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Rainforest communities and climate 

change in the Brazilian Amazon

João Paulo C Veiga and Scott B Martin

In the International Year of Forests, 2011, declared by the United Nations’ 
General Assembly, a platform to promote sustainable management and 
conservation of forests has been set up.1 The main objective is to raise 
public awareness of the key role of forests in the sustainable development 
efforts, representing nearly 20 percent of global greenhouse gas emissions. 
Forests around the world play a key role in climate change because they 
store carbon emissions and supply cities with water. According to the 
United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), “13 million hectares of 
forest [are] destroyed annually,” the size of a country such as Portugal, 
forests that “1.6 billion people depend on […] for their livelihoods.”2 

The United Nations Deforestation and Forest Degradation program 
(REDD)3 has a “plus” version, highlighting the role of local communities 
and indigenous people. Studies of the local communities of the Arap-
iuns River in western Pará (Brazil) show that efforts to engage families 
in sustainable management of forests might not be successful if their 
understanding of climate change is disregarded by policymakers, NGOs 
and international organisations. A bottom-up approach, privileging views 
and actions of local level actors, must thus be included by all subnation-
al, national and international partnerships seeking to comply with and 
enforce REDD and other UN forest guidelines. The local approach 
involves placing central attention on the local understanding of the 
concept of sustainability and the global warming phenomena. Different 
ways to manage the forest, adapted to each community, must be part of 
policies and partnerships between private and public bodies, and local 
level governance must be reinforced. 

Traditionally, environmental issues have been framed as “global,” and 
multilateral governance has been applied to foster cooperation among 
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states towards agreements with top-down enforcement. The proposal 
here is the opposite: “local levels are the primary loci of governance” 
(Betsill and Rabe 2009) in a bottom-up approach which complements 
the traditional view. Climate change entails forging new identities and 
values, the outcome of which strengthens local communities as key actors 
in more integrated, multilevel, private-public, transnational institutional 
arrangements between states and international organisations, such as 
the UNEP and REDD plus. Working closely with local communities 
to develop capabilities and providing training and assistance to improve 
income and employment opportunities to the families, is one of the most 
fruitful and sustainable ways to preserve the forest; it also enforces the 
rules that authorities and local community leadership have committed 
themselves to.

The communities of the Arapiuns River 

In the area of the Arapiuns River, a conflict pits timber traders and 
landowners against communities and small scale activities; the former 
exploit the forest with permission granted through licenses issued by 
the environmental authority (Secretary of Environment of the state 
government of Pará). Rural workers, who are self-sufficient labourers in 
small scale subsistence activities, and their families live in the “glebas” 
(territories) of Lago Grande and Nova Olinda. It is the latter of these that 
has been at the centre of local struggles (SASK 2010). The peak of the 
conflict occurred in 2009, when rafts carrying lumber were burned by 
community members due to “increased tension and lack of trust among 
the communities of the Gleba Nova Olinda, which resisted the extraction 
of lumber and the extractive model they reflected” (ibid). 

Historically, a good portion of the communities in the region have 
lived at the margin of the state (at all levels), and have depended on their 
own resources. There is a strong sense of exclusion and a significant lack 
of social services. It is in this context that the timber companies are able to 
entice some communities with the promise of employment and benefits, 
such as regular wages, and with the donation of devices like electrical 
power generators, farm machinery, etc. Thus, some communities have 
allied themselves with the timber companies.
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However, timber exploitation winds up expelling rural workers from 
their native areas, and paves the way for soybean cultivation, according 
to many statements. In this way, there is a tacit alliance between timber 
interests, soybean farmers, and mining companies – in collusion with 
Pará State government agencies – to implement and promote land occu-
pation through a model of monoculture production on larger properties 
(SASK 2010).

Opposed to the loggers stand other communities, organised by non-
profit social organisations and the STTR, the local rural workers trade 
union. They have decided to fight to guarantee the native communities 
land ownership and the right to traditional use of the land. The role that 
the STTR played, together with a project funded by the Finnish trade 
union confederation (SASK), was decisive in helping the communities 
to achieve these goals.

Project evaluation 

In September 2010, an on-site evaluation of the SASK project was 
conducted.4 This five-year project aimed to develop training and assis-
tance for local communities around the Arapiuns River, and was designed 
to build such institutional arrangements as collective settlements and 
civil society associations in the area. The local rural workers trade union 
(STTR) from the municipality of Santarém acted as project manager. 
The evaluation – based on interviews and site visits – entailed a 10-day 
journey through the Arapiuns River and its affluents (Maró and Aruã) 
to assess project effectiveness since its 2005 inception.

A number of questions were posed to informants in the area, concer-
ning how the families interpreted the local impact of climate change on 
their “public good” – that is, the rainforest – and how they responded 
to that. The evaluation tried to find out which natural resources were 
seen as most vital to preserve, and which were specifically used in their 
community and for what purposes. Finally, an attempt was made to find 
out if and how they connected the use of their natural resources at local 
level with the environmental issues of global warming.

The evaluation underlined that the rainforest could be conceptua-
lised as a “Common Pool Resource,” CPR (Ostrom and Moran 2009, 
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p 111), that is, a common good consisting of a limited and therefore 
under-providing natural resource, at risk of being over-appropriated by 
its various consumers (in this case, timber traders, lumberers, commu-
nities, and commodity producers). Collective action theory understands 
a traditional public good as one where beneficiaries cannot be excluded 
and “the use by one does not affect another´s appropriation of the good” 
(Keohane and Ostrom 1995, p 13). There are many beneficiaries of the 
use of forests, and as “each of those contributions is small relative to the 
cost of provision, the good will not be supplied in optimal quantity, 
unless institutional arrangements exist to induce incentives to provide it” 
(ibid, p 13). It is possible for local communities to act as forest keepers, 
to provide or restore equilibrium to the CPR, by behaving as “political 
entrepreneurs” (ibid). However, families need the right incentives to 
behave in such a fashion, and those incentives can be provided by a multi-
level governance local system, based on cooperation among government 
agencies, non-state actors and international organisations.

Conclusion   

Through discourse analysis, based on fieldwork within communities, 
the evaluation could reveal huge differences across communities as they 
face the future in a context of climate change. It clearly indicates that 
the collective settlement projects and the creation of community asso-
ciations in the region experience difficulties and challenges pertaining 
to shifting meanings and understandings of social conflict and climate 
change phenomena. In order to increase the success in environmental 
preservation and keep the families involved with efforts to sustain the 
forest, programs and policies from different agencies must consider the 
diversified universe of understandings about the impact of global warming 
that exists at the local level. Each community sees a different picture. 

Whatever precise solution is pursued, rain forest sustainability must 
increase employment and income through one or more different activ-
ities, from fisheries to aquaculture to tourism. Local communities must 
be real actors, with leverage to influence and set the agenda, to enforce 
the collective rules and norms that are set in place, and to conduct their 
own evaluations of the outcomes. The most desirable and effective way 
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to achieve sustainability at the local level is to promote institutional 
arrangements which allow local communities to effectively participate 
through self-organisation.

Assistance programs from the outside must promote activities that 
employ most inhabitants and increase family income through partner-
ships, linking government agencies (national and sub-national), environ-
mental NGOs, and civil society movements like the STTR. Collective 
settlements and civil associations are part of the decision-making process 
to determine and implement which projects are the most appropriate at 
the local level. More sophisticated institutional governance arrangements, 
with core enforcement and monitoring mechanisms, could also help to 
consolidate the local actors, and transform them into real stewards of 
rainforest preservation as well as practitioners of “sustainability” following 
their own understanding of that terms.

Notes

1.  http://www.un.org/en/events/iyof2011 (accessed July 03, 2011).

2.  http://www.unep.org/forests/AboutForests/tabid/29845/Default.aspx (accessed July 
03, 2011).

3.  www.un-redd.org (accessed July 03, 2011).

4.  The evaluation was conducted by João Paulo Veiga and Pedro Maia Veiga in Septem- The evaluation was conducted by João Paulo Veiga and Pedro Maia Veiga in Septem-
ber, 2010.
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