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Key Messages & Recommendations 
1) The Amazon has been treated as an experimental 

laboratory for modernization and development 
policies and politics since World War II. The un-
differentiated green on maps belies the complex-
ity of regional economies, accelerated dynamics 
of land use change, rapid urbanization, and 
structural changes that have accompanied Ama-
zonian integration into national and interna-
tional politics and economies. The current con-
text includes accelerated globalization and 
international commodity demand, expanding 
environmental concerns, and planetary change. 

2) Modernization policies and large-scale regional 
planning initially unfolded under mostly author-
itarian Pan-Amazonian regimes, emphasizing 
national integration as well as Cold War politics. 
This stimulated early infrastructure investment 
(1960s) as well as state and private colonization 
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programs to physically occupy the Amazon and 
serve as alternatives to agrarian reform in more 
settled and contested areas. In addition, a series 
of targeted and highly subsidized regional corpo-
rate economic programs and growth poles were 
advanced to promote mining, hydrocarbons, en-
ergy, agroindustry, and livestock. These settle-
ments often impinged on Indigenous peoples and 
local communities (IPLCs)’ territories.  

3) The idea of “modernization” emphasized deep 
structural change supported by an understand-
ing of nature as an inert platform or as an obsta-
cle to development, valuable only as a source of 
raw materials and prone to tropical diseases. 
This was the basis for development policies and 
planning in the Amazon that were largely indif-
ferent to its ecologies, and perceived the Amazon 
as a demographic void. 
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4) Yet, the Amazon was not empty. It has been in-
habited for at least 12,000 years and is currently 
occupied by a diversity of people with multiple 
livelihood strategies. However, land-use in the 
Amazon is increasingly dominated by simplified 
monocultural systems, and mineral, hydrocar-
bon, and timber extraction, largely export-ori-
ented. 

5) Amazonians live in ranches, farms, mining 
camps, Indigenous and traditional territories, 
forests, and villages, but most live in the region’s 
cities. Complex dynamics of circular migration, 
multi-sited households, and polyvalent income 
strategies involving state transfers and intra-
family remittances underlie vibrant rural-urban 
interactions and widespread forest/river de-
pendence in the Amazon. 

6) Erratic public policies, limited technical support, 
uncertain tenure, violence, and money launder-
ing from illicit activities, combined with the vola-
tility of small farm prices, have contributed to the 
emergence of multiple forms of clandestine 
economies1. Rural instabilities and contested 

land rights have also been instrumental in fuel-
ing migration throughout the region. 

7) The insights and interests of local people, both 
urban and rural, native and migrant, are often 
overlooked. These groups are generating alterna-
tive approaches to manage and restore land-
scapes, elaborating new marketing systems and 
forms of governance. These systems can serve as 
the models for a necessary shift in the approach 
to and practices of sustainable development in 
the Amazon. 

 
Abstract This chapter presents the major ideas, ac-
tors, and practices that have shaped the Amazon’s 
current development and deforestation dynamics. 
Outlining general periods of macro policy, it traces 
the evolution of today’s complex interactions among 
diverse livelihoods, conservation, and production 
systems, both legal and clandestine. It highlights 
how Amazonians have continuously adapted to 
changing circumstances while fighting to advance 
their own proposals for conservation and equity in 
development. 

Figure 14.1 Amazonian landscapes are shaped by development policies, globalization, financialization, and grassroots social 
movements 
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The modernization imperative: Development 
planning, programs, and processes The notion of 
modernization in the Amazon presumed a shift 
from traditional organizational forms of society and 
institutions — strongly oligarchic and unequal — into 
modern economic, social, and political structures. 
This required strong state intervention in the econ-
omy, and the coordination of banking, investment, 
and infrastructure through regional planning pro-
grams and agencies that would override local cote-
ries in favor of national political control, and usu-
ally, external interest groups2–4. Most Amazonian 
populations were ignored by this approach. 
 
The vast forest appeared to Brazilian and other Am-
azonian military strategists and planners as a demo-
graphic void that could be transformed, tamed, and 
integrated into a modern state5–9. State-led pro-
grams to develop “empty lands” produced continu-
ing struggles over control, access, and resource 
management among local populations, the state, 
large scale corporations, and recent arrivals.  
 
Between the 1960’s and 1990’s, state-led develop-
ment in the Pan-Amazon emphasized territorial in-
tegration and occupation via infrastructure devel-
opment, large-scale transfers of public land to 
private owners (see Chapter 15), and colonization 
programs, leading to explosive deforestation and 
widespread social conflict. Eventually, environmen-
tal problems, human rights abuses, inequities and 
invisibilities in investment, and severe corruption 
led to global outcry, international disinvestment, 
and national movements that were instrumental in 
the region’s transition to democracy10–13. 
 
Democratization and its fluctuations Indigenous 
people and local communities (IPLCs), and allies 
from labor movements, urban environmentalists, 
and entrepreneurial groups, successfully pushed for 
conservation approaches, laws, and institutions that 
recognized the important role of historical Amazo-
nian populations in both creating the Amazon’s eco-
logical complexity as well as in protecting forested 
landscapes14–19. New ways of thinking about the role 
of Amazonian forests focused on global and regional 

climate dynamics, environmental services, ex-
panded ecological economics, recognition of the 
rights of nature, and concerns over environmental 
justice20–22. This period saw new constitutions, the 
creation of national environmental agencies, and 
the emergence of the idea of socio-environmental-
ism. 
 
Neoliberalism and extractive economies Yet, 
while socio-environmentalism increasingly influ-
enced Amazonian policy, macro-development eco-
nomic policies associated with the “Washington 
consensus” or neoliberalism worked counter to 
these approaches through their deregulatory 
stances, limitations on state actions, privatization, 
extensive national opening to international invest-
ment, political decentralization, and tariff-free 
trade. During the early post-authoritarian period of 
the 1990s, extreme fiscal instability and political 
volatility, triggered by Neoliberal policies and re-
quired by international lending organizations, led to 
the revamping of strict neoliberal approaches (see 
Chapter 17). The subsequent model, known as “Neo-
extractivism,” maintained trade reforms, privatiza-
tion, and export orientation, but engaged more in 
social policy, including anti-poverty initiatives such 
as conditional cash transfers (Bolsa Família, Bolsa 
Verde). 
 
Global commodities markets have played a signifi-
cant role in the Amazon since colonial times, but in 
earlier phases were not predicated on large-scale 
deforestation or land degradation as with today’s ex-
port-led development23 (Figure 14.2). This expan-
sion coincided with a commodity boom, new tech-
nologies to access natural resources, new 
production technologies, and strong demand, espe-
cially from Asian countries. Sustained high prices 
for a diversity of commodities (ore, gold, timber, hy-
drocarbons, meat, coca, and oil seeds) lifted Amazo-
nian economies into the top ranks of global produc-
ers. Combined with a long history of land 
speculation, commodity prices fueled illegal land 
grabbing and deforestation, since deforested land 
was long perceived to be more profitable than stand-
ing forests and better at guaranteeing land claims24–

28.
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McKay (2017)29 summarizes the current extractive 
system as having four features; (1) large volumes of 
materials extracted, destined for export with little or 
no processing; (2) value-chain concentration and 
sectoral disarticulation; (3) intense environmental 
degradation; and (4) deterioration of labor opportu-
nities and/or conditions.  
 
Structural changes at the political, social, and eco-
nomic levels that currently frame Amazonian dy-
namics also involve (1) new forms of finance for both 
development and conservation, (2) a rise in clandes-
tine economies, (3) the expansion of access and en-
ergy infrastructure, and 4) urbanization. 
 
Amazonian financialization South American de-
velopment banks and state-owned commercial 

banks have decreased their role in providing loans 
and investment capital for agriculture, agroforestry, 
mining, timber, and even infrastructure. New actors 
(i.e., private banks, hedge funds, sovereign wealth 
funds, pension funds, and new financial instru-
ments) play an increasingly large role in the region’s 
production, consumption, and conservation prac-
tices.  
 
There has also been a notable shift in international 
development finance away from the Inter-American 
Development Bank and the World Bank towards the 
China Development Bank and the China Export-Im-
port Bank30, partially due to the limited socio-envi-
ronmental conditionalities placed on their loans. 

Figure 14.2 Deforestation in the Brazilian Amazon in response to policy changes, 2000-2020. 



Chapter 14 in Brief: Amazon in motion: Changing politics, development strategies, peoples, landscapes, and liveli-
hoods 

Science Panel for the Amazon 5 

This may destabilize perceived gains from former fi-
nanciers’ adoption of best practices for environ-
mental protection and social responsibility31,32. 
 
Perhaps the most notable change is the creation of 
new instruments for generating financial dividends 
from conservation itself through payments for envi-
ronmental services like greenhouse gas sequestra-
tion, estimated to be worth USD 21 billion annually 
in the Brazilian Amazon. In 2008, the USD 1.1 billion 
Amazon Fund was established, the world’s largest 
deforestation control financial instrument at the 
time, and a lynchpin of the strategy of mobilizing fi-
nance and trade mechanisms for reducing emis-
sions from deforestation and forest degradation 
(REDD or REDD+; see Chapters 25 and 29). This in-
vestment, along with the advancement of new land 
rights, forms of conservation, and marketing re-
gimes, had significant effects in controlling of defor-
estation from 2004 to 201219,33–37. 
 
Clandestine economies Clandestine economies 
emerge alongside, and converge with, regulated, 
lawful, and formalized economies, as is the case of 
illegal land acquisitions laundered through live-
stock (see Chapter 15). Gold moves rapidly into for-
mal circuits, and coca operates through a complex 
parallel economy. For workers, these economies 
supplement household income generated from agri-
culture, urban or rural waged labor, petty com-
merce, urban formal and informal work, conditional 
cash transfers, pensions, and remittances.  
 
Gold Hundreds of thousands of families across the 
Pan Amazon are engaged in small-scale mining, of-
ten unregulated, and the trend is increasing given 
high gold prices and the economic impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Politically-active miners de-
fend informal mining’s easy access and redistribu-
tive character, in contrast to large-scale formal min-
ing, which often involves international mining 
companies and national subsidies12,38,39. Invasions 
of miners into protected areas and IPLCs lands have 
sparked widespread conflict and violence, as for ex-
ample in the Yanomami, Kayapó, and Munduruku 
Indigenous areas and in many protected reserves40.  
 

The Global Initiative Against Transnational Orga-
nized Crime (2017)41 notes that illegal gold mining is 
rapidly spreading across the Amazon, particularly 
in Venezuela, Colombia, and the Guyanas. Extract-
ing gold requires a combination of forest removal, 
soil pit mining, river bank blasting, and the use of 
liquid mercury in processing, posing a major threat 
to Amazonian land and aquatic biodiversity, water 
quality, forest carbon stocks, human health, and 
ecosystem resilience42. Mercury toxicity in Amazo-
nian waterways now constitutes one of the largest 
threats to Amazonian fisheries, livelihoods, and di-
ets (see Chapter 21).   
 
Land grabbing Land grabbing often involves defor-
estation to demonstrate “productive use” and justify 
a land title. Forest clearing also discourages other 
potential claimants from invading the area, and 
eliminates access to forest resources by those who 
might depend on them43 (see Chapter 15). Through-
out the Amazon, land clearing, often along new 
roads, has been used to capture state resources and 
as a speculative asset. The recent relaxation of en-
forcement and the granting of amnesty for areas al-
ready cleared have functionally decriminalized de-
forestation caused by land grabbing44–46. Recent 
uses of geolocation to “ratify” holdings as part of 
false titles is now widespread. IPLCs’ territories, un-
designated lands, and collective holdings are targets 
in Brazil, Peru, and Colombia44,47–53 (see Chapter 18). 
 
Logging Illegal logging is rampant in the Brazilian 
Amazon, and supplies more timber than legal log-
ging54–57 (see Chapter 29). Much of the timber that 
appears in official statistics as coming from areas 
being deforested legally or from legal forest man-
agement is actually being “laundered” from illegal 
logging58. In Colombia, 47% of sold wood is illegal59. 
In Brazil, the current federal administration re-
versed regulations that outlawed suspicious timber 
shipments, making such exports legal and further 
intertwining illegal with legal processes. 
 
Coca Coca leaf chewing is a traditional practice that 
can alleviate hunger, cold, and fatigue. A crop that 
can be flexibly produced, and has a global market 
estimated at over USD 100 billion per year60,61, coca 
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generates considerable employment as well as rev-
enue, is locally processed, and integrates well into 
agroforestry systems. The instability of farming sys-
tems, erratic policy, and the explosion of cocaine 
use in the developed world beginning in the 1970s 
drive this economy and related violence.  
 
As a means of money laundering, investment, and 
land speculation, coca often works in tandem with 
livestock, land claiming, and speculation60,62. Ex-
panding use of herbicides for coca eradication has 
contaminated legal croplands, marginalized pro-
ducers, triggered displacement and migration into 
both forests and urban areas, exacerbated political 
tensions, threatened Indigenous areas and conser-
vation zones, and poisoned non-target plants and 
animals63. 
 
Infrastructure Rising global demand for commodi-
ties (see Chapters 15 and 17), and the imperative of 
regional and global integration and geopolitics, 
drive large-scale infrastruc3ture development (Fig-
ure 14.3)64,65,66,67,68. Infrastructure programs are 
rarely assessed for their potential effects52,69–71 or 
evaluated for their economic viability52,72–74. The 
purported labor benefits of these large, expensive 
projects are often exaggerated, as international con-
tractors often arrive with their own work crews. This 
sector has been rife with scandal in Amazonian 
countries. 
 
Roads Roads have become primary sites of land 
speculation and drivers of deforestation (see Chap-
ter 19) in the Amazon. Road paving, or the mere an-
nouncement of plans for it, causes an immediate in-
crease in the price of land along a highway12, 
stimulating land speculation. Initial occupation can 
also occur as large areas are appropriated by land-
grabbers (grileiros), who then subdivide the claims 
and sell the land in smaller parcels; alternatively, 
land consolidators may use multiple names to ac-
quire larger holdings. Areas along rivers are in-
creasingly targets for clearing via claiming. This has 
been well documented in Colombia, and is wide-
spread in Ecuador. 
 
 

Ports Nearly 100 major industrial river ports have 
been built on the Brazilian Amazon’s major rivers 
over the past two decades, and more than 40 are 
planned. Many have been internationally financed 
and built by commodity companies with little gov-
ernment oversight. These ports have transformed 
the region, opening it to agribusiness and reducing 
transport costs for export commodities. However, 
this boom in port infrastructure often comes at the 
expense of the environment, traditional riverine 
communities, and riparian ecologies75–78. 
 
Dams The construction of dams and hydroelectric 
plants remains a major development strategy across 
the region, while the deep social and environmental 
consequences are largely ignored (see Chapters 19 
and 20). Documented social effects include dis-
placement of local populations, loss of livelihoods 
from fisheries, changes in aquatic ecologies, CO2 
and methane releases, and water contamination70,79. 
In May of 2021, the Brazilian congress passed new 
legislation that largely eliminated environmental li-
censing requirements for major infrastructure pro-
jects, including dams. 
 
Export dependency and precarious states Pan-
Amazonian states have become increasingly de-
pendent on exports of low value-added products 
(see Chapter 29). While gross domestic product 
(GDP) has increased across the Amazon, inequality 
and precarity remain central issues and were exac-
erbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
Amazonian states suffer from continuing political 
instability, with frequent policy reversals or shifts in 
emphasis that increase volatility in prices, policy, 
and implementation. Causes of instability include 
impeachments, “self-coups”, denial of election re-
sults, suspected voting fraud, suicides, and political 
intransigence within general accusations of corrup-
tion. Moreover, the lack of transparency, poor deliv-
ery of promised services, and favoritism in many 
contract and bidding processes demoralizes regula-
tory institutions, heightens distrust of government, 
and promotes illegality80–82.
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Figure 14.3 Map of infrastructure and major mineral and agricultural regions. 
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In spite of the current “commodity consensus” pol-
icy framework, new innovative economies based on 
traditional Amazonian crops (e.g., açai, guarana, ca-
cao) and introduced coffee have gained force. How-
ever, these remain largely niche crops, whose value 
and value chains are quite different from large-scale 
commodity dynamics (see Chapter 29). 
 
Amazonian people on the ground In the midst of 
these powerful processes, the diverse people who 
live in the Amazon continue to respond as best they 
can to increasingly precarious options for making a 
living. They draw on Indigenous cosmologies and 
practices dating back millennia, as well as unique 
cultural identities and systems of management of 
natural resources that have evolved in each Amazo-
nian country and locality, while adapting to rapidly-
changing new drivers and processes that increas-
ingly constrain their possibilities83–87. 
 
The settlement patterns of Amazonian populations 
are highly complex and dynamic, including diverse 
patterns of migration by peoples internal and exter-
nal to the region, as well as between urban and rural 
areas (Figure 14.4)68,66,88,89. The region’s population 
is highly concentrated in urban areas, including 
large numbers of Indigenous peoples25,90. There are 
thousands of planned and unplanned settlements in 
the Amazon, ranging from formalized private colo-
nization, corporate planned cities, and state-led col-
onization, to informal settlements, boom town ex-
plosions, landless occupations, and do-it-yourself 
de facto agrarian reforms91,92. However, high popu-
lations densities do not always lead to forest loss and 
can drive forest transitions or maintain forests19,93. 
The rural urban continuum Persistent poverty among 
Amazonian residents has contributed to mobility 
and migration, a regular re-engagement with cities 
and markets, and for many, intensified rural-urban 
links and exchanges of commercial and subsistence 
goods, often through the use of complex informal so-
cial and market networks of kinship, clientelism, 
and patronage93–96. Rural conflict, violence, and in 
some cases climate change, also contribute to this 
complex reengagement with a new kind of urbanism 
and rurality. 
 

Living and livelihoods in the urban-rural matrix Even 
when forested, rural areas in the Amazon, especially 
those near towns, can have high population densi-
ties, and strong relations to family or small-scale ag-
riculture, agroforestry, fishing, and forest liveli-
hoods97–101. Rural-based extractive activities are 
important sources of employment and income for 
urban residents, who move to cities to seek income, 
state services, urban amenities, and transportation 
arrangements96,102. Substantial numbers of Brazil-
ian families depend on conditional cash transfer 
programs as well as remittances that have to be col-
lected in urban centers.  
 
Multi-sited households and family networks shape 
the urban and rural landscapes of the region, sup-
porting well-established patterns of circulation and 
exchange across short and long distances96,102–104. 
Incomes come from different combinations of agri-
cultural and resource-based activities, urban em-
ployment, and niche-market opportunities. The role 
of remittances is increasingly important, both from 
cities to rural areas (and the reverse) and from 
abroad, particularly from large diasporic communi-
ties in Ecuador, Colombia, and Venezuela.  
 
Multi-strata and multi-species peri-urban and ur-
ban agroforests and fisheries, supported by local 
ecological knowledge and practices, are increas-
ingly important for food security, medicines, reli-
gious materials, and petty commerce under the con-
ditions of precarity and low wages18,105–112. Agro-
urban ecosystems  can also provide environmental 
services, and assist in moderating heat island ef-
fects, pollution, and water infiltration113–115. Peri-ur-
ban areas are becoming important for local food 
supplies. Urban-rural connections could be en-
hanced with better participation in local actions to 
support linkages for both urban and rural agroeco-
logical and production activities (see Chapter 34). 
 
Urban socioenvironmental issues Vast majorities 
of Amazonian municipalities have less than 10% of 
their sewage treated116. Such issues are becoming 
more complex, with increasing patterns of climate-
related flooding overwhelming the infrastructure 
that does exist, and hammering settled areas near 
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Figure 14.4 Distribution of settlements by type in Brazil’s Legal Amazon region; source: Yanai, 2017 127. 
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storm- and flood-vulnerable waterways. Strong 
droughts can undermine rural production, while 
heat island temperatures make urban areas more 
than 5oC degrees hotter than adjacent nonurban ar-
eas113. As urban areas grow, pollution is becoming 
more extreme, causing increased outbreaks of wa-
terborne and mosquito-borne diseases, in addition 
to mercury and oil contamination and industrial 
pollution117–120 (see Chapter 21). Air quality con-
cerns are becoming more important as vast fires 
proliferate in the dry season121,122. These increased 
the vulnerability of local populations to COVID-19 
and other respiratory illnesses. 
 
Amazonian urban areas also experience significant 
crime and violence, reflecting the dynamics of pov-
erty, inequality, and clandestine economies. The 
Amazonian capitals of Manaus, Belém, and Macapá 
are among the 50 most violent cities in the world (41 
of which are in Latin America)123. 
 
Social movements, development paradigms, and 
governance According to Global Witness (2020)124, 
Amazonian countries lead the world in the fre-
quency of murders of human rights activists, Indig-
enous rights leaders, and forest guardians. National 
and subnational governments have generally re-
sisted creating more robust participatory institu-
tions (or undermined those which do exist) through 
which affected communities can engage in in-
formed consent around big infrastructure pro-
jects125,126. 
 
In the absence of effective participatory structures, 
local and especially Indigenous movements have 
sometimes made headway through large scale pub-
lic protest. Amazonian movements have influenced 
political institutions through the concept of Buen Vi-
vir (Good Living), and the rights of nature (the Pacha-
mama) enshrined in the constitutions of Ecuador, 
Bolivia, Colombia, and Peru. Insurgent movements 
and demonstrations roiled Colombia, Brazil, Peru, 
Bolivia, and Ecuador extensively in 2020 and 2021. 
In addition, Indigenous groups increasingly turn to 
international organizations and trans-basin organ-
izing to pressure governments to respect human 

rights, citizenship, and territories in a context of in-
creasing violence and land grabbing. 
 
Conclusions The complexity of Amazonian forests, 
peoples, and cultures has been widely undervalued 
and diminished in the name of modernization, civi-
lization, religion, taming the wild, and national sov-
ereignty, among others. As nation states made their 
mark on Amazonian lands, gridding them out, cre-
ating new settlements, and punching roads through 
forests, Amazonian countries have reinvented re-
source dependency as national economic strategies, 
and now key elements of their foreign exchange. 
This has been achieved through the expansion of 
mining, fossil fuel extraction, monoculture agricul-
ture, and infrastructure to support the export and 
flight of national wealth, the creation and deepening 
of inequalities, and the destruction of natural capi-
tal. Large clandestine economies of plundered tim-
ber, stolen lands, illegal gold, and coca production, 
alongside continuing streams of migration, sea-
sonal labor, and a bricolage of urban and rural live-
lihood tactics, frame the contours of precarity for 
much of the region’s population. The politics of pre-
vailing forms of destruction lock out alternative 
ideas and practices that regional populations ad-
vance. Those groups have defended a concept of de-
velopment based on “multiple” and “hybrid” moder-
nities and multiple kinds of worlds, sustained by 
systems of local knowledge, different relations to 
nature, social innovation, equity, and environmen-
tal services. This approach represents a necessary 
alternative to the current systems of plunder that 
dominate the region. 
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