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Brazil’s Amazon rangers battle 
farmers' burning business logic 
As his helicopter descends through the smoke towards an Amazonian inferno, Evandro 
Carlos Selva checks the co-ordinates via a global positioning satellite and radios back to 
base a witness testimony to deforestation. Flames lick up from below the canopy, smoke 
billows across the horizon, and down below, the carbon that has been stored in the forest 
for hundreds of years is released into the atmosphere.


Skeletal trees are charred grey, others burnt black. Nearby, what was once forest is 
reduced to an expanse of ash, dust and embers. Trudging through the debris, Carlos 
Selva points to a soya farm: "They've been paid to do this. Forty per cent of next year's 
harvest on this land has already been bought.”


The clearance is illegal and Carlos Selva – a ranger with Brazil's environmental protection 
agency, Ibama – sets in motion the process of levying fines, business embargos and other 
penalties that have helped to slow the pace of deforestation by almost 80% in the past 
eight years. This represents impressive progress, but it is at risk. The pressure to convert 
more Amazonian forest is growing stronger due to drought in the US, rising world food 
prices and a weakening of Brazilian laws.


Carlos Selva works in Mato Grosso, the frontline of efforts to find a balance between 
protecting the climate and feeding a growing world population. Next year, Brazil is 
expected to overtake the US as the world's biggest soya producer. Most of that crop will 
be grown in Mato Grosso – where the Amazon forest meets the Cerrado savannah – and 
both are being engulfed by farm fields.


Global priorities are etched on to the land here with geometric precision. Far from most 
people's image of a vast, unbroken Amazon, the forest has been sliced and diced into 
polygons that divide the world's most productive soya fields from the world's greatest 
land carbon sinks.


The borders between the two ought to be determined by whether humanity places more 
value on our lungs or our bellies. In reality, it has become a contest between economics 
and the law. Carlos Selva is responsible for patrolling and maintaining this restless 
boundary. It may well be the ultimate 21st-century job: analyst, accountant, climate 
regulator and eco-cop rolled into one dangerous and important role that is constantly 
being transformed by satellite data, global warming, world hunger and international 
commodity prices.
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He gets deforestation warnings from space and death threats from his neighbours – all 
the hi-tech support available in the 21st century, with the same risks faced by a wild west 
sheriff 200 years ago. He is equipped with a GPS system, a camera, a tablet computer 
and a gun.


Monitoring ownership and land change is no easy task. In the state of Mato Grosso alone, 
there are 110,000 properties. Most are extremely remote. Many owners have invested 
their lives here and do not take kindly to being told they cannot use the land as they want.

Carlos Selva received death threats in June, while the world was debating the pros and 
cons of sustainability at the Rio +20 Earth summit. He has been held hostage by 
landowners. They have punctured the tyres on his four-wheel drive. Corrupt local 
politicians are not on his side. After his most successful operation – a sting that exposed 
widespread forgery of forest documentation – he and the police chief he worked with 
were transferred to out-of-the way districts. It could be worse. Other rangers have had 
their homes shot at. Many environmental campaigners have been killed trying to protect 
the Amazon.


It is hard to overestimate what is at stake. The two sides in the debate put it in stark 
terms. Save the forest and you fight climate change. Clear the forest and you ease global 
hunger. Agribusinesses see the Amazon as one of the last great areas for expansion.

The rangers are caught in the middle, but this is not a simple either-or choice. There are 
alarming signs that the Amazon is caught in a vicious circle and the more this great 
climate regulator is cleared, the less predictable global weather systems will become. 
That increases the risk of droughts and floods, ruining crops across the world. This in 
turn, adds to the pressure to clear the forest.


Twenty-five million people make their home in the Brazilian Amazon, which covers 2m 
square miles. Already, 17% has been stripped by cattle ranchers, loggers and soya 
farmers. At the recent peak of clearance in 2004, an area of 10,723 square miles was 
deforested in a year, equivalent to the size of Albania, Haiti or Belgium.


Since then, deforestation has slowed dramatically thanks to a system that combines eyes 
in the sky, boots on the ground and a growing collection of carrots and sticks to persuade 
farmers and ranchers that they are better off leaving the forest intact.


It is primarily based on two sets of satellite data: Prodes, which is an annual forest audit 
down to the level of 6.25 hectares (currently using a UK satellite), and Deter, which 
provides almost real-time information to rangers in the field such as Carlos Selva, who 
can reach the affected areas rapidly in helicopters and trucks. Individual violators can be 
fined, jailed, have machinery confiscated and be barred from access to bank loans.


The environment institute said it seized 650 trucks, 60 bulldozers and 200 chainsaws in 
2011. Municipalities where more than 30 square miles are illegally stripped are put on a 
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blacklist, which means companies in the area are blocked from cheap financing and firms 
that trade with them also face restrictions.


Francisco de Oliveira Filho, the director of deforestation combat policies in the 
environment ministry, says the scheme has helped Brazil to move more than half the way 
towards its Copenhagen commitment to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 36% by 
2020.


A. When Carlos Selva says, “They've been paid to do this. Forty per cent of next year's 
harvest on this land has already been bought.”, he means:


1. The corporates are investing heavily in the farm produce.

2. Sixty percent of the next year’s harvest will be purchased subsequently.

3. Farming is a lucrative business.

4. Farmers have been paid to burn down the forests.

5. Soya crop is in high demand and Amazon land and climate suits this crop.


B. Which of the following is NOT a reason for deforestation in Amazon:

1. Increasing global demand for food.

2. Shrinking global food supply.

3. Government’s failure in implementing laws.

4. Surge in global human population.

5. Global migration and international pressures.


C. The government has completely failed in preventing the burning and cutting down of 
trees and vegetation in Brazilian rain forests. (T/F/N.G)


D. Brazil is the world’s largest Soya consumer. (T/F/N.G)


E. Protecting Amazon forests will help Brazil achieve its Copenhagen goals of reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions. (T/F/N.G)


F. The rangers use which of the following measures to protect the forests:

1. Use law to capture machinery used in deforestation.

2. Allow rangers use gun during contingency.

3. Prevent international firms form operating in the area.

4. 1 and 2

5. 1, 2 and 3


Fill in the blanks:

The Amazon forests, which cover an area of about …(G)…. are witnessing a conflict 
between … (H)…… and … (I)….. On one hand is the ever increasing human need for food 
and on the other is the world’s largest ….. (J) …….. While the Rio Summit is discussing 
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…..(K)……, Amazon’s protectors like Carlos Selva receive death threats. The agencies 
use ….(L)… and ….(M)…. to collect real-time data on Amazon’s forests. 
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