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From contested to ‘green’ frontiers in the Amazon? A long-term
analysis of São Félix do Xingu, Brazil

Marianne Schmink, Jeffrey Hoelle, Carlos Valério A. Gomes and Gregory M. Thaler

The Amazonian frontier, shaped by developmentalist policies in the 1970s and 1980s
and a socio-environmental response in the 1990s, has historically been a site of
widespread violence and environmental destruction. After the imposition of new
environmental governance measures in the mid-2000s, deforestation rates in the
Brazilian Amazon dropped to historic lows. Many analyses of this ‘greening’ of
Amazonia operate within a limited historical perspective that obscures complex and
still-evolving contestation among diverse actors and projects. The long-term evolution
of the frontier is illustrated dramatically in the municipality of São Félix do Xingu
(São Félix). Emerging as a ‘contested frontier’ in the 1970s, São Félix in the early
2000s lost over 1000 km2 of forest annually, but since the mid-2000s, the
municipality has entered a period of ‘greening’. This contribution deploys a historical
political ecology framework to analyse how decades of agrarian frontier change and
land conflicts among actors on the ground interacted with shifting national policy
debates. Nearly a half-decade of field research in São Félix is combined with data
from a 2014 field ‘revisit’ to situate the current ‘greening’ of policy and discourse
within the longer term history of frontier development, revealing positive social and
environmental developments and persistent contradictions and uncertainties.

Keywords: Amazon; conflict; frontier; governance; political ecology; sustainability

São Félix do Xingu is still emerging from its past as a lawless land.
– NGO employee, 2014

1. Introduction

Since the early 2000s, Brazil’s violent Amazon frontier has been transformed in popular
discourse into a ‘deforestation success story’ (Boucher et al. 2014) of forest conservation
and ‘green’ agricultural production. This transformation is grounded in what Lapola
et al. (2013) characterise as a ‘pervasive transition of the Brazilian land-use system’, yet
this apparently epochal transition is only the latest in a long history of shifting policy frame-
works and discourses in modern Amazonia. Over the past half-century, state policies for the
Brazilian Amazon have shifted from direct appropriation of land in support of elite and cor-
porate interests to agrarian resettlement projects favouring smallholders, to laissez-faire
neoliberal policies favouring private enterprise and, most recently, to new forms of
‘green grabs’ of territories for environmental purposes (Fairhead, Leach, and Scoones
2012). These shifts are linked to complex and ever-changing national and international
coalitions of actors and state–society relations (Klein 2015, 1142). Policy discourse
turned from a focus on cattle as a more productive land use than forests to a new
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valorisation of forests as sources of environmental services, while large and small producers
became ‘green’ frontier actors within a neoliberal discourse that intertwined economics and
the environment in a vision of continuous progress (Baletti 2014; Campbell 2015).

Scholarly treatments paint this most recent transformation in eschatological terms. The
‘End of Deforestation’ foreseen by Nepstad et al. (2009) unselfconsciously evokes an Ama-
zonian ‘end of history’ (Fukuyama 1989), in which policy and technology rein in unruly
subjects and environmental destruction. Yet as increasing deforestation rates since 2012
and policy reversals under the current administration of Brazilian President Michel
Temer make clear, Amazonian deforestation – and history – are far from over. Much
recent work on Amazonian land use has analysed the ‘greening’ of the frontier in relation
to the rapid agribusiness-driven deforestation of the late 1990s and early 2000s (Assunção,
Gandour, and Rocha 2012; Lapola et al. 2013; Nepstad et al. 2014), but this limited histori-
cal perspective risks simplifying and naturalising the diverse and sedimented actors and
processes shaping Amazonian history. This contribution analyses half a century of frontier
development in the eastern Amazonian municipality of São Félix do Xingu (hereafter
abbreviated as São Félix), in southeastern Pará State. From a longer term historical perspec-
tive, the tensions and contingencies of frontier ‘greening’ come into sharper focus, and
support critical reflections on what may come next.

The reduced deforestation and ‘greening’ of Amazonia is often attributed to government
policies (Arima et al. 2014; Nepstad et al. 2014), but these interventions only partially
explain recent changes. As Cleary (1993, 343) points out, the Brazilian state is ‘both
central and irrelevant’ in the evolution of Amazonian frontiers, due to the diversity of
social groups vying for access to resources and the importance of their agency in mediating
the impacts of social policies over time and across different contexts (Schmink and Wood
1992; Browder et al. 2008). Especially since the extensive military government interven-
tions to promote occupation of the Amazon beginning in the 1970s, the state has played
a key role in frontier development through incentive policies for large investors, official
colonisation programmes for small farmers, massive direct investments and a strong mili-
tary presence, with contradictory results (Schmink and Wood 1992). Although largely
focused on support for large investors, government policies at times favoured workers
and small farmer interests, especially when growing conflicts over resources led to persist-
ent tensions (Schmink and Wood 1992; Pereira 2015). For this reason, Browder and
Godfrey (1997, 100–01) defined the Amazon frontier as a ‘spatial continuum on the exten-
sive margin of the nation space where populist and corporatist forces periodically intermin-
gle to seek control of resources in an open-access environment’. The ‘periodic
intermingling’ through time and space of large and small producers on the Amazon frontier
responds to shifts at various levels in the ongoing struggle over competing visions and prac-
tices of Amazonian development.

Our analysis of the complex evolution of the São Felix frontier highlights the key inter-
actions between top-down policy interventions and frontier actors. Previously ‘lawless’
frontier regions provide stark examples of the limits and contradictions of the expansion
of territorial policies, and how they are mediated by complex and changing alliances and
coalitions, as well as the diverse and evolving subjectivities and lived experiences of fron-
tier residents in relation to their environment (Peluso and Lund 2011). Each local frontier
setting constitutes a unique ‘matrix’ of contested frontiers, in which different groups at
different times share specific interests and positions linked to their cultural, ideological
and political perspectives, and also have access to different sources and degrees of
power (Schmink 1994). At different moments, policies have favoured contrasting or comp-
lementary visions of ‘populist agrarian utopia’, championed by wage labourers, migrant
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smallholders, and homesteaders, versus industrial resource extraction models, supported by
‘large’ actors (highly-capitalised, landed elites) (Campbell 2015, 26). Within this dynamic
policy landscape, Brazilian Amazon colonists, both large and small, actively participate in
shaping land and resource policies, shifting their own strategies and discourse to gain
advantage in their claims to property (Campbell 2015).

From the developmentalist policies that opened the Amazon to colonisation and ‘pro-
gress’ through forest conversion to agriculture, to the socio-environmental response begin-
ning in the 1990s, to the current emphasis on neoliberal environmental governance,
Amazonian policy and discourse have been shaped by the interplay of external, top-
down interventions with localised responses by diverse stakeholder groups having different
levels of power and influence. We use this political ecology framing of the evolving frontier
to focus on the politics of natural resources at multiple levels over time (Paulson, Gezon,
and Watts 2003; Robbins 2003; Wilshusen 2003), with emphasis on the negotiation
process in different arenas and scales, by actors with different degrees of power and distinct
relations with natural resources (Paulson, Gezon, and Watts 2003, 210; Schmink and Wood
1992, 2012). We build on seminal political ecology studies that examined the conflict and
destruction following the opening of the Amazon region in the 1970s through the 1980s
(Foweraker 1981; Bunker 1985; Schmink and Wood 1992), complementing these early
works with a long-term study of frontier dynamics to analyse the evolving Amazon frontier
over the past half-century. We then use this long-term perspective to situate and analyse the
current ‘greening’ of policies and practices and to reflect on future prospects and challenges
of Amazonian sustainability.

The long-term dynamics of the frontier are vividly illustrated in the large Amazonian
municipality of São Félix, where successive frontier expansion phases were produced by
relationships among an evolving set of social actors responding to drastic shifts in policies
at different levels, as well as to their own changing identities and their social learning about
the environmental limits and feedbacks of land-use changes. Through a focus on São Félix,
we especially examine responses to two major efforts by the Brazilian federal government
to control vast areas of Amazonian land, first in the 1970s under the military government’s
Amazon development scheme, and second in the mid-2000s with the greening of the fron-
tier into a space of ‘environmentally responsible’ production.

From 1976 to 1989, author MS conducted field research in the São Félix region in
support of the 1992 book Contested frontiers in Amazonia. The book traced the dramatic
evolution of frontier contests over land and forest resources in southern Pará and São
Félix municipality, based on participant observation and in-depth interviews with hundreds
of diverse key informants carried out during eight extended field visits.1 The prior experi-
ences of other research team members (authors JH, CVAG and GMT) in São Félix and
other regions of Amazonia also contributed groundwork for understanding the regional
and historical context for recent changes in São Félix. In July–August 2014, drawing on
these prior visits and contacts, the four co-authors conducted in-depth interviews and

1We draw on additional research in São Félix by Marianne Schmink from 2006 to 2014, along with
other academic studies of the region, to help understand the subsequent transformations. In 2012,
Contested frontiers was translated into Portuguese as Conflitos Sociais e a Formação da Amazônia
[Social conflict and the formation of the Amazon], and in 2014, Schmink returned to São Félix to pub-
licise and distribute copies of the book to long-term collaborators, governmental and non-governmen-
tal institutions, politicians and researchers. This visit provided an opportunity to observe changes in
the municipality and relate them to long-term dynamics through Schmink’s previous research.
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administered questionnaires with dozens of respondents in São Félix, the neighbouring
municipality of Tucumã, and the state capital of Belém.

In the absence of systematic individual-level longitudinal data, we used open-ended
interviews with key informants and a standardised survey to capture how respondents’
own experiences of environmental, economic and social change shaped their perspectives
on development trajectories in São Félix. The team interviewed a purposive sample of 29
respondents consisting of 8 large-scale ranchers, 9 smallholders and 12 urban leaders.
These three occupational categories were selected to represent key groups in São Félix
with distinct histories of settlement, production and visions of development. The majority
of the 17 rural producers we interviewed were referred to us or contacted directly by local
nongovernmental organisations (NGOs), and they were often model participants in NGO
pilot projects. As such, our respondents were engaged with a coalition of environmentally
focused local NGOs and producer groups promoting agro-ecological practices. The per-
spectives reported here are not representative of the broader population, but instead show
how people most engaged in efforts to advance ‘alternative development’ projects articu-
lated their ideas about development in São Félix. We complemented the 29 question-
naire-guided interviews with 8 interviews with key informants (some of them also
questionnaire respondents) who provided valuable background information, long-term per-
spectives, or privileged knowledge on political, economic or social dynamics.

Cumulatively, this long-term research and the 2014 ‘revisit’ (Rigg and Vandergeest
2012) provide the basis for a political ecology analysis of Amazonian development and
environmental policy, with a focus on the ways that key stakeholder groups responded
to, but also influenced and transgressed, external laws and constraints, shaping the frontier
over the past 50 years. The empirical material is divided into two parts. The first part com-
prises a historical account of the political ecology of the São Félix frontier from the 1970s to
the present. The second part draws on recent fieldwork to illuminate the past decade of fron-
tier ‘greening’ from the perspective of São Félix residents.

The results show that frontier transformations have been related to policy shifts, but also
to the learning that has occurred among stakeholders living through various regimes and
adapting their practices based on their experiences and policy constraints. The findings
reveal enthusiasm for socio-environmental initiatives by the small number of stakeholders
involved in them, but also the precarious nature of the current green détente, given persist-
ent obstacles to land reform, the political-economic strength of agribusiness, the limited
impact of outreach programmes, and growing resentment against heavy-handed
command-and-control governance measures.

2. Evolving frontiers, 1970s–2000s

2.1. From conflict to the ‘closing’ of the frontier, 1970s–1980s

The contested Amazon frontiers of the 1970s and 1980s were the result of an ambitious land
and resource takeover by the military government after its 1964 coup, generating multiple
and persistent disputes among native inhabitants and migrant settlers, as well as corporate
loggers, ranchers and miners (Ianni 1978; Martins 1980; Pinto 1980; Foweraker 1981).
Using the full force of its repressive state apparatus, the military regime seized control of
thousands of square kilometres of lands belonging to the Amazonian states, and imposed
federal government control over state bureaucracies charged with governing access to
land and resources, supplanting them with powerful new federal agencies (Bunker 1985;
Schmink and Wood 1992).
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Under the high-modernist discourse of the time, unproductive indigenous peoples
needed to be integrated into Brazilian society, and small farmers were seen as technologi-
cally backward and environmentally destructive (Wood and Schmink 1978). These views
justified the appropriation of their land and resources, to be exploited by more dynamic
capitalist producers favoured by the military government in its modernisation efforts.
The historic concentration of land in large estates that had begun under the colonial
regime for forest products like rubber and Brazil nuts was to be supplanted by new
forms of legitimation that perpetuated the unequal distribution of land in the region.
Cattle production was argued to be the logical ‘vocation’ for the Amazon region’s unpro-
ductive and ‘empty’ lands, replacing the useless and even ‘senile’ forests, not yet recog-
nised as providers of environmental services such as carbon sequestration (Schmink and
Wood 1992). The Amazon frontier became a ‘lawless land’ where conflicts over land
and resources played out in often-violent encounters with unpredictable outcomes, while
land agencies handed out dubious titles to gain political support, creating an inequitable
land market that facilitated the dispossession of smallholders by larger investors (Martins
1980; Pinto 1980; Foweraker 1981; Schmink and Wood 1992, 2012; Pereira 2015).
These struggles often pitted smallholders – indigenous and traditional inhabitants as well
as migrants from other regions who sought land to farm as ‘posseiros’ (homesteaders
whose rights to unoccupied public land could be recognised by official titles) – against
large investors known as ‘grileiros’ (for the ‘grilos’ or crickets used to make falsified docu-
ments appear old and authentic) who adopted multiple strategies to seize control of public
lands (Schmink and Wood 1992, 1–2, 13–14; Pereira 2015; Torres and Alarcon 2017, 67).

The southern portion of the state of Pará was the epicentre of conflict, witnessing rapid
deforestation, land wars, mining conflicts and controversies over dams as the frontier
moved westward towards São Félix in the 1970s and 1980s (Figure 1). The São Félix
region had long been settled by indigenous groups, rubber tappers, fisherpeople and

Figure 1. Municipality of São Félix do Xingu within Brazil, showing deforestation.
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Brazil nut collectors. Construction of the PA-279 highway to São Félix began in 1976 and
finally reached the municipal seat on the Xingu River in the early 1980s. Large ranchers
came to São Félix predominantly from the Centre-West and southern Brazil, while many
small farmers migrated from the land-poor Northeast, passing through other Amazonian
frontiers before reaching the ‘end of the road’ in São Félix. By the time the road was com-
pleted, however, indigenous peoples, land speculators, mining companies and large ran-
chers had already claimed most of the land in the municipality (Schmink and Wood
1992). The actions of government agencies and private investors ‘closed’ the frontier in
São Félix to small-farmer migrants, at least on paper (Schmink and Wood 1992, 2012),
yet conflicts between large ranchers and small farmers would persist over the coming
three decades as methods for illegally appropriating public lands became increasingly soph-
isticated (Miranda et al. 2016, 125). As the region’s economy gradually consolidated
around logging, ranching and mining initiatives oriented to growing global market
demand, local elites were increasingly linked to higher levels of political power dominated
by corporate extractive and agribusiness interests, while smallholders continued to be mar-
ginalised, triggering the evolution of their own organising strategies over time (Pereira
2015) (Figure 2).

2.2. New frontiers emerge in the 1990s

In reality, the São Félix frontier was far from closed; rather, the struggle to claim public
lands shifted westward. A ‘new’ spontaneous frontier emerged far from the gaze of the
federal government, propelled by diverse coalitions of local actors (loggers, ranchers,
miners, merchants, farmers, officials), with links to powerful Brazilian agricultural and pol-
itical interests.

Deforestation in São Félix expanded rapidly in the 1990s. Until 1992, forest clearing
had taken place outside the protected areas and mountainous zones, close to the main
road and far from the villages, but a ‘spread effect’ from 1992 to 1999 led to occupation
of previously deforested areas and along unofficial roads to the west of the town of São

Figure 2. Migrants with their belongings perched atop a flatbed truck near a ferry crossing in
southern Para,́ 1976. Photo credit: Charles H. Wood.
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Félix, with rates of expansion almost doubling in the second half of the decade (Brandão
and Souza 2006, 183; Mertens et al. 2002, 286). The territory covered by these unofficial
roads provided access to the heart of the forested areas of the Xingu-Iriri interfluvial region,
known as the ‘Terra do Meio’ or ‘land in the middle’, creating a penetration ‘hole’ in the
eastern boundary of the region, which is otherwise surrounded by protected areas and indi-
genous lands (Taravella and de Sartre 2012, 646).

In successive and overlapping waves, traditional riverside residents who had lived in the
region since the 1970s were joined by miners and loggers (1980s), migrant smallholder
colonists (early 1990s), and ranchers and land speculators (early 2000s) who moved into
the areas along the new secondary roads in the São Félix interior (Pinto 2005, 50). In the
absence of state authority, the rapid expansion of unofficial roads involved complex inter-
actions among loggers, ranchers, local authorities and small farmers, forging cooperative
relations even among actors with opposing interests (Pinto 2005, 115–17). Smallholders,
for example, increasingly participated in the cattle production chain (cf. Poccard-Chapuis
et al. 2001), and often relied on large ranchers to provide infrastructure and market
access, even as in other moments they might be forced to defend their land claims
against expropriation by the ranchers.

Cattle ranching in São Félix began a dramatic expansion during this period, as the herd
grew during the 1990s and 2000s to become the largest of any municipality in Brazil (IBGE
2013). Many large landowners who settled in São Félix were able to stay and improve the
land, and some became successful in the local and regional economic and political power
structure. A large rancher who was active in the occupation of the Terra do Meio was
elected to the mayorship (prefeitura) of São Félix in 1997, inaugurating the so-called ‘pre-
feitura of the ranchers’ (Taravella and de Sartre 2012). Illegal appropriation of public land,
deforestation and expansion of cattle ranching went hand in hand, driven by those at the
‘top of the landgrab chain’ – politicians, professionals and ranchers, whose relationships
with government officials facilitated their land claims (Pinto 2005, 105). São Félix was
home to 30 of the 100 largest dubious land claims in Pará during this period, involving
only three large owners (Pinto 2005, 106–07). Recent arrests of ringleaders of these land-
grab gangs on the western edge of the Terra do Meio revealed the complexity of their strat-
egies to organise financiers, illegal land-buyers, contractors, surveyors and money-
launderers and to perpetrate illegal deforestation and land appropriations worth billions
of dollars and covering tens of thousands of hectares (Tinoco 2016b). Meanwhile, land
access for small producers remained contentious as state and federal authorities failed to
regularise smallholder tenure in the municipality.

2.3. Socio-environmentalism and neoliberal developmentalism, 1990s to mid-2000s

Contestation of the military’s Amazonian development programmes erupted with the coun-
try’s democratic opening at the end of the 1980s, which permitted the flourishing of pre-
viously prohibited forms of social mobilisation (Schmink and Wood 1992). Local rural
workers’ unions, supported by the Pastoral Land Commission (CPT), became important
mobilising organisations throughout Amazonia, offering both resistance to and accommo-
dation of dominant political interests (Becker 2004; Welch and Sauer 2015). The rubber
tappers’movement led by Chico Mendes in Acre in alliance with national and international
human rights and environmental groups spawned the rise of ‘socio-environmentalism’ in
Brazil, seeking to balance human and environmental interests (Keck 1995; Becker
2004). Democratisation and the passing of a progressive constitution in 1988, which decen-
tralised much policymaking to state and local governments, interacted with growing social
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and environmental critiques and international pressures to begin a shift from policies
favouring deforestation to an emphasis on sustainable development, environmental protec-
tions for the Amazon forest, and the territorial rights of traditional peoples. Although the
balance of power continued to favour wealthy and politically well-connected interests,
native Amazonian peoples began to have a stronger political voice about their future
(Schmink and Wood 1992, 126; Becker 2004, 27–29).

Decentralisation also gave more latitude for local agency on the frontier. Dagnino
(2007) refers to the ‘perverse confluence’ of neoliberal policies with increased democratic
participation. Alongside socio-environmental alliances promoting local participation in
environmental policymaking, market-influenced neoliberal environmental policies sup-
ported by scientists and technocrats began to reframe previously ‘unproductive’ forests
as biophysical assets, and to promote newly recognised environmental goods such as
carbon and biodiversity as marketable commodities (Castree 2010, 14; Fairhead, Leach,
and Scoones 2012, 241). As the frontier in São Félix matured, Castro, Monteiro, and
Castro (2004, 22–23, 27) found that even large ranchers were beginning to recognise the
ecological limits to extensive ranching, and some began shifting to more intensive manage-
ment practices such as pasture rotation.

From late 1990s onwards, however, the ‘techno-industrial vector’ re-emerged to
emphasise infrastructure (highways and hydroelectric dams) through successive develop-
ment programmes (Avança Brasil and the Programme for the Acceleration of Growth –

PAC) aimed at supporting large-scale productive enterprises (Becker 2004, 27–29).
Under President Luiz Inácio ‘Lula’ da Silva, Brazil grew into a global economic power
through infrastructure construction and corporate export agriculture, and also, somewhat
contradictorily, a leader in environmental policies, with increasingly intertwined environ-
mental and capitalist interests. A complex coalition of forces at different levels of govern-
ment, responding to both grassroots and international pressures, and now involving new
actors such as international NGOs tightly linked to capitalist market networks, sought to
reconfigure the geography of agribusiness expansion through a combination of protected
areas creation and market-oriented policy measures for sustainable commodity production
and reducing carbon emissions from deforestation (REDD) (Thaler 2017).

2.4. The ‘Amazon Swerve’ and its consequences, mid-2000s to present

In the mid-2000s, the political forces building across the environmentalist coalition mani-
fested in the ‘Amazon Swerve’ (Oliveira and Hecht 2016, 268) – an abrupt policy shift by
the federal government from promoting expansion of agriculture and cattle ranching to pro-
hibiting deforestation, and seizing control of large areas for conservation. This shift com-
bined the creation of protected areas with promotion of agricultural intensification,
tenure regularisation and enforcement of the Brazilian Forest Code (which requires
private properties to maintain permanent protection areas along waterways and on slopes
and a ‘legal reserve’ of natural vegetation, which in the Amazon was set to 80 percent of
the property area) in an attempt to engineer a shift in frontier dynamics from extractive
expansion to ‘green’ development (Thaler 2017).

The Amazon Swerve thus comprised a second government takeover of land in Amazo-
nia, this time in the form of a ‘green grab’ (Fairhead, Leach, and Scoones 2012). The new
Amazonian policy framework was codified in the federal government’s Action Plan for Pre-
vention and Control of Deforestation in the Legal Amazon Region, or PPCDAm, launched
in 2004. Protected areas created under PPCDAm included federal Unidades de Conserva-
ção (Conservation Units – UCs) covering over 25 million hectares, and 10 million hectares
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designated as Indigenous Lands. The Amazonian states also set aside protected areas, total-
ling 25 million hectares in UCs (MMA 2015). In the Terra do Meio, local socio-environ-
mental advocates allied with environmental activist groups to successfully pressure
federal and state authorities to create a mosaic of conservation units and indigenous terri-
tories covering approximately 30 million hectares, one of the largest ecological corridors
in the world (Velásquez, Boas, and Schwartzman 2006; Schwartzman et al. 2010). As
shown in Figure 3, the 280,000 km² area, gazetted between 2003 and 2008, included
lands belonging to 25 indigenous peoples and 15 riverside-dwelling communities, as
well as the Triunfo do Xingu APA (Environmental Protection Area) across the Xingu
river from the town of São Félix (Silva and Tostes 2012, 13; Schwartzman et al. 2013,
8–9; Dias, Aleixo, and Miranda 2016, 54, 73).

São Félix locals were not part of the socio-environmental alliance that pushed for the
Terra do Meio protected areas, and many did not support this federal intervention (Dias,
Aleixo, and Miranda 2016, 54–55). According to one rancher, federal police removed
over 200,000 head of cattle found in newly protected areas. By 2012, 73 percent of
São Félix territory was located in protected areas, leaving 22,582 km2 of non-protected
forest areas (Silva and Tostes 2012, 13). Large ranchers in particular, well organised in
their associations and well connected with powerful national ‘ruralist’ legislators, led
the opposition to protected area creation, depicting themselves as heroes bringing
local development in the absence of state investments. They derided the imposition
of environmental measures whose impetus they attributed to contrary national and inter-
national interests (Taravella and de Sartre 2012), using a discourse similar to that of
large landholders in other parts of the Brazilian Amazon (Adams 2015; Campbell
2015; Hoelle 2015).

Figure 3. The municipality of São Félix do Xingu within the Legal Amazon region of Brazil, with
protected areas and deforestation.
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Actors supporting socio-environmentalism in São Félix also became more organised in
this period, with the 2004 founding of the Association for the Development of Family Agri-
culture of the Upper Xingu (ADAFAX) by a local agricultural cooperative and the Pastoral
Land Commission (CPT) of the Catholic Church. Tenure issues continued to trouble land-
owners of all sizes, however. In 2006, state prosecutors closed the registrar of deeds (car-
tório) for issuing fraudulent titles. The Terra Legal (Legal Land) tenure regularisation
programme launched by the federal government in 2009 managed to title just 26 rural prop-
erties in São Félix in the subsequent five years (MDA 2015).

The environmentalist coalition intensified and rescaled its political-economic pro-
gramme in 2008, leading to the creation of the federal ‘List of Priority Municipalities for
Deforestation Control’, known as the ‘Black List’. By 2014, 41 Amazonian municipalities
had been included in the list, through which the federal government imposed a series of new
disciplinary controls, in particular prohibition and intense monitoring of deforestation,
which was linked to a ban on rural credit from official banks, effectively paralysing pro-
duction on many properties. As one NGO respondent affirmed: ‘The environmental ques-
tion came from the top down, and the full weight of it fell on the producer’. A requirement
for removal from the Black List was completion of Rural Environmental Registration
(CAR), a tool for tracking illegal deforestation and facilitating Forest Code compliance,
for properties comprising at least 80 percent of the municipality’s private property space.
Simultaneously, market-oriented measures targeted the beef supply chain, as the Federal
Public Ministry, backed by environmental groups such as Greenpeace, created a ‘Beef
Embargo’ in 2009. Actors in the production chain (especially meatpackers) were held
legally responsible if they acquired beef from illegally deforested properties. Meatpacking
plants began requiring CAR from producers, and CAR registration increased dramatically
as ranchers sought to comply with legal requirements to access credit and market their cattle
(Gibbs et al. 2016; Moreira 2016).

São Félix felt the full brunt of these new policy measures. According to a packing plant
manager, these measures led to a decline of over 30 percent in cattle slaughtered in São
Félix beginning in 2008, as well as an increase in the price of beef as supply diminished.
The ban was not completely effective, though, as ‘cattle laundering’ by renting pastures
elsewhere or moving cattle between properties was not prohibited, and non-regulated
slaughterhouses still operated in the region (Gibbs et al. 2016; Tinoco 2016a; Maisonnave
2017). Still, many ranchers had stopped burning and were investing in pasture recuperation.
Among ranchers interviewed in 2008 by Claudino (2011, 116), about 15 percent had
restored their pastures, across all kinds of ranchers but especially among the largest prop-
erties and more capitalised ranchers. Ranchers of all types were investing in pasture man-
agement, through restoration, division and rotation of areas, and seasonal stocking
adjustments (Claudino 2011, 113–14). Annual deforestation declined in São Félix from
over 1400 km² in 2005 to only 152 km² in 2014. A state official who analysed data on
deforestation in 2014 from the government’s satellite tracking programme called
PRODES confirmed that since the 2008–2009 governance shock, deforestation had
occurred on only 10 percent of the rural properties in São Félix. These data suggest that
the ‘greening’ of ranches in São Félix was underway, but at the cost of at least a temporary
local economic slump.

Most Amazonian municipal governments were ill-prepared to address the challenges
of these new policies, which required them not only to control deforestation (previously
actively supported by government policies), but also to implement new policy instru-
ments such as CAR, and to support the development of sustainable production alterna-
tives for producers no longer allowed to clear mature forest. Some municipalities were
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able to secure assistance from NGOs, the federal government and other organisations, and
São Félix, as the ‘champion of deforestation’ in the Amazon, became a favoured site for
environmentalist projects (Thaler 2017). Projects were launched by the federal Environ-
ment Ministry (with FAO assistance), as well as by The Nature Conservancy and Brazi-
lian NGOs such as the Brazilian International Institute of Education (IEB), the Institute
for Management and Certification of Forests and Agriculture (IMAFLORA) and
ADAFAX (Sousa et al. 2016). This international coalition supported efforts by the São
Félix local government to enact a ‘Pact against Deforestation’, signed in 2011 by govern-
ment agencies and other stakeholder groups, which spelled out the obligations of all
parties in the effort to transform São Félix into a region of deforestation-free sustainable
development. With support from the state government, The Nature Conservancy and
other partners, the local government began a successful campaign to register municipal
properties with CAR and to reduce deforestation, while NGOs developed pilot pro-
grammes to promote sustainable development alternatives for larger cattle ranchers and
smallholder producers in the region, such as intensified ranching and cacao agroforestry
(Silva and Tostes 2012, 16–19; Gomes et al. 2015; Sousa et al. 2016; Garcia et al. 2017).
After 2009, Brazil’s National School Meals Program (PNAE) began sourcing 30 percent
of its purchasing from family agriculture, helping build extra markets in São Félix for
smallholder food crops such as fruit pulps that can be produced in agroforestry
systems without deforestation (Figure 4).

Many migrants in São Félix had come from previous frontiers, where they had experi-
enced repeated land conflicts and declining agricultural productivity due to land degra-
dation, which prepared them to accept and respond to the new policies prohibiting land
clearing as one more measure to try to consolidate their claims to land (Campbell 2015).
Their hope was that government resources and policies would support their transition to
more sustainable practices and a more stable community, and that this ‘greening’ of their
land-use practices would allow continued agricultural development in the region.

Figure 4. Official meeting to commemorate reaching 80 percent of the municipality in Rural
Environmental Registration (CAR), with the participation of rural producers, and local, state and
federal government authorities. São Félix do Xingu, 2011. Photo credit: Carlos Valério A. Gomes.
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This promise of change was undermined, however, by the lack of fulfilment of the key
obligations of the federal and state governments under the municipal pact. Federal agencies
charged with managing the newly created conservation areas were absent from São Félix
(Dias, Aleixo, and Miranda 2016, 52), land regularisation under the Terra Legal programme
failed to advance, and the number of agricultural extension agents was too small for the
approximately 10,000 rural smallholders in the municipality. One after another, our respon-
dents pointed out the lack of action in road and transport improvement, land regularisation,
credit and technical assistance for improved production practices, and access to energy
throughout the rural areas. According to a government employee, land settlements by the
National Institute for Colonisation and Agrarian Reform (INCRA) were on hold, awaiting
the resolution of long-standing judicial disputes and political manoeuvrings; three of
INCRA’s vehicles sat broken down in the garage. The state agricultural secretariat
(SAGRI) had no concrete projects underway in São Félix, and technicians at the state exten-
sion agency had no funds to go to the field. One colonist reported that there were only three
municipal tractors for use by smallholders in São Félix. Only a few small NGO pilot pro-
grammes were working to support the transition of small producers to sustainable liveli-
hood systems.

In the absence of these resources, only the more capitalised producers were able to
invest in their properties, taking advantage of the new policy moment to further their
claims to land and burnish their green credentials. In effect, registration in CAR
helped to ‘normalise’ regional history, obscuring past frauds, land speculation and defor-
estation (Campbell 2015, 193). Ironically, one rancher commented that the Public Min-
istry, previously the ranchers’ greatest enemy due to its enforcement of credit bans and
registration requirements, was now one of their ‘great allies’ in the effort to pressure the
government to live up to its promises. In 2016, Walmart and its slaughterhouse supplier
Marfrig launched the ‘Xingu Herd’ line of ‘deforestation-free, climate-smart’ beef based
on The Nature Conservancy’s sustainable beef project, which was carried out on 13 pilot
properties of medium and large ranchers in São Félix starting in 2013 (Moore Foun-
dation 2016; Garcia et al. 2017). The net product of these various environmental govern-
ance strategies was an apparently legal and sustainable rural economy dominated by
elites whose past and current practices included violence, fraud and ecological
destruction.

Deforestation rates crept upward in Amazonia again starting in 2012, and Brazil’s
growing economic and political crises in 2014–2017 threatened to weaken the govern-
ment’s will and resources to enforce measures supporting more sustainable production
(Nepstad et al. 2014; Poirier 2017). The Temer administration cut the budget for the
Environment Ministry in half and eviscerated the country’s environmental licensing stan-
dards, rolled back protected areas created under the Lula government, undermined indigen-
ous territorial rights and reduced protections for Amazonian forests. Provisions in the New
Forest Code passed in 2012 essentially provided an amnesty to many of those who had
deforested illegally, allowing ranchers and land grabbers to clean up their image by com-
plying with new environmental measures (Castro, Monteiro, and Castro 2004, 61;
Moreira 2016). Despite positive results, the pilot projects led by NGOs to promote sustain-
able land-use practices had limited impact due to the inability to scale up to the larger popu-
lation of regional producers. The ‘agri-environmentalism’ adopted by Amazonian ranchers
in response to the ‘conservation opportunities’ of global pressures and heightened state
regulation (Brannstrom 2011, 544) may now be on the wane thanks to resurgent frontier
expansion.
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3. Lived experiences of the green frontier

How did people on the ground in São Félix interpret and respond to these historical
changes? To what extent had people internalised environmental concerns as a result of
new strategies to ‘green’ the frontier? In order to address these questions, fieldwork
during the 2014 revisit explored people’s lived experiences and narratives regarding
changes in São Félix and in land uses and practices, as well as their perspectives on the
future of the municipality. The results shed light on the interplay between the shifting pol-
itical ecology at macro- and micro-levels of analysis, how policies shaped ongoing, histori-
cally sedimented conflicts, and how local actors interpreted and enacted policies while
modifying their own view of development and environment as they continually adapted
to changing circumstances. The results also highlight the importance of a political
ecology approach that takes into account the outcomes of policy negotiations at different
levels and in different periods, combined with analysis of the dynamics of local agency,
to understand the production and tensions of the ‘green’ Amazonian frontier. The following
sections analyse data from the 2014 revisit in relation to three themes: views of develop-
ment, changing productive practices and expectations for the future.

3.1. Views of development in São Félix

Research in the neighbouring region of Marabá found that people subscribed to linear, evol-
utionary concepts of development, and also to the contrasting idea of development as a dis-
continuous process, with unequal or unfair outcomes (Thypin-Bermeo and Godfrey 2012).
How did the residents of São Félix see the process of development in a frontier character-
ised by dramatic shifts over the past half-century? We asked respondents to agree or dis-
agree with six statements that we had heard people say in São Félix or in other
Amazonian sites, and which captured a dimension of the development concept. Sixty-
one percent of interviewees agreed with the statement that ‘things are always getting
better here’, endorsing a linear development concept of continual progress. Interviews
with São Félix residents carried out by Saidler (2015, 409–10) also revealed a continuing
anticipation of a ‘new São Félix’ bringing progress in the future. Ranchers, however, were
the group most likely to disagree with this statement in our study: only one-third agreed.
This finding suggests that ranchers’ endorsement of the new sustainability measures still
was tempered by opposition to recent policy shocks.

The statement that elicited the greatest agreement among respondents (86.2 percent)
was: ‘People who don’t advance are those who aren’t trying’. This result reveals a
strong shared belief that people were responsible for their own fate, and that they lived
in a place where it was possible to get ahead. Surprisingly, respondents were less likely
to agree with statements that were critical of frontier development as benefitting only the
rich and powerful (‘Life is getting harder for the poor’ (31 percent agreement) and ‘The
rich get richer, and the small get smaller’ (24 percent agreement), reinforcing the widely
shared cultural notion that people could succeed if they worked hard. In summary, there
was strong agreement with social values favouring work as the best way for people to
get ahead, and a positive sense of the possibility for even poor people to succeed in the con-
tinuing progress of development in São Félix.

Most people readily reported improvements in life in São Félix, but their discourse
focused more on the evolution of the economy – such as the expansion of cattle and
other economic booms – than on the governance shocks or benefits of recent greening.
Respondents cited shifting commodity cycles starting with the boom for rubber and
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Brazil nuts, small-scale mining and animal skins, followed by logging and extraction of
jaborandi leaves (used in glaucoma treatment). With long-standing forest extractivism
by local communities largely a thing of the past, most people associated ‘extractive’ activi-
ties with logging and mining instead of the traditional rubber-tapping or collection of Brazil
nuts of past decades. Since the 2000s, the economy had been dominated by ranching expan-
sion, which was now constrained by environmentalist regulations, so people voiced hope
for future new economic cycles based on industrial mining, tourism or even soy production.

Respondents also mentioned the importance of governance initiatives, including actions
by government, NGOs and market actors. Seven respondents pointed to the embargo on
credit and the prohibition of deforestation as an important change, and four people cited
the arrival of government agencies and NGOs, with their training and support programmes,
as an important change linked to the embargo. Three mentioned the expansion of cocoa-
based agroforestry systems to promote restoration of degraded pastures and food security
alternatives for small landholders (cf. Gomes et al. 2015) and the adoption of improved
cattle practices among larger ranchers (Garcia et al. 2017), while two mentioned the cre-
ation of protected areas. One person noted that the creation of the Terra do Meio reserves
put the brakes on the large ranches, which (according to this respondent) set the town back
20 years.

As Campbell (2015) found among colonists in western Pará, people in São Félix still
saw themselves as before history, preparing their region for the arrival of effective govern-
ment and a promising future. Many respondents also acknowledged that, despite progress,
much still needed to be improved in road access, energy and services. Several pointed out
the trade-offs and negative as well as positive changes in the last decade, especially the lack
of follow-through by government in public goods provision. Local organisations and
NGOs, especially those most oriented to small producer communities, were seen as
weak. In the absence of broader government policies, NGO pilot programmes were not suf-
ficient to guarantee continuity of a green development transition, although filling important
gaps in government action and successfully gaining the trust of many São Félix residents.
Some local authorities showed a certain opposition to the work of the NGOs in São Félix,
saying that they were ‘creating problems’ with their programmes because the local govern-
ment would be unable to continue them after the NGOs’ departure.

3.2. Changing productive practices: learning from NGOs and from experience

To explore how environmental concerns were incorporated into practice, two questions in
our questionnaire asked people directly about changes in productive practices. Respondents
who were producers were asked if they had changed their agricultural or ranching practices
in recent years, and in what ways. All respondents were asked to reflect in general on why
they thought some producers in São Félix were changing their production practices. These
questions sought to understand the diverse factors – socio-economic and cultural – that
might influence people’s changes in behaviour related to sustainable production
alternatives.

Only two of the 19 producers interviewed had not changed their practices, and one of
these spoke of how he was planning to change his pasture management. Improved pasture
management was mentioned six times, and other producers affirmed that they had stopped
deforesting, recuperated degraded areas, ploughed and fertilised, diversified production
(through agroforestry), protected permanent protection areas, managed timber extraction,
certified cocoa production, or followed agro-ecological principles to produce without
burning or to diversify production.
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About three-quarters (16) of the producers referred to the government prohibition on
burning and fear of government fines for illegal forest clearing as the reasons for the
changes, but a similar number (14) explained that the changes were made in order to diver-
sify and improve economic returns in the face of falling productivity in degraded areas (cf.
Miranda et al. 2016, 141–45). These responses suggest that government enforcement com-
bined with the lived experience of frontier producers to stimulate changes in production
practices, along with interventions by NGO environmental support programmes. Gibbs
et al. (2016) found that for ranchers, market incentives (the beef embargo) stimulated com-
pliance with land registration requirements, although these incentives were not mentioned
explicitly as a reason for changing production practices by those we interviewed.

The various factors (deforestation prohibition; economic considerations; environmental
education and concerns) intertwined to convince producers to respond in different ways and
‘learn from our mistakes’ (as one respondent put it) as part of the frontier adaptation
process.

Migrant colonists who had passed through recent frontier regions nearby had lasted
only 10 to 15 years before being forced by declining productivity to move on to the next
frontier in São Félix, giving them first-hand experience with the limits of cattle ranching,
especially for smallholders. These results echo findings by other researchers working in
São Félix (Castro, Monteiro, and Castro 2004; Claudino 2011) and elsewhere in southern
Pará on the growing use of improved breeds of cattle, improved pastures for large- and
medium-sized ranches, and better pasture management (Pacheco and Poccard-Chapuis
2012, 14). The governance shocks of the 2000s reinforced previous rancher responses
based on their lived frontier experience, presenting an opportunity to limit land degradation
while potentially legitimising and securing land claims through the ‘greening’ of
production.

3.3. The future of São Félix

Our revisit indicated that economic factors interacted with environmental governance
shocks and the lived experiences of the local population in the late 2000s to trigger
shifts in strategies of land uses and practices. To what extent might these changing
views and practices influence residents’ thinking about the future of São Félix?

Nearly 80 percent of those interviewed (22 of 28) intended to stay in São Félix in the
future and two more were undecided, while only three said they planned to leave. This pro-
portion intending to stay was even higher than the proportions of people interviewed in
representative samples in the town of São Félix in 1978 (60.8 percent) and 1984 (75
percent), suggesting a persistent and growing trend over time of people who, once
settled, intended to make their future in São Félix (Schmink and Wood 1992, 318).
Whereas 95 percent (21 of 22) of respondents with NGO ties intended to stay, only two
of six (33 percent) who did not have ties to NGOs were planning to stay in São Félix.
This finding underscores the weakness of government interventions to scale up support
for a green transition for small producers in São Félix by expanding services beyond the
relatively small universe of smallholders who could participate in NGO programmes.
Without this support, their future prospects were limited.

Over the previous decade, some small farmers had developed local ‘socio-technical net-
works’ in São Félix and participated in technical assistance and organisational programmes
provided by the local NGO coalition supporting the shift to diversified production systems
and agro-ecological principles (Miranda et al. 2016, 141–45; Sousa et al. 2016, 213).
Coupled with a growing urban population in the municipal seat and government
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programmes such as PNAE, these networks constituted a potential for the growth of diver-
sified smallholder systems based on agroforestry, dairying, and fruit and vegetable pro-
duction. Without broader governmental support, however, the dominant political and
economic forces continued to work against this alternative model of development, favour-
ing continued focus on credit and external outputs for smallholder monocrop agriculture
and cattle raising (cf. Miranda et al. 2016, 145).

More capitalised ranchers had the resources to take full advantage of their new status as
‘green’ producers. Unlike the loggers before them, who had exhausted the easily accessible
high-value mahogany until export bans and federal enforcement forced them to move else-
where, São Félix ranchers interviewed in two studies in the 2000s said that they had come to
stay, and were using strategies to stay on and to consolidate their holdings (Castro, Mon-
teiro, and Castro 2004, 40; Claudino 2011, 84–85). One government employee interviewed
in 2014 commented optimistically that even some ranchers with a criminal ‘past’ might be
learning human values, feeling that it was time to repay their debt to the municipality. He
emphasised the change in mentality in São Félix, due to awareness of the laws, which he
said was evident in the changing discourse of ranchers towards ‘environmentally respon-
sible’ production.

4. Discussion and conclusions

The small number of carefully selected people our team interviewed in São Félix in 2014
were knowledgeable about environmental governance changes and regulations, and most
were engaged directly with pilot programmes promoting sustainable agricultural practices.
Most of these respondents had largely internalised the idea of no further deforestation as the
‘new normal’ in São Félix. They recognised the changes underway in their own thinking,
practices and identities as they sought a transition from a past of rapid deforestation and
land grabbing, cattle expansion and violent conflicts to a more civilised and tranquil
present that allowed them to hope for a prosperous future based on the region’s abundant
natural resources. The (re-)closing of the frontier and greater presence of government
agencies, including expectations of a new university campus, promised that everyone
who lived there, if they worked hard, could do well. The green market logic of the environ-
mental governance shocks articulated positively with these local visions and priorities
(Gardner 2012).

Many of the settlers in São Félix arrived during earlier periods when government pol-
icies supported new roads and expanded occupation of Amazonian lands, providing agri-
cultural credit and encouraging forest conversion for pasture. They came seeking land
and resources on the frontier. Successive migratory waves of people from exhausted
nearby frontier areas of southern Pará moved westward seeking minerals, timber, and
land for speculation and for production, constructing, maintaining and recovering thou-
sands of kilometres of informal roads that allowed them to set up logging camps and
small villages that today have become rural towns surrounded by ranches and farms. Gov-
ernment policies offered little support to small producers in São Félix, enabling the concen-
tration of larger landholdings in some areas and creating a complex matrix of land uses and
of relationships among diverse and sometimes conflicting actors who nonetheless often
cooperated in order to survive in remote regions.

When the green governance shocks of 2004–2011 reversed previous government
policy and prohibited new deforestation in São Félix, they put the brakes on the expan-
sion of the ‘new frontier’ in the Terra do Meio and forced producers, many of whom
were already experiencing declining production on their soils, to concentrate on
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producing on already-cleared areas, shifting to restoration and management of pastures
and diversification with cocoa and other agroforestry products. Many migrants from
previous southern Pará frontiers had already experienced environmental declines after
land clearing and were resigned to changing their practices to try to stay in São Félix,
a place where it still seemed possible for hard work to lead to a better life. New regu-
latory institutions and new local government support and educational pilot programmes
combined with the lived experiences of these repeat migrants so that, over time, many of
them began to recognise and appreciate the broader environmental benefits of more sus-
tainable production practices and the broader social benefits of greater government
presence.

Greening of the São Félix frontier was not without its contradictions. On one hand, gov-
ernment enforcement of environmental measures stimulated the ‘greening’ of cattle ranch-
ing practices in places where large-scale, violent deforestation had been the rule. On the
other hand, failure to provide incentives and supports promised by federal and state govern-
ment agencies (infrastructure improvement; land regularisation; credit; energy; technical
assistance) threatened to undermine the shift to a more sustainable production system for
smallholders and continue their dispossession in favour of large ranchers (Brannstrom
2011, 540; Gebara 2014).

The programmes undertaken by NGO and government partners appear to have had an
important impact on the thinking and practices of those they have reached. Even The Nature
Conservancy, initially distrusted by some as an ally of corporate interests, was able to win
local support through its projects. The greening of the São Félix frontier entailed some
changes in productive practices, especially in a situation of diminishing economic
returns due to land degradation. For large producers with sufficient resources, the costs
of shifting to new forms of production were manageable and the returns positive, although
the government’s failure to regularise the land tenure situation continued to constrain access
to credit. Large ranchers could afford to wait out the evolution of ‘green’ policies, or could
circumvent restrictions through various loopholes. The costs of ‘best-practice’ inputs were
beyond the reach of the majority of small producers, however, who lacked sufficient capital
to invest in new practices. Only a tiny proportion of small farmers had received support
through pilot programmes. In this respect, the emphasis on ‘techno-managerial’ approaches
that favoured ‘inclusive’ processes but ignored vast power differences between large-scale
producers and smallholders had undermined the potential contributions of localised social
movements and communities with a broader view of development (Baletti 2014) to
compete with the dominant agro-industrial paradigm.

Producers, especially ranchers, saw land tenure regularisation as the most urgent pri-
ority for government resolution. Most lands in São Félix were occupied illegally, and the
state has been notoriously slow to resolve these issues. While titling for smallholders
under Terra Legal had stalled, large producers had in some cases managed to exert political
influence to link environmental regularisation to land tenure resolution on their properties
(Campbell 2015; Moreira 2016).

Unfortunately, the virtuous connections between environmental governance, lived
experiences, and the conditions for a shift to more sustainable production systems and
better quality of life were not available to the great majority of the rural producers in
São Félix and elsewhere in rural Amazonia. At the same time, the stance of people in
São Félix was anything but passive. Fiercely determined, convinced of the value of work
and proud of their independence on the frontier, they remained hopeful for their future pro-
spects among the abundant resources of the municipality. Most had survived prior hard-
ships and economic downturns on this and previous frontiers, and they looked forward
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to the next cycle of prosperity based on mining, cocoa, tourism, or even soy cultivation that
was pushing into the neighbouring southern frontier region. They also placed great hope in
access to higher education for the next generation, guaranteeing a future based on home-
grown professionals with a higher quality of life. After earlier cycles of extractivism and
agribusiness expansion, the ‘end of deforestation’ of the past decade was anything but
the end of history for residents of São Félix.

Nor was this the end of the history of the Amazonian frontier. This recent ‘green’ tra-
jectory is continuously contested through ongoing political battles. Recently, Brazil’s
powerful agrarian lobby has successfully rolled back Forest Code provisions and pro-
tected area designations while facilitating agribusiness expansion. Deforestation rates
rebounded in the region after 2012, buoyed by a ‘more positive’ political environment
in the Brazilian capital for large landholders (Branford and Torres 2017). Millions of hec-
tares previously in Amazonian protected areas were downgraded, downsized, degazetted
and reclassified (Bernard, Penna, and Araújo 2014), and environmental violations inside
protected areas have gone mostly unpunished (Barreto et al. 2009). Under the Temer
administration, conditions for the greening of the Amazon have worsened. Agribusiness
leader and former Mato Grosso state governor Blairo Maggi was named Minister of Agri-
culture in the new government, and the Agrarian Development Ministry, which supports
family agriculture, was initially abolished before being reinstated as a lower level sec-
retariat following public outcry. Current debates in the Brazilian Congress, dominated
by the rural landowners’ lobby, focus on revising the terms and processes governing
the demarcation of indigenous lands, opening protected areas to mining, and facilitating
the private appropriation of public land (Ferreira et al. 2014; Poirier 2017). Yet another
regional transformation may be underway, as the environmental governance of the past
decade is being eroded in favour of a return to a system ‘rigged for theft and destruction’
(Campbell 2015, 198).

As Amazon development initiatives devote growing investments to mining, hydro-
power and highway construction, Brazil’s recently established role as a global environ-
mental leader is being called into question (Fearnside 2002, 2014; Ferreira et al. 2014;
Loyola 2014). Because of rising deforestation rates, the Norwegian government has
announced that it will reduce its donations to Brazil’s Amazon Fund by as much as 70
percent. Frontline battles are now being waged in the halls of Congress in Brasília, and
on the ground at the Amazon frontier, between shifting alliances including rural land-
owners, government bureaucrats, corporate executives, environmentalists, indigenous
peoples and smallholder colonists. The long-term study of the municipality of São Félix
shows the intimate links between government policy debates and conflicts on the frontiers
of Amazonia, where the contemporary greening of the frontier, with its particular set of
environmental and social benefits and contradictions, is continuously contested through
competing visions for an uncertain future.
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