Information on Ranchers
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	Directions: This information will help your group prepare for the conference on the fate of the Brazilian rainforest.  Each group member should read a section of the handout and lead a discussion of the questions following that section.


You are a rancher in the Brazilian rainforest.  You cut down the forest to raise cattle and then export meat.  You want to acquire more rainforest and to defend your large land holdings against rubber tappers, native Amazonians (Indians), settlers, and environmentalists who try to take it from you.
Beginning in the 1960s the government started giving ranchers large tracts of land as part of a plan to develop the “frontier” of the Amazon and boost the Brazilian economy.  Though small in number, ranchers claim ownership to most of the land in the Amazon.  Twenty-three of the largest landowners in the Brazilian Amazon have immense ranches covering more than 60 million acres.  Besides raising cattle, some ranchers do little with their land; they wait for their forest property to increase in value, and then they sell it.

	Stop here

and discuss
	· Why did the government start giving ranchers land?

· What do ranchers do with rainforest land?
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Since the 1970s, ranchers have felt anxious as various groups in the Amazon have threatened to take away land from their estates.  Indians frequently claim that the ranchers’ land is on traditional Indian land and should be returned.  Rubber tappers have successfully pressured the Brazilian government to set aside parts of the ranchers’ land as extractive reserves (land used by a community of rubber tappers).  A few ranchers have been attacked and killed by groups of rubber tappers.

Environmentalists complain that ranchers burn down too much of the rainforest.  Settlers claim legal ownership over ranchers’ land when they have cleared the forest on a plot and lived there for five years (squatters’ rights laws give land ownership titles to people who have occupied land for five years and put it to effective use).  The government has sometimes supported the rights of ranchers and at other times taken land from them and given it to settlers, Indians, or rubber tappers.

	Stop here

and discuss
	· How has ranchers’ land been threatened since the 1970s?

· Why have rubber tappers, Indians, settlers, and 
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	      environmentalists tried to take away ranchers’ land?


To stop other groups from taking away their land, the ranchers founded a successful political party to influence the government to protect their land.  In addition, many ranchers have taken matters into their own hands by preparing to kill to defend their property.  A leader of the ranchers’ political party expressed, “Today we have more than 70,000 guns, one for every man in the [ranchers’ political party], men who decided to stop being left out of our country’s history.”  Ranchers have been accused of killing Indians, settlers, and rubber tappers, but none have been convicted.

	Stop here

and discuss
	· Why did ranchers found a political party?

· How have ranchers responded to the threat of their land being 
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	      taken?


