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The Cerrado: Brazil’s other biodiverse region loses ground
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While Brazil touts its efforts to slow destruction of the Amazon, another
biodiverse region of the country is being cleared for large-scale farming.
But unlike the heralded rainforest it borders, the loss of the cerrado and
its rich tropical savanna so far has failed to attract much notice.

by Fred Pearce

Brazil is justly proud of how much it has reduced deforestation in the Amazon, with
rates of forest loss down 70 percent since 2004. Indeed, delegates to last year’s
world biodiversity conference in Nagoya, Japan, and climate conference in Cancun,
Mexico, could hardly miss the Brazilian government’s boasting about its
conservation achievements.

Brazilian Cerrado - Brazil’s cerrado is the

world’s most biologically rich savanna.

Photo by Marcio Cabral.

But how has this been accomplished? The answer, at least in part, is by invading a new ecological frontier of equal
importance — but with much less public visibility. Today, Brazil’s bush clearers from agribusiness are moving across
the cerrado, the most biologically rich savanna in the world, which occupies a huge expanse of the high plains of
central Brazil on the Atlantic side of the Amazon basin.

In recent years, the rate of ecological destruction in the cerrado has been twice that in the Amazon. And while the
majority of the Amazon rainforest survives, more than 60 percent of the cerrado’s former 200 million hectares has
disappeared under the plow, mostly within the last two decades.



The cerrado has its own rich array of unusual mammals, including armadillos, anteaters, tapirs, and maned wolves,
as well as thousands of endemic vascular plants adapted to drought and fire. But while the cerrado shares a place
with the Amazon on Conservation International’s list of the world’s top 25 biodiversity hotspots, so far the outrage
over its devastation has remained minimal.

This month the Brazilian environment ministry claimed that the rate of ecological loss in the cerrado declined
between 2008 and 2009. But when Ivisited the region last month, nobody agreed with that assessment, and even
local environment regulaters saw no end to the land-clearing in sight.
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Respect for the law is slowly improving. Marques and Aguiar are testimony to that. The buccaneering land-

grabbers of the 1970s, some of whom confiscated land anc!comrymdeered local Indians on work camps in near-

slave conditions, are now mostly selling out to corporate agribusiness.
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But the laws remain weak, and the commercial pre es to clear the cerrado continue to grow. Poor roads are the
El;impediment to further expansion of the region’s already prodigious agricultural output. But soon a new 1,500-
eter railroad to the coast will be built, reaching Barreiras by the end of next year.

Can anything hold back the tide and protect what remains of the cerrado? Itraveled through western Bahia with
the Brazil staff of Conservation International (CI). They have a strategy for engaging with the farmers, creating a
coalition of those willing to comply with existing conservation laws and to establish conservation corridors across
the cerrado. CI's corporate partner and initial link to the farmers is one of the biggest beneficiaries of the
agribusiness bonanza, Monsanto.

Is the strategy working? I certainly met farmers who now talk the talk — but only,-he-a e clear, if
and profit can go together. And some of the effects of Conservation Internationa ¢
perverse.
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Very interesting work/list. So what is the pathway forward? What are the policy options? Social movement?
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Of all the agricultural land in Australia suitable for growing food what percentage is now owned by foreign

investors? 5, 10, 15% or more and when do y...
25 May 2018
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Comment se procurer ce film pour des débats publics. Peuples solidaires, association a laquelle j'appartiens,

a organisé la semaine derniére uner...
11 May 2017
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Was pleased to read your article. I am however surprised that the story of the frustration that DFL is going

through with the investor being harassed b...
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Excelente trabajo de investigacion. Se los agradezco mucho. Consultaré todas las funtes que ustedes

proporcionan para tener un informemas acabdado c...
09 Dec 2016
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La critique est facile mais l'art difficile; j'ai rarement vu des ONG créer des emplois et contribuer au
développement socio-économique autant que d...
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The same political and economic problems that existed in Cameroon during these crises persist and continue

to plague the lives of Cameroonians, especia...
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