Smallholders, The Amazon’s New Conservationists
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Parks, biological reserves, and other protected areas
located in the middle of expanding agricultural frontiers
are the most important elements in strategies to conserve
nature (Brandon et al. 1998; Terborgh & van Schaik 2002).
The borders of these frontier protected areas are the bat-
tle line between economic activities that are replacing
the forest with agriculture and cattle pasture, and the en-
vironmental movements that defend public interests in
native ecosystems (Nepstad et al. 2006). Yet economic
considerations (i.e., low land prices) and risk aversion
(Peres & Terborgh 1995) have led to the unusual situa-
tion in which most protected areas (with the important
exception of indigenous lands) are located far from the
most destructive human activities, where their effect on
human activities may be minimal for decades to come
(Nepstad et al. 20006). Indeed, it appears that the world’s
great tropical rainforests are destined for the same fate
as the temperate forests felled over the last 4 centuries:
they will persist in remote, rocky, hilly landscapes, where
the opportunity costs of excluding agricultural expansion
and logging are low (Cronon 1983).

There are important exceptions to this trend of creat-
ing reserves in remote tropical rainforests that provide a
crucial lesson for conservation science. In one of the most
important conservation achievements of the last decade,
5 million ha of forest reserves were created from Novem-
ber 2004 to March 2005 in the hotly contested landscape
of central Para state, in the Brazilian Amazon. With the
creation of these reserves, Para and the adjoining state of
Mato Grosso to the south now contain the world’s largest
mosaic of tropical rainforest protected areas, encompass-
ing 23 million ha (four times the size of Costa Rica) of in-
digenous lands, extractive reserves, national forests, and
biological reserves (Fig. 1).

The latest 5-million-ha addition to this mosaic is the
initiative of the smallholder farmers of the Transamazon
Highway, who began settling the region in the 1970s,
lured by government promises of land, agriculture in-
centives, technical assistance, schools, and other ser-
vices. Many of these farmers came from the southern
Brazilian agricultural states of Parania and Rio Grande
do Sul, where they had organized against agroindus-
trial expansion and land concentration. When govern-
ment promises did not materialize along the Transama-
zon, they formed the Movement for the Survival of the
Transamazon (MPST) to demand support to keep the still-
unpaved Transamazon highway trafficable. Faced with
similar problems of transportation, technical assistance,
lack of credit, and health care at different localities along
the highway, the Catholic Church, through the Ecclesiasti-
cal Base Communities, promoted political linkages along
the highway and a “regional way of thinking” (A. Souza,
personal communication).

After several major victories, including the creation of
a special credit line for smallholders (FNO Especial), the
MPST became the Movement for the Development of the
Transamazon and Xingu (MDTX) and had a broader re-
gional agenda that reconciled economic rural develop-
ment with forest conservation. This umbrella institution,
which today encompasses 20,000 farm families and more
than 110 grassroots organizations, launched a regional
planning initiative in the late 1990s that included two
giant forest reserves (Fig. 1). The proposal for these re-
serves was explained by leader Ademar Federecci (Dema)
as a means to guarantee that rainfall would continue to
nourish the crops and forests of the region. But the re-
serves had a second purpose as well: to provide buffer
zones against the social disturbances and violence that
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accompany the land speculation that was moving north-
ward from Sdo Felix do Xingu and other cattle ranch-
ing centers and threatening the farm communities of the
Transamazon highway.

The Brazilian Government embraced the proposal of
the MDTX to create giant mosaics of forest reserves along
the Transamazon highway and commissioned the non-
governmental organization Instituto Socioambiental (ISA)
to study how best to design one of them: the Terra do
Meio (Land in the Middle) between the lower Xingu and
Tocantins rivers in Pard. The ISA joined forces with an-
other Brazilian nongovernmental organization, the Insti-
tuto de Pesquisa Ambiental da Amazonia, and a number
of non-Brazilian organizations (Environmental Defense,
Greenpeace, and Woods Hole Research Center) to de-
sign a mosaic of protected areas in the region. The pro-
posed mosaic was incorporated into the NGO-led regional
planning process for the paving of the BR-163 highway
(www.brl63sustentavel.org.br, Fig. 1)—a process that
was also recognized and adopted by the Brazilian gov-
ernment.

In November of 2004, two Transamazon extractive re-
serves totaling 2 million ha of forested land were an-
nounced by the Brazilian government. The government
was preparing to declare the creation of additional com-
ponents of the Terra do Meio reserve complex when as-
sassin’s bullets tragically ended the life of the 73-year-old
American nun, Dorothy Stang, who had been a land and
human rights activist on the Transamazon highway for
more than 30 years. In response to the wave of negative
international attention, the Brazilian government quickly
declared an additional 3 million ha of forest reserve in
February 2005 and sent 2000 army troops into the region
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Figure 1. Map of Brazilian reserves
in southwestern Pard state. New
reserves created by the Brazilian
government as part of the Mosaico
da Terra do Meio are shown. To the
right is a first draft of the map of
the reserves envisioned by the
Movement for the Development of
the Transamazon and Xingu

o Gaoerin (MDTX).
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to restore order. Throughout this process, leaders of the
MDTX were visiting the towns and communities along the
highway to enlist the support of local governments and
industries in creating the new reserves as they pushed for
a speedy investigation and prosecution of Sister Dorothy’s
murderers.

The events following the assassination of Sister Dorothy
did not stop with the creation of reserves. To the west of
the Terra do Meio, rampant land speculation and associ-
ated violence was stimulated by government announce-
ments of its plans to pave the BR163 highway. A presi-
dential decree subsequently established a moratorium on
the granting of land titles and logging permits in a 14.6-
million-ha region along the highway, which shut down
the land-speculation market overnight (Fig. 1). Much of
this region is now under consideration for protection.

This remarkable alliance of human and land rights or-
ganizations with institutions devoted to environmental
conservation has many precedents, especially in the Ama-
zon. The core of the Para and Mato Grosso protected-area
mosaic is a network of indigenous lands that are the re-
sult of alliances between conservationists and indigenous
peoples that began in the 1960s (Schwartzman & Zim-
merman 2005). Moreover, the Brazilian Amazon has more
than 5 million ha of “extractive reserves” —protected ar-
eas that permit traditional forest inhabitants (rubber tap-
pers, Brazil nut harvesters, and others) to continue their
forest-based livelihoods—which are the result of the inde-
pendent rubber tappers movement led by the late Chico
Mendes, assassinated in 1988 (Allegretti 1990).

The smallholder farmers of the Transamazon repre-
sent a departure, however, from previous alliances be-
tween social and environmental movements. They have



Campos & Nepstad

long been considered either villains or victims of the for-
est (Hecht & Cockburn 1989; Schmink & Wood 1992).
Compared with indigenous groups and rubber tappers,
smallholder farmers are Amazon newcomers, who have
little knowledge of their forest environment and cannot
claim vast territories as their ancestral lands. With more
than 3 million people (http://www.incra.gov.br/sade/),
they occupy the region’s expanding agricultural frontiers,
outnumbering indigenous people and traditional commu-
nities by six to one (M. Allegretti, personal communi-
cation, http://www.funai.gov.br/indios/conteudo.htm).
The smallholders’ role in environmental conservation
does not derive from the sustainability of their uses of nat-
ural resources per se, but from a broader environmental
knowledge and their proposals and political ingenuity in
advancing sustainable development and conservation at
the regional scale. So although they are viewed as villains
for cutting down the forest to plant crops and raise cattle,
their achievements in the Terra do Meio demonstrate their
phenomenal success in obtaining conservation victories
at the regional scale. These conservation strategies com-
prise a new form of environmental and resource control
that forest residents are adopting in response to growing
pressures and threats on their livelihoods.

The power of smallholders in the Amazon emerges,
in part, from their success in occupying strategic polit-
ical positions. Today the MDTX has put in office three
county prefects and two congressional representatives at
the state and federal levels. These political successes and
their opposition to illegal logging, fraudulent land titles,
and the concentration of land in the hands of absentee
landholders have helped them overcome considerable
pressure, sometimes violent pressure, from local political
and economic elites. Three grassroots leaders involved in
the creation of these reserves were assassinated by 2001,
including Dema (Rohter 2001), and nine murders com-
mitted through 2003 were directly related to the creation
of the Terra do Meio reserves (CPT Comissao Pastoral da
Terra 2004). Today threats to human life in the region are
worse than ever (Rohter 2005). In these contested land-
scapes, it is the “smallholder conservationists” who are
at risk.

Their recent successes in establishing enormous forest
reserves in a region riddled with rural violence and land
wars signify that the conservation community must, once
again, expand its concept of conservation partners. Small-
holders may be the most important form of social capital
on many expanding tropical forest frontiers, and can be
critical to conservation strategies that strive to go beyond
the establishment of parks and biological reserves (Cam-
pos, in press). In these convoluted frontier landscapes,
“productive conservation” (Hall 1997) resulting from the
power of strong social movements and participation of
the local communities may be more effective than con-
ventional conservation strategies that have emphasized
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the role of the state and the exclusion of local popula-
tions.

The world’s powerful conservation organizations have
a crucial role to play in conserving the world’s natural
heritage. The next step in the evolving paradigm of trop-
ical conservation, however, is to find ways of achieving
large-scale conservation within contested landscapes—a
challenge that will require new alliances and better sci-
ence. The new scale of conservation, which has ushered
in the possibility of accomplishments such as the Terra do
Meio, is regional participatory planning along major new
economic corridors (Alencar et al. 2004; Nepstad et al.
2002). In these regions of rapid transformation of forested
landscapes caused by imminent paving of highways, in-
ternational conservation groups are just one among many
stakeholders in processes in which local economic and
political elites are very powerful. Because of their sheer
numbers and physical presence on the frontier and the
political power they have accumulated from years of orga-
nizing, smallholders can help tip the balance of these ne-
gotiations in favor of conservation and the public good.
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