
Preface

This book is the outcome of  several years of  research, fi eld work, and 
policy advice concerned with the rapidly growing subject of deforestation 
in the Amazon. My initial intention was to test a leading hypothesis of 
deforestation, the ‘turnover hypothesis’, which holds that the migration of 
small farmers in the Amazon is one of the main causes of deforestation. Many 
authors, including myself, have assumed for a long time that this hypothesis 
provided a good theoretical framework to explain the relationships between 
migrations and deforestation in the Amazon. When I began working on 
this book, I expected that my main contribution to the deforestation debate 
would be to test and hopefully prove the validity of the turnover hypothesis. 
I never reached my initial goal because, in the course of my work, I found 
that the motives that cause migrations and deforestation proved not to be 
as simple as stated under that hypothesis. Most of the results of this study 
are unexpected and, therefore, require novel interpretation. I would hope 
that in challenging the turnover hypothesis using fi eld evidence, I have been 
able to make a greater contribution to the current debate on deforestation 
than I intended originally. On a broad level, my fi ndings are inconsistent 
with many other recent studies on the Amazon that regard deforestation as 
an artifact of distortionary government policies. I have found that although 
government policies have contributed to deforestation in the past, today it 
is the outcome of rational profi t-maximizing local agents. This fi nding is 
as new to me as it must be for most authors who believe they have nailed 
the causes of deforestation. My fi ndings show that deforestation continues 
today because current policies are based on old assumptions of regional 
development.

One of the main lessons I learned in writing this book is that a defi ning 
characteristic of a frontier settlement area – and the one feature analysts fi nd 
most perplexing to contend with – is rapid change. Because history moves at 
high speed in such places, it has a persistent habit of leaping ahead of our 
analytical grasp, rendering obsolete hard-won conclusions that now seem 
to apply only to a previous period. It is no exaggeration to say that much 
of what we think we know about the Brazilian Amazon today is probably 
out of date, including the process of deforestation.
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 Preface ix

The empirical evidence presented in this study permits the observation 
of  the changing character of  human settlement and its association with 
deforestation in the region at the plot level. The data presented here provide 
the most current source of information on small farmer behavior in selected 
areas of the states of Pará and Mato Grosso. The fi rst round of surveys was 
begun in 1981, and the second round of surveys was undertaken ten years 
later, in 1991. In this study, much new experience and information have been 
added since the last survey. The three-stage research design makes this one 
of the few studies that can lay legitimate claim to document the ways things 
have changed in newly settled areas of the Brazilian Amazon.

The ten-year frame that separates the fi rst (1981) and second surveys 
(1991) encompasses a period of structural changes in the Brazilian economy 
that altered the impact of government policies on the Amazon region. This 
period marked a fundamental transformation in the character of migrations 
in the Amazon, and altered the structure of the local rural economies. The 
ability to track such changes at the level of  the individual farm plots is 
therefore one of the things that makes this a truly unique study.

The argument presented here is a needed corrective to current thinking 
and policies that ignore small colonists or, worse, treat them as environmental 
pariahs. In the 1970s, small farmers were disregarded, as traditional 
policies favored cattle ranchers. Now that the emphasis has shifted towards 
conservation, small farmers still are considered hopeless deforesters, and 
the emphasis is on protected areas or, at best, indigenous groups presumed 
to be superior resource stewards. This study hopes to shift the focus to 
determinants of successful farming and to make convincing and compelling 
arguments for why this must be a key objective of current and future policies 
for containing deforestation in the Amazon.

The additional strength of this study is its methodological pluralism and 
its broad conceptual approach. Disregarding conventional classifi cations, 
it draws insights from macro and microeconomics, natural resource 
management and environmental economics, public fi nance, institutional 
analyses, political economy, demography and economic geography. The 
fi ndings of the various methods are woven together using an interpretive 
framework that is sensitive to linkages between the transformations at the 
national level, and the effects such economic and political changes have had 
on the region and, ultimately, on the microeconomic factors that motivate 
land management and deforestation by colonists. 

This study hopes to live up to its commitment to deliver specifi c policy 
recommendations regarding a subject that is ridden with contradictions. For 
example, the results of the analysis point to the rather daunting conclusion 
that deforestation is, ironically, the outcome (albeit for very different 
reasons) of both low productivity farming (and the itinerancy that results 
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in deforestation of new areas) as well as high productivity farming (and 
the tendency to deforest where farmers are). On the basis of  these, and 
similar results, this study goes beyond conventional income and pricing 
tools by proposing a set of  policy recommendations uniquely tuned to 
local realities.

Most of the results presented in this study are quite defi nitive and lead to 
the rejection of much of what has been conjectured in the literature on the 
causes of deforestation in the Amazon. Many times, however, the connections 
made between multiple analytical levels are inevitably suggestive rather than 
defi nitive, in which case the interpretation of fi ndings is open to criticism. 
At one end of the spectrum, a political economist might wish to see more 
attention given to, say, the restructuring that has taken place in Brazilian 
society since the early 1980s, and the way in which changes of this kind may 
have altered the course of deforestation in the Brazilian Amazon. At the 
opposite extreme, a microeconomist might wish to invoke more elaborate 
models of the decisions farmers make regarding land and resource use. But 
to heed either of these admonitions – legitimate though each may be in its 
respective domain – would undermine rather than enhance the study’s main 
contribution: its willingness to offer an interpretation of frontier changes 
that culminate in deforestation, by plausibly integrating observations and 
data sources from multiple levels of economic and political organization. 
In contrast to a narrower approach, such a multileveled conceptualization 
is the only realistic way to come to grips with the complexities involved in 
the process of deforestation.
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