Information on Rubber Tappers

	
	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 rubber tapper in the Brazilian rainforest.  Your family makes a living by tapping rubber from wild rubber trees and selling it.  You want the government to recognize your right to land that your family has used for over a hundred years.

Rubber tappers have lived in the Amazon rainforest for many generations.  In the 1800s large landowners recruited peasants from the economically depressed areas of eastern Brazil to tap the rubber from wild rubber trees in the Amazon rainforest.  The rubber was usually exported to other countries as a raw material for tires, shoes, rainwear, belts, hoses, and other products.  The rubber workers became known as seringueiros, or rubber tappers.  After 1900 most rubber landowners abandoned or sold their land.  But many rubber tappers stayed and continued to extract rubber and other rainforest products, such as Brazil nuts.  Generations of rubber tappers used environmentally sustainable techniques of taking what they needed to live without cutting down trees.
	Stop here

and discuss
	· When and why did rubber tappers come to the Amazon rainforest?
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	· How have rubber tappers made a living in the forest without destroying it?


In the 1960s and 1970s, the government encouraged the development of the Amazon, building roads, and encouraging cattle ranchers and landless Brazilians to settle in the rainforest.  These ranchers and settlers claimed the land that rubber tappers had used for generations.  Disputes arose over who legally owned the land.  When the government reached a compromise on land disputes, they usually divided the land, leaving rubber tappers without enough rubber trees to make a living.  (Each rubber tapper household needs to tap up to 200 trees as they appear naturally in the forest—at least 100 yards apart.  When rubber trees are planted close together, they die.)

	Stop here

and discuss
	· What happened in the 1960s and 1970s that changed the rubber tappers’ way of life?
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	· Why haven’t land dispute compromises created by the government worked for rubber tappers?


After losing land disputes during the 1960s and 1970s, rubber tappers began to organize into unions (groups of workers united for mutual benefit) with the help of Francisco “Chico” Mendes, Brazil’s famous defender of rubber tappers.  Mendes and other leaders used nonviolent tactics to stop ranchers from kicking rubber tappers off the land they had used for generations.  In the 1980s rubber tappers began to demand that the government create extractive reserves—large portions of the natural rainforest set aside for common use by a community of rubber tappers.  Several such reserves have since been created, preserving millions of hectares of forest.

	Stop here

and discuss
	· How have rubber tappers responded to land disputes?  What have the results been?
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	· What do rubber-tapper unions do?


The future of rubber tappers is uncertain.  Many ranchers resent rubber-tapper leaders like Chico Mendes and have responded by violently attacking them.  Over 1,000 rural organizers and union leaders were murdered from 1985 to 1995—including Chico Mendes in 1988—and of these cases only 10 went to trial.  Moreover, rubber tappers have found it increasingly difficult to compete with modern rubber-plantation harvest methods.

	Stop here

and discuss
	· How have ranchers attempted to stop rubber tapper unions?

· Why is the future of rubber tappers uncertain?
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