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colonial  governmenl encouraged  the creation  of extensive
rubber  plantations in  Malaya. When these  hecame  Tully
productive after 1910. Amazon rubber exports collapsed. as
they could not compete with the tar lower prices of Maluyan
plantation ruhber. The rubber estates continued in cxistence.
however. producing lor an imternal market. When the Allies
last control of Malaya during the Second world War the US
povernment financed the revitalisauion of the Amazon cstales
and another army of poor north-casterners was drafted into the
western Amazon region (o 1ap rubber. These  soldados da
borracha (rubber soldiers) were encouraged to migraie 10 the
region for the duration of the war. The agreement between the
US and Brasilian authoritics promised  them repatriation and
military  pensions, comething that never happened.  Chico
Mendes™ Tather was @ coldader da borracha.

In the 1960~ and 19705 many seringalistas abandoned their
estates oF sold them 1o ranchers from other parts of Brazil. Thi
was the case with the region around Xapuri. The 19705 and
19805 have seen o growing conflict between ranchers clearing
the forest for pasture. and rubber Gappers. i many wases tree
of the oppressive relations with the veringalinta, but tacing
eviction and loss of jivelihood at the hands ot the rancher.

t0

150 in Wancls

WY Al

@ﬂ‘rwfprtss
B9,

cNDEE, (o

THE LIFE OF A RUBBER TAPPER

The tradiu
itional rubber estate
e operaies : : -
N : R ates on g system ol debt
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ubbe e w semi-arid h-e
escaping  the droughts) w i nele and
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Luping ' . ‘ i remain single  and
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In time. especially b
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m.m ! I\ were relaxed.  Rubber  tappers  took  panners
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A rubber tapper’s cyuipinent - for 13 cartridge caw

collecting the latex. (above nighty 14, kit bay
l. scraper
2. knile
3. handle and for smokimg the rubber thelow
4. bucket nght)
5. cup 1.2, 4 & S adjustable spit for simaoking
6. bag the rubber (1)
. 7. rubber thong 6. larpe pourd used s basting basin
%, shoulder buckel 7.ocan for lates
9. lamp B stool
H). shotpun Y ash pul

14 Turnaee W burn cocorntut shells

11, strap
11 sl gourd tor scoup

12, dagper
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Pressure (0 consume from the estate store meant unbalanced
putritional Babits with o disproportione consumption of tnned
toods.

In many parts of the western Amizon this system renuuns
unchanged, although in the area around Xapuri the seringulistu
has given way to the rancher. This means the rubber tapper.
instead of being exploited by the estate owner, is simultancousty
exploited by local merchants and facing expulsion w the hands
of the rancher,

The rubber tapper household calted a colocagdo) s located
in the forest. Each is between 15 minutes to an hour's walk from
the next and will have two or more trails (extradas de seringad)
which pass up 1o 200 rubber trees as they oceur naturally in the
torest. before looping back to the rubber apper’s house. The
Jay starts before dawn, when the rubber tapper will set out on
4 circuil of one of these trails. making 4 new incision in cach
tree and leaving a small cup to cateh the latex. A second circuit
is made 10 collect the latex. The day ends with the rubber tapper
coagulating the liquid latex, either pouring it onto a spit over
wood-smoke or adding acctic acid and pressing it into blocks.
The trails are tapped on aliernate days.

Children leam 1o tap rubber from an early age. When family
labour is lacking, the rubber tapper may employ a youth from
outside the family on the basis of a share in the producuon.
Although it is generally the men who do most of the rubber
tapping, most women will learn the skills and 1t is not
uncommon for unpartnered women (o support their tamilies
by tapping rubber.
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Chapter 1
First Lessons

My life began just like that of ali rubber tappers, as a virtual

slave bound to do the bidding of his master. I started work at

nine years old, and like my father before me, instead of learning
my ABC 1 learned how 1o extract latex from a rubber tree. From the
last century until 1970, schools were forbidden on any rubber estate
in the Amazon. The rubber estate owners wouldn’t allow it. First,
because if a rubber tapper’s children went to school, they would learn
to read, write and add up and would discover to what extent they
were being exploited. This wasn’t in the bosses” interests. Also it was
better for production to have the children available for work rather
than going to school.

So for many years, the great majority of us could neither read nor
write. The rubber tapper worked all year hoping he would finally
make a profit but always remained in debt. As he couldn't count, he
couldn’t tell whether he was being cheated or not.

But something out of the ordinary happened to me. One afternoon
in 1962, someone new passed by our house on the rubber estate
where we lived. He was a worker, a rubber tapper, but looked and
spoke completely differently from the rest. He called by on a day
when we had just got back from tapping and were busy curing the
lstex. He began to chat and the way he spoke intrigued me. He
brought newspapers with him, At that time I didn't even know what
a newspaper was, but I showed an interest in them and I think he
realised I was keen. Anyway, my father and [ arranged to go and see
him.

One day, we set off to visit his home. To get there, we had to walk
for three hours along a narrow trail in the forest. He lived ajone in
his hut. He said he would like to teach me how to read, and he and
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my father agreed 1 could take time off work at the weekends 1o go
and spend some time with him.

Forest Politics

Every Saturday | Jeft in the atternoon and walked through the [orest
tor three hours to get 1o his hut. As we had no text book. he used to
use o political  column in the newspaper. He received these
newspapers a long time after they came oul. 2 month, two months.
This went on tor several months and in no tme T oeould read and
write. My father also understood a little bit and he helped me oo,
but he didn’t have much time w0 teach me. This other person was
much more able. he was very intelligent. 1 wis ~oonterested nowhal
he had to say that at times [ spent the whole night awake. histening
10 him.

After a year had gone by like this, he began w wll me something
about himself. One night. he told me had been in the urmy, that he
had been a lieutenant in 1935, He and some of his colleagues had
joined the movement tled by Luis Carlos Prestes! at that time. He
told me the country had been in a bad way and that he had decided
to fight for the revolution led by Prestes. But Presies was defeated
and many people were arrested.  He and other colleagues wert
imprisoned on the island of Fernando de Noronhi,

He had relations on the governmenl side and they manuged o
arrunge his escape by boat from the island to Belém in the state of
Pari. There he joined another rebellion and once again he was
arrested. He escaped again and went 10 Bolivia. where in the 1950s
he played un active part in the struggles of the Bolivian workers, the
miners and the opposition Imovements, Then there was a great wave
of repression and he was one of the people they were looking tor.
but before they could arrest him he fled into the jungle and made his
way through the rubber estates across the border 10 Brazil.

The Bolivian border was just two hours” walk away from his hut.
and he had decided to stay where he was. for safety’s suke. So he lived
on his own and learned how 1o tap rubber. He never even learned
how to cook. He really did lead a complicated tife! Atter | had known
him a year. he told me his name. It was Euclides Fernandes Tivora.

The 1964 Coup

The most important thing | learned from him was about 1964, when
there was a military coup in Brazil. I'd already learned a 1ot from
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He'd managed to get hold of a radio ::::
the Portuguese-language prograt\mwaS
D on by Radio. Moscow.
’ afternoon by ’
tran?mimd X hﬁtvihe(:'ed:;l; ae‘::'gygramme on the Voicebof :;:wnca
e aftt,'rht as’ame time, a broadcast in Pc.urtuguesef yowcr ,
%ngcazﬁuz?)ntd:n. These three programmes had a lot of p

in the Amazon.

my conversations with him.
I leamed how to g€t g
transmitted from abroad. The firs

THE MILITARY COUP OF 1964

art (1961-64), leader of the

The government of Jodo Goulf the armed forces, tried 1o

7 ire O ;
Labour Party and béte no social reforms, provoking

ic and ki
structural economic : s P oking
pﬂdcﬂakz osition from conservative forces. t’l'::‘dic ;le:hangc
mt;n;c p;fpon of the US, concerned to preven
had the su ,

: i ica in the aftermath of the Cul?an revolu;:on.rowmg
" Latlﬂé\ mle:l; years saw increased inflation :nd d[is;oisessed
The Gou : d the ’
e orking class an -
organisaion dgfur::fns v;resseg for reform of restgc;n;eﬂ::bff:rlg
lnd_u sm_al trahilf: rural workers’ unions were formed Oessed the
l?gISIatmn': sugar plantations of the north-east witn it
time, and ¢ gchallcnge the almost absolute power.1 S on
first anemps 11:1) by landowners. Innovative communi ‘ytive o
and qeath he 'ezts began to flourish, under the uluna e
and lneracyh pr(:)_lr progressive  figures like Pau[ I:; military
e forces, their interests challenged, and ¢ the ranks,
Conserhativ® o:enc;:l by growing militancy amongs ol
hiergrghzhtthgegoup in April 1964 to ‘prevent subvers
carrie

\
‘restore order’.

»
h ly pl‘ led a new econotmic and SOClal ]Hodel
I | mlllta omo

mme of rapid
. i capital for a progra docile
auraciog, fg,fl%; offering political stability and cheap. doctle
mgzsma”;':rey achieved this through hwage ci(;?ence of high
labour. ding to the coex
: f wealth, leading s uppressed
Conciﬁtrst?sna:d increasing poverty. Opposition was supp
grow

inni i il price rises
by'glc::c:rowing economic crisis, beg‘lr;lm;:g :Ig: ::l:?s?sﬂa[;::; oy

i ning with the de i 982,
o l;h‘(:i Tt:d-:r?izi(t):r;ngod:lil?\e its withdrawal from direct politica
forced the

tration WI[II t nomit mn n W) u lVlllan
d 11 S nat g al d C nlro“]ng fut re ¢
adminis 5
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presidents. Successive changes in electoral
made to achieve this.

The military’s plans went astray when
candidate Tancredo Neves, able
political forces, won the indirect
However he died before taking o
candidate José Sarney, previou
political party and an opponent
installed as president.
over economic mismana
failure to undertake m
reform.

The presidential elections scheduled for November 1989 will
be the first direct election of a president since 1960,

legisiation were

the opposition
to unite a wide spectrum of
presidential election in 1985,
ffice and the vice-presidential
sly leader of the military’s
of democratic reforms, was
The Sarney government has presided
gement, growing rural violence and the
uch-needed measures such as agrarian

Every night we discussed the radio programmes. After the
coup, for example, we listened to the Voice of America talking
about a great victory for democracy in Brazil. Another night,
we would listen to Radio Moscow condemning the
Brazil and saying the coup was financed by the American CIA and
supported by the conservative sectors of the Church, The programme
gave a very good analysis. We also learned from these broadcasts
that the real patriots of our country were being massacred and many
of them had been arrested, tortured, and exiled, while many more
had been disappeared or assassinated. They were all activists,
Meanwhile the Voice of America kept on repeating that there had
been a great victory for democracy against anarchy, cotruption,
i and so on. So you see, I learned all the

very programme, we used to discuss and
compare the US and the Soviet versions,

This made me very much more aware in 1965, the last year that |
saw much of Euclides. He gave me a lot of advice about how to
organise in the trade union movement. He said we had at [east 10,
15, 20 years of diclatorship ahead of us but that new unions, new
organisations would emerge. Despite the defeats, humiliations and
massacres, the roots of the movement were always there, he said.
The plants would always germinate again sooner or later, however
much they were attacked. He told me nobody had ever been able to
eliminate this movement for liberation in the world. It was a very
good lesson, a prophecy about our country’s future.
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Then he said: ‘Look, you ought to get involved in trade uniop
organisation in this area. They will emerge, sooner or Iate:.r(,i l qu;t
know when, but that is where you ought to be. Don’t avoid joini gf
a union just because it is linked to the system, to the Ministry o
r and the dictatorship.’ - ‘
La‘bé)ﬁu must get involved’, he continued. *You knu‘w.‘ Lenin alw\?ys
said you shouldn’t stay out of a union just because it is yellow..d ou
must join it and use it 1o organise the grassroots, spr;ad your 1heas
and strengthen the movement. Who knows, you might overt rov»;
that system. The unions may be completely tied to the govz?r‘nrpenf
but don’t worry about their philosophy or ab;)ut the p‘olm? ”c])e
is i i ill be servants o
hoever is in charge. Mind you, they wi f th
\gvovemmem and you’ll need to know about them when you're In
h l. . 1 14 - 1 .
t elrcthink that was one of the most important bm,‘of advice he gdave
me and one of the reasons why I am In lhlS. strugg_[c; low.any.
Unfortunately, other friends did not have the privilege of knowing
lides. ' o
EuIcnI 1968, 1 tried to organise the rubber tappers and I came ul?' agd!nst
a lot of problems. I tried to do it on my own - I‘ didn th' dvacn&ini);
backing. It was during the hardest years of lt:xedd:ctatqlrsu:l][a“ e
y di i We had to wai .
ery difficult to get people interested. :
:;asavlgne when the whole region was under the swayhof the
landowners, before the first trade unions were formed, on the
initiative of CONTAG and according to guidelines drawn up
by the Ministry of Labour.

CONTAG AND THE BRAZILIAN UNIONS

Brazil’s trade union structure dates flrom the Eslad(;SNOJF); tdh:
period of Geuilio Vargas dictatorship frth 1937- .[.hdl.ll;gude
; ssolini’s L ‘ode, which states th:
model was Mussolini’s labour ¢ e, rade
i in: Ministry of Labour. Un
unions are subordinate to the Mi
membership is obligatory. The Ministry f:onlrols the _ﬁ:_ancte;é
collecting members’ dues and ap.pomomng.funds_ wit l?f th
trade union structure. It can ntervene 1n . union a ;air;
removing officers and appointing its own nominees n ce
cases. ‘ .
Unions are divided up according to category or przfessnc;:
and to their municipality. For example, bank workers
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metropolitan Sie Paulo (composed of various municipalities)
will be members of different bank workers’ unions depending
on where they work. Construction workers in these same
municipalities will have their own building workers' unions, as
will every other labour category. Each type of union will come
together at a state level in a federation, and these federations
support a national level confederation.

Under the legislation, contact is prohibited between unions
of different labour categories. For example, there is no legal
structure whereby bank workers’ unions and building workers’
unions can meet. (This however has not prevented the de facto
emergence in the 1980s of trade union congresses.)

CONTAG (Confederagéo dos Trabathadores na A gricultura)
is the Confederation of Rural Workers' Unions. At the time
Chico Mendes is describing. the state of Acre had no rural
workers’ unions in existence. CONTAG therefore decided in
1975 to send a representative from Brasilia to Ric Branco, the
state capital of Acre, charged with creating, from the top
downwards, rural workers' unions in the municipalities of Acre.
The unions in Brasiléia and Xapuri were the first to be formed.
By the early 1980s rural workers’ unions had been formed in all
the municipalities of Acre, together with the state federation
of rural workers® unions - FETACRE (Federagdo dos Sindicatos
dos Trabalhadores Rurais do Acre),

I remembered Euclides' advice and went straight there, without

waiting for an invitation. They accepted me and I did a course
on trade unionism as part of the union’s initial work. i did well,
Because of what I had learned ten years previously, I felt at ease
taking part in the discussions there, but I soon saw the kind of
cautious, conservative thinking that lay behind the union. On the
face of it, the union was there to defend the rubber tappers but it
was actually all about preserving the status quo. I saw this straight
away but it only made me want to penetrate that movement even
more.

So I joined the Brasiléia union in 1975. Elias Roseno was elected
President, Raimundo Maranhio, Treasurer, and myself as Secretary,
Since there was no money to pay any of us, we three took turns
staffing the office. I used to stay one, two or three weeks in the union
office while the others worked and then we would swap over. Some
friends in Xapuri who worked on the rubber estates near to Brasiléia

‘ When I heard that the first union was to be founded in Brasiléia,
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found out 1 was Secretary and also joined the union, but Xapuri was
a separate municipality and I decided to come back and set up a union

" here.

It was difficult at first, because Xapuri was quite different from
Brasiiéia. At that time, in Brasiléia, the Church was led by Bishop
Dom Giocondo of the prelacy of Acre-Purus. He had come out in
favour of the rubber tappers, and the inauguration of the union, as
well as its courses and training days were all carried out on church
premises. Things were different here in Xapuri. In fact, I soon got a
police summons for the first time in my life, because a local priest
had told the police about my activities. This priest was close to the
landowners and against any kind of organisation by the workers. He
also happened 1o be a secret agent of the government’s intelligence
system, the SNI. His name was Father José Carneiro de Lima.

It was a bit difficult to organise the union here but everyone worked
hard to get it going. From 1978 onwards, when | was already in
Xapuri, Wilson Pinheiro? was elected as leader of the Brasiléia union.
He was a very able and courageous person and he strengthened the
movement a lot.

Hected by Accident

When [ was still on the union executive in Brasiléia, but already
thinking about moving to Xapuri to help organise a union there,
general elections were called. At that time, the military dictatorship
allowed only two political parties to function - ARENA, the National
Renovating Alliance and the MDB, the Brazilian Democratic
Movement. The MDB was generally seen as an opposition party
though it was really a party created by the dictatorship. Even so, it
was the only party that workers had the least bit of confidence in
because it opposed the dictatorship at a very difficult time. There
were a lot of people who didn’t even feel brave enough to stand as a
candidate for an opposition party.

I was invited to stand as candidate for the Xapuri municipal
council, because the party needed a minimum number of candidates
to be able to take part at all. [ accepted just to make up the numbers.
When 1 consulted my colleagues in Brasiléia, they were a bit worried
because they didn’t think it was the right moment. 1 felt I should stand
because it would help me when it came to organising a union in
Xapuri, and in the end people agreed with me.

So | came here to Xapuri and stood as MDB candidate for the
municipal council. T was stilt thinking | was just a name on a list that
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would allow the MDB to take pan nationally. 1 didn't have an
money anc.i.l didn’t have any experience of party politics. I voled fo);
the opposition and I was opposed to the government, but I didn't
fully understand the party political process. In the end, however I
was elected. My lack of experience made things difficult for me M
backg'round was in the trade union movement, but now | had t(; ge):
;)tr:u gv:lteh both the political party and trade union aspects of the
The party for which [ was elected, the MDB, won a total of three
seats on the council and the regime’s party got four. 1 knew things
wouldn’t be easy since the Jandowners’ side had the majority butgl
had hoped that at least my two MDB colleagues would show sllp ort
for th_e workers. I was to be disappointed. They didn’t share my i%ea
of using the mandate as an instrument of struggle for the rubber
tappers. The first initiatives 1 took on the council were aimed at
stopping the expulsion of rubber tappers from their land. This didn't
go down very well either with my colleagues or with the majorit
R:;lgg Llnglc_in’tl g_(])?d;)wn v;’.ry well either with senior politicians in thz
in near i i
more a7 y got kicked out of office. I got more and
I took an active part in founding the union. 1 wasn’t eligi
etection to the union executive becaguse I was holdinagsr;xglif::::gallbgefﬁfc?;
but I worked to get colleagues elected. it was from about this time
::a! I I;egan to receive support from the local Church which was going
hal:i)l;egﬁ_ a process of change after that reactionary priest | mentioned
The years 1978 and 1979 were very difficult for me, what with bein
a town councillor and involved in the trade union movement at th§
same time. [ was told I couldn’t be a member of the union unless |
was w.orkmg in agriculture, so I went out tapping rubber and
harvesting brfizil nuts while the local council assembly was in recess
Afuf:r. the union allowed me 1o affiliate, I took part in a lot of it.
decision-making processes. ’

An Injured Lion

The situation improved but the political fights with the landowners
and Ihe other six town councillors were very rough. It was one of
my bitterest experiences but it taught me a lot. It was how I found
out about how the party political machine works, how workers are
conngd. It’s a tragic, ridiculous system. Without realising it, workers
are like the person who meets an injured lion, cures the lion and then
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cets caten by at! The workers strengthen the peliteans who then
defend the workers” enemies, And many workers have sull not
discovered this.

A that time T began (oo get o koo o difterent et ol people the
miclectuals, people swith an education. stodentsand - universan
professors e otler lef-wimg movenments. These people began 1o iy
and recruit me and Toeot imolhved with anather side ol dlimgs, the
clandestine political parties. Teven went so Lt as o pariuite m
the PC do Bean illegal Commumist Pary ac the vme T sas atiracted
by the proposais of the lett and began o realise Tsas an ihe wrong
party. bat Tor tactical easons T oavanted teocany oo the MDBO
felt T ought o continue using the nandate as aostrament ol stiageyle
because things would be worse othersse.

I owas towards e end of 1979 that the Workers™ Party P T wae
created. Trade wionisis 0 Sio Paulo and here me Acre asked nie 1o
Join. It was o dificutt decision because the PO dio B3 consudered
anvone who jeaned the P as o traitor. disagreed st the s the
PC do B behaved. We arganised 1ogether against the lindowners but
when there was any repression. they disappearced swhile T had 1o Taey
the conseguences, T hepi finding prsselt on my owne T began to
get angry ahout it and 1o be suspicious of them. s et the
PC do B and jomed the PE

THE RISE OF THE WORKERS' PARTY

[n 1979 the imposed bi-party system of Arena and the MDEB
wis breaking down and was replaced with new legislation.
Afthough this permitted the creation ol new parties. the
registranon  procedures were comples and designed 1o
perpetuite old-stvle parties under anather - guise, The PV
(Partido des Drabatindores - Workers” Partyy grew out of the
metal workers” strtkes ol Sdo Paule (19750 1979 and T9R)
gether with cmerging raral ausd urban grassroots movements
and  progressive Chirch organisations. It represemed a0 new
network of community and  unmon orgamsations which had
emerged during the military period and wiich s the othenl
opposition party. the MDB. as unrepresentative. Fhey we inted
0 create @ new sortoof party, one that was democtatic,
participative. and built from the bottom upwards,

The tounders of the PT o managed o stand the new 1959
legiskation on ats head - The Jegislation reqored: parties 1o hine
Lol comnutiees 114t deast 20 per cent ot the munrapalities an
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The PT was able 1o satisfy these draconian requirements withip
a year by coming into being as the voice of a plethora of already

existing groups: union (industrial, rural,
neighbourhood, Church and intellectual. By the end of

professional),

1981 the

PT had over 500,000 members, coming from nowhere to

become Brazil's fourth largest party. Unlike other

political

parties, the PT is based on the principles of participation and

democratic decision—making, through local groups,

regional

co-ordination bodies, and state-level committees to the national

Party conventions.

In electoral terms the PT grew slowly. In the 1982
it had a handful of federal deputies and senators elect
National Congress, but PT President Luis Indcio da Sil

elections
ed to the
va (Lula)

failed in his bid (o be elected governor of Sio Paulo state. The
1985 municipal elections and 1986 congressional and state
elections saw advances for the party, but the major turning

and percejved corruption within the PMDB/PFL
supporting President Samey, many voters turned to

alliance
the PT.

€ party increased its overall share of the vote, increased its

Cpresentation on 3 number of important

municipal

administrations and, above all, won the mayoral elections in
Porto Alegre and Sio Paulo, plus the ring of industrial suburbs

surrounding Sio Paulo.

This altered the balance of party forces considerably, and the
opinion polls saw a substantial rise in Lya's support for the

November 1989 presidential elections, However the

new PT

municipal administrations now have to try and govern in a

I became active in the PT. I joined because it was a party that
was very attuned 1o the aspirations of the (rade union

movement. But I had further bitter experiences, not
the national policies of the party but because of various
decided to enter it - | was a victim of interna] disagreemen
I stood as a PT candidate for the state legislative assemb
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to do with
groups that
ts. In 1982,
ly but lost.

I had to face a lot of internal opposition because the right-wing 9f the
party believed my candidacy would damage the party l?y li‘admgthlt
to adopt a radical line. The worst people were th_ose lmkeh tt? a](;
Church, people who were supposed to be progressive. But :1 al i a
right, I accepted it as all part of the process of struggle and go
Mihgt:ter-:l%l:;: and more involved in the trade union movement, feel:)r;g
it was the best place for me to participate.l It all made me rcnd’le[m . ;
the advice given to me by Euclides, back in 1965. 1 commul? o[he
active in the PT but from 1982 onwards | devoted myself to
i ers Union.

XaTPS:ila)I}.u;a::n‘:V :rrl;ember of the National Council of Rubber Tapbp;ers
{CNS). I’ve kept off the executive to leave space for othfer n}en;] l'iSd
but I have a leadership role nevertheless. People are saying ; c;lu_
stand for the CNS executive at the next.nauonal meeting vl: ICC les
due to take place in March 1989 (see epilogue). I behev.e t IT >
can make a very big contribution to the movement, nationally an
lntﬁdr;a::ﬁ:?li);.t as a leader, but as a comrade, has been_to ct:lmrg;tg
to the strengthening of our movement, and today 1 thu}k the o
has become very important to the struggie. ‘Eveq though I Ln _s?ea[hle g
as President of the Xapuri Rural Workers Umop,*l think it’s
CNS that’s the key to strengthening the trade union movcmﬁn;

in the Amazon region. As one of its members, I aim to do a ,

can.
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Chapter 2

Learning to Fight

With Wilson Pinheiro showing us the way as President of the

Brasiléia trade union, our resistance movement spread across

the region. The years of 1978 and 1979 were especially
important in this process, and the work done at that time made the
Brasiléia union into one of the strongest around. Even CONTAG
recognised that.

In 1979, Wilson Pinheiro led a group of 300 rubber tappers to
Boca do Acre, in the state of Amazonas, and drove out a group of
gunmen who were threatening land squatters there. The rubber
tappers only carried knives and sickles, but they still managed to
disarm the gunmen, confiscating more than 20 automatic rifles.
When they got back to Rio Branco they handed the rifles over to the
local army unit, but the local army commander got angry with them
and accused them of wanting to turn the area into another Cuba.
Wilson replied: ‘No, we are trying to avoid this place becoming
another Cuba.’ :

A Spiral of Violence

This made a big impression on people and got the landowners
worried. As a result, in June 1980, the region’s landowners held a
secret meeting about the resistance the rubber tappers were
organising. They decided the solution was to kill Wilson Pinheiro
along with a leader from Xapuri - that could easily have been me.
In this way, they hoped to stop the resistance and carry on clearing
the forest unheeded.
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They ired two gunmen for 400,000 Cruzeiros (£3.3004 cach, On
the night of the 2 July 1980 Gne of the gunmedt wer 1o our oflice
e Brasiléia and at 7,30 0in ahe o ening. rght there in the union oftice.
he shot Walsen Pisheiro dead. The other ired Killer went o Napuri
but didn’t manage o find any of the people on his sl Luckily . we
were allat aunion mecting in the Jurwg Valley,

The workers were really angny about Wiivon's death, We tmed 1o
getthe police i estigate, seHing e tne Tamit ol seven days tor
something o be done, Unfortunateiy. ahe Taw turned o bind Cie
We were stll in the tone of the dictatorship and the only police official
who showed any interest 1n getiing 1o the bonom of the crinwe (LSTIN
renmsoved fron s post by the stute '~ Seowrny Munister,

On the sevenih das. ihe rabbe tappers sealtsed the pelice weren’
20mge o do anxthing and angnly went ol rooan caate about S0
Mlometes from Brawlen, wliere they seized one ot the Tandaw e
hnown 1o hine orcamsed Wilson ' sssits o It was Clean that thes
parnicular landowarer was part of the w hole comsprracs o sl Wolson,
The workers gave him o summary el and condemned i 1o be
shot. He gor about 30 or 36 hullers,

The workers were prepared o ledave i at i because ey thought
they hadl ar least in part. wenged the death o their leader. But ihis
e the police acted st In the nest 24 hours dozens, hundreds of
rabber appers were arrested. tonured, some el them had therr nals
torn out with pliers. Al becise ordimars warkers had reacted 1o g
crime comnnited by w calthy and powertul peopice

oo way e movement suffered o defeat e Brasiléen, The
repression forced us onto the defensive. Bur resistance had o pa on,
though this ume with Napuri as the organisatronal base. The Xapuri
umon wis founded with o great deal of self-sacritice in Aprid 1977
The local Church. the middic Class and the Tocad authorities put o ot
ol pressure on o, b despite this. the rubher LIPPErS were e
SLANTHTRNTIENCURTITTEIN change and 1o be Tree trom all the prossure and
the threats 1eall hegan quite slow v bat the ask ot O agiaimst
the major cases of deforesaation gatunder way aean,

In  Napuri we had one particular thing an our munds. We wanred
o invobye peaple much more widels in the discassaon and Preparaion
of our resistance so that w hat happened i Brasilern couldn tappen
again. Wilson had contralised things i Brastlew and swhen he s
Rilled there was quite o downturn in the resistanee. Here Xapur
weowanted 1o improve orassroots OFRTSAnon soo e s ciment
would be stronger,

an

Education for a Change

From then on. the Xapuri rubber fppers showed the win in the
struggle against deforestation. The Napue union came up wath g
propesal to use papular cducation 1o help develop our level of
organisation. 1o help ke contact with more praple amd deaw them
mto the movement. People’s lack of understanding ol their situation
had bren citusing us a lot of problems. The rubber tappers have been
here tor more than o hundred years with no schools, nothing, whnle
at the same time being brainwashed by the rubber esiate owners,
People end 1o heep that slave mentality and theretfore do not my olve
themselves much in the srruggle.

We tist bepan 1o do some education work in 1979, and from VAR
enwards - popular cducation programme. hased on the concerns andd
Ives of the workers, got properly under w v, Things went slowy b
cvert oo the programme began toomake o brg contribution by setting
rubber tappers o think more about what was goimg on around theny,
s something that necds o be g permanent part of our work. There
was a literacy prograname organised by people linked 1o Paalo Freire

and  the Ecumenical  Documentation and Information  Cenire

il

T
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1
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Viteracy classat Horesta rubber estage. s day™s walk imto the forest Irom
Napurt The literaes teacher lives with the rubber Lyapers tor some mogrhs
and trans turther eachess 1o carry on the work

A
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. Pr'qjc'n()g;gnguerm 1S organised by the Nationa| Council of Rubber
appers Y and aims (o encoura i
: g¢ the rubber tappers (o denti
ntl)ore f:lose]y with !ne forest, to understand it, (o Il::l:xrn mo:'een"fy
a0out it and defend it Itis a slow process, but we are making

pr ogress,
—_—
PROJETO SERINGUEIRQ

Projeto Seringueiro (the Rubber Tapper Project) was be un |

1980. !n addition 1o the promotion of Co-operatives, the gro' ":
recogmsr_:d that the prime need was o increase rub}:»er t‘p Je(‘:'
self—;nnﬁdence and understanding, o enable lhedpperh
admfnls(er the co-operatives without the peeq for onL:t"c;O
Project workers. For this to happen, those involved ne Z’;
literacy .and Numeracy training in order to handle ) ;
CO-operatives” financia} affairs. e
CEFE;?m the beginning, the literacy programme, devised by
ook éh\gzznabtei/hga;) rﬁf-n T:j[;j);;)jlect. Po.lemial literacy teachers
their l_ileracy skills, They then retu?n:;i:}vie;?;:n:)r:ﬁef"oni?pg;v?
of their communities. The injtja] Support came from Qxfa o rc;
later from (he Ecumenica] Services Network (CESE)m ';E

federal government, through the Nationai Heritage Fount‘i ti ;
of the Ministry of Culture, subsequemly supported the prgj:::r:

s:)l;nbz of the salarjeg and running costs, Relations between the
’r T lappers and the project on the one hand and the
authorities on the other are often tense,

From the start the proj i
. Ject has worked los
Workers' Union in Xapuri. Flosely with the Rural

—_—_—

j‘\(; ]“.rSL the pr()grumm_e wis directed only at adylts. But the
;;rudl.st begug mTL:r(l)mpfam that after 3 day’s work they were (o0
€d o study. They said they were | ]
. _ L 00 old and it was
Important that the children had th raname
_ € chance 1o study. They man:
‘ hil [ . Managed
to convince the education team, and now the team is put[ir{g togetier

Material for our children. Th
fal - They learn abour oy empate
often insist op taking part themse|ves! pates at school ang
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All this has already been tmportant to our struggle in Xapuri. For
example the victory at Cachoeira, the first extractive reserve in
Xapuri, resulted from the advances in the level of our
organisation, and of course the education work contributed to
that,

CACHOEIRA - SUCCESS AT A PRICE

Cachoeira (‘rapids’) was the name of the rubber estate in the
forest outside Xapuri where Chico Mendes was brought up and
started life as a rubber tapper. He worked on the Cachoeira
estate from the age of ten until his early thirties, when he began
devoting most of his time to the rural workers” union.

In 1987 Cachoeira was bought by Darli Alves da Silva. Using
4 mixture of inducements and threats, he tried to drive out the
60 families of rubber tappers who had lived and worked on the
estate for generations. Chico Mendes invested a great deal of
effort and all his powers of persuasion and leadership to
convince the rubber tappers of Cachoeira to stay where they
were, and Darli issued death threats against him. In the second
half of 1988, following the shooting of two youths during the
empate at the Ecuador rubber estate in May and the
assassination of Ivair Higino in June, the federal government
sought to defuse the situation by signing expropriation orders
for three extractive reserves. One of these was Cachoeira,
where 6,000 hectares were allocated to the rubber tappers.

This victory for the rubber lappers was also the death
sentence for Chico, as the family of Darli Alves sought to
avenge their defeat. The attempts on his life became systematic
and on 22 December 1988 he was murdered.

When we began 10 (ry and set up our own schools, we asked

international agencies for financial support. We got some help

from Oxfam. At that time the landowners were telling the
security forces that we were getting money from Moscow to help
organise a guerrilla army! This led to an increased presence of the
security forces and created a very difficult situation, at least until
1983. But then they realised there was no truth in the landowners’
accusations and let us get on with our work. We didn't let them
intimidate us. In fact, when we saw the security forces getting
involved, we realised we must be on the right track!
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ENCONTRO NACIONAL
DE SERINGUEIROS
DA ON1IA

1l al7deoutubrode 1985
Auditério da Faculdade de Tecnologia - UnB
Brasilia - DF

Iniiativa: Siewdi dou- Trabwld o Rurajs dc Xupuri-Acre, Proy ; Federay: ' it
! . Promoglo: wia don Trataiadors na Agricutivea dis
E.‘u:udu Acre — hm du Anm — Amsaciacho de Seringuciros ¢ Sokdados da Borracha ue Ronddnia.
Apoio: Inaituta de Estudon Sécio- Eovndmicos (INESC) — Ministério da Cultura - | wiklavaa Nactona! peo: Memiia -
Universdade de Brasilia

Poste_r announcing the first national meeting of rubber tappers. The
drawing is by Hélio Melo, a rubber tapper.
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After that the work went ahead well. We've now got 18 schools in
the Xapuri region and we want to use the experience we’ve gained
to help rubber tappers set up schools like ours all across the Amazon
region. The education programme is certainly going to make a big
contribution to our struggle.

We have now managed to get a grant from CESE to pay the
programme’s co-ordinating team. In addition, many of the teachers
are now getting a salary from the state government, because of the
pressure we were able to put on the Education Secretary.

Last year, we signed an agreement with the Ministry of Education
in Brasilia for government funds to build our own schools. It wasn’t
very much money: 1.164.000 Cruzeiros (£16,000) for 12 schools. The
work only got done because everybody in the community contributed.
The Ministry of Education officials were amazed - when they came
to inspect the schools, they said they'd never seen anything like it
before. They told us of local authorities that had received a lot more
money but hadn’t managed to build a third of what we’d done.

There are limits to what the government is prepared to do. It isn't
interested in politicising workers, because it knows very well that if
workers become politically conscious they learn to stand on their own
two feet. But even so, our education work has been positive. We
believe that all our advances, the fight against the destruction of the
forest, the organising of the co-operative and the strengthening of
our union, were all possible thanks to the education programme.

Looking for Aitermatives

A moment arrived when we began to get worried, because we had
got a fight on our hands, the struggle to resist deforestation, but at
the same time we didn’t really have an alternative project of our own
to put forward for the development of the forest. We didn’t have
strong enough arguments to justify why we wanted to defend the
forest.

The CNS grew out of our need to work out alternative development
proposals for the Amazon forest. People in the union at Xapuri came
up with the idea of organising a national meeting of rubber tappers
and forming a commission of rubber tappers to go to Brasilia. We
decided such a commission should be representative of the whole of
the Amazon region.

Mary Allegretti', who worked for INESC in Brasilia, thought it
was a good idea, and in May 1985 [ went to Brasilia and had a meeting
with officials of the National Heritage department of the Ministry of
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The important thing about this meeting was that it would provide
an opportunity to set Up an organisation, or at least to try and set
one up, that would be able (g develop alternatives which would justify
and strengthen our resistance movement in the fight against
deforestation.

The National Rubber Tappers’ Congress was to take place in
October 1985. After 1 got back from Brasilia, we set up an organising
committee composed of represemtatives of the trade union, the
Projeto Seringueiro and other organisations. Mary spent her time
organising things at the Brasilia end. A few comrades were delegated
to go and seek out rubber tappers in strategic parts of the Amazon
and discuss the meeting,

meeting produced the proposal for extractive reserves in the
Amazon. This proposal allowed us to put forward an economic
development alternative to back up our fight against defores.
tation, and the idea really took off. It was from then on that -
the rubber tappers’ struggle began to get known all over the ,
world.

THE BRASILIA MEETING

Amazonas and Rondénia, travelled to Brasilia for the meeting,
For most of them this was their first trip outside the region, in
Some cases the first beyond their immediate home, One woman
described how she had travelled to the meeting: two days down
the Jutaf river by canoe, two days by river boat down the main
Amazon river to Manaus, a day by bus to Porto Velho, meeting
up with the rest of the participants for the two day bus ride 1o
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Brasilia. Prior to this she had never been beyond the mouth of
the Jutai river.

Officials from the Ministries of Industry and Commerce,
Education, Health, Agriculture, Agrarian Reform and Culture,
together with members of the National Congress also attended.
The final document from the meeting listed 63 demands relating
to Amazon development policy, agrarian reform,. rubber policy,
food policy, health, education and culture, pensions and social
security. The first two were:

‘We demand a development policy for Amazonia that meets the
interests of rubber tappers and respects our rights. We do not
accept an Amazon development policy that favours large
enterprises  which exploit and massacre rural workers and
destroy nature.’ ‘ o

‘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’.

We had meetings with officials of several government
departments and agencies where there were some syn‘{pathellc
officials, and soon the first working group was estabhsheq to
discuss the proposal for extractive reserves in the Amazon. The idea
had really caught on. _ _
At the moment, we are preparing for a second national meeting
of the CNS which we plan to hold in the second.half of Marc?h 1989
(see epilogue). That meeting will elect an executive which will
take over from the provisional executive elected in 1985, So the ,

CNS is now a reality.
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THE FOREST WORLD

~ Another reason for their extraordinary richness apd diversit
1s the hoF and mf)ist climate. Because lemperatures never droy
to frcezmg pomnt,  organisms can grow and reproducg
conun.uously-lhroughout the year. Survival depends not upon
enduring pertods of extreme cold or drought, but upon ﬁndFi)

an ecological niche in which one can hold one's own TEE

year, gathered by Indijans and peasant collectors from trees
scattered  throughout the forest. Some years ago ga
entrepreneur decided jt would be more efficient to riw thn
nuts on a plantation. The trees were planted, they grgew welle
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and in due course they flowered. But they produced no nuts,
No one knows exactly how brazil nuts are poltinated, but it |
seems to depend on a combination of certain species of bees
and orchids which did not exist in the plantation.

Subtract the forest from the ground on which it stands, and
with few exceptions you are lefi with poor soil. Why is it so
poor? Partly because it is so old. Soil is a mixture of air, water,
decomposed vegetation and broken-down rock. Its  fertility
depends largely on the quality and age of the rock from which
it has formed. The Amazon basin developed between two
ancient rock masses, the Brazilian and Guayanan shields,
several billion years old. They are amongst the oldest rock
formations on earth, and the soil formed from them is ancient,
weathered and infertile. Only six per cent of the Amazon basin’s
soils have no major limitations to agriculture,

The tropical rainforest is a closed system, within which the
same nutrients are continually recycled. As soon as a leaf or a
branch dies and falls to the ground, it begins to decay.
Micro-organisms attack the debris and speed up the process of
decay, and specialised roots help the plants absorb the nutrients
as soon as they are released.

Because a high proportion of the nutrients comes from above,
rainforest trees have many smali ‘feeding roots’ that spread out
on the forest floor. Often a thick, spongy mass of roots, fungi,
humus, bacteria and other micro-organisms covers the soil,
Here in the root mat, which may be as much as 16 inches thick
and can be peeled back like newly laid lawn turf, the forest
decomposes and nourishes itself, acting as a slow release
fertiliser,

Rainforest canopies cushion the soil from the impact of the
rain, protecting it from erosion and landslides. Their roots act
as sponges, absorbing the rain and releasing it slowly. This
way, the forests to some extent even out seasonal extremes,
conducting a steady and moderate flow of rainwater to the
world’s major rivers. When the forest is removed, so is this
moderating influence. During the rainy season the full force of
tropical storms is felt at once, and there are no reserves left to
ease the hardship of the dry months. With cruel irony,
deforestation brings flooding and drought.

Adapted from Catherine Caulfield, /n rthe Rainforest,
Heinemann, London 1985
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Chapter 3

Building Bridges

We realised that in order to guarantee the future of the Amazon

we had to find a way to preserve the forest while at the same

time developing the region’s economy.
So what were our thoughts originally? We accepted that the Amazon
could not be turned into some kind of sanctuary that nobody could
touch. On the other hand, we knew it was important to stop the
deforestation that is threatening the Amazon and all human life on
the planet. We felt our alternative should involve preserving the
forest, but it should alse include a plan to develop the economy. So
we came up with the idea of extractive reserves,

What do we mean by an extractive reserve? We mean the land is
under public ownership but the rubber tappers and other workers
that live on that land should have the right to live and work there. I
say ‘other workers’ because there are not only rubber tappers in the
forest. In our area, rubber tappers also harvest brazil nuts, but in
other parts of the Amazon there are people who eamn a living
solely from harvesting nuts, while there are others who harvest ,
babagu and jute.

FRUITS OF THE FOREST

@ Brazil nuis (Bertholletia excelsa) are produced by the
castanheira tree, one of the tallest in the Amazon forest. Its
branchless trunk rises to a height of 20 metres or more, before
forming a wide canopy. The brazil nuts are the seeds (12 to 24)
contained in a hard pod (the ourigo) somewhat larger than a
cricket ball. The pods fall to the ground between December and
February and are collected and opened by rubber tappers. The

41



42

sterile monuments to the previous forest cover.
Other Amazon trees and thejr by-products include:
] Babagu: eijther of two large palms (Orbygniq martiana and
0. oleifera) which are highly prized for their usefulness. Oj} js
€xtracted from the nuts and used ip cooking, as fyel as a

buttons. The husks are ygeg as fuel, the leaves Provide a fibre
for hat and basket weaving, and the stalks are used in the
making of a fermented drink_

® Jute (¢ orchorus Cdpsularis) is a § metre high tree brought
1o the Amazon region from India during the Portuguese colonial
adminislration. The trunk, when felled and soaked in water,
releases fibres used to make sacking and other materialsg,

Juice of the fruit is a regional drin

i ther palm growing to a
nocarpus bataua) is ano : s an oil
'.hpatl? l.II:SS (g‘;tres whose fruit, when bOll;d; produce
:::3%1 ;o?cooking. The fibres are used t;(:r: I?”l";l.lisz ark purple fruit
; . terpe oleracea) 15 d palm wl region’s
0: ?Cgsala(f:t:ig; nally rich drink which is one of the reg
produ X
i " . as the
great delicacies. ) langsdorfii) is also kno‘.”n _
Copeifera lang ts seed
b l. nggi?im(e oI;t)s {;'OOd is used for carpentry, while i
alsam . A
; dicinal oil. . Ims of the genus
provides a me' name given to various pa ) ul
O . Bz:;a:at;a c:cs)n?:on throughout the Amazon region. The pulp
enoca ’
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of the fruit provides a drink, the kernels a cooking oil and the
Palm hearts are eaten,

better marketing policies and better working conditions for
those harvesting nuts. But there are an infinite number of nartyral
resources in the forest, so we also want the government to encourage
the industrialisation and marketing of other forest products that it
has always ignored in the past.
There are other questions to be considered. A sustainable fishing
industry could be developed, exploiting the resource in a rational

research was done. The universities, not only in Acre, but throughout
Brazil, should spend time researching the Amazon region. I believe
if this happened, and if the government took it ajl seriously,

then in ten years the Amazon region could be very rich and
have an important role in the national economy,

COMMERCIAL POTENTIAL OF THE
RAINFOREST

over half are in Brazil,

The richness of the tropical forests far exceeds that of other
regions of the world:

® The United Kingdom has 1,443 different plant species;
Costa Rica, only one fifth the size. has at least 8.000.

® Amazonia contains one in five of all known bird species
and at least 2,000 species of fish (ten times 43 many as in the
whole of Europe).

At least a quarter of aj) pharmaceutical products are
derived from tropical forest products, despite the fact that only
one per cent of all Amazon plants have been intensively
examined for their medicinal properties. Tropical forest plants
have so far provided treatments for leukaemia; Hodgkin's

A i s . -

Tony Gross!Oxfam

- - - -
Indian children playing on the river, Rondbnia.

i : host
disease; breast, cervical and testicular cancer, as wcllhz:;r:mes
of analgesics, antibiotics, heart drugs, enzymes, meatmems,
diuretics, anti-parasite compounds, ulcer‘ sreatme ,
dentifrices, laxatives, dysentery trea'ument_s and an'u—co gl " 000

@ Of the 90,000 plant species in Latin Amcsnc:'a qnty x,pe o
: i i tists e
ti-cancer properties. Scien
have been tested for an jentists expect
t of the untested plants w .
that at least ten per cen' : : cal some
form of anti-cancer activity. A siaec(:;es of ale::ml:;e:s, o olam
in and Madagascar,
he northem Amazon basin ! : ! . _ i,
;lkaloid castanospermine which is be:mg mvestlgatefd a:o >
Mary's Hospital in London as a possible treatment for

forms of AIDS.

Where did we get the idea of setting up the Cl;JeS? (\:Ni :éflco;?l:g

there is something called the National Rub! 4 es:mm ehich

represents the interests of landowners and b:l:anh on but ol
the interests of the rubber tappers, so we thought, acy o e
an organisation as a counterweight to all that bureautc); g’ and try 10
stop the government messing the rubber tappers about’
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National Congress set up the CNS and elected a provisional executive

commitiee,

The CNS is not meant to be a kind of parallel trade union, replacing
the Xapuri Rural Workers' Union, for example. It s just an
organisation for rubber tappers. The growth of the trade unions was
very important for us, but other agricultural workers including day
labourers and so on are also members of the same union. Other kinds
of agricultural workers have been seen as having particular needs and
interests, but not rubber tappers; it's as though we were something
that existed only in the past. So one of the reasons for creating the

CNS was to recognise the rubber tappers as a particular group of

workers fighting for a very important objective - the defence of the
Amazon forest. The idea went down very well.

The Indians

We also wanted to seek out the leaders of the Indian peoples in Acre

and discuss how to unite our resistance movements, especially since

Indians and rubber tappers have been at odds with each other for
; centuries. In Acre the leaders of the rubber tappers and Indian

peoples met and concluded that neither of us was to blame for this.
! The real culprits were the rubber estate owners, the bankers and all
_the other powerful interest groups that had exploited us both.

People understood this very quickly, and from the beginning of
1986 the alliance of the peoples of the forest got stronger and
stronger. Our links with the Indians have grown even further this
year. For example, a meeting of the Tarauacd rubber tappers was
attended by 200 Indians and six of them were elected to the Tarauaca
Rubber Tappers’ Commission. Indians are now beginning to
participate in the CNS organising commissions. In Cruzeiro do Sul
about 200 Indians are active in the movement and this year they have
even joined in our empates.

~ Our proposals are now not just ours alone. they are put forward
together by Indians and rubber tappers. Our fight is the fight of all
“the peoples of the forest.

When the Minister of Agriculture met a Jjoint commission of
Indians and rubber tappers in his office, he was really taken aback.
‘What's going on?’, he said, ‘Indians and rubber tappers have been
fighting each other since the last century! Why is it that today you
come here together?’

We told him things had changed and this meant the fight to
defend the Amazon was stronger. People really took notice of ,
that.
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As with the rubber tappers, Indian families clear only a small area around

their houses.

ACRE'S INDIANS

Reliable 1987 estimates give an indigenous population of 6,600
in Acre and south-western Amazonas in at least 42 separate
locations. None of these areas has undergone the whole process
of registration by the Brazilian government, a 1f1ght theort':tlc?lly
accorded the communities by the Braznhlan constitution.
Recently the government has announced its intention  to
drastically reduce the size of the areas the communities are
entitled to. The population is composed of 15 dlfferem
indigenous groups: Apurind, Arara, !auanau;i, Jammal\‘wa.
Kampa, Katukina, Kamanawa, Kaxarari, Kaxinaua, Kulina,
Machineri, Masko, Nuquini, Papavo, and Poyanawa, The total
indigenous population of Brazil is estimated at around 200,000.
With the exception of one or two sn_ll uncomacted. groups,
all of these communities have been in contact wnthl non-
indigenous society. The advance of rubber tapping activities
into the upper rivers of Acre and south-\_vgstem _Amgzonas from
the 1870s led either to Indian communities bglng incorporated
into the rubber economy or to theilj retreating  ever ft.u‘ther
upstream. Many rubber estates organised hunting expeditions

Tony Gross/Oxfam



(correrias) to locate indigenous BTOUps and either massacre
them or bring them in to the seringal, These expeditions took
place until after the Second World War and rubber tappers
were forced to take part by their employers. The current

more striking given the Previous history of antagonism between
them.

The region’s indigenous communities practise a mixture of
subsistence agriculture, hunting and fishing, and collecting
forest products - above all rubber and brazil nuts.  Although
previously some groups lived in substantia) communal
longhouses (malocas), a normal village now consists of a
collection of houses built in the regional style (wood or split
Palm, with a wooden or thatched roof and raised on stilts),

All the communities come under the administration of the
federal Bovernment's National Indian Foundation (FUNAD,
and some will have 3 FUNAI post installed in the village. Many
communities are also the object of missionary activity: Catholic
and Protestant, Braziljan and foreign.

UNI (the Union of Indigenous Nations) and the Pro-Indian
Commission of Acre, a group of anthropologists, teachers and
others working with the communities on education, health,
€conomic and consciousness-raising projects.

Spreading the Resistance

Rubber tappers from Brasiléia, from all over the states of Acre,
Rondénia, Amazonas, Amapa and representatives from the only

remaining rubber appers in Pard all came 1o the First National
Congress,
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Velho, Rondénia.

We were particularly keen to get the rubber tappers ?}fer;;Sl:l;zg
and Assis Brasil organised because l;)f !Pe p}:}nz tge 23::': e BR o
build a road link to the Pacific. Als
;0137(1 awng knew the paving of these roads would lead 1o ml?jrem:rl:g
mm:e land speculation, and the greed of l:c landow;nzrjr»:zxémion ke
We then turne :
rab the land near the roads.
g:‘zr:niiing in the Jurud valley, where rubber tappers worked in
iti of near slavery. .
Cowglg?; anxious to organise in Rondénia because'of tlhe le:e(;t ;c;
which the forest is being destroyed thelr(e. ’l;hc:;e Ls fa; rszway
i banks of thos -
oots work being done on the n0s¢ _
Eir\faf:sr'SJ of the Siate of Amazonas. But, at the bcg_mlr:]mg, it was
in the Acre valley that the movement grew most quickly.

ROADS TO RUIN

ion | i . As
Environmental destruction in Amazon:a fgllowsi rtlt;lfil xro(::;{fispoor
tes are completed, an
soon as all-weather rou pnflux of poor
thy cattle ranchers beg
less farmers and weal : :
:iT\gn the forest to set up farms on soil which often proves barren
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Preparations for paving the Porto Velho-Rio Branco streich

once the forest cover s removed. S i
_ ( - 2¢en from the air, th ai
highways and smaller feeder roads are bordered byra rzurgl‘:ll;]

12 mile area of des i i
fruction on either sjde iles
forest cover is usually intact. - Deyond 12 miles, the

Long distance road construction in t
the 1960s, stampg with the BR 364 highway from Cuiaba to

Assis Brasil. However they were no
lm&astiablle for most of th; year, so their impact was only local
e late 1970s B_ra21’l sought World Bank funding to pzive

the North-West Brazil I
. ntegrated Development Pr
ogramme
Projeto Polonoroeste.  The social  and P.n\frgironment(;l)lr

::i:sfzcr]:etnces Of[miz int a region which had hitherto been virgin

st populated b i

discuees berer Y Indians and rubber tappers are

Vel?hy 1985 -[he Brazilian Govemmem, wishing to pave the Porto
© to Rio Branco stretch, was negouiating another loan, this

time with the Inter-American Development Bank. Aware of
the criticisms of the Polonoroeste project, the Bank tried to
write in measures to protect the environment and the local
Indian communities. Although by the time of Chico Mendes’
death disbursal of the loan had been halted, the paving of the
road is being undertaken with domestic capital.

There are plans to extend the paved road network further
westwards into Peru. In the early 1980s the state government
of Acre discussed with Peru the upgrading of the BR 317 to the
Peruvian border, where it would link with a road to Puerto
Maldonado and the Pacific. Recent planning appears to favour
the paving of the BR 364 to Cruzeiro do Sul, which would
continue to the Peruvian city of Pucallpa.

One of the main interested parties in a Pacific outlet, apart
from Brazilian exporters to Pacific markets, is Japan. The
world’s biggest importer of raw materials, Japan has identified
Brazil as a major long-term supplier of minerals, timber and
grains. These are produced either in the Amazon basin or in
the Brazilian mid-west. For Japan the Pacific route makes
commercial sense, although it could lead to vast new areas of
Amazonia being devastated. The Japanese are reported as
having offered to finance the Pacific link from Acre westwards,
although they denied this in early 1989.

Looking for Alies
Our biggest assets are the intenational environment lobby and
‘ the international press. I'm afraid we have had more support
from abroad than from people in Brazil, and the opposite should
be the case. It was only after international recognition and pressure
that we started to get support from the rest of Brazil,

Links between our movement and other workers’ organisations are
quite weak in general. We do have good links with organisations that
have only emerged recently, like our own, for example the Landless
Workers” Movement {(Movimento dos Trabalhadores Sem Terra).
We've got strong links with the CUT trade union federation and their
third national congress (in 1988) unanimously adopted a motion put
forward by the Xapuri trade union, calling for the defence of the
Amazon region by the peoples of the forest.

We haven’t had a very good relationship with the National
Agricultural Workers® Confederation (CONTAG). They haven't
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The road from Rio Branco to Xapuri.

given us much support, but they respect us a lot, despi s bei
affiliated to the CUT rather than the Cg']e‘ f ' esplie s being
We want to get on well with all the country" isati
! y's labour organisations.
We would be quite happy to get support from anybody in the CGT,
because we just want to make our movement stronger. We welcome

any support, any alliance, as long as the people concerned are
committed to our struggle.

If the CNS is to become stronger, it must avoid identifying itself too
;lc;selg (;wllh any one political party. That is my position and | have
clended it at seminars and meetings in Rj anei do P:
e & g5 1 io de Janeiro, Sde Paulo
So far, the PT is the only
. , - ‘ party lo select rubber tappers as
candidates for political office. Despite all its problems, thepr;?]‘ has
been the only party that has given us significant support. ['ve often
felt we could. bu:lcj stronger links with parties other than the PT:
left.-wmgl parties wnl] a history of struggle. Unfortunately, we havé
to live with the sectarianism that is a feature of our country’s politics.
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In Rio de Janeiro, for example, when I was asked to help launch
a group in support of the peoples of the forest, I was advised by
some left-wing colleagues to avoid getting caught in the cross-fire
between the other parties. When I arrived, the PT and the PV (Green
Party) were fighting over who | ‘belonged’ to. 1 kept well clear of all
this and ended up contributing to a seminar at the ABI where there
were the PV, PT, PSB and PCB and other independents, everybody
together in support of the proposed support group.

The Church

We have had a lot 1o do with the Church but there have been clashes
at times, because although the Church has an important role in our
struggle, it is only prepared to go so far. For example it has been
very difficult about our interest in linking up with political parties.
The political space the Church has given us has been very important
and recently things have improved, for example the Pastoral Land
Commission (CPT) has been more actively invoived in our movement
after a period in which it vacillated in its attitude towards us, We
have good links with the Prelacy of Acre-Purus, but things are much
worse in the Jurud Valley where the Church is very conservative.
We have a good relationship with the Church at Carauvari, another
region in the state of Amazonas. 1 think the links we’ve had with the
Church have been positive and we’ve been able to build up a working
relationship which benefits both the Church and the rubber
tappers. The Church cannot give up on us now, after having ,
worked so hard with us in the 1970s,

THE CHURCH

Brazil has the largest Catholic congregation in the world and
no other country has as many priests, nuns and bishops. The
progressive wing of the Brazilian Catholic Church was active
in sccial movements before the 1964 coup, and during the
military regime the Church was the only force able to work
openly on behalf of the poor and the oppressed. Relations
between Church and state have often been strained, leading
Helder Camara, one of the most prominent Church opponents
of the military regime and formerly archbishop of Olinda and
Recife, to remark, ‘Why is it that when I give help to the poor
they call me a saint, but when I ask why they are poor in the
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Evangelical missionaries in Rondénia,

first place, they call me a communist?’ Many members of the
churches, lay and ordained, have suffered for their support of
£rassroots movements.

'I?hroughout the 1970s and 1980s the Catholic Church, as part

?f l.ts"option for the poor’, set up thousands of grassroots
chl_'lsuan _base communities’ promoting religious teaching and
social action. Congregations were taught that not only were
present social and political structures not the will of God, but
that a radical change in society could correspond much r'nore
closely to Christian values and aspirations.

In addition to creating local Christian base communities, the
Church set up various national-level pastoral organisat;ons
Two th_at were represented in Acre at this period were CIMI.
the Indigenous Missionary Council, and the CPT, the Pastorai
Land Commission. They served to offer suppornt, spiritual and
political, to Indian and peasant communities respectively.

' Acre contains two dioceses: Acre-Purus in the east and Juru4
in t_he west. The diocese of Acre-Purus is administered by an
Italian (?rder and the bishop is a prominent figure in the
progressive wing of the Church, having been president of the

CPT. The diocese of Jurua, based in Cruzeiro do Sul, is
administered by a German order.

With the arrival in the western Amazon of poor colonists from
southern Brazil, in many cases descendants of 19th century
German immigrants, the Brazilian Lutheran Church also has
progressive pastors and lay workers helping grassroots causes,
including rubber tappers and Indians, in Acre.

Cities and Students

People in the cities have always ignored us. However, since the
‘ CNS was set up we have begun to get some support, for example

from Acre University, which is quite an important political
institution. We know the great majority of professors in the university
either support the UDR or are very conservative, but we hope to get
some support from the new Rector there. Student support has been
a bit unsteady but it’s increasing now the Greens are getting organised
in Acre.

We have found it very difficult to get proper legal assistance. The
Acre Federation of Rural Workers’ Unions (FETACRE), which
ought to support us, has refused us assistance. Their lawyer is more
interested in taking on cases for individual small landowners who are
able to pay him a bit. We prefer not to have anything to do with him.

Our union doesn’t have enough money to employ a lawyer, but in
July 1988 the Institute of Amazon Studies helped us obtain the
services of a lawyer from Parand, Genésio Felipe. He gives legal
advice to the rubber tappers through the CNS, the individual unions
and the Acre Pastoral Land Commission. He covers the whole of
Acre, so he’s got a big job on!

I’'m afraid we don’t get much help from the lawyers round here.
There are dozens of lawyers in Acre but they are all the children
of landowners and other sectors of society that are against the ,
workers’ movement.
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Chapter 4

The Landowners
Strike Back

We know we face powerful opposition. As well as the

landowners and businessmen who dominate the Amazon

region, we are up against the power of those who voted against
land reform in the Constituent Assembly. The voting power of these
people in Congress has been a problem for us and has encouraged
the growth of the right-wing landowners’ movement, the Rural
Democratic Union (UDR). The defeat of the land reform proposal
was a big victory for the landowners and land speculators. Now, since
the establishment of the UDR in Acre, we've got a real fight
on our hands. However, we also believe our movement has ,
never been stronger.,

LAND, POWER AND THE UDR

For most of its history, land and power have been synonymous
in Brazil. Political power, locally and nationally, lay in the
hands of large landowners who traditionally exercised powers
of life, and often death, over the mass of the rural population.
The modemisation of Brazil after the Second World War saw
the beginnings of a movement for agrarian reform, dismantling
enormous landed estates (often unused for agricultural
purposes) and redistributing land to small farmers in the
interests of social justice and increased productivity. It was fear
of the growing impetus for agrarian reform that lay behind the
1964 coup.

During the period of military rule, land concentration
increased, as did the number of landless families forced to
migrate in search of land and work.
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The civilian government that took office in 1985 initially said
it was committed to massive agrarian reform. It created an
Agrarian Reform Ministry and in May 1985 published the draft
agrarian reform plan, Started from the concept of social Justice,
the plan proposed the redistribution of 43 million hectares
(168,000 square miles - an area three times the size of England)
in five years. The proposals were welcomed by rural workers,
but condemned by landowning interests. Over the next six
months the government was intensively lobbied by landowners
and when the revised plan became law in October 1985 its basic
thrust had been altered 1o 2 preoccupation with productivity
rather than justice. This time it was the landowners who
welcomed it, while it was condemned by rural workers,

The rival groups lobbied the National Constituent Assembly
when it met in 1987 and 1988 to draft a new constitution, and
the landowning interests won. The sections of the constitution
which refer 10 agrarian reform 4re now more conservative and
restrictive in their application than the previous legislation of
1964. A large part of the conservatives’ success was due to the
UDR, the landowners’ organisation that successfully oijled the
wheels of the Constituent Assembly whilst at the same time
intimidating rural workers and their allies,

The UDR (Unigo Democrdtica Ruralista - Rural Democratic

first national agrarian reform programme. Its founder was a
rancher and doctor from the mid-western state of Goids,
Ronaldo Caiado. The UDR grew quickly, initially through the
ranching and agro-industrial regions of the mid-west and Sio
Paulo, but soon forming local groups throughout Brazil,
including Amazonia.

In addition to relying on the personal wealth of many of its
members, the UDR raises funds through the auction of donated
cattle at large public rallies, During the debates on agrarian
reform in the constituent assembly in 1987 and 1988 the power
of the UDR's organisation became apparent. In addition to
intense lobbying in the assembly, and packing the public
galleries to intimidate the advocates of agrarian reform, the
UDR organised mass rallies in Brasilia. On one such day
Brasilia’s airport ran out of parking space for the hundreds of
private planes belonging to UDR supporters,

The UDR claims that it controls a substantial block of
members of the National Congress, and voting patterns in the
Constituent Assembly confirm this. It also claims that many of

the mayors elected in the November 1988 lelections. pamc,.;]arz
in the richer rural areas of southern and mid-western Brazil, a

R sympathisers. . ' _
U[/)\lthgugi the. UDR has consistently denied having
paramilitary forces, the levels of rural wplence ha.ve lgro:;g
steadily over recent years and many of the hm?d guns imp |(;:1ave
in the assassination of rural workers and their supporters
been linked to UDR supporters.

After four years of the Sarney government, les_s dthanl ti;::;:lz
per cent of the original programme hasd!af?en carrie is:::s' o

i ini has had five different min \
Agrarian Reform Ministry ‘
thigs period, has been accused of incompetence and hc;otr(r)ug::gg
, inistries the government soug

and was one of the ministries ‘
up in the economic and administrative reform package of early

1989,

You can already see how strong the UDB is in Acre“; it ksnf)u:l
‘ organised its first cartle auction to gl:;e fur:(".lsés h:m tha;
been to U meetin .
through people who have_ . 2 s e, that
ir aim i by striking at the gra
heir aim is to destroy the Xapuri union it the 5
:)reglanisations of the Xapuri rubber tappers. They th1r;1k llf ;l::z ;:gd
defeat Xapuri they can impose their terms on the whole ate and
further afield in the Amazon region as v_vel]. The Go;:er:m?}l;e { e
himself told me this. Just to give you an idea, it wa.]s ::)dewere it i
official launch here in Acre that the first drops of blo
xasz::‘mighl not believe it but among our allies at the mor:aeﬁt"ir;
the rubber processing plant owners. Th_ey are not people ]\;& an trus
very far - for a start, they are also timber merchantsl;_ because
they profit from exporting rubber, they are now ma m}%e (;boli;ion
t ?he CNS. They say we should fight together agzlunst the dliion
oc; the Rubi)er Development Board (SUDHEVEA)'. This (;ngnd i~
complicated situation because on the one hand wehhavewt: elend e
interests of the rubber tappers, but on the other Snow the
abolition of SUDHEVEA poses a threat to rubber marketing
exF’W()::-atever the rights and wrongs ca}f3 ;t\he rr::mer tznctiotlil;upgrl;v: I:}z::
ith i ’ emp .
t wrong with it, SUDHEV s a |
?L?t;b:r Ir(r):arketins structure in the AmazonTr:'eap ttl}l]a: t:;ssissg:?:rhlirc]ﬁ
i 's ci s is
fending in today’s circumstances. This _ : |
:rlgrg:o?:zssing ;flant owners are proposing a tactical alliance with us
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Nedd Ve Prosaded €33 hin

However: penerally speaking. the Landow ners and businessmen of

Avresand the whale remion for that mater. ae Organising resislingee
to our demands. Iy this Tight. owr only defence s the ﬁrcxxu:'u pul
on the authorities by Brazihan socrety and the imtermational scientific
vommunity.

The Government Takes Sides

There was @ time when the st government seemed o be paving o
fot of anention 1o environmentat problems and to the  rubber
tappers” But we soon realised an wais Just putting on a show ot
Flcf'cndin:_' the enviconment so the international banks and  other
mternational organisations would approve s dey clopmem projects,

We can’t see how the authorities can sy they detend the eculogical
svstent while ar the same time deploving police 10 protect those “whoo
e destroving the Torest. That happened. for example. in the case
of the Ecuador rubber estate where there were many nut and rubber
trees. The Governor was warned several times ahout what w as going
on there. In face b personally warned him and suggested he mh! .tmLI
ook at what was happeaing for himself 1 told him he was heing very

nihiary poine

Ol

hasty in sending police there, Filty hectares of virgin forest were cut
down. but thanks 1o the pressure, thanks to the hundreds ol telegrams
sent to the  Governor by national and  international
organisabions, we managed 1o get him 1w wathdraw the police
from the area and so saved about 306 hectares of Torest,

VICTORY AT ECUADOR

In May 198K the federad forestry bourd (IBDF)  pgranted
permussion for the Delta construction company, which  had
recently acquired the Ecuador rubber estate in Xapuri, 1o clear
50 hectares of torest for pasture. The Rural Workers™ Union
ol Xapun and the ONS objected that the licence was illegally
granted and that Delta was actually planmng to clear 300

hectares,

With no response Trom IBDE. the rubber tappers staged an
empate at the scene bul were dislodged by police. They then
vccupied  the IBDF offices in Xapurie asking  the  state
covernment i Rio Branco and the 1BDEF  headquarters n
Brasilia to revoke the heence,

Chico Mendes speaks to 130 rubber tappers i the church o the das ahier

the shoohmyg

6
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On the mght of 24 Miny TORS two gunmen on motorbike
frred shots a1 rubher appers sleeping on the porch of (he
oceupicd IBDE olfices. Two vouths were g and required
vmergeney treatnrent. 1he bike wos wlinbly adentilicd s
belonging 1o one ot the sons of Darli Alves da Sihva, responsible
sy months later for the murder of Chico Mendes,

Following  progests by the rubber lappers. supported - by
demonstraions M the Green Partvin Rio'de Fineiro. extensis ¢
Pross coverage mnd telegrims from abyoad. the governmen
iy revohed Detes pernission to clear the e

Ithe area they destroved there, the Last hary e produeed 1A
caits ol branl nuts ', o poad cropo Mo challeneed the owner o
the Lnd and the Gosernoy hemisell 1o wark our the annuat
Income per heetare produced by darest produces sieh s brazl nuts
and rubber and then compare st with that produced by wrasing cattle
there. They retused because thes knew we could preve the income
from one hectare of forest is 20mes greater tan when the lorest
is ceared and given over 1o cattle
Wo quoted decree Taw 7570 of 30 Juls 1986 and regulation 386 of
I8 October 1986 which prohibit the cutting down and ale of hras
nut ad rubber trees and the detorestation of hillaides. There wore
two hillsides i the arey being cut down on the Tensdor rubber estare
and the law wis completely flouted. Afier the second cotprite. when
the rubber tappers managed 10 stop work voing ahead, the loeal
IBDF representative appeared and without even nspecting what wos
gomg on_told the imdowner he could goahcad and clear the foresy
Ho gine the landowner a ticenee cven though the tandowner did not
Prosentas he should have done. o writien Plan tor minaging the
arei
Another liw - Leant remember s umber - s youcan only clear
up to Srhectes ol forest witheut Presenting atorestry Maragemen
plan. Farther on i adds tha s forbidden o cut down ans e ol
forest on hitlsedes or where (here i o voncentiation ol brazil nat gmd
rubber rees None ol these Lias ware respedted. The Gosernen
himselt didn’t even consider them and the TR certimnly didny,
We do liive o oo relitionship with the Ao Fechnotogy
Foundation (FUNTAC) which i Cstate government ageney’ ) hes
really understand how diificuly the Tives of rubber Lippers are and
recognee that deforestarion i~ o problem. B despite the goand
relationship we's e 2ot with FUNTAC, we hinve no conhidenee fedtan
He state govemment. o canewe believe o Governor who sivs he

[

detends the toreste and visits Rio and Jup_un to tialk about dt'|‘c.ﬂ(illl1;_‘l
the torest. hut who then orders the police 1o go Vuml |p.mlu|‘-1-l..“|
people who are destroving ar? Hc ought 1o he ll\'ll.ll_' | e p-n,li'l:];lc
povwer that his ofhice gives hime 1t he used his poser i favour 4

workees he'd certamly get their support,

Holding Back Progress

People have used all kind ol arguments Agannst u-\. I‘Ilc‘lm‘u.in\.::t':l\
siy owelre holding back progress and harming the country s th)rl‘ II".I
They say rubber 1s not important to the ceononmy and the Ilul‘urL‘ IL‘:.
witl cartle rarang. Others iy the Amdzon is a0 vist c.\p.!.n\IL c!
arhabited rerrtory and that at should be Llcvclnpcd.r ‘.\“.kl.;:tl\,‘.)I
reachionary arguments are used agamst us, Our cncmu_-\lmu. ’1\;1::
at puntig forward ther arguments 1o try and umlcmj-llljt..m:r. ll lh;
However, the national press has now started to realise tha v
detence of the Amazon s rcull)' an issue. it are used st
But anyway. we cun deal with the arguments !h.lil ure u~.u ..1_[.} ™
us. To those who say Acre should be producing ‘()(K‘L”V‘.«(. suy )-\-L‘l:
i~ plenty of Land ftor that. What are ?hc big F()!(HHH};I‘H::I:\ prrl:l::m
supposed to be producing? Anyway. all it needs is Tor the gove

‘- | 3 ¥ » . L1y il - ty
A hrazil nut tree stands alone alter the rest of the Torest has been cleared.
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to develop an agricultural policy that takes into consideration

the region’s small farmers There sh
- . o be
growing enough food. uld be no problem about ’

THE ROAD TO RONDGNIA

Lar‘gc-scale organised colonisation schemes in the Amazon
region begar! in the 1970s. When the government built the
Transamazonica highway, it included an ambitious colonisation
programme as an attempt to settle landless peasants from
nonh-(?ast Brazil and defuse demands for agrarian reform. Both
lhc highway and the colonisation were failures alt'hou h
smgable nlzlmbers of poor colonists were settled in th'e Allamigra
region. Private colonisation schemes were set up in northern

?V/l:(t)o hG;oslso, m}:)stly involving migrants from southern Brazii
ad lost their lands as a result

oroduction of the boom
With the beginning of the Polonoroeste project in Rondénia

vasth numbers of people from both southern Brazil and lhe'

north-east flocked to the area, looking for places on official

in soya

R N ™ LA

a2 HE
Il:otad c]e;rar.]ce and .Eet.llemen.t can cause a 12 mile corridor of devasl;lion.
ownship in Ronddnia — similar settlements could start in Acre.

colonisation projects or seeking to settle spontaneously
wherever land was available. At one time over 7,000 families a
week were moving along the BR 364 highway. Without a proper
land register or the administrative capacity to control this influx
of people, the authorities could do little to avoid the chaos that
followed.

Such credit and extension services as existed were directed
towards ranching and the promotion of high-value export crops
such as coffee and cocoa. Adverse circumstances, including the
poor quality of most of the soils and total unfamiliarity with a
tropical forest environment, plus extremely high malaria tevels,
led to tragic failure for many of the colonists.

Following severe criticism the World Bank has acknowledged
that the Polonoroeste project was ill-conceived and poorly
administered. The fear of the rubber tappers and Indians of
Acre has been that the paving of the road into Rio Branco will
trigger a similar wave of uncontroiled migration, with the same
disastrous social and environmental consequences.

Although there are ways of settling more people and
increasing food production in tropical forest areas without this
level of destruction, it is important to recognise that the
pressure on land in the Amazon region is the result of the failure
10 carry out agrarian reform in other regions of Brazil, where
land concentration, and therefore the numbers of landless rural
families, is currently increasing.

on the Amazon. No. We've got our own proposals for

organising production. The rubber tappers and the Indians have
always grown their subsistence crops but they've never threatened
the existence of the forest. It's the deforestation carried out by the
big landowners to open up pasture for their cattle that is threatening
the forest. Often, these people are just speculating with the land.
What happens in Xapuri and other parts of the Amazon is that these
people cut down 10,000 hectares, turn half of it into pasture for their
cattle and let the other half grow wild. They are really just involved
in land speculation.

‘ The rubber tappers aren't saying that nobody should lay a finger

The landowners use all the economic power at their disposal. They

bribe the authorities; it’s common knowledge that they've bought off
the IBDF staff in the Amazon region, They alsc use the law. They
request police protection for the workers hired to cut down the trees,

saying it is their land so they can do whatever they like with it. They |
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Cleared fand can support cattle — for a while,

accuse the rubber tappers of trespassing when we iry and stop the
dcf_nrgstmiun. They turn 1o the courts for support and protection
claiming the land is private property. But the rubber tappers huu:
heen here for centuries!

Fhere has been less pressure from the police in the Tust two years
because we are able to present reasoned arguments to them. When
We orgamise an emipate, the main argument we use is that the law is
being flouted by the landowners and our empate iy only tryving to
make sure the law is respected. o
' The other tactic the landowners use, and it's a4 very effective one
5 10 use hired guns to intimidate us. Our movement's leaders. not
Just mysell but quite a few others as well, have been threatened a lot
this year. We are all on the death list of the UDR's assassination
squads. Here in Xapuri, these squads are led by Darli and Alvarino
Alves du Silva. owners of the Parand and other ranches round here
They lead a gang of about 30 gunmen - | say 3 because we've cuunlcai
them as they patrol the town, Things bave changed recently because
we managed to getan arrest warrant issued in Umuarama. in the state
of Parana, for the two of them. 1 don't know whether it was the
fngral police. but somebody tipped them off. Now they're both in
hiding and have said they'll only give themselves up when I'm dead
(see epilogue).

We ure sure this will be the landowners’ main tactic from now on.
They are going 1o fight our movement with violence and intimidation
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There's no doubt in our minds about that. The level of violence that
has been common in the south of the state of Pard is already spreading
10 Xapuri. to Acre,

Rich Men's Law

The law has always been on the side of the rich. One of our problems
is how to cope with this bias in the judicial system. We often turn 10
il for support but it always sides with the landowners. This year the
police even refused to carry out an inguiry into who shot the rubber
tappers who were camped out outside the IBDF offices on 27 May
1988. The gunmen were recognised and are well known round here
and wilnesses have made statements o the police. but they haven’t
done a thing.

In the case of lvair's death®, it is obvious who hired the assassins,
We don’t know who the killers were but we know who paid them.
Now, if you know who is behind a crime, you can easily get hold of
the people responsible for carrying it out. The person who hired the
killers was Cicero Tendrio Cavalcanti, a candidate of the PMDB
party. This is common knowledge and people have made siatements
to the police 10 this etfect, but no progress has been made on
the case and Cicero Cuvalcanti hasn’t even had to make a ,
statement to the police.

The mother of one of the injuredoys with Chico Mendes in the union office
on 28 May 1988,
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Chapter 3 |
Working Together

We rubber tappers have to organise and mobilise ourselves,
because there’s no point waiting for the government to help us.
The only thing we can count on is our own level of organisation.
One day we hope to organise a major empate right across the Amazon
region. The future of the CNS and the extractive reserves will depend
on how much resistance we can put up and how well organised we are.

The main force behind the CNS is still the Xapuri union, but we
are forming new leaders and nuclei of support all over the Amazon
region.

The CNS meets every six months. The strategic centre of the
movement, in terms of communication and information, is the
Institute of Amazon Studies, where Mary Allegretti, Paulo Chiesa,
Bia and other friends work. They take care of the CNS’ national and
international links. We also get technical advice from Mauro Almeida
at Campinas University.

One of the ways to increase support for the CNS and broaden the
level of participation is to get discussions going with groups of rubber
tappers, mainly in the communities that are already organised. In
Xapuri we have 30 union branches which form the CNS support base
in the area.! The same level of organisation exists in Brasiléia and
Assis Brasil. We aim to have discussions with these groups of
workers, these grassroots leaders, to work out ways of dividing up
responsibility for spreading the education work across the region,
and get the resources necessary to do it. The CNS is still a bit
precarious because activists lack time to get more fully involved.
Another problem is the sheer physical distance between us all and
the difficulties of communication.
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The Dilemma of Violence

So far we have used non-violent forms of struggle, and that's how
we aim to keep it. If some day we need to use violence, it will be

because we have

been forced to do so by the circumstances, by the

System and the policies of the landowners.

i The empates

are organised in the following way. When a

;" community is threatened by deforestation it gets in touch with other
- communities in the area. They all get together in a mass meeting in

. the middle of the

forest and organise teams of people to take the lead

" in confronting the workers cutting down the trees with their chainsaws
-and so on - all this in a peaceful but organised way. These teams try

and convince the
area. The rubber
workers to force

workers employed by the landowners to leave the
tappers also dismantle the camps used by those
them out. We are often attacked by the police

because the landowners always apply to the courts for police
protection. The judicial system has always done what the landowners
wanted and sent in the police and there have been a lot of arrests.

+-One important

point is that the whole community - men, women

- and children - takes part in the empare. The women stay at the front
| to prevent the police from shooting us. The police know if they open
 fire, they will kill women and children.
" I remember on at least four occasions, we were arrested and forced
to lie on the ground with them beating us. They threw our bodies,

covered in blood,

into a lorry but we all sang hymns. We got 1o the

police station, perhaps more than a hundred people, but they didn’t
have enough room to keep us there and we had to stand up in the
corridors. In the end they had to let us go free.2

At the same time as 100 or 200 colleagues are involved in the
empate, standing in the way of the chainsaws and scythes, we aim to
have a team whose job it is to get information about what is
happening back to Xapuri where another group will make sure it
travels all over Brazil and the rest of the world. This is something
we have oniy recently started to organise.

The trouble is

that the landowners are quite happy about using

violence. I'm very worried at the moment because they have, in fact,
killed a few people. We know they intend 10 start by picking off
some of the workers and then 0 on to attack our leaders. This year
they killed Ivair, who was Jjust beginning to emerge as a leader. He

had got involved

with our movement through the Church and was

Jjust iearning the ropes.

I don’t want 1o
killed. There's no
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see this happening. 1 don’t want anybody getting
point in me or any of my colleagues dying. I don’t

Tony Gross!Oxfam

Taking out quality hardwoods for export.

think that dead bodies solve anything and _I know that if that‘s the
way things go, this place will become an mfcrpo. We are going to
do our best to see it doesn’t happen. But if it did become necessar;ly,
I’'m sure there would be 100, 150, 200 workers who would be ready
to fight and decide this thing once and for all. wmcan
a bloodbath here in Xapuri. repression, and a lot more besides. |
We don’t want that to happen. We want to resist in a non-yl}:) elrt
w_f;y as we are doing at the moment. Wf: managgd to dea} with the
Alves family by getting warrants for their arrest issued. It's n(l)w up
to the courts to do what they are supposed to _do, and see the law llsl
upheld. This has helped us by creating a certain amount of goodw':
in the local community. These days, for example, a lot of people who
didn’t even get on with me at first come up and say the.y support r:\:é
Middle-class people tell us how brave we are in facing |l11p toh he
gunmen. Those criminals haven't l;bz;n karres;e‘cli yet but they ha
itical defeat, and everybody knows it. -
Sugg‘l:ei:,pg::“;;llponam thing is to continue to make a political
impact. We feel our resistance can produce results throyghlpre;sur;
by the press and lobbying organisapons. at both a nationa anf aa
international level. Our evaluation is that we should not go for

confrontation.
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In the cuse of Cachoeira though, there was a moment in a very
agitated mass meeting, fast May, when I found mysell in a Lighi
corner with this argument. I0s 4 good job we can keep calm in tha
Kind of situatton, otherwise T don’t know what would happen. In this
particular case a ot of workers had had enough of picketing and
were proposing more radical tactics, In fact, they wanted o organise
armed struggle against the police and the gunmen. They wanted o
confrontation, but I feared the worst and argued that the movement
should continue 1o use non-violent tactics. at Jeast for the time being.
We tried to show what effect the use of violence would have on our
political support. It was very animated meeting, but g very
democratic one and we had o good discussion, There were about 400)
people there, and in the end about 85 voted in favour of armed
struggle. The rest voted 1o continue usiirg non-violent woties,

A Rubber Tapper's Co-operative

The co-operanive is o CNS initiative, The idea tollowed on from the
proposal o credle extractive reserves. We had 1o work oul ways of
improving the cconomie situation o the rubber tappers. They are

3

Xapuri Rural Workers™ Union building.
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exploited so much they often end up leaving the land ‘;md gm:}g.m try
their luck in the towns. The government and the ldndu.wne_rt
lcave the rubber Lappers in Lotal poverty, right there in lht‘ ,
middle of the jungle, hoping they will give up and leave the

area.,

THE AGRO-EXTRACTIVE CO-OPERATIVE

The idea of a rubber tappers’ co-nper;.i:‘ivc was Hirst tried m\u
in the Projeto Seringueiro. In 1he_ traditional estate hltw Luht:ILJ
tappers are locked into a system of debt bpnduge, W en 1:.( ‘
system breaks down, as it mostly has in the Xapun.,n.é.lol.
d'cpcndcncc upon the eslate is r‘cplalccd by dcpendcnu.‘ Llpqn
merchants who travel into the Iurcs{ by boul or mL.:k lln‘un
buying up the rubber tapper’s production at I\m.)rt'l-.-d(;\fn pl:);e:
and supplying  the  manutactured gnods Vvhld;l lAc ]‘I'llrl.k-uL
tapper’s family depends on at vastly Illﬂfl-lel prices. Thlj ;Ubbc[:
ol 500 per cent on staples such as sugar is n_o_r‘nmun.‘ © e
tapper’s physical isolation means there are few options

o |

syslem.

T

Fey Gremy Onjam

A R i, LN
ulk. ensuring better prices and euasier

g A8
Jof e &
Co-operatives can sell their rubber n b :
transport. Bundles of rubber ready for the mule traim.
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However, if rubber tappers who are neighbours could work

together to jointly stock and market their rubber and brazil

goods_ in bulk at wholesale prices.

. This would mean finding the initial capital to start up such a

[r(;;]operam{e and to acquire the mules or boats needed for

ideasp‘cart.hn 1980—8.3 the_ Projeto Seringueiro began testing the
In three locations in the forests around Xapuri, Oxfam

:—,::3:: alle:c'ing production techniques or levels at all, the
rs of the groups could maintain their previous

Ft_o“?‘tr; each rubber tapper a cash dividend.
€ group could then increase production b
. y, for exampl
Ecli?:'mg lextr.? rubber trees on each trail or by plantri,nz
fruitl ional fruit or palm trees in the forest and marketing the
[hat’ it would be possible to create forest production systems
reward existing forest dwellers, preserve the forest

projects themselves, this is the mod i
i ; ’ el the CNS is i
__Introduce in the extractive reserves, seeking to

;I'he CNS is fighting for _betler living conditions for the rubber
appers so they feel their future lies here in the forest. The

us when we were in the middle of an empate. He was able to
appreciate our situation and decided to suggest the approval of a
small grant.

The co-operative has to address itself to the problems of the rubber
tappers but must also bring benefits to small farmers if they want to
join. We hope the co-operative’s activities end up going far beyond
Xapuri and spread to the whole of the Acre valley, the rest of the
state of Acre and ultimately all over the Amazon region. We know
it will take a long time, but we’ll manage it.

Health in the Balance =

On the question of health, the union took an initiative in 1985. At
that time we had a certain amount of confidence in the State Health
Secretary. To a certain extent, he was committed to the workers’
cause, especially the rubber tappers. He was called Zé Alberto®. He
had a team of doctors who were all committed to the rubber tappers’
struggle, particularly to our fight for better health conditions. During
the course of a year and a half we managed to build six heaith centres
and have health promoters? sympathetic to our cause working among
us.

Unfortunately we couldn’t continue with the work because, as with
anybody sympathetic to the labour movement in this state, Z¢
Alberto and the whole team of doctors got the push. However, the
work went on because the health promoters were committed people.
Some of them worked three years without a contract, without earning
a penny. But they carried on anyway and showed they knew what
they were doing and some of them now have a job and eamn a proper
wage from the State Health Department.

Our most serious problem is the lack of drugs and equipment for
the health centres. We have to work hard to get all this from the
hospital, because the Xapuri municipal council tries to make sure
our health centres don’t get a single pill. So now we’re trying to find
other sources of support through the CNS to keep things going.

A Death Foretold

Our movement grew out of the needs of the rubber tappers. We
made a lot of mistakes but we learned from them. You know, people
have to look after themselves, they have to fight and be creative.
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That’s how we built thi i
protect our wey of it 1§ movement. We realised we had 1o fight to
On 21 July 1980 they killed Wilson Pinhei
comrades'in Brasiléia decided to take justice ?rl:;g t(h):ir 207wimhyan?iur
So they kilied Nilo Sérgio, one of the people who organised Wilson’ss'
murder. But what happened then, when our comrades suffered the
violence of the police, when they were tortured? The movement was
weél(c)ened because the level of grassroots organisation was weak.,
o NT AG has a lqt to answer for because of its attitude towards
de union organisation. It played an important role in setting the
union up, helpmg It get on its feet, but it didn’r give any attention to
£rassroots organisation or to preparing new leaders and activists. The
landowners spotted this weakness when they they met in June '1980
aqd concluded ‘if we kill Wilson Pinheiro and Chico Mendes, th
wngbe IElhe end of the trade union movement in Acre,’ >
At that time, here in Xapuri, we began t ' di i
Raimundo B:_arros, the other main CNS lgeaderoirij ls}‘é:;flria“ar:glsl'
worked and lived together. After Wilson Pinheiro was killed' I slept
sor:newhere else for three months, and then I got togeth::r w'51
Ra’lmundo {md said: ‘Look, as from today, we'd better keep a aln
let’s work in separate areas and both try to bring on new ll)eac]l)ers’

We must separate now because some day our enemies will catch up
o

&

‘Chico Mendes — they have ki '
e faonde Yy have killed our leader, but not our struggle’ — banner
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with us and kill us both. But if we separate and they kill you, I will
keep trying to build the movement and if they kill me, you keep doing
the same.’

From then on, we were never together. Every six months to a year,

I visited Raimundo’s area and he visited mine. Today things have
got better, because now there’s a whole group of colleagues in each
of our areas who are committed to the struggle. So now I don’t have
to worry so much about leaving my area.

These leaders don’t show their faces so often, but they are around
when the movement needs them. I can tell you the names of some
of them. For example, in Cachoeira there’s Manoel Custédio, a good
leader. There’s Raimundo Monteiro, Luis Tagino and other young
activists, taking their first steps as leaders. There’s another young
lad, Jodo Teixeira, who's incredible. You wouldn’t believe it to look
at him, but when you get talking you can tell he’s got grassroots
support and a great fighting spirit.

These people are the fruit of our movement’s advances. After each
stage in the struggle, we evaluate the situation, we learn from our
experiences. The struggle teaches us many things. Every day we learn
something, while at the same time knowing we could be on the
receiving end of a bullet at any time. )

We're involved because of our ideals and we’ll never turn back.
Our roots are too deep for us to think of giving up the struggle. It is
a question of honour, a matter of principle. None of us would betray
our movement. We all worked together to build up that spirit, that
love. They would have to kill us all to destroy our movement and 1
can’t see them managing to do that. I don't get that cold feeling any
more. I am no longer afraid of dying and I know they can’t
destroy us. If any of us got killed, the resistance would still go
on and it might even be that much stronger.
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Chapter
The Future

we've achieved over the last 15 years is just a drop in the ocean.

Though extractive reserves have now been established in some
arecas and others are under consideration, they aren’t enough even
for_one per cent of the people who live in the Amazon forest. But
we've taken the first steps and we’re optimistic about the future.

Since 1975, the rubber tappers of Brasiléia and Xapuri have carried
out 45 empates. These have led to about 400 arrests, 40 cases of
torture and some of our comrades have been assassinated, but our
resistance has saved more than 1,200,000 hectares of forest (five per
cent of the UK). We've won 15 and lost 30 of the empates but it was
worth it.

Another very significant development has been the setting up of
the co-operative, which will solve some of the fundamental economic

| problems of the rubber tappers. And it's the rubber tappers
. themselves who run it!

Support from abroad has also been very important. Little by litle,
we're building the same level of support here in Brazil, and we think
we’ve succeeded in getting our case across to the public. This has all
helped us win the establishment of extractive reserves.

On 30 June 1988, the regional representative of the Ministry for
Land Reform and Development (MIRAD) stamped his feet on the
ground and said the Cachoeira rubber estate would never be
expropriated. Just 30 days later an order for the compulsory purchase
of Cachoeira was issued. Since then, another reserve has already
been declared, in Sdo Luis do Remanso. The reserve there covers
40,000 hectares (150 square miles) on the border of the municipalities
of Rio Branco, the state capital, and Xapuri. Another area of about
40,000 hectares has been set aside in the municipality of Brasiléia.

79
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There are also proposals for reserves in Assis Brasit and at places in
the states of Ronddnia, Amazonas and  Amapid thanks 1o the
campaign mounted there by the rubber tappers and the CNS. There
ts another area of 60.000 heclares at Mawind in the municipality of
Sena Muadureira, Acre. u place 1 don’t know.

These victories are the fruit of the resistance movement, organised
by the CNS. which has succeeded in spreading the word about our
fight for the Amazon right across the world.

More than ever, the rubber tappers are ready 1o fight. The single
biggest boost to our morale was the victory of the rubber tappers of
Cachoeira. That victory had an enormous impact throughout the
region. People knew the rubber tappers there were up against
powerful landowners with bloody assassins at their disposil. Between
I8 March and the middle of Apnl. we had pickets of almost 400
people out there in the middle of the forest. every one of them
determined not 1o lef o stngle landowner near (he place.

An Arduous Road

Despite the creation of the CNS and the increasing level of
organisation of the rubber lappers throughout the Amazon region,
we have a long and arduous road before us. After the defeat of the
land reform proposals in the Constituent Assembly., we know we
have a big fight on our hands.

We are up against the political power of the landowners. Their
movement, the UDR, has enomous influence throughout  the
country and in Congress. It was they who defeated the lund reform
proposals,

Here in Xapuri, the UDR is beginning to make its presence felt.
Since April 1988, when it formaily set itsell up in Acre. the number
of hired gunmen in Xapuri has increased, as have the number of
assassitions  and attempted  assassinations ot workers,  These
gunmen are in effect the armied wing of the UDR and we are the
targets. [0S o very difficult siuion and we ' re goimg o have to work
fast 1o bring new deaders on and build the movement up in the rest
of the Amazon so as 10 prevent 1o much atennon being paid 1o
Xapuri,

The other big challenge is to mobilise public opinion. so thal
together we can force the government 1o expropriate more land.

Something else that's WOrryIng us is that the government has
pencilled in extractive reserves in areas where the rubber tappers are
not organised and where the CNS is not involved. We are worried
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AO ROUBANDO
s-IC-)AVERDE DA
NOSSA BANDEIRA

“They are stealing the green from our national flag’, poster.
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about whal exactly i i i
Aot al exactly is going happen in these areas. Only when the
Wgr appers IulVg gobthe reins i their hands da we Teel hy
1 ¢oare demanding thit the government
orders on > areas. The areas
e o more arcis. The areas we want expropriated are those with
J,m t}LI'II:'.I[IUll\ of bruzil nut and rubber trees, areis rich in ronud
‘ I ‘ . . . « L}
L\ih‘ ¥ 1|.|r( \x.(md\. arcas threatened with burning, These .
‘here o lov ot r Tl rs i o
mnhm_‘lh | t:]rljhh&l tappers live and work. But we want to w0 much
an that. We believe 1 [ )
s ne good creat i
e than tha g dhng e tew solate
extractive reserves surrounded by grazing Land . e
o expropridate many more arcas where rukhhcr
there are contlicts over land.

el happy
put compulsory purchase

LG Ty SH

Fhe sovernment has
lappers hive and where

Our second main demand is to do with cducation
eennonmic problems thut the rubber tappers ‘ \
education and health progranimes i the
hgtlcr system for marketing our rubber
stimulate production and at the :

luppers 1o feel ar one with the fore
more,

! health and the
tace. We want proper
rescrves, and we want o
< I this happens, e it
Sime tme cncourage the rubber
stand frght 1o protect o thar much

We want to find ways to defe

nd our people trom the vi i
We _ 1 vielence
the landowners, bui orginising ! S

( _ dosystem of self-defence f
people |s_sl|II at an carly stage, and fﬂve'rc not ti’ f:t*"t'"u o
cdn organise something aiong these lines Y e
What should we do? How far can u:
under discussion.

on how we

oo e . ¢ go? The whole guestion is
Taomers aren ¢ think the Sca“nnd Navonal Congress of Rubber
w“‘_de'._c"c‘l | I‘_LU dccpcr mio this question (see epilogue). Any
elbdeten 5 -st'mm will ‘h'.wc_ to take into consideration the situation
rertins .la MIUdll(()l)l that is going 10 get worse now the UDR s
stronger. Our only aim in T ‘
: all this s 10 sre
8 strong : 5 strengthen the
rubber tappers” movement and defend the Amazon ¢

Chico Mendes' mrder had an enormous impact. Within hours the
news had made the headlines all over the world, Over the ensuing
davs and weeks the Brazilian government came in for unprecedented
criticism over his death and the way 1t had been allowed 10 happen.
Brasilian embassies around the world reported 1o Brasilia on thy
adverse publicity. the demonstrations and the tributes to Chico.

it is clear that those who ordered the assassination had not
anticipated this reaction. To them it was simply the removal of
another inconvenient opponent. planned 1o occur on the eve of the
Christmas holidays ~o that few people would notice.

Despite attempls (o stifle the news locally by taking the Xupun
radio station off the air. rubber tappers in the forest came Into town
in their hundreds for the funeral. Pohitical leaders and artistic Hgures
flew 10 Rio Branco from other parts of Brazil. The bishop conducted
the funeral mass in Rio Branco before the body was returned 10
Xapuri for burial. A reported 4,000 people accompanied the cornege.
Orators at the funeral, including those rubber tappers who would
continue in the leadership of the union and the CNS. promised their
struggle would continue.

The federal government intervened, sending the federal police to
conduct the hunt for the killers and removing local police chiefs. The
suspecled organiser of the murder, Darli Alves da Silva. was
eventually caught, together with members of his family. However
once the glare of publicity died down it appeared that the situation
in Acre was deteriorating for the rubber tappers.

Disparefies Central TV

fetr, Darh Alvess righe. Durct Alves. one of Darli’s sons who confessed to the
murder and Tater retracted, here shawn adentifying the gun.
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