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AGUA BOA, Brazil -- Driving a farm truck across the mud roads of the eastern 
Amazon region is agony on axles, a careful slalom around slippery ruts and yawning 
craters. The scenery is unromantic: mostly cattle pasture and soybean fields, with the 
occasional stand of naked tree trunks charred by last year's fires.  

Farmers have an incentive to keep traveling these roads, though: money. The world's 
soaring demand for beef and grains has turned this frontier into a ripe business 
opportunity, even as the forest has paid the price.  

But what if global capitalism actually valued standing forest? Could these same farmers 
and ranchers -- for years considered by many environmentalists as the lowest links in a 
chain of destruction -- actually become frontline protectors of the Amazon?  

The idea has been so energetically embraced in many parts of Brazil that the 
fundamental character of the environmental movement along the Amazon's most 
vulnerable edge has changed. Instead of being considered obstacles to conservation, 
farmers and ranchers are being wooed by many environmentalists as potential partners.  

Here in the state of Mato Grosso, where Brazil's agriculture industry is strongest, 
nonprofit organizations are teaming with banks to create loans that favor 
environmentally friendly farms. Industry coalitions are meeting with farmers to try to 
draft certification systems for "responsible" soy and beef. Pilot projects are testing 
carbon-trading systems that offer money for ranchers with forested land.  

"There's been a recognition that the traditional command-and-control approaches to 
conservation have not really worked," said Daniel Nepstad, a scientist who heads the 
Massachusetts-based Woods Hole Research Center's projects in the Amazon. "It's the 
economy that makes the drivers of deforestation change their behaviors."  

President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva's government has supported environmental 
certification and carbon-trading programs, and last year offered land concessions 
throughout the Amazon to private logging companies that promised sustainable timber 
harvesting. Critics charged that Lula wanted to "privatize the Amazon," but his backers 
maintain that strictly regulated private enterprise is the most pragmatic way for the 
country to develop a region they consider the key to the country's future.  

"When people talk about sustainable activities, especially in Europe and the U.S., the 
images they have in their minds are of almost artisanal activities -- Indians and poor 
farmers wandering in the forest and taking sap out of the trees," said Roberto 
Mangabeira Unger, Brazil's minister of strategic planning. "We're not talking about that. 
We're talking about large-scale institutional innovation and big business. And that, 
therefore, presents an entirely higher order of difficulty to us."  



Inducing Farmers to Keep Trees 
 

The enterprising ideas are already starting to take shape in towns like this one. Last 
week, thousands of farmers drove toward Agua Boa's auction yard. Nearly 30,000 cows 
from local farms were sold in seven hours. But before the auction, the same ranchers 
that unloaded their cows into corrals here were being sized up as valuable commodities 
themselves.  

"We want to be environmentally responsible, and if the international community wants 
to save the Amazon, that's fine with us," said Maurício Tonhá, the mayor and organizer 
of the Agua Boa cattle auction. "But they have to be willing to pay for it."  

Marcos Reis used to work with Tonhá, caring for cattle on his ranch and others nearby. 
Now he works for a nonprofit called Alianca da Terra, or the Land Alliance. He tries to 
convince the ranchers that their trees could soon be worth money. If they have their land 
holdings catalogued, a professional mapping of exactly which areas of their properties 
remain forested, they could be first in line to cash in on new incentives.  

It can be a tough sell, because current real estate values show trees as obstacles to 
prosperity: An acre of standing forest costs about $175 here, while the same acre 
cleared for plantation sells for about $1,215.  

"But now's the time to get involved," Reis told rancher Marcelo Vercisi Coelho this month. 
"There are programs that have already begun to make it worth it." 

Reis explained to Coelho that his organization had recently begun compiling a database 
of local land holdings, and a Dutch bank had begun using that database to select farmers 
to participate in a program that pays them to reforest.  

The program is based on fledgling carbon-trading markets. Companies in violation of 
emissions standards are now buying allowances from companies that emit less than the 
limit. Rabobank is paying a handful of farmers here $8,000 upfront to reforest areas 
near wetlands, with the idea that it might eventually earn credits for that investment.  

The going rate paid to emit one ton of carbon dioxide is between $5 and $10 in most 
markets, according to Greg Fishbein, director of conservation finance for the Nature 
Conservancy. If effective mechanisms -- such as databases measuring the amount of 
carbon stored in a property -- are established, that might be enough to make it profitable 
for these ranchers.  

According to studies, each acre of forest can store about 200 tons of carbon dioxide. 
Nepstad said that if the farmers of Mato Grosso could sell credits for between $3 and $5 
per ton of carbon, they would have little incentive to clear more land.  

"If Mato Grosso were a country, it would be in the list of the top five carbon emitters in 
the world," said Nepstad. "So this is a very big deal."  

 



A Seat at the Table for Ranchers 
 

Brazil's farmers are required by law to be some of the most environmentally conscious 
in the world. But almost all of them here blatantly ignore the law, without apology.  

Since 1998, a government decree has required landowners in many parts of Mato 
Grosso to keep 80 percent of their property forested, allowing them to cultivate only the 
remaining 20 percent. In the face of a recent increase in deforestation rates, the 
government finally demanded compliance and last week required farmers to report how 
much of their land they had preserved.  

The vast majority let that deadline pass without acting, according to Reginaldo 
Greczyszn, a rancher in the town of Querencia.  

"If we have to reforest the land to get up to that 80 percent, how could we possibly 
survive the income loss?" Greczyszn asked.  

A lot of environmentalists wouldn't sympathize with him. But John Cain Carter, a native 
Texan who founded Alianca da Terra after running a ranch in Mato Grosso for 10 years, 
has based his nonprofit on the idea that people such as Greczyszn deserve to be heard.  

Carter criticizes other environmental advocacy organizations working in the region for 
sacrificing achievable improvements for unrealistic ideals.  

"Listen, the ranchers are just tired of being treated like villains," he said. "The 
international community is demanding of Brazil what has never been done before in the 
world. There's never been a frontier society that's protected the environment. And if the 
ranchers don't get on board, then there's no chance. The Amazon will be gone."  

That's why Brazilian farmers are playing a central role in a group called the Round 
Table on Responsible Soy Association, which aims to unite the agriculture industry with 
environmentalists and food buyers to create international environmental standards for 
soy cultivation.  

The group -- funded partly by the World Wildlife Fund and the governments of 
Switzerland and the Netherlands -- has been criticized by some for giving the soy 
industry too much voice.  

"Some environmentalists have called for some of the participating NGOs to leave the 
group, but if that were to happen, we'd go back to a world of bitter debate between 
NGOs and big industry," said Christopher Wells, president of the group and a manager 
at Brazil's Banco Real. "That's where we were five years ago. I don't see any other way 
other than this."  

Similarly, there is a burgeoning effort to encourage slaughterhouses in Mato Grosso to 
certify that the beef they buy is "environmentally friendly." Ranchers like the idea 
because of the possibility it could open up a new market for premium beef. But even the 
most energetic backers of such plans realize that consumers, not ranchers, are ultimately 
the keys to the success of such programs.  



Much of the international demand driving the agricultural industry in the Amazon 
comes from Asia, particularly soy-hungry China. The fact that a product might not be 
labeled environmentally friendly will do little to stem that demand, suggested Miguel 
Lovera, chairman of the Global Forest Coalition, an international alliance of 
environmental and indigenous advocacy groups.  

"You're just going to have all the good stuff going to Europe and the U.S., because they 
can pay for the premium product," he said. "But there's still a huge market for soy and 
other products, no matter what kind of label you put on them."  
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Marcos Reis, of the nonprofit group Alianca da Terra, inspects seeds in a riparian zone on a farm in the Xingu region of 
Mato Grosso. The wetland area was recently replanted as part of a pilot project that offers carbon credits to private 
landowners who reforest parts of their properties. (Fred Alves) 

 

Marcos Reis, right, who works for the nonprofit Earth Alliance, visits Herculino Portela de Lima, who oversees feeding 
lots at a cattle auction in Agua Boa, Brazil. The town sits on the edge of Brazil's Amazon region and has become a 
funnel through which flows the region's cattle trade. Brazilian officials say cattle ranches, like those that have 
proliferated in this area, are responsible for much of the Amazon's deforestation. (Fred Alves) 



 

In the Xingu region of Mato Grosso state, roads are flanked by cleared fields where forests once stood. Deforestation, 
which releases carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, has turned Brazil into one of the world's top carbon emitters. 
Deforestation is rampant here in Mato Grosso. (Fred Alves) 

 

Aderlan Pedroso, of the Amazon Institute of Environmental Research, works in a nursery that studies which trees are 
best suited to re-plantation on land previously cleared for agriculture. (Fred Alves) 


