The economy
The economic history of Brazil is a story of the continuing
and relentless transfer of income from the poorest sectors of
society to the richest. For 300 years the South American
country was Portugal's richest colony; its slaves produced the
gold and sugar that kept Portugal solvent. Ports were closed
to external commerce until 1808, while factories, universities,
and printing presses were banned. The role of the colony was
to supply the mother-country with primary products, not to
become a self-sufficient or independent trader.
Until the end of the eighteenth century, the Brazilian
economy was probably larger and more diverse than that of
the USA, but by the end of the nineteenth century it had lost
its advantage. While other countries rapidly industrialised,
Brazil was still a slave economy, relatively undeveloped.
Unlike many smaller countries, Brazil has never been
dependent on just one commodity, but - thanks to its vast
territory, abundant natural resources, and privileged climate
- has been able to move from gold to sugar to coffee to
rubber to iron ore to soybeans. Productivity was never a
priority, because it was always possible to move on to new
land, clearing woods and forests without hindrance.
.' Sugar-cane: once the basis
of Brazil's prosperity. Workers
are poorly paid and laid off
between harvests.
':•• Iron-ore mining at Carajas,
Para, where there are 18
billion tonnes of iron ore,
besides rich deposits of
manganese, copper, bauxite,
nickel, cassitehte, and gold.
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Industrialisation
Up until the Second World War, Brazil remained very much an
agricultural country with a huge rural population. In the 1940s, Getulio
Vargas, a politician who had taken power at the head of a military rebellion
in 1930 to put an end to the domination of the rural elites, began a policy
of industrialisation for import substitution. He also created the paternalist,
bureaucratic model of trade unionism that is still in place today and has
done much to stop the development of more dynamic labour movements.
From 1950 to 1980 Brazil enjoyed a
sustained period of high growth, averaging 7 per
cent a year, and became one of the world's
largest industrial powers. The cities swelled in
size as people poured into them from the
countryside, looking for jobs. With the slogan
'Fifty years' development in five', an elected

A Filling up a Fiat with
alcohol-based fuel. Two million
foreign cars are manufactured
in Brazil each year.

President, Juscelino Kubitschek, took office in
1955 and set off the boom in industrialisation.
He believed that the only way to reduce poverty
was to turn Brazil into an industrial power, by
encouraging the entry of foreign capital. He
invited the big names in the motorcar industry Ford, General Motors, Mercedes Benz,
Volkswagen, Toyota - to open factories around
Sao Paulo and build cars, buses, and lorries for
the Brazilian market. In record time, Kubitschek
also built the brand-new capital, Brasilia, in the
middle of the central plateau. The new city then
became the hub of a new road network, linking
previously inaccessible regions in the north and
west to the more developed coastal cities. Thus
began Brazil's love affair with the car and its neglect of the railways: today
more than 65 per cent of all freight is transported by road.
The policy of state-led industrialisation, infrastructure building, and
import substitution lasted until the 1990s, when successive governments
embraced globalisation and the rigours of the market economy. The years
of rapid industrial development transformed Brazil: the new roads were
full of shiny new cars, high-rise buildings filled the horizons of the cities,
factories poured out manufactured goods. The development boom also set
in motion a process of inflation and mounting foreign debt that was
eventually to cripple the economy.
The economic miracle and the debt crisis
In 1964 the military took power to stop the chance of sweeping social
reforms being introduced. Workers' rights were suppressed, unions
silenced, and a docile, cheap labour force became one of the attractions for
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> In the state of Para, an
area of rainforest larger than
the UK and France combined
has been cleared for mining
logging, and cattle ranching.

foreign companies, together with generous government subsidies for
exports and lax profit-remittance laws. Between 1968 and 1973, Brazil's
gross national product grew at an average annual rate of 10 per cent.
Consumer durables for the middle and upper classes poured out of the
factories; but with wages frozen, sales of clothes, shoes, and food for the
lower-income groups were depressed.
The 'economic miracle' brought an influx of foreign capital. The
money financed huge infrastructure projects: giant Amazon dams,
highways, bridges, and energy plants. For the banks it was risk-free
lending, because the Brazilian government guaranteed repayment, even in
the case of loans made to private companies. But the oil shock of the mid1970s, when prices soared, was also bad news for Brazil, which still
imported much of its oil. The trade deficit grew, and the generals,
unwilling to admit mismanagement, covered it with more borrowing. They
refused to admit that Brazil was in trouble. A second crippling blow came
when US banks raised interest rates to 21 per cent. President Ernesto
Geisel still refused to renegotiate, and the debt soared from US$12 billion
in 1973 to US$64 billion in 1980.
Virtually bankrupt, Brazil finally sought help from the International
Monetary Fund in 1983, submitting to the IMF's usual orthodox structural
adjustment plan. The austerity plans failed to achieve their targets: instead,
inflation continued to rise, while the recession deepened, causing
widespread unemployment and hardship. During the good years of the
'miracle', income concentration had been justified with the phrase 'the
cake must grow before it can be divided'. But the failure to distribute
income meant that the domestic market could not expand. Brazilian
industries had got used to catering for a small but rich market, protected
by government subsidies and high prices, and were inefficient and unable
to compete abroad.
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The lost decade
The 1980s became known as 'the lost decade'. In 1985 the military handed
back power - and a ruined economy - to the civilians. Brazilians were
thrust into a roller-coaster period of alternate hyper-inflation and recession.
Between 1986 and 1994 there were eight finance ministers, seven stability
plans, and six different currencies; accumulated inflation in the period
reached 24,000 per cent.
In 1994, with inflation running at over 80 per cent a month, the
government of President Itamar Franco announced yet another stability
package - the Real Plan. This plan was by far the most ingenious. It first of
all 'lost' inflation by introducing a transitional currency, and then began a
new phase of price and wage stability, with prices fixed at high levels and
wages at low levels, which people accepted in exchange for an end to the
ever-rising inflation. High inflation always hit the lower-paid worse: by the
time they received their pay at the end of the month, it had lost much of its
value, and they had no spare income to save and take advantage of the high
index-linked interest rates. In contrast, the wealthy were able to invest and
profit from these rates.
For the first time in years people had some disposable income, and
there was a consumer boom. The 'feel good factor' led to an easy election
victory for the Finance Minister who had introduced the Real Plan,
Fernando Henrique Cardoso.
The Real Plan

A 'United action against
inflation': an unconvincing
slogan on the cane-cutter's
shirt

The Real Plan (named after the new currency it introduced, the real, which
in Portuguese means 'royal') was a success, but it was built on
mechanisms that introduced fatal long-term distortions into the economy.
The new currency began life seriously overvalued in relation to the US
dollar. To keep the lid on inflationary pressures, the government opened
up the economy to foreign imports, even though it meant the closure of
thousands of Brazilian factories and firms which could not compete with
cheaper imports. Prices were kept down, but hundreds of thousands of
workers lost their jobs.
From 1992 to 1998 the industrial base of Brazil was eroded: at least
1300 capital-goods companies dosed down, sacking hundreds of
thousands of skilled workers. The flood of cheap imports and declining
prices for Brazil's export commodities, combined with an overvalued
currency, transformed Brazil's annual trade surplus into a deficit. This was
further fuelled by the overseas spending spree of the minority who could
afford to travel abroad. For them, the overvalued real was good news,
because it made foreign travel relatively cheap. Spending on tourism rose
from around 100 million dollars in 1994 to US$4.5 billion by 1997.
To finance the deficit, Brazil began offering the highest rates of
interest on the planet, and by the end of 1998 currency reserves had soared
to a record US$73 billion. The foreign debt rose as a result, and Brazil
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became the biggest payer of profits and dividends in the developing world.
By 1998 the government's domestic debt had also mushroomed, and
paying the interest on it cost more than the combined spending on health
and education services.
The foreign investments that poured into Brazil during this time
were used to produce luxury consumer goods, especially cars, a sector
which expanded at a much faster rate than industry as a whole. It was a
second golden age for the car industry, which doubled production to
almost 2 million cars a year. To finance car buyers, companies sought
cheap loans abroad. The Cardoso government had opted for industrial
development dependent on decisions taken by transnational companies the manufacture of cars and other consumer durables - rather than
developing a sovereign economic policy by investing in family agriculture,
local industry, and social infrastructure. In 1997 the car industry received
tax breaks from the government worth more than all the money that went
to the official development agency for the Northeast, SUDENE. To
maintain investor confidence, the government spent US$24 billion on
bailing out private and local state banks that were in danger of collapsing.
Through these costly short-term mechanisms the government
maintained economic stability for four years, and the immediate effects
were good for many Brazilians. But the solutions chosen were in reality
quick fixes that only postponed the need for radical measures, and
continued the concentration of income. The public debt become another
mechanism for transferring fabulous sums of public money to the betteroff, favouring foreign investors, as well as rich Brazilians who had kept
their money in overseas tax havens.
Crisis hits Brazil

A The Square of Despair' in
Petrolina, where several
hundred men, women, and
children gather each day,
waiting for a chance of casual
work
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In August 1998 the repercussions of the Russian crisis frightened foreign
investors, who began withdrawing their money. Brazil raised interest rates
to an unprecedented 50 per cent to stop capital flight and avoid
devaluation. The IMF stepped in with a loan package worth US$41.6
billion to boost investor confidence. In exchange Brazil had to introduce
deep cuts in public spending. The depth of the crisis was hidden from the
public, and Cardoso was re-elected for his second term, which began on
1 January 1999.
Within two weeks the crisis, concealed from the electorate in the
previous months, exploded, and Brazil was forced to devalue the real by
more than 40 per cent. Further cuts in government spending followed.
Two billion dollars were cut from social services. The food programme for
the neediest was cut by half. The school-lunch subsidy which had helped
some of the poorest children was cut by 35 per cent. For some, the crisis
was good news: opposition congressmen claimed that private banks made
profits exceeding 10 billion dollars from insider information about
devaluation. For most Brazilians it meant more hardship. Many of the 12

million people who, according to CEPAL, the Economic Commission for
Latin America, had risen above the poverty line between 1990 and 1996
fell below it again.
Globalisation

A Packing grapes for export
on a fruit farm near Petrolina.
Much of the fruit produced in
Brazil is sold in US and
European supermarkets.

President Cardoso embraced globalisation as a solution for the Brazilian
economy. Brazil's role is basically that of a commodity exporter. The
priority of its economic policy is to guarantee the flow of payments
overseas, rather than distributing
income, creating jobs, or providing
better social services for the
majority. Without more equal
income distribution, the domestic
market cannot grow.
The first Cardoso government
of 1994-1998 failed to tackle the
economy's structural problems, like
the grossly unjust tax system which
taxes employment rather than profit,
and basic foodstuffs rather than
luxury goods. With 58 different
taxes to be paid, tax evasion is
extremely high. The privatisation of
Brazil's state companies, many of
them extremely profitable, was pushed through despite widespread
protests from trade unions and popular movements, who accused the
government of selling off public property at knockdown prices. The
government justified the sales as a way of raising money for social
investment, but it was later revealed that not only had Brazil's development
bank (BNDES) given generous loans to private companies (both Brazilian
and foreign) to finance their acquisitions, but also that they would be
granted tax exemption for many years, effectively cancelling out the benefit
of the sales. Anger against privatisation has been further fuelled by the
poor performance of many of the newly privatised companies, especially in
the electricity and telephone industries, often caused by their habit of
sacking most of the experienced employees in order to hire cheaper
substitutes.
For Gustavo Franco, President of the Central Bank during much of
the Cardoso presidency, the government does not need a development
policy, because its task is to clear the way for the action of money and
markets. For President Cardoso, speaking at a meeting in 1996, social
exclusion and social regression are inevitable consequences of
globalisation. For Brazil's popular movements, poverty and social exclusion
are not inevitable, and public policies need to be changed so that they
distribute income, instead of concentrating it.
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Communications
The power of television
The extremely high illiteracy rate, with two out of every five people either
illiterate or functionally illiterate, has not prevented Brazil from developing
a highly sophisticated media industry. But it has meant leaping straight
from the oral culture of a slave society to the audio-visual culture of a postmodern society where television and radio, not the written word, provide
most people with news and information.

> Even the poorest homes
have TV sets: Edileusa
Sevehna do Santana and her
grand-daughter Paulina at
home in a favela in Recife.

TV ownership soared under the repressive 21-year military regime,
because the generals realised that it could be a useful tool of social control.
Easy hire-purchase terms meant that even the poorest could buy a set, and
aerials soon sprouted over even the most dilapidated shack. Television
news was carefully pruned of anything unwelcome to the military; long,
detailed telexes with lists of subjects to be omitted or downplayed were
sent daily to the TV stations. Hours of romantic 'soaps' and variety shows
were screened, offering ordinary people an escape from the struggle of
their daily lives.
Under civilian government, direct censorship no longer exists, but
television channels, owned by commercial groups that depend on
government advertising revenues and patronage, tend to defend the status
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\ Film posters promise an
escape from the problems
of daily life.

quo. Seven families control the media groups
that own most of Brazil's TV and radio stations,
and newspapers. The Globo Network, owned by
the Marinho family, predominates over all the
others, with an audience share of 50-60 per
cent. With more than 100 regional TV stations,
50 radio stations, and a cable TV channel, it is
the fourth-largest television network in the
world, exporting soaps to Africa, China, Latin
America, and Europe. Although its soaps now
tackle questions like sexual preferences, AIDS,
and surrogate motherhood, they still avoid
questions of race and class. Technically and
commercially, Globo is a huge success story. But
Globo is much more than a purveyor of entertainment, news, and occasional documentaries.
It is also an active player in the political arena,
manipulating the news agenda to suit the
interests of the government in power, or the
electoral candidates whom it supports. In the
1989 presidential elections, when the candidate
of the popular movements, the Workers' Party's
Luis Inacio Lula da Silva, stood a real chance of
winning, TV Globo showed footage unfavourable
to him, including false accusations, and manipulated the images of the candidates during the
final TV debate. In this it was not alone, because
business, finance, and landowning interests had decided that Lula had to
be defeated at all costs, and all the major newspapers and TV and radio
stations transmitted myths and distortions about the left-wing candidate;
but Globo's power and influence were much greater than the others.
The Brazilian media played the same role in the 1994 campaign,
when Lula ran against Fernando Henrique Cardoso: 85 per cent of column
inches were devoted to Cardoso, and only 15 per cent to Lula. When, in
spite of this, Lula forged ahead in the opinion polls, he and the PT were
falsely accused of involvement in various crimes. Cardoso won. In 1998,
when Lula once more challenged Fernando Henrique Cardoso for the
presidency and led the polls, the President called a meeting of media
barons and asked them to stop giving space to 'negative' news, like the
drought and unemployment. Instead they were encouraged to launch the
Feel Good Campaign, using yellow, blue, and green, the colours of the
Brazilian flag and Cardoso's election propaganda. In October a major
financial crisis hit Brazil on the eve of the election. Globo's main evening
news bulletin devoted just one minute to it, and nine minutes to the birth
of the baby of one of the TV network's favourite performers, Xuxa.
Although the crisis had been brought about partly by the Cardoso
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government's own policies, the media almost exclusively blamed foreign
speculators and poured scorn on the PT's ability to deal with such a crisis.
Cardoso won again.
Licences to print money
The origin of this political use of the media goes back to the undemocratic
way in which licences to run television and radio stations are distributed.
Successive governments have handed them out as favours to congressmen
or their proteges in return for political support. The last of the generalpresidents, Joao Figueiredo, distributed 634 TV and radio frequencies
during his six years in office, many of them to congressmen in exchange
for voting against the Bill restoring direct elections. Between 1985 and
1989 President Jose Sarney handed out more than 1000 franchises, 539 of
them to congressmen or their relations in exchange for voting for a Bill to
extend his mandate a further year. Sarney himself controls 35 of the 57
radio and TV stations in his home state, Maranhao. The practice has
continued since then.
Nobody who has won a concession like this has ever had to submit a
programming proposal. Rather the franchises have been seen as licences
to print money and elect certain candidates. Evangelical churches whose
leaders support conservative politicians have also won radio and TV
frequencies; but requests from popular movements, trade unions, or
progressive churches to run educational stations have invariably been
refused.
Compared with the influence of television and radio on the general
population, newspapers reach very few people. Together, the four major
dailies sell 1.5 million copies for a population of 160 million. The total daily
circulation of Brazil's 400 dailies adds up to only 6.9 million copies. With
a readership largely confined to the middle and upper classes, the result is
that newspapers reflect the lives and opinions of their readers, rather than
those of the vast majority of the population.
The biggest opportunity for democratic communication lies with
radio. Over 90 per cent of Brazilian homes have a radio. Local community
radio stations have begun to spring up, run on shoestring budgets by
popular movements and non-government organisations (NGOs). Their
frequency is legally limited to a few kilometres, but, especially in the 3000
municipalities that have no other radio station, they offer a space for the
dissemination of democratic information on local issues and the broadcast
of educational programmes, to counterbalance the political propaganda
and misinformation conveyed by so many of the bigger stations.
One NGO that is making good use of local radio is the Catholic
Church's Children's Pastoral. It has pioneered a low-cost system of making
and distributing tapes containing information on child-care and nutrition
to more than 1000 local radio stations, both religious and commercial.
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Education

• 'State schooling is everyone's right': a demonstration
demanding more government
investment in education

Thirteen-year-old Luciana stands on the broken wooden boards outside her
shanty-town home in Rio. Below her, a fetid stream carries sewage into the
Bay of Guanabara. She says she wants to be a computer programmer and
points with pride to her school, a large concrete building with oval
windows which rises beyond the shanty-town. It is one of scores of new
purpose-built schools constructed between 1982 and 1986 by Rio's then
governor Leonel Brizola, of the PDT (Democratic Labour Party), in an
ambitious programme to provide a first-class education for Rio's most
underprivileged children. Designed by Brazil's most famous architect,
Oscar Niemeyer, they were located in some of the worst slum areas and
provided not only lessons, but a library, sports facilities, showers, and three
meals a day - things not normally available in state schools. For a few
years the distinctive shape of a Centre for Integrated Popular Education
(CIEP), the schools' official name, rising above the crowded shacks of a
shanty-town, represented hope, the chance of escape through education.
But the CIEPs were expensive to run, and Brizola's successor and political
enemy did not give them the same priority in his budget, so that their
quality declined to the level of other schools.
Most state schools still offer children a poor education. Ninety-four
out of every 100 poor children are enrolled at 7 years old for primary
school. At the end of four years, only 50 are still in the classroom, and only
15 of them complete nine years of schooling. Repetition is one of the main
causes: pupils who fail to do well in end-of-year examinations are forced to
repeat the entire year, sometimes
two, three, or even four times. This
means that classes contain pupils of
many different ages. Brazilians
spend less than five years at school
on average, compared with almost
nine years in Chile and Argentina.
Yet Brazil's per capita
spending on education is as high as
countries where literacy rates are
much better. The problem is the
way in which the money is
distributed. Sixty per cent of the
federal education budget is spent on
state universities, where average
student/lecturer ratios are much
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lower than in many industrialised countries (6.5 students per lecturer,
compared with 23 in France). Ironically the majority of the students at the
public, free universities come from middle-income or rich families and
have had the advantage of a private-school education. Primary education is
the responsibility of local authorities, and, in the poorer states, unqualified,
underpaid teachers work in over-crowded, under-resourced schools, with
few books or equipment, many of them without running water or toilets.
No uniform, no education
Although primary education is free, poor families have to overcome many
obstacles. Until recently registry offices, which are privately owned,
charged up to / i o for a birth certificate, without which a child cannot be
enrolled. In 1999 a Bill was passed to make them free, although many
registry offices, reluctant to lose a profitable source of income, still create
difficulties for poor families. At the beginning of each term, parents are
given a long list of materials they must supply; it includes not only books,
pencils, crayons, and paper for their own child, but office supplies for the
school administration. Without a uniform, which the family must also pay
for, the child risks being sent home. Nearly all schools operate on a shift
system, with three or four shifts using the same classrooms every day.
Secondary schools have an evening shift for adolescents who work during
the day. This means that the average school day is only three to four hours
long. Another problem is the high drop-out rate. For many poor families,
the main incentive to send their child to school is the school meals. Since
1994, the government has introduced a series of measures to try to
improve primary schooling. All teachers' pay is supposed to be topped up
to at least R$3oo (US$180) a month by a federal fund. School textbooks
will be designed to last for several years, instead of being discarded at the
end of each year, which was a very profitable system for the publishers.
No education, no democracy
Brazilian elites have never seen the need for a good education system,
because an ignorant illiterate population has been easier to manipulate and
control. The result is one of the highest illiteracy rates in Latin America.
Nineteen per cent of adult Brazilians, almost one fifth, cannot read or
write, and probably the same proportion are 'functionally illiterate': they
know only how to write their names. An Inter-American Development
Bank report on inequality in Latin America for 1998-1999 found that
because education is so profoundly stratified in the region it is
perpetuating disparities in incomes, rather than correcting them, and that
Brazil, which had the worst gap between rich and poor, was one of the
worst offenders. The report found that in Brazil, unlike elsewhere,
education is not a mechanism for social mobility or reducing income
differences, because the quality of education offered to students from high-
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income and low-income families is so different. For the Bank, the problem
is not the level of expenditure, but the organisation of the public education
system, which fails to provide incentives to improve quality and to involve
families or even teachers in decisions about education. The Bank
suggested that families should be given direct subsidies for books,
transport, uniforms, and meals.
A different kind of education

A A makeshift school in the
squatters' settlement of Pedro
Vermelha

V Jeronimo de Oliveira, a
teacher at a COIAB school for
Macuxi children. 'Here our
children learn to read and
write in their maternal
language. My mother didn't
talk to me in Macuxi, because
the whites had taught her to
be ashamed of it.'

The Landless Rural Workers' Movement (MST) has made education a
priority in its camps and settlements from the beginning. In the camps,
where families live in black plastic tents for months or even years, waiting
for land, the school takes pride of place, even if it is a rustic building made,
like the tents, of black plastic stretched over branches, and the pupils have
to sit on tree trunks. On the more established settlements in Rio Grande
do Sul, the school is surrounded by sports fields, vegetable gardens that are
tended by the pupils, and flower beds. The MST runs its own teachertraining courses, so that, besides teaching basic literacy and numeracy,
they can encourage the children to acquire a more critical vision of what
goes on in Brazil, and grow up to put collective values above consumerism
and individualism.
Observers have noted that children who have attended MST schools
are more questioning and less passive than others. In one MST school, the
teachers set up a camp-like black plastic tent on the lawn, so the children
could see what their parents had endured to acquire their land. Many
indigenous communities are now setting up bilingual schools where their
own culture is part of the curriculum, as they are entitled to do under the
Constitution. Among them are the Mura and the Xucuru, who have
produced a book of their own stories. In 1995 the CCPY (the ProYanomami Commission) began an education project with the Yanomami
in the village of Demeni. The pupils, of all ages and both sexes, are taught
to read and write, first in their own language and then in Portuguese.
Young Yanomami responded to the
project with huge enthusiasm, and
handwritten letters are now exchanged
between villages. In their drawings the
children illustrate their myths and
beliefs. Those who do especially well in
the local schools go on for further
language-training in Boa Vista, and can
become either teachers or clinic
assistants within the health programme.
Learning Portuguese and mathematics
is an essential preparation for the
economic projects that the Yanomami
want to develop.

BRAZIL 57

Children at work

V For one day's exhausting
labour on a sugar<ane
plantation, this boy, whose
family cannot afford to keep
him in school, will earn about
one dollar.

On a steep hillside in the hot sun, 12-year-old Juliano cuts cane alongside
his father. He began the day at 3am with a cup of black coffee, before
setting out on the long walk to reach the sugar-cane field by 6am. His feet,
protected only by a pair of worn rubber-thong sandals, are covered in cuts
from the sharp-edged cane. His face is smudged and his hands blackened
by the cane. For a day's backbreaking work he will earn about US$1.00,
but it is a vital contribution towards his family's income. At home he has
five younger brothers and sisters.
In 1996 there were 60,000
children like Juliano cutting cane in the
Northeast. A survey carried out by the
Josue de Castro research centre, an NGO
in Recife, found that half of them had
been injured because they were using
tools designed for adults. 'When I was
seven, I trod on a scythe. I had to have 20
stitches. My mum took me to hospital',
recalls Maria Jose, now 12 years old. 'It
makes you sleepy. You get tired, you fall
asleep doing your homework. You get home
at 10, then you've got to wake up at half past
three in the morning', says Flavio, aged

eleven, who attends school after work.
Where childhood ends at 5
In many parts of the Amazon basin, boys and girls as young as 5 or 6 work
alongside their parents, stoking and unloading the mud kilns used for
burning wood to produce charcoal. Their feet get burnt from the hot coals.
Each family has to tend 10 to 20 kilns, day and night, living in makeshift
camps, often deep in the forest. In Mato Grosso do Sul until recently,
more than 6000 children were at work in the ovens, while small children
played and slept in the filthy smoky air of the kilns, because their mothers
had nowhere else to leave them. Many of the families are hired in shantytowns and driven to the camps, where they find themselves trapped into
debt, owing money to their employers for tools, food, and transport. As
most of the adults are illiterate, they cannot check or control what is
deducted from their pay, and they are usually cheated.
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A On the rubbish dump: a
young scavenger in Recife

In other places children work all day long, breaking stones or feeding
sisal into machines to make rope, or making bricks. In the cities, children
can be seen selling sweets, flowers, or fruit outside restaurants, or at traffic
lights. According to UNICEF, another 50,000 children and adolescents
work in city rubbish dumps, looking for edible food or tins or bottles to be
recycled; or spend the night hours helping their parents to collect and
select the waste left on the pavements by shops and offices. These children
pull carts and carry heavy loads to earn US $ 1.50 a day if they are lucky. On
the dumps they are at risk of being cut by bits of glass, rusty pieces of iron,
and hospital needles, catching skin diseases or becoming ill from eating
contaminated food. In many Brazilian homes, girls of 13 or 14, sometimes
younger, work long hours as domestic maids or nursemaids, at the beck
and call of an entire family, sleeping in cramped rooms, to earn a pittance.
In the Amazon, young teenage girls can be found in roadside bars and
brothels, working as prostitutes; cities like Manaus and Porto Velho have
hundreds of child prostitutes.
Altogether an estimated three and a half million children work in
Brazil. Ninety per cent of them began work between the ages of 7 and 13.
In the 1990s, growing awareness of the problem led the government to
announce plans to eradicate it altogether. It was recognised that for poor
families the children's contribution, however small, was essential, and
therefore families had to be compensated. The first such programme,
launched in 1995 by the Governor of Brasilia, Cristovam Buarque, of the
Workers' Party, paid families half a minimum salary for each child who
went to school on a regular basis. This scheme was then adopted by the
federal government and extended to several thousand children in the
charcoal and sugar-cane industries and in cassiterite mines in the Amazon.
In some places schools were specially built near the sugar-cane fields or
charcoal kilns. Besides lessons, the children get school meals.
In 1999 the programme suffered setbacks. In Brasilia Governor
Buarque failed to get re-elected, and his successor, a right-wing populist,
replaced the scheme with handouts of books and uniforms. At a federal
level the programme has been undermined by public spending cuts to
meet the financial targets determined by the International Monetary Fund.
Left without the government allowance for months at a time, many
families were forced to send their children back to work. In 1999 UNICEF
and Brazilian NGOs launched a campaign to get several thousand children
out of the rubbish dumps where they sort waste, by the year 2002. In one
city, Belo Horizonte, street waste is now taken to be sorted at shelters
where child-care facilities are provided.
In the cities many children who work on the streets end up living on
the streets, or going home infrequently. For some, the freedom of street
life is preferable to a life of hunger, overcrowding, and abuse at home. But
on the streets children are a regular target for death squads, vigilante
gangs, drug dealers, and brutal policemen. To dull hunger they sniff glue:
to buy it, they beg, shoplift, and prostitute themselves.
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Health

One of the first things that a visitor to Brazil notices is the large number of
well-stocked pharmacies everywhere. Self-medication is widespread, and
the pharmacies not only dispense prescription medicines without
demanding a doctor's prescription, but offer instant advice on health care.
The Ministry of Health has tried to reduce the price of drugs, by
making it mandatory to label them with their generic name instead of their
commercial name, so that people can choose the cheapest form. This
attempt to offer consumer choice has been fiercely opposed by the
powerful pharmaceutical industry, dominated by multinational companies,
for whom the Brazilian market is extremely lucrative. It is not uncommon
to see poor mothers or fathers clutching a sickly child and begging for the
money to pay for the prescription they hold in their hands, which turns out
to specify an expensive vitamin.
Diagnosis: distorted priorities

V A cane-cutter in the
company shed where he lives
in Petrolina. Contaminated
water is a major source of
disease in Brazil.
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Brazil's spending on health care, 7.4 per cent of the gross domestic
product, would be more than enough to provide adequate services for
everyone, if the resources were properly distributed. Instead, a
disproportionate amount goes on hospital-based curative medicine in
major cities, while preventive medicine and primary care are seriously
underfunded. Government figures show that the Ministry of Health
spends as much on sophisticated treatments for 12,000 patients, most of
them from high-income families, as it does on treatments for 40 million
people from mostly low-income families.
Eighty per cent of the people who seek treatment in the casualty
departments of the public hospitals suffer from
illnesses caused by contaminated water or poor
sanitary conditions. One quarter of the
population still has no running water, while
more than one third are not connected to mains
sewage systems. Considerable advances were
made in the 1970s and 1980s with large, internationally funded programmes for piped water
and sewage systems, but spending on public
health has been reduced in the last few years. As
a result, diseases once considered to be under
control, like tuberculosis, dengue fever, and
leishmaniosis, have re-emerged. Every year there
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are 100,000 new cases of TB. Haifa million cases
of malaria have been reported each year from
1990 in the Amazon region, as settlers and goldminers move into the area and no precautions
* 1
are taken to stop them catching and spreading it.
Although Brazil produces more than
enough food for the needs of its population,
malnutrition is still common. In the Zona da
Mata area of Pernambuco, where until recently
sugar-cane occupied every inch of soil, and canecutters were banned from planting a vegetable
garden, generations of chronic malnutrition have
produced populations with stunted growth. As a
whole, the average height of the population of
the Northeast is several inches less than in the
south. In spite of widespread malnutrition,
efforts to get basic foodstuffs exempted from tax
have so far failed. Brazil has the highest food
taxes in the world: 21 per cent on powdered milk, 34 per cent on pasta, up
to 17 per cent on beans and rice. As these taxes are not charged separately,
but hidden in the final price, few people realise that they are paying them.
In the 1990s the government began distributing food baskets,
targetting towns with the highest infant-mortality rates (up to 180 per
1000 live births) and regions affected by the drought. This simple measure
led to an immediate reduction in infant deaths, but cuts in government
spending in 1999 reduced the size and number of food baskets, and rates
have risen again as a consequence.
Besides the diseases of underdevelopment, Brazil also has an
increasing incidence of the diseases associated with industrialisation,
notably cancer and heart disease. Even when they contract the diseases of
affluence, the poor are still at a disadvantage. In 1998, of the 32,695 new
cases of breast cancer discovered, 80 per cent of the women had to have
radical mastectomies because, without access to early diagnosis, the illness
was already advanced. More than 7000 women died. Of every 100 mammography examinations, 95 are carried out in private hospitals or clinics and
only five in public hospitals: an example of the very different health
services available to those who can pay for them and those who cannot.
When health care is contracted out to private hospitals or
organisations, the profit motive has often been put first, sometimes with
fatal results. In 1997 more than 100 kidney-dialysis patients at a privately
run but government-funded clinic died because of contaminated water.
While Brazilian doctors are as good as anywhere in the world, performing
heart transplants and pioneering surgical techniques, and the skill of the
plastic surgeons is particularly well known, many public hospitals are
starved of resources. In Rio women have given birth on sink tops or on the
pavement because of the lack of maternity beds.
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A Malnutrition is still
common, in a country that
produces an abundance

of food.
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Women's health
Women's health has never been a priority in a medical system still
dominated by male doctors and influenced by the conservative morality of
the Catholic Church. Pre-natal care is not available to most women, and as
a result Brazil has one of the highest maternal mortality rates in the world.
Millions of Brazilian women are also denied any family-planning advice.
Brazil's steep drop in annual population growth, from over 6 per cent in
the 1950s to 1.4 per cent in 1996, is almost entirely due to sterilisations
carried out in private clinics, illegal abortions, and contraceptive pills
bought over the counter at pharmacies.
In some states in the north and centre of Brazil, between one half
and three quarters of all women of fertile age who do not want more
children have been sterilised, many of them still in their twenties, because
it is the only method of contraception available to them. More than a
million clandestine abortions are believed to take place every year. Legal
abortion is permitted only if rape can be proved, or the mother's life is at
risk; but even in such cases, few public hospitals will perform the
operation. Instead they end up treating hundreds of thousands of women
who are suffering the consequences of botched back-street abortions which
often leave women sterile.
A different kind of health service
More recently there have been encouraging signs of change. The
introduction of community health agents in some Brazilian states has been
a big step in the right direction. The pioneer scheme was begun by the
Catholic Church's Children's Pastoral, which now has a network of
100,000 neighbourhood women working as volunteer health agents,
teaching child care and nutrition, linked to local churches. Several states
and many municipalities have set up their own health agent schemes,
linked to the Ministry of Health. The agents are chosen from local
communities and trained to carry out household visits, concentrating on
prevention of disease and vaccination. In most places the agents are linked
to family-doctor schemes and work as part of a team, with the accent on
primary health care. Brazil's major development bank BNDES (National
Social and Economic Development Bank), in a welcome departure from its
normal funding of Brazilian and foreign capitalist ventures, has begun to
finance pioneer health schemes, like the one set up in IMIP, a maternity
and children's hospital in Recife run by a charity. Called 'Mother
Kangaroo', it enables the mothers of vulnerable premature babies to keep
them bound to their own bodies 24 hours a day for the first crucial days or
weeks - with excellent results. Because it reduces the need for incubators,
the programme is highly cost-effective, and an example of how a simple
but unconventional practice can often work much better than expensive
technology. The Ministry of Health has decided to copy the idea and extend
it to hospitals all over Brazil.

62 BRAZIL

The Northeast
Where drought is a political issue
Brazil's Northeast is one of the poorest regions in the world. The average
per capita income of the forty million people who live there is less than
half the national average. This extreme poverty is traditionally blamed on
the terrible droughts that periodically affect the large semi-arid zone, when
it stops raining for months or years at a time. Because it is the most
densely populated such zone in the world, millions of people are affected.
But these droughts have never received such extensive media coverage as
those in Africa, partly because the authorities have hidden their real impact.
Independent sources calculated that at least 700,000 people, most of them
children, died from hunger and weakness during the 1979-83 drought.
> Cattle in an arid
landscape, Pernambuco,
Northeast Brazil

In 1998 another severe drought began in the semi-arid zone, lasting
throughout 1999 and leaving ten million people struggling to find water.
Yet the Northeast has one of Brazil's largest perennial rivers, the Sao
Francisco, and the biggest reserves of water in the world, stored in 70,000
man-made dams and reservoirs. It has billions of cubic metres in underground water tables. The problem is distribution, not supply. The Brazilian
NGOs who carried out a major survey of the 1979-83 drought concluded
that it was not the drought itself that killed people, but the political use
made of it by landowners and politicians as a means of increasing their
power. The practice is to demand people's votes in exchange for water or
jobs on the emergency work-fronts set up by the government to provide an
income for the hungry. The cheap labour of hundreds of thousands of
ruined small farmers has ended up favouring landowners, by being used to
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build roads and dams on private lands, rather than public works. Tax
amnesties and special subsidies provided for drought-affected farmers
rarely benefit the small subsistence farmers who make up the bulk of the
population, because they often have no proper land titles.
Caatinga: low-tech, self-help schemes for
subsistence farmers

* Joao Pedro da Silva (left)
discusses the drought with
other farmers in Lagoa
Comphda.
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Joao Pedro da Silva is one such subsistence
farmer. He lives in Lagoa Comprida near
Ouricuri, in the heart of Pernambuco's semi-arid
zone. To reach Joao Pedro's house, we drive
along bumpy dirt roads between fences made of
bent, gnarled branches. The trees are twisted
and leafless. The dry landscape is brown; the sky
is a harsh, cloudless blue. The only signs of
green come from a cactus tree, the palma. Joao
Pedro has lost his major crops: maize, beans,
and cassava (manioc). His cattle have survived by
eating the palma leaves that he chops up for them. The family's only
income is now the old-age pension of his wife's 97-year-old father, who
lives with them. But Joao Pedro is one of the lucky ones, because he has
been able to use some of the low-cost, low-technology solutions taught by
Caatinga, a Brazilian NGO. Thanks to Caatinga, the family has drinking
water and has been able to save the papaya and cashew trees.
Next to the house is a Caatinga-designed underground cistern which
stores rainwater and can provide a family of five with water for a year. It
costs US$250. The water level is very low, but it has kept them going since
the rain stopped ten months ago. To purify the now muddy water, Joao
Pedro's wife Maria da Luz puts a few seeds from the moringa plant into it
and leaves it to stand for a couple of hours.
In the evening we sit out in front of the house as the sun sets. The
electricity promised at every election has not yet reached Lagoa Comprida.
Neighbours call greetings as they go by in the dark. Everybody knows
everybody in this small community. Later on, lights appear, bobbing along
in the distance: a candle-lit procession of men, women, and children
singing hymns makes its way to the neighbour's house. She has organised
it to give thanks for her son's recovery from a broken leg. The nearest
doctor is several kilometres away in the town. Eight of Maria da Luz's
eleven children died, most as babies, three of them when they were
teenagers disabled with what seemed to be cerebral palsy. She never
discovered what was really wrong with them, or the cause of their deaths.
Next day we trudge out to Joao Pedro's field, a few hundred yards
from the house. From the distance it looks like a little green oasis set in
dry dusty fields. Closer up, we see that the banana trees are shrivelled and
the leaves on the cashew trees are yellowing, but the papayas remain firm,

with bunches of large green fruits, thanks to the underground dam dug
with Caatinga expertise. Joao Pedro and his son are digging a dam wall of
loose stones, so that when the rains return and the now dried-up stream
reappears, the water will be held and then filtered through the stones to
make the whole area humid and fertile.
A neighbouring farmer is digging a ditch-dam, another of the ideas
promoted by Caatinga. These dams are two or more metres deep and very
narrow, to avoid evaporation. They capture rainwater or runoff from
sloping hillsides. There is a big government dam not far away but it was
badly planned and never filled enough to supply the irrigation pipes that
were supposed'to run from it. The only water left in the neighbourhood
now is a muddy lake where people travel long distances in ox-carts to fill
old oil-drums with brackish water. One of the women, Maria do Carmo da
Conceicao, says this is the only drinking water available for her eight
children. She strains it, but does not boil it. She comes once a week with
her husband in a borrowed ox-cart. Before the elections, candidates paid
for lorries to travel the villages distributing water; once voting was over,
A Digging a ditch-dam,
designed by Caatinga staff
with steep sides to avoid evaporation in the searing heat
V Francisco Alexandrino
Gomes, a Caatinga worker
who runs a network of seed
banks to save local droughtresistant varieties of crop

they stopped. 'It's very hard for anything from the government to reach our
hands. We only get something after a lot of struggle', says Joao Pedro.

Caatinga receives funding from several overseas organisations. With
a staff of about 30, its aim is to work at the grassroots, finding and
teaching environmentally sustainable solutions to help subsistence farmers
to survive in the semi-arid area, even during times of drought. Their cisterns
and small-scale dams now benefit several hundred families in the region,
but could benefit thousands if the government backed such projects.
Caatinga is a member of the Permanent
Committee for Dealing with the Drought, which has
representatives from NGOs and the government; its
staff have been invited to talk about their technology at
the local HQ of the federal government's agricultural
research company, Embrapa. But decisions in the
region are still heavily influenced by politicians, and
millions of pounds will probably be spent on a
sophisticated, highly visible irrigation scheme, rather
than on the low-tech but effective solutions offered by
Caatinga. The staff teach local farmers how to live with
the drought and find additional sources of income like
animal-breeding or bee-keeping. One of them, himself
a farmer, Francisco Alexandrino Gomes, runs a seedbank network to save and develop local droughtresistant varieties. Seventy-two communities now have
seed banks. 7 visit a village and ask after a certain
variety. People say oh, so-and-so has it. So many seeds
have disappeared over the last 20 or }0 years, and now
indigenous trees like the umbuzeiro are going, because
people use them for firewood.'
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Caatinga staff have shown farmers how to use the
palma cactus for cattle food and how to use the seed of
the moringa, originally an African plant, to sterilise the
water. At the Caatinga centre, a series of simple low
buildings surrounded by fields, coordinator Hermes
Goncalves Monteiro says the origin of the region's
problems is not the lack of rain, but the feudal landownership structure and the farming practices imported
from Portugal, a country of plentiful rainfall.
The Caatinga school

A Hermes Goncalves
Monteiro, Caatinga
Coordinator, at the
agency's headquarters
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To teach the next generation how to farm sustainably,
Caatinga runs a school for 200 children. The education
is free, so most of the costs have to be met by the NGO,
because the local authority pays only for the teachers and
textbooks. These are used critically, because of their
illustrations, which betray prejudiced assumptions about
race and class. "They show white middle-class models in
their illustrations. Any rural workers are always shown as
dirty and ragged', says Marli de Almeida, the school's
educational adviser, herself one of the ten children of a
subsistence farmer.
Through the school, Caatinga hopes to stem the rural exodus and
offer teenagers an alternative to migrating to Sao Paulo to find work as
domestic maids or labourers, which is the traditional solution for the
children of poor families in the region. Some teenagers work as seasonal
labourers in the newly irrigated fruit-growing areas of the Sao Francisco
Valley, where pesticides are widely used, so teachers tell them about the
dangers.
Instead of the dependency induced by decades of droughts, the
children learn about solidarity and community organisation. They learn
how to put into practice the alternative methods pioneered by Caatinga.
They learn about the semi-arid region's medicinal plants and how to use
certain leaves as food supplements. They learn to cook, to recycle paper
and sell it, and to think.critically about what goes on around them.
According to one pupil, TV shows pretty things, but it doesn't show the reality
of the drought. The politicians do nothing - except for the last governor, who
came here and then copied the cisterns.'
The Caatinga school has become a local reference for good
education. Thirty-five teachers from rural schools in the region come here
for training. The change of government every four years after elections is
always a problem, because the new administrators always want to do
something different. "The authorities don't like working with NGOs, because
they are ethical: they criticise corruption. The authorities don't invest in
education because they want to maintain the political system as it is, with
ignorant voters', is Marli's explanation for the lack of support.

Babassu

Breaking babassu nuts

Forests of what look like luxuriant green featherdusters cover huge swathes of northern Brazil.
This is the extraordinary babassu palm, a tree
which supplies the raw materials for heating and
lighting, shelter, food, animal feed, and even
soap. The babassu thrives in the hot humid
valleys of Maranhao, Piaui, Tocantins, and Para,
providing a livelihood for hundreds of thousands
of families.
Breaking the small hard nuts has always
been seen as women's work. Up to 300,000
quebradeiras (breakers) spend the day in the
forest, collecting and breaking the fallen nuts.
They sit on the ground, place the nut on the
sharp upturned blade of a machete and break it
open with blows from a stick. The kernels are
then sold by the kilo. Children learn to break the
babassu nut from the age of six or seven, many
suffering accidents with the sharp blades.
Because it is seen as women's work, boys stop
doing it at around the age of 12 and go off to
work with their fathers in the fields instead, while the girls continue.
In the 1980s the babassu forests in Maranhao began to come under
threat from a new type of landowner. Although the quebradeiras and their
families, many of them descendants of freed slaves, had lived for generations
on the land, it was divided up by the then state governor and handed out to
political allies and companies from the south. Gunmen were brought in to
expel the villagers and keep the babassu nut breakers out of the forests.
Many people died in the subsequent conflicts, and almost 100,000 were
evicted from their homes. Although the babassu tree is protected by a
federal law that makes it illegal to cut it down, the landowners, who
received government subsidies for their 'development projects', turned the
land to cattle pasture or planted eucalyptus forests.
Unity and literacy empower the quebradeiras
In the late 1980s, thanks to the resistance of the families who refused to
give up and move to the shanty-towns in the cities, many of them were
resettled on land confiscated under a government land-reform scheme.
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The conflicts made people realise that only by uniting could they hope to
resist the pressure from the landowners and maintain their livelihood. The
quebradeiras, most of whom were illiterate, formed their own association,
and began to write petitions to the authorities and hold meetings, first
locally, then at a regional level. Instead of being ashamed of their work,
they began to take pride in their identity and began to be recognised as a
social force. In 1989 ASSEMA (the Association of Settlement Areas in
Maranhao), a non-government organisation, began providing technical
assistance to the rural communities. ASSEMA helped the quebradeiras to
find ways of commercialising their own products, to avoid dependence on
middlemen and factory owners.
Babassu soap was one result. UNICEF gave funds for a small factory
to be set up in the village of Ludovico, employing 23 women. Profits are
divided equally among them, and their income is twice what it would be if
they simply broke the nuts. The women have learned how to do chemical
analyses, but the machinery is inefficient and they lose up to 30 per cent of
the soap. Some soap is sold locally, but most of it goes abroad, because in
Brazil itself the concept of fair trade is not widely known or understood.
Sustainable products like the babassu soap cannot compete with the welladvertised and glossily marketed commercial products available on every
shop shelf. To make their soap more competitive, the
women want better machines and help with marketing.

• Workers in the Ludovico
factory display tablets of soap
made from babassu oil

In the nearby village of Lago dos Rodrigues, another group works a
press for extracting oil from the babassu nuts. The oil is then exported to
the Body Shop chain in the UK, while the husks are used for animal feed. If
there were more buyers, the women could expand production and benefit
more families. At Esperantinopolis, a larger town in the babassu area of
Maranhao, the women have set up a co-operative which buys the mesocarp,
the solid pulp inside the husk, which is then powdered to make a nutritious
food-supplement and sold to the local authority for mixing in school meals.
But this programme is vulnerable to cuts in the school budget.
There are no government agencies to provide the expertise to
improve the commercial viability of these small-scale projects, although the
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babassu industry provides an income for hundreds of thousands of
families in one of Brazil's most impoverished areas. The government
has actually reduced import taxes from 18 per cent to 2 per cent on
cheap palmiste oil from abroad, so the price of babassu has slumped.
Some of the larger industries that process the babassu oil have proposed
mechanising the collection and breaking methods, to replace what they
call the 'anachronistic practice' of the quebradeiras.
ZULEIDE'S STORY

Zuleide da Silva is a quebradeira. She lives in Jequeri
in the state of Maranhao, a village surrounded by
forests of babassu. Zuleide's house has an earthen
floor; a single electric bulb hangs from the centre of
the rafters.The cooker stands unused, because gas
is too expensive. She cooks on an earthen woodburning stove. Shiny pots and pans hang on nails,
but water has to be fetched from a neighbour's
well.The bathroom is out in the yard, a small
enclosure of palm fronds with a bowl.The toilet is
a hole in the ground covered by a thatched shelter,
up the hillside at the back of the house. Chickens
scratch around everywhere, but pride of place in
the yard goes to the babassu equipment. Zuleide's
yard is used by half a dozen women t o break the
nuts they have brought in from the forest, to shell
them and remove the pulp.They sit under thatch
shelters to protect themselves from the hot sun.
Zuleide is a small, bustling woman who is angry
that her father never let her go to school and learn
to read and write. She goes to literacy classes to
make up for the lost years of learning. She is very
proud of her two daughters, aged 16 and 18, who
are still at school. One of them wants to be a
teacher. Zuleide is also proud of belonging to the
local rural workers' union in her own right, not just
as the wife of Luis, her husband.
In the evening a dozen women come to Zuleide's
house to talk.They sit in the front room with its
white-washed walls and talk about their children,
their husbands, their health.They have all had lots
of children - ten, eleven, twelve - and seen many of
them die as babies. Seven or eight days after each
birth they are back in the forest, collecting babassu
nuts.The only way they know to limit their families
is to 'tie the tubes', if they can find a doctor who
will perform the sterilisation operation.

It is a hard life, working up to ten hours a day out
of doors, come sun, come rain.The women are
tired of it.Their eyesight has suffered; they have to
concentrate to avoid cutting themselves with the
sharp machetes: many have had accidents.They have
to look out for snakes in the undergrowth and
beware of rampaging cattle. And when they get home
they still have to cook, do the washing, look after
their children. There are days when I just don't want
to get up', says Teresa, and everyone agrees.Their
bodies ache. By the age of 50 they are worn out.
There is no colour bar here. One woman is black,
another white, most are in between, but they share
the same problems.They have tried to think of
alternative ways of earning a living, like weaving
baskets or making handicrafts.They cannot do
embroidery, because of their bad eyesight.Their
husbands work as sharecroppers, handing over a
quarter or even a third of their produce to the
landowners.They are allowed to plant crops, but
only if they do not interfere with the grazing needs
of the landowners' cattle. Many of the men
travelled t o the Amazon to try their luck as goldminers; but, instead of getting rich, they came back
shaking with malaria. Most of the women are
illiterate, but all their children go to school.They
pin all their hopes for the future on that fact.
By 9 pm everyone has gone home. In a few hours'
time they must be up again, ready to make the long
walk into the forest to collect the babassu nuts and
begin another day of cracking them.The soap
produced by the Ludovico factory carries the name
Baba^u Livre - Free Babassu. That is the fundamental
demand of the women: free access to all the
babassu trees.They want the government to use its
powers to confiscate all the areas where conflicts
still exist, and turn the land over to settlements for
the women and their families.
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The amazing Amazon

The world's largest rainforest
A Boys of Pooco Novo
village, fishing in the Manore
river
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The sheer size of the Amazon basin region is breath-taking. Most of it lies
in Brazil, but Venezuela, Colombia, Peru, Equador, and Bolivia also have
regions of rainforest. The Amazon river rises in the Andes and flows for
2500 km through the forest before reaching the Atlantic Ocean. Seventeen
of its tributaries are more than 600 km long. It drains an area as large as
the United States, without Alaska. Marajo, the island in the mouth of the
Amazon, is bigger than Denmark.
More than 200,000 indigenous people live in the Brazilian
rainforest, but the Amazon basin area, which covers more than 5 million
square kilometres, is no longer a sparsely populated area. Nearly 17 million
Brazilians live in its towns and cities. Manaus and Belem have more than
one million people each. When you fly over the green carpet of closely
packed trees, it seems to stretch for ever, immense and indestructible. But
already 12 per cent of this vast area has been deforested. Large-scale
clearing began in the 1970s to make way for government-financed cattle
ranches and colonisation projects for the settlement of small farmers
displaced by dams and mechanisation in the south. Between 1978 and

1988, annual deforestation averaged 21,000 square km; since then it has
slowed and then speeded up again. More recently loggers have moved in,
some with government licences, many illegally.
This cycle of development began after the military who had taken
power in 1964 decided to 'integrate' the region with the rest of Brazil and
provide access to the rich mineral deposits revealed by aerial surveys. Work
began on a network of roads, slashing through the forest from east to west
and north to south, and on dozens of hydro-electric dams to provide
subsidised energy for industries in other regions. The World Bank
provided loans for the roads and the dams, ignoring their devastating
effects on indigenous populations who happened to be in their path. To
provide jobs for thousands of displaced people, a Free Trade Zone was set
up in Manaus, where consumer goods were assembled under licence and
sold to tourists from the wealthier south. This zone made fortunes for a
small group, but surrounded Manaus with squalid shanty-towns.
V Antonio da Silva Freire,
tapping rubber from one of
the 80 trees on his traii in the
rainforest. A rubber tree,
properly milked, yields latex
for at least 50 years.

Fortunes made of rubber
The commercial exploitation of the Amazon really began a hundred years
before, with the rubber boom in the late 1880s. The indigenous people had
long ago discovered the water-proofing qualities of latex, but when the
motorcar was invented and the demand for
pneumatic tyres began, British and North
American companies realised that they could
make fortunes exporting Amazon rubber. Entire
indian communities were forcibly recruited into
backbreaking labour in the forest, collecting latex
from rubber trees. By 1900, indian slave labour
had turned Manaus into the wealthiest and most
progressive city in South America, with
electricity, piped water, and a tram network
mostly built by the British. Famous European
singers were brought to perform at the city's
opera house.
Huge fortunes were made, but the boom
came to an end with the advent of cheaper
Malayan rubber, grown in plantations from
saplings stolen from the Amazon by an
Englishman, Henry Wickham, and developed at
Kew Gardens. During the Second World War the
Brazilian rubber industry briefly boomed again,
when the Japanese occupied Malaya and the
Allies turned back to the Amazon for supplies.
More than 30,000 men from the impoverished
Northeast were recruited; shipped direct from
their native semi-arid conditions to the tropical
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forest, many succumbed to disease and hunger. When the war was over,
the survivors were abandoned without the repatriation or the pensions they
had been promised.
Chico Mendes and the Alliance of Forest Peoples
One of the wartime rubber-tappers was the father of Chico Mendes, who
was to become famous as the leader of the 20,000 rubber-tappers of Acre,
before being murdered by cattle ranchers in 1988.
Mendes, who was the union president in Xapuri, organised the
tappers in empates: collective actions when men, women, and children
formed a human shield to stop the ranchers'
tractors and bulldozers from clearing the forest
of rubber trees to sow cattle pasture. He enlisted
the help of environmentalists and went to
Washington to lobby the World Bank against
plans to fund a road in the region. He helped to
organise the rubber-tappers' first-ever national
meeting. In 1985 more than 100 tappers from 17
unions located in different areas of the Amazon
travelled to the capital city, Brasilia. For many it
was their first trip outside the forest. They
demanded a new regional policy based on
sustainable development, with the creation of
special reserves, known as extractive reserves,
instead of public funding for ranching and
colonisation. They declared: 'We are not opposed
to technology, provided that it is at our service and
does not ignore our wisdom, our experience, our
interests, and our rights.'
1

Chico Mendes addressing
a meeting of rubber-tappers
shortly before his murder in
1988

A year later, in 1986, the rubber-collectors joined forces with their
traditional enemies, the indians, to form the Alliance of Forest Peoples.
'Our fight', said Chico Mendes, 'is the fight of all the peoples of the forest.'

They realised that they now had a common enemy: the developers - road
builders, cattle ranchers, and loggers. But these were powerful enemies. In
1988 Chico Mendes was gunned down at his own back door by ranchers.
The outcry over his murder led the government to create some of the
extractive reserves for which he had campaigned, one of them in Xapuri.
International development agencies have provided funds to set up cooperatives, schools, and health posts in the reserves.
Exploitation or sustainable development?
Brazilian governments, both military and civilian, have traditionally
regarded the rainforest region as an asset to be exploited and 'developed',
rather than a resource to be sustainably managed. Driven by more
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f Rainforest timber feeds
the kilns that produce the
charcoal that is needed in
vast quantities for the
processing of iron ore

I

immediate interests, authorities at all levels of government have been slow
to acknowledge that the Amazon has a vital contribution to make towards
the future of humanity, including Brazil's own future generations.
In the early 1980s the Amazon was invaded by hundreds of
thousands of gold-miners from other regions, lured by the hope of striking
it rich. Entire villages in the Northeast emptied of men as they joined the
gold-rush, preferring to risk their health in malarial rivers for the chance of
a lucky strike, rather than toil for a pittance as rural labourers at home.
Gold-mining camps became hotbeds of violence and prostitution, as bars
and brothels quickly sprang up to relieve the miners of any cash they had
earned. Many died in mud-slides, in diving accidents, or drunken brawls.
Others died from malaria. Known only by their nicknames, many of them
were buried anonymously in unmarked graves. From the government's
point of view, the gold-rush served to take the pressure off demands for
land reform.
The latest threat to the Amazon region now comes from agriculture.
With government encouragement, the soya plantations of central Brazil are
spreading north into the basin area. New export corridors are being created
to carry the grain. Rivers like the Madeira and the Tocantins-Araguaia
complex are being turned into industrial waterways for grain barges. Small
Amazon ports are being turned into container terminals and timber
depots. Roads are being paved to carry heavy traffic.
Satellite images from Brazil's spaceresearch centre, INPE, have helped to create
awareness of the alarming rate of deforestation
in the Amazon. In one year alone, the ten worst
deforesters destroyed and burned the equivalent
of 32,700 soccer pitches to plant cattle grass. Left
intact, the rainforest acts as a 'carbon sink',
absorbing carbon dioxide from the atmosphere;
but huge forest fires, some of them covering
hundreds of square kilometres, throw vast
quantities of greenhouse gases into the air.
Brazilian environmentalists who defend
the preservation of the Amazon find themselves
the target of absurd accusations: they are
allegedly 'threatening the sovereignty of Brazil',
by playing into the hands of multinational
mining corporations, who do not want
competition from the minerals of the Amazon.
Yet international pressure has been vital. In
1989 the Brazilian government set up an
environment agency to protect not only the
rainforest but all conservation areas and
threatened species. With a limited budget and
small staff, this agency, I BAM A, has been
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unable to cover Brazil's vast area. (It is worth remembering that
all of Europe can easily fit into the Amazon region.) In 1992
the World Bank and the G7 group of the world's richest
industrialised countries drew up with Brazil a US$250 million
dollar Pilot Programme to Conserve the Brazilian Rainforest.
The aim of the Programme is to reduce deforestation by
encouraging sustainable development projects for both natural
and human resources. The German government donated a
specific amount for the demarcation of indigenous reserves.
Non-government organisations were intended to play an
important part in setting up and running projects, and a special
sub-programme was created to fund them. In the same year,
1992, more than 400 Amazon NGOs set up a network called the
GTA (Amazon Work Group) to administer government funds for
indigenous and non-indigenous organisations, like the extractive
reserves for rubber-tappers. The GTA also provides feedback for
the Pilot Programme funders.

A An Ashaninka man
hunting with bow and arrow
in the rainforest near the
border with Peru

> Spirits of the forest
lament its destruction: a
painting by Brazilian artist
Helio Melo
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The Amazon rainforest is a treasure chest of biodiversity.
Each acre can contain nearly 200 tree species. It teems with
insect life, with birds, amphibians, primates, and plant species,
many of them unique to the area, many of them unstudied.
Often by subterfuge, pharmaceutical companies have already carried off
many plant species known to the indigenous populations for their
medicinal properties and patented their active principles for commercial
drugs. Although these drugs then bring huge profits for the companies,
the indigenous communities receive no recognition for the centuries of
knowledge that have gone into discovering the medicinal use of certain
plants; nor do they benefit in the form of royalties.

Football
For people everywhere Brazil means, above all, football. The only country
to win the World Cup four times, Brazil has produced generations of
talented players, among them Pele (real name Edson Arantes do
Nascimento), probably the most famous soccer player of all time. Dancing
to the hip-shaking music of samba andfrevofrom childhood, Brazilians
seem to have a natural advantage when it comes to dribbling and
controlling the ball.
It is hard to believe that at
first soccer was considered to be a
white man's sport, played in
exclusive clubs from which blacks
were banned. The game arrived in
Brazil from England in 1884 and
spread rapidly in clubs and on the
streets. In 1921, when a team was
being selected to take part in the
South American Championship in
Argentina, the Brazilian president
ordered an all-white team to be
chosen, to avoid the 'shame' of
being represented by black players.
Thus deprived of some of the best
players, Brazil lost. The clubs
wanted to recruit black players, not
because they were anti-racist, but
because they needed their skills.
New rules were introduced by the
Football Federation in an attempt to
stop them. For example, knowing
that many of the black players were illiterate, a new rule prescribed that
each player must sign his name before a match. The clubs got round this
by hiring teachers, to teach illiterate players not how to read and write, but
simply how to write their signatures. When they played, black players were
expected to be deferential to the white players; if they committed an
offence on the field, the penalties were greater. It was only when black
players like Pele and Garrincha ensured Brazilian victories in the World
Cup championships of 1958 and 1962 that they were fully accepted, and
their graceful, creative football came to be regarded as the best in the
world. Today the Brazil team fields players of every colour.
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The politicisation of football
In 1970, after Brazil had won the World Cup for
the third time, the military regime recognised
the political advantage to be gained by
encouraging the national passion; they hoped it
would divert people's attention from their
wretched economic and social conditions. Huge
stadia were built in almost every state capital.
The national league was widened to include
clubs from every corner of Brazil, of every
standard and quality. Football became mixed
with politics. Candidates sought votes by
donating uniforms to local clubs; politicians got
themselves elected as club chairmen; footballers
ran for election as city councillors or state
deputies - although, once elected, they usually
proved to be ineffectual as politicians. Topleague clubs were heavily subsidised by national
lottery money, and exempt from income tax.
They made fortunes for some of the cartolas, the
bosses - invariably pro-government politicians who ran them.

A Even priests p/oy football:
Belem street mural during the
1982 Wor/d Cup
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With the return to civilian government,
football exchanged its political allegiances for
commercial sponsorship. Lucrative contracts
turned some players into millionaires, and the Brazil team was accused of
deciding its fixtures according to the interests of its major sponsor. Even
so, football continues to inspire a passion that nothing else can match.
During World Cup matches, green and yellow, the national colours, appear
everywhere. As the hour of the match draws nearer, the streets empty;
most shops, factories, and offices close down as the entire nation gathers
round its television sets or radios. For poor boys, to be signed by a
professional team remains one of the few routes out of poverty. Ronaldo,
now the world's wealthiest player, began life in a working suburb of Rio.
Romario, whose rebellious nature has never allowed him to become a
world star, grew up in a shanty-town.

Carnival
The biggest song and dance spectacle on earth

V Dancing in the streets:
Brazilians have a natural
sense of rhythm

Few things are taken more seriously in Brazil than Carnival. The entire
country comes to a standstill for four and a half days, ending at mid-day on
Ash Wednesday, the first day of the Christian season of Lent. For those
taking part in the giant parades of the escolas de samba, literally the samba
schools, in Rio de Janeiro or Sao Paulo, it is the culmination of months of
work and rehearsals. Teams of helpers have been sewing costumes and
preparing the elaborate floats. There is even a profession - carnavalesco the person who organises the entire performance, which can involve up to
three thousand dancers and drummers. The big schools are still based in
shanty-towns, but nowadays celebrities - TV
actors, models, footballers, and professional
singers - are also invited to take part. Middleclass Brazilians and tourists can pay to dance in
the parade, although they are hidden away where
their lack of rhythm will not be conspicuous.
The dancers, musicians, and floats are closely
scrutinised by a panel of experts, who award
points for harmony, percussion, punctuality, and
costumes. The choice of winner, and the protests
of the losers, are headline news. Government
ministers, sometimes the President himself,
business tycoons, playboys, famous footballers,
personalities of all sorts watch the Rio Carnival
from luxurious boxes sponsored by local
authorities and private companies, where food
and drink flow freely. Behind the scenes, the
organised crime gangs who run the illegal
gambling game known as the jogo do bicho
provide funding for some of the schools.
But the Carnival parade is not just an
exuberant explosion of noise and colour. It has
traditionally been used as an occasion for social
and political criticism. Well-known social
militants like Betinho (Herbert de Souza), who
in 1993 launched a nationwide campaign against
hunger involving 4000 local committees, have
taken part. Once a contingent from SWAPO, the
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Namibian freedom movement, marched in a samba school. Members of
the MST, the Landless Rural Workers' Movement, have paraded.
Sometimes the choice of theme becomes a national issue. A few years ago
the Archbishop of Rio went to court to stop one school using a giant
replica of the Christ statue that overlooks the city from Corcovado
mountain as part of their Carnival theme about the homeless. Undaunted,
the samba school wrapped their statue in black plastic so that it could not
be seen; but everyone knew what it was, and the parade went ahead. In
1988 another school chose the satirical magazine O Pasquim, heavily
censored by the military, as its theme and had floats portraying giant
instruments of torture and a group of dwarfs dressed as generals.
While street parades and balls are the highlight of the Carnival in Rio
and Sao Paulo, celebrations take different forms in other major Brazilian
cities. Olinda, the historic town next to Recife, claims the biggest street
carnival, with up to two million people dancing all through the night and
into the day, behind giant puppet figures to the frenetic frevo rhythm. In
Salvador, the Bahian capital, the crowds dance behind 200 trios eletricos large trucks carrying bands and singers. Bahia, the state with the largest
black population in Brazil, demonstrates a remarkable degree of musical
creativity, with Afro-Brazilian groups introducing new rhythms every year,
mixing religious music from candomble ceremonies with reggae, samba,
and jazz. The Afro groups have powerful drum bands which play a beat
reminiscent of war drums, and invent their own dance steps. All-female
groups have appeared, and for them carnival is a festival of emancipation.
In small old towns in Minas Gerais and Goias, the pre-Lenten celebrations
have a more religious tone, with mock battles between Christians and
pagans on horseback.
Carnival lasts less than a week, but the social, cultural, and sports
activities developed by some of the big samba schools like Mangueira in
Rio and the drum group Olodum in Salvador continue throughout the
year. Working with some of the poorest children in the community,
Olodum teaches children to respect themselves and demand respect, and
provides them with a sense of identity, a sense of belonging.
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Conclusion
Travelling around Brazil to do the research for this book, I visited cities,
towns, and rural zones in the North and Northeast where most Oxfamfunded projects are located. On the banks of an Amazon river, in the
scorching heat of the semi-arid zone, in the mud-and-wattle huts of an
occupation community, in the forests of babassu palms, I met scores of
men and women, black, white, and indian, who are planning, working, and
organising to create a fairer, less unequal, society.
They know what they want: a society where decent housing,
education, health care, and transport services are not the privilege of the
few, but the right of the many. Where public policies are designed to serve
the majority, not the influential minority. Where children go to school, not
to work cutting cane, scouring waste-tips for food, or stoking charcoal
ovens. Where the forests and rivers are respected and valued for their
biodiversity, not devastated and contaminated in the search for profit. And
where they have as much right to decide what their country's priorities
should be as the bankers and technocrats do.
These men and women, and hundreds of thousands of others like
them all over Brazil, have grown tired of hearing unfulfilled promises of a
better future that never arrives. They have decided to make it happen.
Jan Rocha
&• The people of Brazil want
a society where children go to
school, not to work scouring
rubbish tips for food.
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