Ch. 12:  Brazil  


1. The Land and Its Regions
Main Idea: Brazil’s various regions have very different physical and human characteristics and face many challenges.
Brazil is the giant of South America.  Nearly half the continent’s people and land lie within its borders.  Despite its huge land area, Brazil has just two major types of landforms—plains and plateaus.  A fertile ribbon of lowlands, 10 to 30 miles wide, winds along the curving Atlantic coastline.  The immense Amazon River basin is also a plains region.
Behind the coastal plains is a huge interior plateau.  As it drops sharply to the plains, it forms an escarpment—a steep cliff between two level areas at different heights.  In past centuries, the escarpment was a natural barrier.  As a result, much of the interior of Brazil was undeveloped and sparsely populated.

Northeast Region
Brazil’s northeast region bulges out into the Atlantic Ocean.  The Portuguese colonists who landed on its shores in 1500 built large sugar plantations along the fertile coastal plain.  They established port cities from which to ship the valuable crop to Europe.  Brazil became the world’s major producer of sugar.

Over the next 300 years, Brazil’s colonists brought in more than 3 million enslaved Africans to work on the plantations.  The folktales, food, and religion of the northeast still reflect this African heritage.


Inland from the northeast’s coastal plains lies the sertão (ser TY oh), or interior plateau.  With a tropical wet and dry climate, the sertão often bakes through a year or more of drought.  When the rains eventually come, the land is devastated because the hard soil cannot absorb the heavy rainfall.


Poverty is severe in the northeast.  Because of their impoverished lives and chronic malnutrition, the people of this region have an average life expectancy at birth of only 49 years—well below the rest of Brazil.  Here, a family’s average yearly income may be only one third the income of a similar family living in the southeast.

Southeast Region

The southeast, Brazil’s smallest region, is its economic heartland.  With only 10.9 percent of the country’s area, it is home to 40 percent of the population.  Because of the region’s mostly humid subtropical climate and fertile soil, farmers can easily grow great quantities of cash crops such as cotton, sugar cane, rice, and cacao, the base of chocolate.


The southeast’s biggest and most important crop, however, is coffee.  In the 1800s, thousands of people migrated from various parts of the world to this region in Brazil to work on coffee plantations.  Today, Brazil is often referred to as the world’s “coffeepot,” growing one fourth of the world’s supply.

Despite the southeast’s healthy agriculture, most people live in or near the cities of São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro.  The beauty, excitement, and economic health of Rio and São Paulo draw rural Brazilians looking for a better life.  Undereducated and without much experience, many find no jobs or settle for low-paying ones.  Most end up in slum communities called favelas.  A journalist who visited Rio de Janeiro described its favelas:

“The houses [of the favelas], built illegally on hillsides or swampland, generally consist of wood planks, mud, tin cans, corrugated iron and anything that comes to hand.  Some cling to slopes so [steep] that the dwellings are in constant danger of being swept away in the heavy tropical rain storms that burst over the city.”


Every Brazilian city has favelas, although the government has tried to improve the situation.  Some favelas have been torn down and replaced by affordable public housing.


Despite its poverty, most people around the world associate Rio de Janeiro with its famous festival known as Carnival.  Carnival takes place during the four days preceding Lent—a period of 40 days of fasting and penitence before the Christian celebration of Easter.  A year of planning, rehearsing dance steps, sewing costumes, and designing floats culminates in four days and nights of music and dancing.  During Carnival, Brazilians take part in dance competitions and perform the samba—Brazil’s national dance.

Brizilian Highlands

North of the southeast region lie the Brazilian Highlands, an interior area of hills on the country’s central plateau.  Brazil’s capital, Brasília, is located in the Highlands, far from the country’s other large cities.  For years, overcrowded Rio de Janeiro was the capital of Brazil.  In 1956, hoping to boost development of the interior and to draw people away from the coastal cities, the national government decided to build a new capital city 600 miles inland.  Officially “inaugurated” in 1960, Brasília in the mid-1990s had a population of about 1.8 million.

Amazon River Region

Of Brazil’s major regions, the larges and least explored is the Amazon River basin, which spreads across more than half of the country.  Moist trade winds that blow from the Atlantic Ocean drop more than 80 inches of rain on the region each year.  With heavy rainfall and constant temperatures of about 80˚F, the growing season never ends.  As a result, the Amazon rain forest is home to thousands of species of plants and animals, including orchids, palms, monkeys, jaguars, and toucans.  Piranha and dolphins live in the river.
The Amazon Indians:  Only about 10 percent of Brazilians live in the Amazon Basin, including about 200,000 Indians from 180 different tribes.  Although many Amazon Indians live in small groups, they are linked through broad trade networks.

Brazil’s original Indian population was much larger.  When the Portuguese arrived in the 1500s, between 2 and 5 million Indians were living in what is now Brazil.  Over the years, many were killed by settlers or by diseases that Europeans brought with them.


Although medical science has improved life for many people, disease continues to pose problems for some groups.  In an effort to improve access to the interior of the country, roads have been built across Brazil.  One of these roads cut through territory of the Panara tribe.  For the first time, the Panara people were exposed to diseases from the outside world.  Lacking any natural immunity, the Panara population was devastated.  In 2000, a Brazilian court issued a ruling that ordered the government to compensate the Panara.


To help preserve Indian communities, the government has set up reservations.  The reservations are designed to keep groups together and guarantee that some land remains available to Indians.  Opponents argue that this system causes Indians to lose their culture as their way of life changes.  These people assert that reservations actually contribute to the disappearance of language, customs, and religion.  Over time, they fear, many tribes will disappear as Indians become part of the country’s majority culture.


Two climate zones exist in the high elevations of Central America’s mountainous core.  Elevations between 3,000 and 6,000 feet have a year-round, spring like climate, free of frosts but cool enough to grow corn and coffee.  Above 6,000 feet the climate is cold.  Because of frequent frosts, few crops other than potatoes and barley can grow at these high elevations.  

2. Brazil’s Quest for Economic Growth
· Main Idea:  Many Brazilians have benefited from economic development, but poverty and environmental harm are major problems.
Brazil is a country of extremes.  It is a huge country rich in natural resources, and it is also a country with much poverty.  In the past few decades, Brazil has begun to realize its potential.  The government has taken steps to modernize the economy and improve the lives of its people.  Many have benefited, but some have not.
Brazil today, like much of Latin America, is no longer a society of only rich and poor.  The growth of industry and manufacturing has helped to create a middle class, as people have been needed to manage and work in factories and offices.  Likewise, as cities have grown, doctors, teachers, government workers, and others have moved in to fill the needs of a growing population.
· Economic Challenges
· Most of Brazil’s poorest people live in the urban favelas or the rural northeast.  Many parents in the favelas cannot feed or house their children, much less provide them with schooling.  Hungry, homeless children live dangerously on the streets, seeking menial jobs or begging for coins with which to buy food.
Conditions in agriculture contribute to poverty.  A handful of wealthy families own the profitable plantations or large commercial farms.  Most rural workers find work on plantations, or become subsistence farmers working small plots of land that barely support a family.  In the late 1990s, thousands of people across the country protested these conditions.  President Cardoso promised land redistribution, but millions of families remained without land.
Many of Brazil’s farmers live in the inhospitable region of the sertão.  The conditions there—poor soil, scarce grazing land, and droughts—also contribute to the country’s poverty.  Few can afford the expensive farm equipment that would improve productivity.
· Government Policies
· Since the mid-1940s, the Brazilian government has undertaken several massive programs to ease the burden of poverty for its people.  These programs have had two major aims:  to boost the growth of industry and to encourage settlement and development in the country’s interior.
· Economic Activities:  During the 1940s and early 1950s, the Brazilian government built the country’s first steel mill and oil refinery.  It also began to build a series of huge hydroelectric dams to produce power for the planned industrial expansion.  The dams were built where rivers dropped over the steep escarpment.  To further encourage the growth of industry, the government established a bank that loaned money to people who wanted to start new businesses.
Manufacturing began to thrive in the 1950s with tremendous growth in the automobile, chemical, and steel industries.  Within ten years, millions of Brazilians began to move from rural to urban areas, seeking jobs in the new factories.  Coastal area cities, especially São Paulo, became crowded industrial centers.
Patterns of Settlement:  With São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro rapidly becoming overcrowded, Brazil’s leaders recognized the need to develop the country’s vast interior.  In the late 1950s the new capital city, Brasília, was “planted” in the Brazilian Highlands, 600 miles inland from the Atlantic coast.  The city was to be a showplace of shiny glass and gleaming steel architecture.  When viewed from the air, the city has the shape of a bow and arrow or, some say, an airplane.  Either way, Brasília’s shape symbolizes movement—the readiness of the country to take off.

Brasília represented movement in another way.  Because the country as a whole had few roads except along the coast, the government began a massive road-building project with Brasília at its center.  By the 1970s the country boasted thousands of miles of new roads, including one that stretched across the Amazon Basin for about 3,000 miles.


To promote settlement in the north, the government gave away thousands of plots of land in the Amazon region, as well as thousands of mining or prospecting permits.  New roads and free land grants drew many settlers to the Brazilian Highlands and Amazon regions.  Between 1970 and 1985, more than 1 million people migrated to the Amazon region.
· Economic Growth
· Brazil’s development programs have had remarkable success.  Industry now accounts for more than one third of Brazil’s gross domestic product.  The country ranks among the world’s leading industrial nations.
One major step was the successful development of a new alcohol-based fuel called gasohol, a mix of gasoline and ethanol, in response to the high cost of imported oil in the 1970s.  Ethanol, a type of alcohol, is made from Brazil’s own sugar cane.  In a sense, Brazilian famers are growing fuel.  Brazil no longer has to import expensive foreign oil.
These and other industrial developments have changed the way Brazilians earn a living.  In 1940, two thirds of the work force was employed in agriculture.  By 2000, over one third worked in manufacturing, construction, or mining.  About half of the labor force now works in service industries, such as hotels and restaurants, retail stores, and government, that have sprung up as offshoots of the nation’s industrial growth.

The new jobs usually pay more than agricultural work.  They have given Brazil a skilled, educated, growing middle class, something that scarcely existed before the 1940s.  Yet much poverty still remains, mainly in the cities and in the agricultural northeast.
· Environmental Changes
· Although economic development has brought positive changes, it has had some unintended effects.  In the big cities, poverty has increased.  Rural Brazilians have flocked to cities in search of work, resulting in more migrants than jobs.  As a result, the favelas have become a growing part of these cities.  The government has tried to provide low-cost housing for Brazil’s urban poor, but the plan has backfired.  Because of strict regulations, fewer rental units are being built, which pushes more and more people into favelas.
Challenges and Opportunities:  Economic development in the Amazon has also yielded surprises.  Many settlers moved to the region to farm or ranch.  But after clearing the forest to plant crops, they found that only the thick vegetation had kept the soil and nutrients from washing away during heavy rains.  Despite the lush vegetation, the soil was thin and not very fertile.  After a few years of farming and erosion, the soil was no longer usable.  To keep their farms running, settlers had to clear more land.
New Efforts:  Deforestation, or the permanent removal of woodland, threatens vast numbers of plant and animal species in the Amazon.  However, many scientists and entrepreneurs recognize that the region’s biological diversity offers opportunities for advances in medicine.  The Amazon basin contains some 1,300 plants that can be used in the treatment of a variety of illnesses.


To avoid destroying this potential source of life-saving materials, the Brazilian government is working to combat deforestation.  Each year during the dry season, military personnel and police combine forces to seize illegally logged timber.  Taxation policies encourage farmers, ranchers, and foresters to maintain rain forest areas.  The government also encourages ecotourism, or tourism that encourages environmental awareness and has little effect on the ecosystem.  The Brazilian government hopes such policies will encourage economic growth while avoiding destruction of the rain forest.
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