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Losing the Rainforest

The Economics and Ecology of Cattle in the Brazilian Amazc

By VICTORIA STEPHANOVA

n February 2005, a shocking murder occurred in a small town
in northern Brazil. Two Brazilian men shot Sister Dorothy
Stang in the back of her head while she was reading a Bible
(“The Nun Who Died,” 2005). The incident took place in the
Amazonian state of Pard, where the missionary had dedicated
nearly three decades of her life to improving the lot of poor set-
tlers in the region. She had also worked to expose fraudulent
deforestation activities in the Amazon rainforest. Since most
forest loss in the Brazilian Amazon has resulted from (legal and
illegal) land-clearing for cattle pasture (Steinfeld et al, 2006, p.
295), local cattle ranchers had the most to lose from Sister Stang’s
efforts. To end her campaign, a rancher named Vitalmiro Bastos
de Moura hired two men to kill her. Although the murder brought
increased attention to the link between cattle and deforestation,
this relationship had already been well documented by research-
ers, and the Brazilian government has taken numerous steps to
address it since the mid-1980s. For example, Brazil’s Forest Code
requires landowners to protect riparian forests and conserve 80
percent of forest cover on their properties as legal reserves (Bar-
reto et al, 2006, p. 26). Despite such measures however, deforesta-
tion continues at a rapid pace due to rising cattle production. Why
has the Brazilian government been unable to curb the destruction
of the Amazon for pasture? This paper argues that tenuous land
rights and the growing profitability of cattle increase landowners’
incentives to disobey government regulations and convert their
forest lands to cattle pasture. I develop this argument at three lev-
els. First, I provide an overview of Brazil’s cattle industry and the
historical circumstances that led to its expansion into the Amazon
basin. Second, I discuss the major factors that have facilitated
its growth in the past decade and I briefly examine the ways in
which deforestation affects biodiversity and the global carbon
cycle. Third, I analyze the Brazilian government’s conservation
programs and their failure to reduce pasture-driven deforestation
in the Amazon.

The Brazilian Cattle Industry

To understand the relationship between cattle production and
deforestation in the Amazon, a brief review of the Brazilian beef
industry is necessary. For starters, Brazil now has approximately
198 million head of cattle (USDA, 2007, p. 4), a dramatic rise from
its 150 million head inventory ten years ago (Faminow, 1997, p.
180). This is the largest commercial cattle herd in the world. In
the past decade, Brazil has also witnessed a 48 percent increase
in beef production (See Figure 1) and it is now the world’s second
largest beef producer, behind the United States. The main factors
underlying this growth will be discussed in the following section,
but for now it is important to note that the cattle herd is rapidly
expanding into the interior Amazon basin, particularly in the state
of Para. In 1990, the Amazon herd made up 17.8 percent of the
country’s total cattle population (Kaimowitz et al, 2003, p. 2). By
2002, this figure increased to 31 percent (Kaimowitz et al, 2003,
p-2). Although certain aspects of the Amazon, such as its rolling
topography and rocky soils, may prevent cattle ranching from
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completely moving into the area, recent estimates have suggested
that more than 80 percent of the rainforest could sustain profitable
cattle production (Nepstad, 2006, p. 5).

Open-range, grass fattened beef has been the dominant pro-
duction system in Brazil (Faminow, 1997, p. 183). Cattle produc-
tion originally occurred on marginal land that could support little
more than the grasses needed to feed the livestock. This explains
why a substantial portion of the cattle herd became concentrated
in the Cerrado, a region in Central-West Brazil that is character-
ized by sprawling savannahs. In the 1970s however, cattle ranch-
ing began moving into the Amazon.

Opening the Amazon frontier to agriculture was a major
component of the Brazilian military regime’s economic develop-
ment plan. From 1964 to 1985, the federal government encour-
aged settlement by means of subsidies and other credit programs.
Cattle production was seen as the best way to generate regional
economic growth, so the federal government established an
agency called the Superintendent for the Development of the
Amazon (SUDAM) to manage and distribute generous financial
incentives to large-scale cattle ranchers (Faminow, 1998, p. 133).
This funding was also intended to garner political support for the
military regime. Although large ranching operations dominated
the Amazon throughout this period, many medium and small-
scale cattle producers also emerged and took advantage of various
agricultural subsidy and credit programs (Faminow, 1998, p. 137).
The government promoted the development of cattle pastures
with virtually no regard for the environment. As a result, cattle
ranching became the main driver of deforestation, as ranchers
converted more forest lands to pasture (Nepstad et al, 2006, p.

2). These developments are best encapsulated by Dennis Mahar
(1989) of the World Bank, who writes:

Government polices designed to open up Amazonia for
human settlement and to encourage certain types of economic
activity have played a key role in the deforestation process. In
particular, massive road-building programs carried out in the
1960s and 1970s made large areas of the region accessible by land
for the first time and government-sponsored settlement schemes
simultaneously attracted migrants from Brazil’s Northeast and
South regions. Special fiscal incentives and subsidized credit lines
encouraged land uses such as cattle raising, which allowed a
relatively small population to have a large impact on the rainfor-
est (p. 9-10).

From the mid-1980s onward, government policy toward the
Amazon changed. In 1985, a civilian government came to power
in Brazil. Meanwhile, international interest in the conservation
of the Amazon began to hinder Brazil’s ability to attract foreign
investment for large projects in the area (Kirby et al, 2006, p. 435).
Due to pressure from foreign and local environmental groups, a
severe national debt crisis, and the realization that the previous
regime’s Amazon development schemes were not benefiting the
economy, the new government drastically reduced its financial
support to Amazonian cattle ranchers through a series of decrees
in 1985, 1989, and 1991 (Kirby et al, 2006, p.435). The logic behind
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Figure 1: Brazilian Meat Production
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Figure 2: Brazilian Meat Exports
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Figure 4: Annual Rates of Deforestation in the Legal Amazon (1990-2003)
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