
• Brazil’s government  announced a 
major shift away from its policy of 
building mega-dams in the 
Brazilian Amazon – a strategy 
born during the country’s military 
dictatorship (1964-1985) and 
vigorously carried forward down 
to the present day.

• The Temer government claims the 
decision is a response to intense 
resistance from environmentalists 
and indigenous groups, but while 
that may be part of the reason, 
experts see other causes as well.

• The decline in political influence of Brazil’s 
gigantic construction companies caused by 
the Lava Jato (Car Wash) corruption 
investigation is likely a major cause of the 
change in policy. So is the current depressed 
state of Brazil’s economy, which makes it 
unlikely that Brazil’s huge development bank 
(BNDES) will invest in such multi-billion dollar 
projects.

In a surprise move, the Brazilian government has 
announced that the era of building big 
hydroelectric dams in the Amazon basin, long 
criticized by environmentalists and indigenous 
groups, is ending. “We are not prejudiced against 
big [hydroelectric] projects, but we have to 
respect the views of society, which views them 
with restrictions,” Paulo Pedrosa, the Executive 
Secretary of the Ministry of Mines and Energy, told 
O Globo newspaper.
According to Pedrosa, Brazil has the potential to 
generate an additional 50 gigawatts of energy by 
2050 through the building of new dams but, of this 
total, only 23 percent would not affect in some 
way indigenous land, quilombolas (communities 
set up by runaway slaves) and federally protected 
areas. The government, he says, doesn’t have 
the stomach to take on the battles.
Pedrosa went on: “Nor are we disposed to take 
actions that mask the costs and the risks [of 
hydroelectric projects].” This statement seems to 
refer to the actions of previous governments, 
particularly under President Dilma Rousseff and 
the Workers’ Party (PT), which made it difficult to 
evaluate the real expense and environmental 
impact of large dams, such as Belo Monte on the 
Xingu River. It was only after construction of this 
particular dam that the huge cost – financial, 
social and environmental – was fully revealed.
That’s one reason such mega-projects began 
meeting with a rising storm of protest. For 
example, in 2016, after many indigenous 
demonstrations, IBAMA,* the environmental 
agency, suspended the building of a large dam on 
the Tapajós River – São Luiz do Tapajós – which 
would have flooded part of the Munduruku 
indigenous territory of Sawre-Muybu. However, 
because the government never officially cancelled 
the dam, Indians and environmentalists have long 
feared that the project could be relaunched at any 
moment. However, according to O Globo, the 
Ministry of Mines and Energy has announced that 
it will “no longer fight for the [São Luiz do Tapajós] 
project.”
While the Temer administration hasn’t said so, 
experts say there is no doubt that hard economic 
realities played a chief role in the government’s 
turnabout. In the past, the huge Brazilian 
development bank, BNDES (National Bank of 
Economic and Social Development), subsidized 
mega-dams to the tune of billions of dollars, 
funnelling the money through state companies, 
which became powerful as a result. For example, 
Eletrobrás, Latin America’s biggest utility 
company, owns 49.98 percent of Belo Monte. 
Furnas, a regional power utility and Eletrobras 
subsidiary, owns 39 percent of the Santo Antônio 
hydroelectric project and, through its subsidiaries, 
40 percent of the Jirau dams – both large, 
controversial projects built on the Madeira River.
Brazil’s political climate has also changed since 
the heyday of mega-dam construction under 
presidents Lula and Rousseff. By 2016, for 
example, when Mongabay wrote a series of 

articles about BNDES and its funding of 
the big Amazon dams, it could no longer 
find anyone – not even an engineer or an 
energy expert – willing to defend the 
Belo Monte dam. Although few were 
willing to speak on record then, many 
agreed that the only reason Belo Monte 
was built was because the PT 
government needed a big construction 
project by which the political party could 
pay back the big construction 
companies, like Odebrecht, for the huge 
sums in illegal electoral campaign 
contributions the firms had provided.
Such deals are no longer possible thanks 
to the far-reaching corruption scandal 
known as Lava-Jato (Car Wash) that 
ensnared a vast swath of Brazil’s political 
and business elite, including top 
executives from major construction 
companies. Investigations are ongoing.
Back in 2016, Felício Pontes, a MPF 
Prosecutor in the state of Pará, told 
Mongabay: “The factor that explains the 
irrational option for hydroelectric stations 
in the Amazon is corruption… In other 
words, energy planning in Brazil is not 
treated as a strategic issue involving the 
future of the nation but, at least since the 
time of the military dictatorship, as a 
source of money for construction 
companies and politicians. I think that, 
until these questions are exposed and 
resolved, we will continue to have 
expensive and inefficient dams that have 
a serious social and environmental impact 
in Amazonia.”
The government’s hydroelectric dams 
policy change announced this week will 
surely be greeted as a hopeful sign by 
environmentalists and indigenous groups. 
But experts warn that a much bigger 
strategic policy shift is needed regarding 
infrastructure planning and agribusiness 
before the Amazon can be deemed safe 
from major deforestation.
Over the last 18 months, the bancada 
ruralista, the rural lobby in Congress, has 
won victory after victory, leading to 
policies meant to benefit agribusiness 
while threatening conservation units and 
indigenous territories. That drive seems 
likely to intensify in the months leading up 
to October’s presidential election. There 
is, for example, still talk of a hugely 
environmentally harmful project that would 
turn the Tapajos river basin into an 
industrial waterway, with its tributaries and 
main stem dredged and rapids dynamited.
Hydroelectric dams have caused great 
damage to indigenous and traditional 
communities and the environment, but 
they are only one of many serious Amazon 
threats – new roads, railways, waterways, 
mines and other infrastructure all result in 
great destruction. While the 
just-announced shift in hydropower policy 
is important, experts agree that major 
changes are needed before one can talk 
of a real conservation breakthrough in the 
Brazilian Amazon.

Glenn Scherer
news.mongabay.com

4 Fuse Feed   Print ⇰ Distribute 

www.greenfuse.work

mega-dam Era ends in brazil

ACT
In the name of those washing others’ clothes
(and cleaning others’ filth from the whiteness)
 
In  the name of those caring for others’ children
(and selling their labor power
in the form of maternal love and humiliations)
 
In the name of those living in another's house
(which isn’t even a kind belly but a tomb or jail)
 
In the name of those eating others’ crumbs
(and chewing them still with a feeling of a thief)
 
In the name of those living on other’s land
(the houses and factories and shops
streets cities and towns
rivers lakes volcanoes and mountains
always belong to others
and that’s why the cops and the guards are there
guarding them against us)
 
In the name of those who have nothing but
hunger exploitation disease
a thirst for justice and water
persecutions and condemnations
loneliness abandonment oppression and death
I accuse private property
of depriving us of everything.
 

-ROQUE DALTON (El Salvador)
   Translated from Spanish by Jack Hirschman  

THEY APPEAR GIANTER
They appear gianter than
the city they shriek through,
sirens on fire for a fire to douse,

and they might even arrive
at the Saloon where drunken
Jimmy’s collapsed one afternoon,

that humongous red engine
extraordinary on narrow Grant,
for it’s a long standing tradition

after 1906 in that other century
when the whole town burned,
when it was decided it’d never

happen again, so they scream and
plough through the streets, those
rackety flame-red yabboes

that seem larger than life itself,
gianter than anything when they’re
simply your brothers and sisters

gonna put out the fire threatening
you and yours by ladder and hose
and whatever else goodness knows,

and this little red caboose of a poem
hooks up with that train of engines
on parade for all girls and boys

as winter’s at the door. Knock, knock.
Please remember the joy on the faces
of kids receiving you firefighters’ toys.
 

        Jack Hirschman


