
Rio Negro Basin 
a socio-environmental view

“Rio Negro Basin: a socio-environmental view” is an 
initiative of the Rio Negro Network. In this publication 
text and images complement map-based information 
and present a point of view regarding the largest black 
water river basin in the world. The Rio Negro basin is one 
of the best-preserved regions of the Amazon, occupied by 
traditional peoples and shared by four countries: Brazil, 
Colombia, Guyana and Venezuela.

2016

y 45 indigenous peoples y 120 landscapes y two of the world’s largest fluvial archipelagos: Mariuá and Anavilhanas y 550 identified fish species – 40 of which endemic 
y Brazil’s highest peaks: Pico da Neblina (2,994 m), 31 de Março (2,973 m) and Mount Roraima (2,810 m) y the Lower Rio Negro Mosaic of 11 conservation  
areas totalling 73,292 km2 y two examples of Brazilian listed intangible cultural heritage: Iauaretê Falls and the Rio Negro Traditional Agricultural System  

y total deforestation of less than 1% from 2000 to 2013

SOURCES: unified base map: international boundaries, state boundaries, Protected Natural Areas, towns and districts, highways, Pan Amazonia boundary: RAISG (2016) Amazonia Network of Georeferenced Socio-Environmental Information (raisg:http://gisweb.raisg.socioambiental.org/arcgis/
services) y Indigenous communities: Brazil: ISA/FOIRN/Hutukara/CIR (2016), RRN (2015); Colombia: Fundación Gaia Amazonas and Fundación Etnollano (2013); Venezuela: Wataniba/Horonami (2014) y Relief in grey tones: (http://server.arcgisonline.com/ArcGIS/rest/services/World_Shaded_Relief/
MapServer) y Deforestation: Brazil (2000 to 2013 – ISA/Imazon); Colombia (2000 to 2013 – Fundación Gaia); Venezuela (2000 to 2010 – Provita/IVIC); and Guyana (2005-2013) on the basis of RAISG (2016) y Landscapes, based on and simplified from http://54.221.218.189/arcgis/rest/services/
Terrestrial_Ecosystems_Reference_Tiled/MapServer

Map produced by ISA’s Geoprocessing Lab in August 2015 and updated in April 2016
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The purpose of the Rio Negro Network, founded in 2006, is to provide a forum for discussion and action to develop the rationale and proposals for 
promoting the quality of life of the inhabitants, recognition of the socio-environmental diversity, conservation, sustainable use and the sharing of 
the benefits of biodiversity in the Rio Negro basin. 
TO LEARN MORE ABOUT THE RIO NEGRO NETWORK AND TO ACCESS THE TEXTS CITED IN THIS PUBLICATION AND RELATED LINKS, VISIT WWW.RIONEGRO.ORG.BR (IN PORTUGUESE).
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   Socio-environmental diversity 
The Rio Negro is the largest tributary on the right bank of the Amazon River. It rises in the pre-Andean region of Colombia, 
where it is known as the Guainía, and forms the Amazon after its meeting with the Solimões river in Manaus. In Venezuela the 
Rio Negro basin is connected to the Orinoco basin by the Cassiquiare canal, creating a passage to the Caribbean Sea. The Rio 
Branco is the main tributary of the Rio Negro contributing approximately 30% of the latter’s volume of water.

Around 62% of the area of the basin, out of a total of 710,000 square kilometres, is under some form of legal protection, 
as conservation areas or indigenous lands, either officially recognized or in the process of being recognized. More than 
simply a region of extremely high socio-environmental diversity, the Rio Negro/Rio Branco basin is also a strategic arena for 
inter-institutional and intercultural dialogue on the sustainable use of natural resources and the sharing of the benefits of 
biodiversity. 

The very low levels of deforestation in the Rio Negro basin and the leadership role played by its indigenous peoples are in stark 
contrast to those official development projects based on the mechanization of agriculture, monoculture, land concentration 
and mining. Important headwater areas of the Rio Negro basin continue to be at risk from coca plantations, cattle raising, 
and mining. Official incentives for land occupation, agriculture and extensive cattle raising and the planned construction of 
hydroelectric dams threaten the entire Rio Negro basin, which offers the largest wind energy potential in the north of Brazil. 

At the mouth of the Rio Negro, the Manaus metropolitan area with its two million inhabitants faces two ways. To the 
northwest, along the Rio Negro and its tributaries, is an Amazonia that is indigenous, river-based and forested, offering the 
possibility of an economy based on socio-environmental services. Along the south to north axis, heading towards Caracas 
(Venezuela) and Georgetown (Guyana) with a stopover in Boa Vista (Roraima), this Amazonian landscape shares space with the 
Amazonia of the Lavrado (tropical savanna) with its extensive cattle raising, and the export corridor for grains and timber. 

The traditional “debt economy” persists in the Rio Negro basin, linked to the extraction of natural resources and to fishing. At 
the same time, on the Rio Branco, the “paycheque economy” continues, based on public service employment and government 
purchasing. In both cases pressure is growing from illegal, semi-mechanized gold mining and the expectations of large mining 
companies. 

Overall the Rio Negro/Rio Branco basin challenges government and civil society to be proactive in developing alternatives that 
value diversity and socio-environmental services. Nature conservation and the continuity of traditional ways of life in this 
region do not simply require implementation of innovative actions and public policies consistent with local realities, but 
are also dependent upon the integration of the social actors involved. 

   Protected Areas: Conservation Areas, Indigenous Lands and 
 Quilombola Territories 

The conservation of nature and the protection of socio-environmental diversity in the Rio Negro basin, as in the whole of the 
Amazon region, are being consolidated by means of protected areas. These are areas designated as indigenous lands, territories or 
reserves, officially recognized or in the process of being identified, quilombola (maroon) territories, and the various categories of 
conservation areas (Unidades de Conservação), of both sustainable use and full protection types.   

According to the figures of the Amazon Geo-referenced Socio-environmental Information Network (RAISG), 62% of the total area 
of the basin is under some form of protection, either for the purposes of conservation of biodiversity and traditional livelihoods, or 
in recognition of indigenous or quilombola land rights. 

Approximately 50% of the basin’s area corresponds to lands destined for indigenous usufruct, including some not yet officially 
recognized. In addition more than 20% of the area has been declared as conservation areas, of which 10.8% in Brazil is 
superimposed on other protected areas. An example of this is the middle Rio Negro where a national forest, a state park and a part 
of the Yanomami Indigenous Land are superimposed. 

In the Brazilian part of the basin there are 44 officially recognized Indigenous Lands inhabited by 45 indigenous peoples and 
26 conservation areas, of which 15 are in the full protection and 11 in the sustainable use categories, as well as one quilombola 
territory in the process of being established.    

In Colombia 29 Resguardos Indígenas and two Protected Natural Areas have been recognized. In Venezuela, despite the relative 
consolidation of the system of national parks in the Rio Negro basin, none of the fifteen indigenous territories has been legally 
recognized by the state. Although Guyana represents only 2% of the basin, it is home to 25 indigenous territories. 

Land-use planning in the Rio Negro basin is still unfinished business. Legal recognition of existing protected areas is no 
guarantee that these will indeed be respected, given weak supervision on the part of the responsible authorities. Illegal gold 
prospecting in Yanomami territory, for example, demonstrates this. 

The Brazilian National Congress is currently debating the regulation of economic activities such as mining and hydroelectric dams 
in protected areas, something that challenges the real effectiveness of socio-biodiversity protected measures in these territories. 

TO LEARN MORE, SEE “AMAZONIA UNDER PRESSURE” AT HTTP://RAISG.SOCIOAMBIENTAL.ORG/AMAZONIA-BAJO-PRESION-2012 

   Population, cultural diversity and languages 
The Rio Negro basin is home to 45 indigenous peoples, as well as ribeirinhos (riverbank communities), quilombolas (maroons) 
and urban populations, making up a region of significant socio-cultural diversity. The indigenous peoples have occupied 
the region for millennia, possessing detailed knowledge of their territories and developing efficient and elaborate forms of 
environmental management.  

The lavrado (tropical savannas) of Roraima and Guyana are inhabited by peoples of the Karib and Aruak linguistic families; in 
the forests and higher lands are the Yanomami people, an ethnic group of recent contact and with some communities still 
in voluntary isolation. From the middle Rio Negro upstream to the headwaters of the Uaupés, Papuri, Tiquié and Içana rivers, 
including areas in Colombia, there live Eastern Tukanoan, Aruak and Maku peoples who make up an extensive social system. 

At the start of the colonial period the lower Rio Negro was inhabited by large indigenous populations; these were decimated 
by disease and fighting, as well as by migration (forced or spontaneous) to other regions. Nowadays on the lower Rio Negro, 
riverbank communities and more densely populated urban settlements and outlying neighbourhoods predominate. By 
and large these populations, descending from outsiders that arrived during the various cycles of the rubber boom, live by 
agriculture, fishing and the extraction of forest products. Over time and as a result of contact with indigenous groups, these 
populations also built up extensive knowledge of the local environment

Each of these peoples transmits and updates knowledge, practices, techniques and their particular ways of 
understanding the world, closely associated with conserving environmental diversity.

   Sacred sites
The indigenous peoples of the Rio Negro basin enjoy a very special relationship with the landscapes and territories in which they 
live. In addition to their practical importance as a provider of resources, the landscapes also represent important cultural and 
spiritual values and are central elements of the complex cosmological system that characterizes the worldview of the indigenous 
populations.  

For the indigenous peoples numerous waterfalls, rapids, reaches, scarps, caverns, beaches and other landscape formations 
constitute important reserves of vital energy responsible for the equilibrium of ecosystems and for human and non-human life. 
For this reason such sacred sites require special care and attention on the part of shamans and healers, as well as by ordinary 
community members, as they are the sources of powers essential to the maintenance of life.  

This essentially ecological cosmovision forms the basis not simply of traditional resource management knowledge and practices, 
but also of an ethical framework to guide the relationship that these peoples establish with the landscapes and the multiplicity of 
beings that inhabit the rivers and forests of the region. 

In order to safeguard aspects of this knowledge associated with the landscapes of the upper Rio Negro, the Institute for National 
Historic and Artistic Heritage (IPHAN) designated the Iauaretê Falls as a Brazilian cultural heritage site in 2006.
Since then the Mapeo project (“Binational Mapping Initiative of Sacred Sites in the Northwest Amazon”) has been carried out 
by indigenous groups on both sides of the frontier. This is a programme to value and affirm indigenous knowledge of their 
landscapes through registering and disseminating map-making initiatives with a focus on sacred sites. 

TO FIND OUT MORE VISIT “CARTOGRAFIA DOS SÍTIOS SAGRADOS : INICIATIVA BINACIONAL BRASIL-COLÔMBIA: PRIMEIRO INFORME DE AVANÇO” (IN SPANISH AND PORTUGUESE) 
AT: HTTP://WWW.SOCIOAMBIENTAL.ORG/SITES/BLOG.SOCIOAMBIENTAL.ORG/FILES/PUBLICACOES/INFORME_BINACIONAL_CARTOGRAFIA_WEB.PDF AND THE VIDEO OF THE ANACONDA 
EXPEDITION (IN PORTUGUESE): HTTPS://WWW.YOUTUBE.COM/WATCH?V=NM4Q_2O7TU

   Agricultural System of the Rio Negro 

The Traditional Agricultural System of the Rio Negro was designated Brazilian cultural heritage in November 2010 by the 
Institute for National Historic and Artistic Heritage (IPHAN) as a result of the initiative of local indigenous associations with the 
support of research institutions and civil society organizations. 

The Agricultural System of the Negro is understood as an inter-related set of knowledge, practices and means of knowledge 
transmission. The diversity of cultivated plants, management techniques for forest and home gardens, the food system  
(recipes, processes of preparation of produce, processing utensils and storage) and the framework of social networks for 
exchanging plants and associated knowledge.  The cultivation of bitter manioc by means of burning, planting and management 
of secondary growth (known as coivara) is the basis of this system shared by more than twenty indigenous peoples. The 
technique of coivara, experimentation in the field and the kitchen, and low intensity soil use with long fallow periods underpin 
the maintenance of high diversity and contribute to forest conservation and the food security of Rio Negro peoples. 

This research brought to light the concerns of indigenous peoples around the (under) valuing of their ways of life, in particular  
as regards the transmission of shamanistic knowledge and intercessions, techniques for utensil making and food processing. 
Many of these aspects are directly related to the traditional management of territories which has been heavily impacted by 
outside interference.  

Among the planned safeguard activities are: increasing the production chain with a focus on small scale and diversity; 
supporting research and audio-visual recordings to promote the dissemination and transmission of knowledge; efforts  
to harmonize schooling with traditional practices and knowledge; and improvement in basic community services  
and rights. 

   Extractivism
Over the generations the multiple ethnic groups that inhabit the Rio Negro basin have acquired a deep understanding of 
regional biodiversity and its potential. With the process of colonization that the region has undergone since the eighteenth 
century, this knowledge has become the basis for the development of an exploitative economic model that resulted in the 
extractive trading system. 

This system comprises relations of domination: monopolistic relations between “bosses” and extractive workers by means  
of debt bondage. Public authority neglect and the resulting absence of the State have favoured the survival of these practices  
until today. However, despite the unequal relationship, extractive activities make up a significant part of the income of the 
majority of families in the region.  

Products such as Brazil nuts, vines, arumã vegetable fibres, piassava, ornamental fish, vegetable oils, resins and fruit are  
part of a range of options that support the domestic economies of traditional communities, varying from region to region  
in accordance with to the occurrence of the resource, markets, seasonality and the setup of the production and  
marketing chain. 

Given new market possibilities civil society groups are working on the development of alternative models that strengthen  
local culture and knowledge in conjunction with best management practice. The success of such initiatives depends  
on adding value and on market penetration based on fairer relationships between traders, consumers and producers.

   Fishing
As well as being the preferred food, fish is the principal protein source for the population of the Rio Negro basin alongside 
manioc and its sub-products. Fishing is an important source of income, supplies local markets and encourages the habit of 
travelling. From its headwaters to the lower reaches of the basin fishing plays a fundamental role in food security and the 
maintenance of forests and biodiversity.  

Fish and fishing techniques are part of a complex system of traditional knowledge of ecological cycles: sacred sites and 
membership of ethnic groups and clans; ways of making and using different fishing gear for each species of fish, annual  
seasons and type of landscape and environment; as well as the rules governing relationships between people, fish and  
other living beings laid down in narratives transmitted down the generations. 

The traditional system of management of fishing has broken down in a large part of the basin as a result of colonization. 
The introduction of non-traditional fishing methods and uncontrolled illegal fishing, together with population growth and 
concentration in urban settlements have led to considerable changes in fishing dynamics and fish availability over the  
last fifty years.   

On the middle and lower Rio Negro, territories traditionally occupied by indigenous and riverbank communities have  
become the stage for commercial, ornamental and sport fishing. Unlike the upper reaches of the Negro and Branco rivers  
and their tributaries, whose geography only admits the presence of small boats, on the lower reaches freezer boats with  
much greater catch storage capacity are able to operate. 

Fishing for ornamental species was the main economic activity of the middle Rio Negro during recent decades, at one point 
representing 60% of the local economy and employing around 700 fishers. These numbers have fallen and it is thought that 
about one hundred fishers are currently involved. 

Sport fishing tourism has grown over recent years with no framework for regulating access to rivers and no rules of behaviour, 
monitoring or benefit sharing.  

Developing a fish resources management plan for the basin is a huge challenge. It involves mobilizing and bringing  
together multiple actors with divergent interests in order to design agreements on shared use, rules of behaviour and  
fishing calendars that acknowledge customary knowledge and rules and respect the collective rights of indigenous and 
traditional populations.

   Highways, energy and mining 
Highways are without a doubt the infrastructural works with the most visible social, economic and environmental impacts in 
the Rio Negro basin. The construction of the federal BR 174 and BR 210 highways in the 1970s led to a population explosion 
and uncontrolled occupation of the forest along the Amazonas to Roraima axis. Almost all the deforestation of the basin is to 
be found along these highways. The building of the BR 210 or Northern Perimeter Highway resulted in severe impacts on the 
Yanomami people, while the BR 174, connecting Manaus (Amazonas) and Boa Vista (Roraima) almost completely decimated 
the population of the Waimiri-Atroari Indians. 

The AM 010 and AM 352 state highways built along the Negro-Solimões interfluve connecting the municipalities of 
Manacapuru, Iranduba and Novo Airão follow the same pattern. Deforestation in the Negro-Solimões interfluve increased 
even further with the building of the Rio Negro Bridge inaugurated in October 2011.

The Rio Negro basin also figures in the planned expansion of hydroelectricity generation in the Amazon. The second 
Accelerated Growth Programme (PAC-2) provides for four hydropower plants. The largest of these is to be built on the Rio 
Branco, with a generating capacity of 708 MW and a dam that will create a 560 km2 reservoir flooding a 140 km stretch of the 
river and its banks. At the end of 2012 around forty civil groups launched the “Save the Rio Branco – the heritage of Roraima” 
campaign demanding the suspension of the administrative process and an evaluation of all alternative energy options.   

At the same time hundreds of communities continue to have no access to electricity. The energy generated by the 
hydroelectric dams is not distributed to households along the rivers or in the forest. One option for these communities 
could be micro-generation using locally-available sources such as sunlight, wind, water or biomass. A number of successful 
community solar energy experiments are underway in the Amazon. Recently the wind energy potential in the Terra Indígena 
Raposa Serra do Sol in Roraima has been validated. The provision of communication and energy systems are called for by 
many communities, but public policy implementation in these sectors is slow and still centred on diesel generators and  
small-scale hydropower.  

A further activity with substantial impacts on indigenous lands in the Rio Negro is mining. In the Yanomami Indigenous Land 
alone there are around 650 mining applications (research, licencing and operations). In the Upper Rio Negro Indigenous 
Land, one of the largest in the region, there are a further 386 applications; in the Waimiri-Atroari Indigenous Land 193 
and in the Raposa Terra do Sol Indigenous Land 98. In the Brazilian Amazon as a whole there are around 4200 mining 
applications that impact indigenous lands, involving 407 mining companies. 
At the same time in the National Congress, draft law 1610/96 which would regulate mining activities in indigenous lands has 
come in for severe criticism for having been drafted on the basis of powerful lobbying by mining companies. The planned 
compensation provisions have so far paid little attention to the socio-environmental and cultural status and values of 
indigenous peoples’ activities and their ways of life. The draft also contains no provisions for consultations with indigenous 
communities affected by the mining activity as required by ILO Convention 169 which Brazil has ratified.

   Civil Society Organizations 
In Amazonia organized civil society plays an important role in the management of protected areas, in the generation and 
systematization of knowledge, and in the protection of collective rights and property. In the Rio Negro basin the greater part 
of such civil society organizations, in other words non-governmental organizations, are indigenous peoples’ associations. 
However fishing and residents’ associations, associations of extractive workers in conservation areas, and in Roraima, of 
movements in the more than sixty official agricultural settlement projects also play important roles.   

Prominent in the Brazilian part of the basin are the Federation of Indigenous Organizations of the Rio Negro (FOIRN) founded 
in 1987 and the Indigenous Council of Roraima (CIR), in existence for more than forty years. Together these organizations 
represent around 85,000 indigenous members of more than a hundred affiliated associations. 

On the Colombian side, where Indigenous Territorial Entities are recognized as part of the politico-administrative division of 
the country, there are the Associations of Traditional Indigenous Authorities (AATIs) recognized by the ministry of the interior. 
The Asociación de las Autoridades Tradicionales Indígenas del Pirá-Parana (ACAIPI) is an AATI that plays an important role in the 
basin, working in partnership with the Fundación Gaya Amazonas. In Venezuela, where indigenous territories have no official 
recognition, the Associação Horonami represents part of the Yanomami in the country and operates in partnership with the 
Fundación Wataniba. On the Brazilian side the Yanomami people are represented by several organizations, one of which 
is the Hutukara Associação Yanomami (HAY). A number of these organizations belong to a partnership network within the 
framework of Cooperation and Alliance in the North and West of the Amazon (CANOA).  

Around the mouth of the Rio Negro, in the area of the Lower Rio Negro Mosaic, there are organizations such as the Forum 
in Defence of the Rural Communities of Manaus (FOPEC) and the Community Tourism Forum of the Lower Rio Negron. In 
addition there is the Novo Airão Ajuri, a network of governmental and non-governmental organizations established around a 
collaborative agenda and common objectives. There are several associations representing communities living in conservation 
areas such as the Association of Communities of the Rio Negro Sustainable Development Reserve (ACS Rio Negro) and the 
Association of Residents of the Unini Extractive Reserve (AMORU), among others. 

   Ethno-ecology and biodiversity 
Any project for future well-being in the Rio Negro basis has to take into account the ways in which the local peoples 
denominate, classify, relate to and appropriate their ecosystems and the biodiversity of which these are composed. In recent 
years this point of view has stimulated the interest of differing research and other initiatives with an ethno-ecological focus 
able to strengthen, and thus protect, local knowledge and practices in the face of the current socio-economic and cultural 
transformations the region is undergoing.   

In the Rio Negro basin, and in the Amazon region generally, ecosystems and biodiversity are not simply the outcomes of its 
natural geological history, with its local variations of climate, soil, relief, vegetation. They are equally the outcomes of economic 
relations, social structures, histories of occupation and management and, above all, of the cosmovision of the human 
populations that have lived there over time. 

Recognition of the Rio Negro basin as a mosaic of different environments and societies also obliges us to acknowledge the 
rights of these peoples over this biodiversity, such that they can play an increasingly active and informed part in the processes 
of intercultural and collaborative production and circulation of knowledge, and in decision making on the governance and 
conservation of this heritage.

Rio Uaupés. Beto Ricardo/ISAlegendaPetroglyph, Rio Aiari rapids, upper Rio Negro. Serra do Curicuriari or Sleeping Beauty, São Gabriel da Cachoeira, Amazonas. Army battalion, São Gabriel da Cachoeira. Control of frontier areas. Aerial view of the Demini village of the Yanomami people. Meeting of the Negro and Solimões rivers at Manaus. Formation of the River Amazon. Areas of savanna and buriti palm groves, an unusual landscape, Lavrado biome in Roraima. Anavilhanas archipelago, Rio Negro.

Cachoeira do Desabamento (Tumbling Falls), Serra do Aracá State Park, Barcelos, Amazonas. The city advancing into the forest in Manaus, Amazonas. Extracting piassava palm fibre, Rio Aracá, Barcelos, Amazonas. 
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Traditional fish trap in rapids on the Uaupés river, upper Rio Negro.
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Walking to forest garden plots, Rio Negro. Brazilian Cultural Heritage. The BR-174 highway crosses the Waimiri-Atroari Indigenous Land for 125 km.
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Macuxi Bridge over the Rio Branco in Boa Vista, Roraima.
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Iauaretê rapids, upper Rio Negro. Brazilian Cultural Heritage.
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Tucumã Rupita settlement on the banks of the Içana river, upper Rio Negro.

Rio Negro Basin 

a socio-environmental view

Indigenous Lands in the Rio Negro basin, by country
country (category)

officially recognized no officially recognition  % of the basin

(nº) area in hectares (nº) area in hectares

Brazil (Terra Indígena) (44) 27,148,382 * 38.00%

Colombia (Resguardo Indígena) (29) 5,535,033   7.75%

Guyana (Ameridian Village) (25) 496,086   0.69%

Venezuela   (15) 2,574,336 3.60%

Total (98) 33,179,501 (15) 2,574,336 50.04 %

* There are Terras Indígenas that have been in the process of being demarcated by Funai since 2007 but whose limits are still not fixed.

Conservation Areas in the Rio Negro basin, by country
country use types (nº) area in hectares* % of the basin

superimposed on 
indigenous lands (ha)

% indigenous lands/conservation  
areas superimposed in the basin

Brazil**

federal-full protection (10) 6,130,595 8.58%                592,833 7.75%

federal-sustainable use (5) 2,041,960 2.86%            1,736,317 0.43%

state-full protection (5) 2,167,047 3.03%            1,530,446 0.89%

state-sustainable use (6) 124,9162 1.75%    

Brazil total (26) 11,588,764 16.22%            3,859,596 10.82%

Colombia national-indirect use*** (2) 854,760 1.20%                719,516 0.19%

Venezuela **** national-indirect use (6) 2,357,708 3.30%            1,647,536 0.99%

Total    14,801,306 20.71%            6,226,647 12.00%

* Area calculated by the ISA Geoprocessing Lab eliminating superimpositions between conservation areas following the “use type” hierarchy.
** Environmental Protection Areas (Áreas de Proteção Ambiental - APAs) not included due to poor conservation effectiveness of the category.
*** Protected Natural Areas, a use type equivalent to full protection conservation areas in Brazil.
**** The Biosphere Reserve, superimposed on all other conservation area and indigenous land categories, not included due to poor conservation effectiveness of the category.
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http://www.rioNegro.org.br

