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anaus, Brazil—or
huancheds of yuin,
Brazil's Wabnuri Indiang
bunodd ther desaed ol
scatteted the ashes over
naarhy Amazonian rivers. One trogie
day in 1981, whon 21 Waimiri died
[rn mensles, the tribe imexphcably
broko with their anciont tacdition aned
buried the dead. For the Waimin, death
wils hocoming n way of lifa. In porcont-
age terms, the human loss that day
was the equivalant of 10 million peaplo
dying in the United States.

Dunng the last 20 yeats, other
changes, none of the Waimiri's making,
swepl over their world. Favoured hunt-
ing grounds disappeared as highway
BR-174 sliced through their jungle, and
miners pushed onto their land. Vast
reservoirs created by a new hydroelec-
tric ddm flooded thousands of hectares
of forest.

Social patterns shifted too. The
Waimiri abandoned their communal
thatched homes in the forest to live in
separate dwellings along the new
highway. No longer dressed in twine
and leaves, they began wearing store-
bought clothes, Ancient festivals mark-
ing ntes of pussage no longer seemed
unportant. Jungle paths were deserted

Waimiri Indians
are on a journey
towards

survival




as the Indians chose to trade and
barter with the growing traffic along
the highway.

And thoe Walmiri butiod moje and
more of their deod. Thoir numbery
were leveled not by war or natuial
disastors, but simply by the offects of
outsilers bringing strange discases
and «wvading their fand. The Wauniii's
nui:.eers plummeted from 6,000 al the
turss of the contury to 488 today.

it just as they hovered on the verge
of - xtinction, the Waimiri were able to
tu: 1 back the clock of destruction.
Tt rough a series of innovative projects,
a nealing process began which has
saved them from disease, and it slowly
hi-iping them retrieve the core of their
vich cultural past.

They can never totally return to the
w3y they were," says Porlirio Carvalho,
2 <onsultant for Indian Aflairs lor the
Lwectrie Companies of Northarn Brazil
slotronorte), and {ormer officer of
Brazil's National Indian Foundation
{FUNALR. “But now the Waimiri ara
regaining some of what was lost." Mr.
Carvalho is author of Waimiri Atroari—
The Untold Story, a book which put
him in jail for divulging government
documents detailing atrocities against
tha Indians,

[ronically, Mr. Carvalho once had
every reason for turning his back on
the Waimuti. In bitter struggles to save
thelr land, the Walmirl fought against
all intruders, and in 1974, four of Mr,
Carvalho's FUNAI collsagues were kill-
ed by the tribe. He survived the attack
only because ho had laft tha jungle tha
day before to get married. Despite the
dangers, Mr. Carvalho roturned Lo the
Waimiri in 1978, determined to con-
tinue working for thair protaction.

To this day, the Waimiti will not tell
him why thoy spuorod hig e whon'he
returned to their village, When nsked
why he wag willing to tink dousth Lo
work with the Indians again, Mr. Car:
valho shrugs and says, "'l don't know. |

- have a mystical connection with them.
P s
- 1just knew ! had to come back.
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B8 Waimliri lands in northern Brazil
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The first 1eal asspult an tho thho
began in the early 1970s whan Brazil's
then military govarnment launchod a
network of roads throughout Amazonia
Construction of BR-174, the main
north-south highway which cuts
thirough the Amazon jungle for 700
kilometres {tom Manaus to Boa Vista,
tnttoduced meastas, malana, llu, wuber-
culosis and a host of other diseases to
tho 12 main Wainnn viilages Wihale the
Indians fought fiercely nguinst the
whito man'm oncronchimonts, thon une
mune systems were powerloss ngainst
disease.

Thon cemo the amvat of the
Paranapanoma munng compuny,
which simply took over 526.800 hec-
tnras of Waimiri lnnd, bringing ovon

This communal
home ia shoarod by
an entire villaga.



Over 30,000
hectares of
Walmlri land woere
flocdad by the
RBalbina Dam,

mora outside contact and more disease.
The linal blow was tha completion of
tha Balbina Dam in the late 1980s. With
a capacity of merely 250 megawatts—
enough to meet only half the yearly
power needs of the city of Manaus’
850,000 people—tha dam is now wide-
ly regarded as an environmental atroci-
ty. Even government experts concede
that the size and cost of the project
ware s0 enormous that the dam should
never have been built. But it was,
flooding 30,000 hectares of forest and
foreing the evacuation of two Waimiri
villages.

All over the Amazon, the story was
the same. Developars, often with
government backing, brought high-
ways, settlers, cattle ranches, mines
and hydroelectric dams. Throughout
Brazil, more than 90 tribes have dis-
appeared over 90 yeatrs.

Eventually, the debate over whether
or not clearing and burning large areas
of rain forest contributed to carbon
dioxide build-ip and the greenhouse
eflect, turned the [uture of the Amazon

*

into an international political issue.
Development funds from abroad began
to coms with environmental and social
policy strings attached. For the first
tima in Brazil, environmental impact
studies became an integral part of the
financing and licensing proceduros for
new hydropower plants.

""While academics, environmentalists
and anthropologists had been denoun-
cing the fate of the Indians lor 20 yeats,
development thinkers have only recent-
Iy begun to consider the plight of the
country’s 230,000 Indians and the
destruction of the environment around
them,” says architect and anthropo-
logist Luiz Galvao, president of the
DAM Foundation, which promotes ta-
tional use of the Amazon's timber
resouIces.

For the Waimiri, the change in
Brazilian attitudes meant deliverance
{rom extinction. No one could erase the
damage already incurred, but it was
not too late to protect future gensra-
tlons from badly planned development
schemaes, '

In a dramatic shift in policy,
Eletronorte, which built and operates
the Balbina Dam and four other hydro-
power plants in Amazonia, created a
special Department of Studies in En-
vironmental Effects in 1987. Its pur-
posa was to train experts within
Eletronorte who would be capabls of
forecasting and controlling tho on.
vironmental consequences ol hydro-
power construction.

"Elotronorte’s operations in the
18708 had ono geoal in mind—1o pro-
duce energy,' says United Nations
Developmont Programmeo {UNDP) Resi-
dent Representative Eduardo Gutierrez.
""When the political climate changed in
the mid-1980s, discussions began
which addressed environmaental issuaos.
The hope was to avoid any future major
disasters like Balbina. There was no
stopping the growth of energy produc-
tion. It just had to become more 1a-
tionally planned.”

In 1988, with US$300,000 in
technical assistance from UNDP,

for a traditional . ,
foutival,

Eletronorte’s new Department began
giving the social, cultural and health
effects of hydro projects the same
degree cf importance as the ecological
consequences of such ventures. "This
was the first attempt to assess all en-
vironmental elements in one package,”
says clvil engineer Sebastiio Oliveira,
national directer of the project. “'We
{inolly roalized that we could no longer
continuoe to study water or soll or in-
digenous populations in isolation of
aach other”

In and around Eletronorte's existing
Amazon hydro projects, fisheries ex-
perts studied aquatic lile.-Water experts
developed mathematical models for
simulating the hydraulic and chemical
properties of Amazonian water
systems. Soil experts surveyed bio-
logical properties of nearby land.
Architects and anthropologists assess-
ed the cultural and sociological
changes within local communities
alter a dam is bullt. Two medlical doc-
tors evaluated the health conditions of
aret populations, devising a new
methodology for collecting medical
data and improving the health of in-
digenous people.

It was these medical {indings that
ultimately saved the Waimiri from ex-
tinction. In 1988, Eletronorte commit-
ted $3 milllon to a 25-year project aim-
ed ot compensating the Waimiri for
loss of land. Foalth, oducalion and
daomnreation of land boundarios com:
prised the key elements of this project.
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Ti.a ambitious effort is being managed
L FUNAL with technical support from
,.u Institute of Tropicel Medicine in
tanaus, and the Universxty of the
a0,

Tha first priority was to bring uigent
«.dlcal aid to the vanishing Walmizi.
“There ig no question that if this pro-
grarmme had not been put in place, the
Waimiri would have bacome extinct,”
sayo tropical madialne oxport Dr.

~ Rémulo Saboia, who was part of the

‘madical group hired by Eletronortes.
"Malaria, measles and tuberculosis
had nesrly annihilated the tribe.”

.. Tha tribe's critical condition war-
ranted some unusgual medical applica.
tions. '*“We had to break some rules,”
says Dr. Sabofa. "The standard medical
principles for vaccinations did not ap-
ply to these isolatad people. We had to
vaccinate the very old along with ths
vary young, because no one had im-
munity against thqse diseages.”

Dr. Sabola claims that the Waimiri
now have the best health conditions of
any people in Amazonia. The tribe's
bopulation growth rate has eached an
astounding high of 7.6 per cent, Last
year, only two Waimiri infants died—
an infant mortality rate of just four po:

*1.000.

With the Waimiri's health undeg con-
trot, project staff turned to & mors sub-
tle isgue: reviving the Indian's cultural
heritage. A team of 10 teachars from
the Department of Ethno-linguistice at
the University of the Amazon croatsd -
an innovative curriculum without toxt-

wnee  DOOKS and traditional classrooms, end

Edllberto Fouzecn
conducts a
morning clops.

without the raligious ngonda of
pravious teachers who came as mis-
sionaries. The unique appreach is
developing a writtsn form for tha
Waimiri spoken language—Karib—
while teaching people to read at the
same tims.

Everyone participates. Men and
women, young and old, como to class
sach day, bringing their dreams and
hopes, mamoriaz of thair first contncta
with white men, and recoliactions of
favorita myths. Their stories are than
spalled out phonaticelly on the black-
board, with the teachars seeking the
group's advica about how the words
should be {ormed. Whaen a consensus
is reached, the storles are then entered
into & book for future generations of
Waimiri,

"Using their own culture and history
as told by themselves, the richness of
their past is remembered and preserv.
ed,” says Edilberto Fouseca, who, along
with his wife Edith Laceds, is pert of
the teaching team.

*The old ones love reteiling their

favorite myth~-about a parrol who mai-

tles g Walmiti,' says Mis, Lacerda.
"The parrot teachey her husbund o
sing and than tolls him to shate the gift
of song with the other Indiens. By ro-
counting this myth, the old reiterate to
the young the importance of their an-
clent songs &s vehicles for passing on
knowledge, culture and history.”

Mr. Carvalho is optimistic about the
Walmlil's future prospects. "By maoig-

; ing modern change with remnants ol

tholr past, thoy ate, In n nonao, going
back to the future,” he says.

i
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Whilo the Waimiri's cultural past is
being reconstructed, their lost land
cannot be recoverod. The mining com-
pany hasg been allowed to retain the
526,000 hectares it originally claimed
from the Waimiri. The 30,000 hectares
flocdod by the dam are gone forever.
But official boundatias have now been
delineated and guards control a road-
block at the main entrance to the
Waimiri territory. For the time being,
the Watmirt have free reign over 2.b
million hectares,

Since the project began, the Waimiri
are taroly seen walking along BR-174.
They have sbandoned their shacks on
the highway and have moved back to
communal homes in the forest.

Waimiri Chief Temehe, sporting a
T-shitt that depicts an Amazon jungle
scene with the words "'Don't Destroy™
printed across it, asks all visitors for
batiaries. He wants to take photos of
the next day's festival, and record the
songs which will celebrate their young
men's passage Into manhood. Cameras
and taps recorders are as much a part
of thoir lives ag bows and arrows. Whon
agked if lile is dilforent for the Woimiri
now, Chief Tomehe repliss, ""Wa still
hunt and wa still fish. Our children will
live as we iive. And we will move fur-
ther into thoe lorest.”

Many of the Waimiri women, who
are preparing bread for the upcoming
fostival, are pregnant. Thelr young
ones survive now, they say. Only the
vary old Waimir} die these days.

Their anhon are aprinkled gvor tho
nearhy rivets. ©



