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ABSTRACT 
Over the last decade, some two hundred municipalities in the state of São Paulo increased the area of Atlantic Forest. The present article seeks to identify the major factors underpinning this unprecedented increase. The initial premise was that the recovery of the Atlantic Forest was associated to the increasing number of ventures protecting natural heritage and promoting its economic exploitation. The study showed that compliance with environmental legislation, resulting from enhanced enforcement, along with a reduction of agriculture and livestock-breeding, that allowed the natural growth of vegetation, were the main drivers of the recovery of the Atlantic Forest over the last decade. However, as initially assumed, a rare combination of private enterprise and forest conservation can be witnessed in some areas of São Paulo State. This synergy has not arisen by chance; it mainly depends on the existence of institutional agreements among public and private players committed to the conservation of the natural heritage. 
MORE ATLANTIC FOREST 
The debate about rural development clearly confronts two antagonistic positions regarding the conservation of natural resources.  At one extreme, the belief that nature is an obstacle that must be removed in order to have progress, particularly the progress of modern agriculture. On the other side, the view that certain activities that promote sustainable exploitation of natural resources can encourage development. But is it really possible to conciliate growth and conservation?
Analyzing the trajectory of economic growth in the state of São Paulo the answer to this question can only be negative. At the beginning of last century, the success of the coffee crop was due, in large part, to the fertility of the soil generated by the burning of Atlantic Forest. The euphoria of the great harvests lasted no more than two or three decades, until the most fertile soil were loaded by erosion. The decline of the coffee cycle coincided with the expansion of industries and the railway system, which had the charcoal from native forests as energy matrix. Together, coffee and industry boosted the economy of São Paulo and, at the same time, eliminated nearly all the state's Atlantic Forest.

Figure n°1: Small areas of Atlantic Forest around São Paulo City 
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Source: Instituto Florestal
Recently, between 1990 and 1995, the Atlantic Forest lost more 3.6% of its area. However, reversing the historical trend, in 85 municipalities the forest increased in that period. In the second half of the decade the same thing happened: between 1995 and 2000, the Atlantic Forest decreased 1.7% across the state, but in 131 municipalities the increasing of forest area overcame the loss. Altogether, 204 municipalities of São Paulo state, among 622, expanded its areas of forest (Ehlers, 2003).  
Table nº 1: Atlantic Forest changes in São Paulo municipalities 1990–1995 e 1995-2000.

	Municipalities situation
	1990 – 1995
	1995 – 2000

	
	Number of municipalities
	Result (ha)
	Number of municipalities
	Result (ha)

	Municipalities that increased Atlantic Forest
	85
	13.947
	131
	23.048

	Municipalities that kept the same area of Atlantic Forest
	228
	0
	244
	0

	Municipalities that decreased Atlantic Forest
	310
	- 49.747
	270
	- 35.466


Source: SOS Mata Atlântica/INPE, 1998 and 2002.

What would have affected the historic degradation of the Rainforest in São Paulo and caused this surprising increase? This article is based on the assumption that the recovery of Atlantic Forest is associated to the advancement of enterprises that value the natural heritage and promote its economic use.
WHAT EXPLAINS THE INCREASE OF ATLANTIC FOREST  
Of course, the relative increase of Atlantic Forest in about 200 municipalities must be examined with caution, since it does not mean that the forest regained its original characteristics and functions. It is common to find "empty forest", in which the excessive fragmentation can break the so-called "gene flow", and expand the possibilities of deleterious effects. Another problem is the “edge effect”: the forest edges are more subject to degradation by the loss of moisture, by the action of fire, the presence of livestock and forage plants (Pádua, 2001:17-19). Despite these considerations, the fact that two hundred municipalities have expanded their areas of Atlantic Forest in the past decade is quite unusual. 
Since demographic pressure is usually the main cause for natural resources degradation, we could suppose that the increasing of Atlantic Forest in 200 municipalities could be explained by a significant population decrease in these areas. However, in the period under review, it was not what happened. In approximately 90% of those that have expanded the forest area there was also an increase of population. And in many regions that lost population the area of forest was also reduced. This was not a valid explanation. 

The main reasons for this increase suggest some answers that have not been pointed out as hypotheses of this study: the effectiveness of environmental legislation due to more intense monitoring, and the shrinkage of the area used by agriculture activities. Other less important reasons were also identified, such as:  the reforestation projects with native species, the existence of protected areas and the environmental conscience of entrepreneurs. 
But, as originally supposed, in 38% of the municipalities that increased Atlantic Forest between 1990 and 1995, and 39.7% that expanded the area between 1995 and 2000 the progress of enterprises that value the natural heritage was considered by mayors and municipal managers as one of the main reasons of forest recovery. In these municipalities there are evidences that the increase of Atlantic Forest is due to a growing perception of economic agents that the opportunity cost of nature conservation is beginning to become more profitable. Even considering the differences between the informants, it is significant the fact that, spontaneously, more than one third of those interviewed consider these ventures relevant for the forest recovery.
Figure n° 2: Ecotourism in Atlantic Forest
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Source: Mattoso and Santos

Field investigations showed many situations where the benefits that come from conserved natural attractions are higher than the benefits from other activities. In many municipalities the range of activities related to the exploitation of rural amenities, recreation, second homes and tourism gradually expanded in the last decade. It is even possible to assume that the growth of these economic activities will reduce or even replace the governmental mechanisms of command and control.
Certainly the main income generation in rural areas will keep coming from the exportation of commodities, but, in some areas, there is already some signs of decline. The economic dynamism of a rural region has been increasingly determined by their ability to attract urban rents brought by families who build second homes, different kinds of tourists, or for the significant migration of retirees. That is, the economic dynamism of certain rural areas is increasingly tied to the ability to explore the rural amenities present in territories that could avoid or prevent the degradation of their natural and cultural heritage (Veiga, 2002: 72). 
In many cases, tourists, owners of second homes or new residents are those who take the environment concerns from urban centers to rural areas. More and more, the use of land is not exclusively dedicated to agricultural production but acquires other ethical and aesthetic values. 
Figure n° 3: Waterfall in Atlantic Forest 
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Source: Mattoso and Santos

LOCAL ARRANGEMENTS 
The research also showed that local arrangements were created around the exploitation of rural amenities and natural heritage. This occurs in at least three regions: Circuíto das Águas, Cuestas and  Serra da Mantiqueira. To a greater or lesser extent, local or state government agencies interact with private sector and NGO’s forming networks of relationships around common goals. In these regions,  new ventures and job opportunities are created primarily toward activities that promote a closer relationship to nature. 
Of course many entrepreneurs do not adhere to conservation efforts, even taking advantage of the benefits generated by the maintenance of natural heritage (free-riders). But for most economic agents there are clear signs that nature regeneration is an important competitive differential that brings benefic effects to their territories. Somehow, these regions are able to combine conservation and economic growth, having a style of development much less destructive, and probably much more durable. 
However, it is clear that this desirable combination is only possible because of the existence of institutional arrangements between social actors. Social relations stimulate the definition of rules and mechanisms for control over common use resources (Ostrom, 1990) and create conditions for new ventures to innovate and expand.  For these reasons, the advantages that arise from social relations are much more decisive than those from the natural attributes. 
Of course the situations founded in this study are not a kind of "model", which can easily be multiplied anywhere. However, there are strong evidences that the establishment of mechanisms for participatory planning and management fortifies the relations of trust between individuals and organizations, creating an institutional environment much more favorable to entrepreneurship and conservation. Relations of trust do not necessarily depend on the cultural legacy accumulated over centuries, for several generations: they can be built by social actors who share the same projects and ideals. 
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