in 

fact been convincingly linked to the pressures exerted on 

government institutions by business groups from the Center-South~9 

In<leed, the design of the PIN had aroused the interests of 

capitalist concerns, both national and multi-national, located 

in the Center-South region of Brazil. The opening up of new 

roads in the supposedly fertile Amazon jungle coupled to the 

mass in-migrations triggered off by government propaganda around 

the PIN, caused an immediate and accentuated upwing in Amazon 
land values and stimulated the cupidity of capitalists 

in the Center-South. The resulting pressures on government 

authorities, together with the apparent failure of ongoing 

attempts at small-farmer settlernent led the Minister of 

Planning to affirm in 1973 that: 

"Until now, the Transarnazon (project) has ernphasized 

colonization by srnall farmers but the need to prevent 

a predatory occupation and its consequent process 
of deforestation and the need to promote the 

rnaintenance of the ecological balance has led us to 

invite large companies to assume the task of 

developing the area11•40 

This chain of events also led to the creation of a 

special program of growth poles (POLOAMAZONI~) in 1974 with the 

purpose of concentrnting public and private investments in ranching, 

agriculturul and minernl concerns in selectcd areas. The virtual 

abandonrnent of atternpts to settle the region wilh small farmer::; 

was formalized in the II Plan for the Developmcnt of Amazônia which 

states tlwt: 

"The object of occupying thc l\mazon region through 

the absorption of reL:itj_ve s urp Luacs of Northc11stcrn 

popul.1tion, in spite of the efforts which wcre mude, 
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is in disagreement with the purposc of accelcrating 

regional growth and does not link, as it should, 

the elevation of living standards to the expansion 

of productive employment, ••• On the other hand, thc 

area cannot offer settlers the fertile soils which 

they dream of possessing, in nece s s a ry quanti ties. 

Thus, the mass oí spontaneous settlers to the region 

undertakes the only and dangerous activity which 

it knows: the destruction of the forest and the 

depletion of the soil through the ir.:-:ctice of 

planting extremely poor subsistence crops, using 

ill-famed methods of itincrant agriculture.1141 

In this manner, the official colonization programs 

were forsaken anda socially-motivated process of occupation was 

substituted by one in which economic concerns prevailed. In 

answex to the pressures exerted on governrnent authori ties, large 

companies, many of them foreign-owned, were benefitted by fiscal 

incentives, tax exemptions, credit facilities and 
obtained title to huge tracts of land at minimal prices. Public 

expendã tures in the f o rm of roacl-building and other infrastructure 
g1.1aranteed considerable increases in the value of land ceded to these 

companies. Large forest areas were then razed with the use of 

modern technology and some of the land was actually turned over to 

cattl.e ranching with the help of capital provided by fiscal 

incentives; another ·activity which was emphasized at a later time, 

involve5 the exploitation of nativ~ lumber. 

The interest. of large companies in cattle-raising 

had been prompted initially by a crisis in the international 

beef market and by the distinct advantages of Amazonian ports 

in terms of proximity to European and North American markets. 

Nevertheless, many of the companies never seriously undertook 

any fo rm of producti vc acti vi ty, thereby revcaling tha t their 

latent interests had bcen in land speculation all along. The 
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importation of tcchnology and capital to the region, which had 

been adduccd as a major motive for the switchover in govcrnmcnt 

policy, never effectively occurrea.42 

Turning over the task of occupying the Amuzon to 

large busincss concerns had several consequences in stark 

contradiction to the proposed objectives of the PIN, Thus, for 

instance, the few productive activities undertaken by big 

business in the Amazon regi.o~ are capital-intensive and the number 

of jobs created per hectare of land areais insignificant. 

Secondly,the widely-scattered but relatively important local 

population composed of farmers and gatherers, squatters 

and spontaneous migrants, was su~marily pushed off the huge 

tract.s of land ceded to the companies, thus giving rise to a 

rural exodus and/or to violent conflicts.43 In this sense, 

the lack of a clear dernarcation of properties, the chaotic 

land-registration situation of the area and the presence of 

grileiros (i.e. - land-grabbers, groups or individuals who 

take illegal and often violent possession of the land for the 

purpose of selling it to unwary or unscrupulous third parties), 

fanned the flames of violent conflicts which are rarely resolved 

in favor of small farmers and squatters. Thus: 

"Most of the conflicts over land involve squatters 

on the one hand and, on the other, large farmers 

or grileiros anxious to "clean up" their lands. 

Dueto a variety of disadvantages, the squatter 

usually ends up losing his lands. As a consequence 

of this pattern, a cycle of expulsion is created 

wherein squatters evicted from one spot, invade 

another from which they are again eventually 

thrown ofr."44 

In sbort, the colonization experiment along the 

Transamnzon highway appurently started out with all the 

precondi tions for success in ab so rb Lnq lv.rge numbe r s of s urp Lus 

rural population. Its initiv.l conception was moved by a conccrn 
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with the ncedy population of the rural Northeast, the resour.ces 

allotted to it, both in technical and financial tcrms, s0cmcd 

quite generous and, finally, its implcmentation was initiatcd 

arnidst the positivism and enthusiasm which characterized the 

rnost optimistic phasa of the so-called "Brazilian miracle". 

Despite these auspicious conditions, however, the 

initial preocupation with the drought-victims and the under 

employed population of the Northeast proved to be incompatible 

with the techniques and practical requirements of controlled 

settlement such as it was conceived by the technocrats; the 

colonization model, in turn, proved to be too complex and costly 

to be applied on a large scale and its concrete implementation 

revealed numerous flaws in planning and execution. The 

difficulties that errcr.ged in the settlement projects coincidcd 

with the pressures exerted by the expansion of capitalism from 

the Center-South and small-farmer settlernent was practically 

abandoned before it had really been tested. Therefore, instead 

of absorbing 100,000 families by 1974 and one million by 1980, 

the government-oriented projects absorbed, precariously, some 

6 or 7 thousand families in areas adjacent to the Transamazon 

highway; if we accept SUDAM's estimate that there are approximat!a!ly 

four spontaneous settlers for each one established by INCRA, 

we would then have in 1974, some 25 thousand families precariously 

installed on lots along the highway, without goverr.ment support. 

The change in g:ivernment policy, the land-purchasing rush and 

the proble:.ns generated by the subsequent conflicts over land have 

hindered the effective occupation of Amazonia either in socLll 

or ecoriomic terms. 

In this connection, it is of some interest to observe 

that the hybrid form of occupalion,which has sprouted from changing 

govcrnment orientations,not only fell far short of its mark in 

terms of creating employment opportunities for lhe rural poor 

but also has succeedcd in discnchanting even the capitalists who 

joincd in thc Amazon venture.45 On the one hand, it is possible 

that the non-fulfillment of expectations regarding thc profits to 
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be made frorn the exportation of cattle might have contributed to 

this outlook. On the other, it is clcar that the conflicts over 

lana, which spread to involve the police, the Church and even 

the Army, and generatcd bad publicity in the press, have resulted 

in a feeling of insecurity with respect to the stability of 

government directives in the Amazon. 

3.3 Recent Colontzation Efforts in Rondonia 

The rnost irnportant recent developments with respect 

to the settlement of the agricultural frontier have taken place in 

Rondonia. Although covering an area of 243,000 km2 (greater than 

all of West Germany) and generously covered with patches of fertile 

soil, Rondonia had only 37 thousand inhabitants in 1950. The 

construction of a dirt road (the BR-364) between Porto Velho, the 

Territory's capital, and the city of Cuiabá at the end of ~he 

1950's, provided Rondonia with its first precarious link to the 

Central-South and, as a result, the Territory increased its 

population to 111 thousand by 1970. This road was improved 

sornewhat in 1970 and, shortly thereafter, the INCRA instituted 

colonization projects along it. The opening up of access roads 

and the discovery that a high proportion of Rondonian soils werc 

of excellent quality combined with push factors in other regions 

to generate a rush of migrants to Rondonia. Since thcse developmcnts 

occurred within the context of the growing concern with the 

interiorization of domestic capital which had been stimulated by 

the PIN, the displacement of population to Rondonia brings to 

mind,in terms of its dimensions and chaotic nature, the gold 

rushes of the Arnerican west. Hence, by rnid-1976, the population 

o! the Territory was estimated as high as 450 thousand 

inhabitants - which would mean an increase of over 400% in six 

years.46 
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The first colonization project sct up by INCRA in 

Rondonia - the Integrated Settlement Projcct of Ouro Preto 

(PIC - Ouro Preto) - was initiated as an attcmpt to resolve thc 

problems of 300 families who had becn attractcd to the Tcrritory 

(and later lcft stranded) by a private colonization enterprise.47 
News of the soil's excellent quality and the inforrnation that the 

government was supposedly giving away land in Rondonia was 

rapidly disseminated, provoking the interests of othcr small 

farmers in the Center-South and attracting the attention of all 

sorts of adventurers and grileiros. Under these conditions, the 

PIC-Ouro Preto project, which had originally been designed 

for 500 families, was expanded tenfold, yet INCRA's c:Sacity 

for copihg with the mass influx was rapidly depleted. 

The invasion led by the grileiros and extemporaneous 

settlement companies, and fed by the growing wave of spontaneous 

migrants in search of land, created an untenable land-rights 

situation, precisely in that part of the country which seemed 

least-susceptible to this type of problem. Indeed, in addition 

to the high quality of its soil, the feature that made Rondonia 
an outstanding site for large-scale colonization was its relative 

absence of struggles over property rights. Thus, when the first 

national cadaster of rural properties was carried out in 1967 

(at a time when the first speculators had already made a 
few incursions) nine people claimed to own tracts of over 

100,000 hectares each. Their total claims alone would have addcd 

up to some 12% of the Territory's land area; however, INCRA's 
final analysis established the existcnce of only 155 legitimate 

claims, comprising as little as 7% of the total land area. In 
surn, 93% of Rondonia's surface area was still owned by the 

49 
Union in 1967. 
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Subscguently, private companics - passing themsclves 

off as colonization enterpriscs - began to take "possession" of 

large tracts of land (spilling ovcr onto Indi~n reservations, 

forest reserves and top-security arens) divitling them up into lots 

and selling them to unwary settlers. Thus, whcn the sccond INCRA 

cadaster was taken in 1972 (i.e, - two years bcfore the beginning 

of the largest invasion) a survey revealed that: 

"3,200 properties having the most di verse modn Lf, tics 

of ownership have beco claimed: provisional titles, 

licenses of occupation, definitive titles, long 

terrr. lease letters and, in many cases, pure and 

simple take-over, lacking any sort of documcmtation"~O 

lt is probable that many grileir:os had their land 

rights legalized through "usocapião" (a form of squatters rights). 

Thus, the total area reserved for redistribution arnong settlers 

in INCR~'s seven colonization projects (2,619,000 ha.) would be 

several times smaller than the total land area which was unduly 

appropriated and concentrated into large propcrties in the five 

year interim between the two agricultura! censuses.51 

In an atternpt to cope with the increasingly larger 

waves of hopeful rnigrants arriving in Rondonia and with the 

internal problems created by the speculative activities of the 

grileiros, the governrnent agencies tried to multiply their 

projects and to accelerate the pace of settlement. However, 

severa! circumstances impeded government action from keeping up 

with the dernand. Initially, the adverse conditions of the 
jungle region greatly hindered the delimiting action of the 

surveyors as well as the cons t ruc t Lon of accec s roads - 
essential prcliminary steps in INCRA's scheme of action. Moreovcr, 

t.he co Lonã z a t.í on agcncy nevcr had sufficicnt financial resourccs 

to cape with the magnitude of the task of promoting rnassive 

colonization in accordance with its preconceived schem.1. 
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Subsequently, the violence gcnerated by the spcculators and 

grileiros, as well as lhe insatisfaction of thc disillusioncd 

settlers, sabotagcd all attempts at rationalizing the settlcment 

process. Deficiencics in the administrative and legal structure 

of the Tcrritory, wh.ich would have made efficient operation 

!mpossible under normal conditions, made it easy for the 

~rileiros to prornote chaos and manipulate existing powers for 

their own benefit. An illustration of the difficulties encountercd 

is the fact that the municipality of Porto Velho, which has an 

area roughly equivalent to the size of East Germany, had but 

one single judicial district to decide on the numerous lawsuits 

that sprang up daily frorn the perrnanent conflicts over lana.52 

Finally, the very size of the continuous flow of 

settlcrs to Rondonia stimulated the activities of profiteers 

and rninimized the effectivc11ess of govcrnment efforts to 

organize the oc cupat.Lon of the Tcrri tory. According to data 

gathered by INCRA an d by the l'linistry of the Interior, 

sorne 3,005 families represet1ting over 17 thousand 

people, were counted ata checkpoint on one Rondonian border 

during 1976. An unknown but sizeable adclitional number were 

not counted at this checkpoint and still more flowed in from 

other points.53 The intensity of the migration flows usu~lly 

increases during the dry season (in which the roads are 

better and the land is prepared for planting) andas many as 

900 families were counted in one rnonth of 1976. The volume 

of in-migration as a whole has tended to incrcase since 1974; 

the coincidence of this date with the previously-discusscd 

reversal ã.n government policy with rcspect to settlement along 

the Tr.:msamazon highway suggests tl1<:1t, as of that rnome n t , 

Rondonia began to be looked upon as one of the few remaining 

outlets for the absorption of rural supluses. 
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On thc othcr hand, pu::;h factors in both tr.<1.ditional 

and new agricultura! areas such as thc mcchanization of the rice 

and whcat crops, the introduction of export-oricntcd crops, thc 

switch to large-scalc livcstock farming and the rapidly 

inc.reascd value of agricultura! lands which resulted from thcsc 

severa! measures, provided the immcdiate motives for migr.c:ttion. 

Interestingly enough, the bulk of these settlers carne from 

other recently-settled (in the 1940's and 1950's) areas of 

southern Mato Grosso and northeastern Paraná,which were being 

severely affected by the abrupt changeover in land utilization 

beginning in the late 1960's. 

The Rondonian government was, with good reason, 

frightened by the size of the flows; a monthly inflow of some 

900 families would require that the government, each month, 

provide for the demarcation of 90 thousand hectares, the 

construction of 225 km of jungle roads, the provision of seeds 

and utensils for 900 farmers, the building of 900 houses,as 

well as the undertaking o f other inf:eastructure jobs and the 

contracting of technical backstopping.54 In addition, the 

gavernment would simult.aneously have to make similar expenditures 

in arder to absorb thousands of families who had arrived 

earlier and were still awaiting the opportunity to settle on 

a piece of land. 

Given the impossibility of keeping up with the pace 

of in-migration and of coping with the grileiros and invaders, 
the INCRA began limiting itself to officializing de facto 

situations,55 a strategy which, inadvertently, benefi~~ 

the ~rileiros. Some of the initial government-sponsored 

projects, such as the PIC-Ouro ~reto, could be considcred as 

successful within their proposed objectives. Some 7,000 

families were absorbcd in this project (often through the 
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active or passive recognition of squatter's rights) and many of 

these were providedwith the services. infrastructurc and resourccs 

specified in INCRA's colonization schcma. The production 

attaincd by this colony, seven years after its inception, is judgcd 

to be admirable by official sources.56 

However, in more global terms and particularly as 

concerns the absorption of rural labor, the Rondonian settlement 

experience is far from having fulfilled its expectations. In 

mid-1977, the number of agricultural families who hadn't rnanaged 

to obtain a lot by legal or illegal means and thus had joined 

the marginal population of newly-createQ urban areas, was 

estimated at 30,000.57 Since then, migration flows have 

continued to arrjve; data for the first four months of 1978 

reveal that the number of arrivals had surpasscd the respective 

totals observed for the sarne period in 1976.58 According to 

INCRA's statistics, some 28 thousand families (i.e. - less than 

the nurnber awaiting lots} had been settled in one of the seven 

existing projects along the BR-364 in Rondonia. However, these 

data, E~, are illusory as concerns effective settlement since 

only 45% of these families have had their legal possession 

formalizea.59 The average cost of scttling each farnily within 

these projects was estimated at lGO thousand cruzeiros (equi 

valent, at the time, to some 12 thousand dollars).For the 

settled families, the difficulties were also great: the lack 

of roads, problems in marketing their produce and the inexistence 

of basic infrastructure are mentioned as reasons for the 
desistence of some of the settlers.60 

In Rondonia, the attribution of a significant 

share of the blame for the failure of the colonization 

projects to the scttlers t.herns e Lve s is evcn Le s s reasonablc 

than it was with rcspcct to the Transnmazon projects. ln fact, 

the naturc of migration selcctivity to Rondonia would have 
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favorcd succcssful colonization sincc many of the scttlcrs wcre 

expcrienced farmcrs and most of thcm had been pionccrs in othcr 

colonization efforts in thc states of Parani and Mato Grosso. 

Many of thcse would-be settlers brought with them capital 

dei:-ived from the sale of their lands, along with m.ichincry, anímals 

and household goods. Even the physical type of the scttlers secmcd 

to irnpress observers, accustomed to viewing the small and darker 

Northeastern peasant as the prototype of the Brazilían migrant: 

"They are tall, blond and blue-Gyed, the present-day 

migrants of the Brazilian countryside. They are 

second, third and fourth-generation Germans, 

Italians and Poles. Increasing land values in 

the Southern region . . • have pushed them towards 

Amazonia, where there are many hopes and high 

expectations.061 

With respect to selectivity and origin, it is 

parlicularly interesting to note in Table III that, while the 

oldcr migrants to Rondonia were, for the most part, natives 

of traditional agricultura! areas in the Northeast or Southeast, 

and had migrated towards regions which, until recently, had 

thcmselves been considered as frontier areas (particularly 

Paraná and the Centcr-West), the young<::r arrivals to Rondonia 

were mostly born in those older frontier areas. These difíercncQs 

in the composition of different age groups by place of birth and 

last place of rcsidence clearly suggest that the older pioneers 

who had originally settled in frontier areas of Paraná and 

Mato Grosso and raised their offspring there, had undertaken a 

new migration ín less than one generation. This finding would 

indicate that even in areas of supposedly "successful" 

settlcment expcricnces,such as thosc carried out in Parani 

and Mato-Grosso, the expulsion of colonists tcnds to take 

placc within thc span of a generation. 



TABLE 3 

AGE COMPOSITION OF THE MIGRANT ULATION, BY PLACE OF ORIGIN ANO 

PLACE OF BIRTH, RONDONIA, JUANRY TO APRIL, 1978 (in %) 

AGE AT ARRIVAL 

14-25 26-40 40 and + Total (N=l00%) 
Place of origin 

North & Northeast regions 38.7 40.0 21.3 75 
Southeast region 43.6 31. 8 24.5 330 
Paraná 50.5 26.5 23.0 570 
Santa Catarina and Rio 
Grande do Sul 43.2 32.4 24.3 37 
Central West region 45.0 34.l 20.8 777 

Total 46.8 31.1 22.0 1,789 

Place of birth 
~orth & Northeast regions 26.6 40.2 33.2 286 
Southeast region 41.2 33.3 25.5 787 
Paraná 71.7 17.8 10.5 332 
Santa Catarina and Rio 
Grande do Sul 32.8 40.1 27.0 137 
Central west region 58.3 29.1 12.6 247 

Total 46.8 31.1 22.0 1,789 

Source: SIMI/MINTER System of Information on Internal Migrations, 
Ministry of the Interior, Brasília, 1978 

w 
,I>, . 
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The difficultics encountcred in Rondonia for the 

absorption of rural surplus populations are, thereforc, 

attributable to factors of a structural ordcr and not to 

individual failings. The very dimension of the dcmand for land - 

a reflcction of the agrarian structure which prevails in rcgions 

of traditional agriculture - and the irnpunity with which unscru 

pulous groups enticed and exploitcd thc settlers and manoeuver~d 

the administrative structure to thcir own bencfit, has scrvcd 

to accentuate the dcficiencics of the paternalistic model of 

colonization that has been adopted in Brazil. These difficulties 

also serve to emphasize the lack of official support for 

colonization through small-scale farmers and, finally, they 

highlight the absence of a. philosophy and overall stratogy 

of occupation aimed at maximizing the absorption of small 

farmers in frontier areas. 

Recognizing the irnpossibility of absorbing the 

rural population which migrated towards Rondonia in growing 

numbei::s, the government was forced to adopt certain measures 

aimcd at discouraging these flo1r;s at their origin. Thus, t.he 

government's colonization venture carne full circle: initiated 

amidst optimistic forecasts and boastful propaganda made barely 

seven years earlier when the PIN was first drawn up, the 

colonization exp~rience in the Amazon had to be purposely and 

explicitly stifled. Hence, at the end of 1977, disincentive 

pamphlets were distributed in several municipalities located 

in the states of Paraná, Mato Grosso, Minas Gerais and Espírito 

Santo (from which procecded the majority of migrants to Rondonia): 

in these it was asserted that: 

"Rondonia has soils of excellent quality for 

ag:x:icul tural exploitation. But, to all practical 

purposes, these lands are already occupied. 

Thcrcfore, only a linlited number of lots e r e 

available for sale. Moreover, a large part of thcse 
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lands (ovcr two million hectares} are locatcd 

eithcr in official colonization projccts or in 

areas v1hich havc been cedcd by INCRZ\, in public 

auction, to furming and cattle-ranching campanics~62 

Meanwhile, authorities in Rondonia wcre in turn 

faced with violent conflicts over land, with uncontrollcd urban 

growth and its attcndant problcrns, with the indiscriminate 

occupation of Indian reservations and forest reserves, with 

the illegal sale of public lands and with the appearance of 

ch<1rismatic leaders who sought to exploit the deficiencics of 

the administration and the resultant social problems. 

At the sarne time, although INCRA officially 

acknowledged that its Rondonian project had not attained even 

50% of its expected result:;, there already existed concern over 

the effects of extensive deforestation in terms of ecological 

imbalances and leaching of the soil. The specialized literature 

is full of warnings concerning the specd with which tropical 

rains can cause erosion and leaching in hastily-deforested jungle 

regions. Since over 200 thousand hectares had been deforested 

in this manner and had not becn covered by permanent crops, 

serious ecological problems could also develop in Rondonia.63 

In surn, despite its real advantages in terms of the 

richness of its soil, of the relative availability of vacant 

lands, of the quality and expcrience of the settlers and of the 

relatively strong government support, thc present phase of the 

colonization experience in Rondonia cannot be classified as 

successful. Several factors, many of which were mcntioned 

above, are responsible for this situation. But, perhaps thc 

greatest problcm, and one which contributed dec í.s í.ve Ly to <111 
of thc difficulties cited above, refers t.o the overall abscnce 

of a sy:::;tematic official conccrn with small-scale producers - 

whc-thcr thcy are working in arcéls of traditional agriculture or 

in those of rcccnt occupation. With the ab andomuc nt; of thc 
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elaborate but socially-oricntcd colonization projccts on thc 

Trans11m;;1zon highwo.y and thc aggravi)tion of push factors in the 

Centcr-South, Rondonia bccame onc of the fcw altern.::itivcs lcft. 

for the smnll íarmcrs in search of land. The size and intensity 

of the dernand f«vored the action of unscrupulous persons and 

contributed to sabotaging the efforts of the well-int~ntioncd 

but paternalistic, cumbersome and unsupportcd governm<::!nt agency 

in charge of colonization. 

4. Fin~l Considerations: Frontier Settlement, Rural ~~plus 

Population and Structural Detcrminw.nts. 

The present paper addressed itself to the question 

of the potentialities of Amazonian settlement for the absorption 

of large numbers of rural families. To this purpose, the throe 

most relevant recent experiences carried out in the region werc 

examined; the overall perspective derived therefrom is not 

very encouraging. 

Settlement along the Belém-Brasília high\-1ay was 

undertaken, for the most part, in a haphazard manner by spontaneous 

migrants who began practicing an itinerant forro of agriculture. 

Although construction of this hiahway undoubtedly helped to 

occupy and integrate an enormous tract of uninhabited land into 

the nation's economy, it is equally clear that this 

disorderly, unsupported process of colonization has established 

very few permanent settlers in proportion to the available spacc 
or the size of the dcmand. Spontaneous settlements have givcn 

rise to the latifundia via the consolidation of smaller plots 

which are abandoned, arisimilated or taken ovcr by force. On 

the other hand, the few government-oriented sattlement projccts 

are leading to the prolifcration of the minifundia; in both 

cases, a ncw rural cxodu!:: is taking place anda limited numbcr 

of pe rruanent; cconomic opportuni tics have bcen crcated for 

ruri:\l labor. 
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Along thc Tr.:insamazon highway I the governmcn t 

oriented projccts, which had bccn initiated amidst gre.:it 

expcctations, wcre abandoncd before thcy could be effectivcly 

tcsted. Moved initially by a singular conccrn with the rural 

inhabitants of the rnost depressed areas, the program was soon 

divested of its soc:i.al content in arder to conform itself to the 

canons. of "economic rationality". Problems of a more tcchnical 

nature, such as the inaclequacy and inefficiency of the super 

structured colonization rnodel devized by the technocrats 

and difficulties inhérent to the occupation of jungle areas, 

added to the exacerbation of the extremely complex land rights' 

problems which pre-existed in the area, were all used to 

justify an inversion of the initial socially-oriented purposes 

conceived by the PIN and to rationalize the incursions of large-scale 

national and multinational capital. Subsequent conflicts which 

arose over land rights, particularly between squatters and the 

development companies which were being directly and indirectly 

subsidized by the government, brought dissatisfaction to all 

parties concerned. 

Lastly, Rondonia appc:rently has the most favorablc 

conditions for the absorption of rural labor in large nurnbers. 

Initially devoid of land rights problems, favored with large 

expanses of fertile soil and having attracted settlers who 

generally possessed previous pionecring experience anel. b.cought 

with th~m sorne working capital, Rondonia seemed to have every 

thing it necded to become, in the short run, a significant 

absorbcr of rural labor. On the contrary, however, the 

settlement experience of Rondonia has been chaotic and the 

Territor:i• has grown at an cxplosive pace , Thc complexity of 

the official modcl of colonization togetlrnr with the hclplessness 

of governmcnt ugencics vis-a-vis the ac t í.ons o f _g_rilciJ~os , thc 

uncxpcctcd dimonsions of the dema.nd for land and the ovcrall 

lack of political support for smilll-scale produccrs, all 
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' :. combincd to bring about serious problems for the territory as 

~

.J well as for the migrant population. The u.ctions of the gri Lo íro s , 

n turn, have becn facilitatcd by thc fragility of the Tcrritory's 

nstitutions and thus contributcd to the aggravation of the 

rea's problems. 

In short, the overall performance of Amazonian 

settlement in terms of the absorption of the relative surplus 

of rural population has fallen far short of the optimistic 

expectations which it has customarily generated. What accounts 

for this situation? The answer to this question has to be 

discussed at complemen tary levels. Ini ti·ally, technical 

problerns related to the innate difficulties of the regionas 

well as to the complexity and cost of the official rnodel of 

colonization render it incapable of application on a large 

scale. In this sense, it is undeniable that semi-oriented or 

spontaneous movements (which have been responsible for the 

settlernent of the rnajority of recently-occupied areas in Brazil) 

will have to play a major role in the Arnazon as well. This 

assertion, however, should not be construed as support for 

outright laissez-faire in frontier areas since, in the absence 

of government intervention, social interests will inevitably be 

subverted by the exploitative actions of more powerful 

groups. In this sense, an intermediary solution, involving 

the unconditional support of small farrners and spontaneous 

rnigrants as well as the introduction of simpler and cheaper forms 

of assistance to colonization projects,including subsidies to 

coopcrative schemas, would be more effective in terrns of 
absorbing would-be settlcrs.64 
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More importanly, howcver, it should be highlightcd 

that the inhcrcnt incongrucncies between the sociully oricnted 

objectives of colonizution via srnall-scale producers and the 

requircrnents of the historical process of capitalist expansion 

which, ultirnatcly, provided thc rnain impctus for the recl;lnt 

incursions into ~mazonia, are at thc root of the problems 

itnvolved in colonizing the Amazon. In this light, the Belém 

BrasÍlia, the Transamazon highway and the BR-364 route are, in 

the last instance, predictable manifestations of thc expansicnistic 

character of Brazilian capitalism. To be sure, rolling back the 

capitalist frontier does help bring about a more effective 

integration of the nation' s w í.de Ly+s c at.t.e r-ed regions but it is 

largely ineffectual in terrn.s of creating a significant nt.Jmber of job 

opportunities. In the case of the Transam:lzon highway, it has been 

argued that the rnoving force behing the PIN - one of the most 

ambitious prograrns ever launchetl in Brazil - was a genuine 

conccrn with the neediest segments of the rural population. 

Subsequent events, nancly, the inversion in the governrrent's 

approach to Arnazonian settlement, however, ãemonstrate convin 

cingly that this socially-oriented conoe r n with small-scale 

farmers constituted a historical anomaly within the context of 

the predominant. politico-economic model of growth - one which 

was soon corrected by the pressures brought to bear on 

government officials for the opening up of the Arnazon to 

large-scale capitalistic enterprises. 

ln this perspective, the failure of colonization 

attempts and the lirnited absorption of rural manpower in the 

Amazon region are perfectly coherent with the nation's 

prcvailing economic and political orientations. Thus the 

ambiguous and limited support received by colonists in 

frontier are.:is is a rnere reflcction of the situation in 

areas of traditional agriculture. In spite of thcir importancc 

for [ood production, for the absorption of manpowcr and 

despitc thcir high rates of economic productivity and cconomic 
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efficiency, thc small 11nd mc<lium-sizcd ugricultur11l produccrs 

inv11ri11bly finc1 themcclves on thc peri.phcry of institutional 

support. In retrospcct thcn, it is bcyon<l doubt that a global 

conccrn with small-scale producers would havc grently cnhanccd 

the absorptive potentialitics of frontier coloniz11tion and 

that past experic::nccs are consequently insufficient for the 

purposes o! passing judgment on the potcntialities of sm11ll 

farmer colonization. 

However, in the long run, it is perhaps even more 

pertinent to observe that the mass colonization of territorial 

reserves can no longer be upheld as a panacea for the structural 

problems which besct other regions of the counlry. Even if 

settlcmcnt experiences had been extremely efficient, they 

would have meant little in terms of reducing the absolute 

stock of rural surplus population, estimated earlier at 

j 2.7 million families. Moreover, even if this limitation 

did not hold, the colonization of frontier areas would, under 

presont c í.r cums t ances still constitute a somewhat temporary 

solution. In this sense, it is of some import that in each of 

the three areas studied, many cases of re-migr11tion from 

colonization areas were observed; more to the point, fronticr 

areas such as Rondonia are being besieged by the arrival of 

large numbers of colonists who, just ano generation earlier, 

hac1 participated in thc successful settlement of northeastern 

Paraná and sout.hern Mato Grosso and are now being pushed 

off their land by the encroachment of modern capitalistic 

advances. That is, under the prescnt Ln s t.Lc ut.Loria I set-up 

{lack of support for small-scale producers, absence of 

tcchnoJ.ogical changc on small farms and high rates of population 

growth), the colonization of frontier areas constitutes a 

short-term solution since it takes but one generation for thc 

migration cycle to become rc-activated. 
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Jn this contcxt, there scems to bc little 

altcrnative to thc truism that the dcfinitive solution for thc 

absorption of rural surplus population would consist in the 

adoption of a range of employment-creating strategics dictatcd 

by a global conccrn with social devclopment and incarne 

redistribution. Of particular relcvance in this vcin would be the 

implcmentation of a comprchensive land reforro (which already 

exists on paper in Brazil) since the application of existing 

agrarian legislation would undoubtedly lead to considerable in 

creases in both productivity and employment, thereby contributing 

to a significant improvernent in rural living conditions.65 The 

adoption of complementary mcasures in urban areas would be 

instrumental in relieving the pressure of the demand on frontier 

are aa and in deflating unrealistic expectations with 

respect to the potentialities of these areas. Finally, the 

settlement process itself would be greatly benefitted by a 

systemutic concern with small-scale settlers, by a simplifi 

cation of thc colonization model which would permit its 

widespread application and, by a greater emphasis on 

associative forros of colonization. 
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