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ENTANGLED TERRITORIALITIES 

ON THE FRINGE OF DEVELOPMENT: 

An investigation on riverine peoples of the “Terra do Meio” and the impacts 

of the Belo Monte dam in the state of Pará, Brazilian Amazon



THE REGIONAL CONTEXT



THE REGIONAL CONTEXT





MAIN ENERGY MATRIX IS HYDROELECTRIC

Source EPE, 2016



VÍDEO https://vimeo.com/181499587



THE BELO MONTE DAM





THE BELO MONTE DAM HAS:

• diverted the flow of the Xingu river;

• devastated an extensive area of the 
Brazilian rainforest;

• displaced over 20.000 people;

• threatened the survival of traditional 
populations;

• been suspended several times;

• received the greatest financing in the 
BNDES history. 

Belo Monte is located in the River Xingu–

The second largest hydrographic 

basin in the Amazon and second in 

hydropower potential.

The construction started in 2011, first 

turbine operational in April  2016.

Belo Monte flooded 478 km2



The diagram was elaborated with information from  the Environmental  Study and Report of Belo Monte dam
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WHO IS AFFECTED BY THE DAM?
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Fonte: NASA Earth Observatory images by Joshua Stevens, using Landsat data from the U.S. Geological Survey.

Before the Belo Monte dam construction After the Belo Monte dam construction



Image by Rubens Crispim JrSource: Diálogo Chino

R$ 2.56 billion for the transmission system of the Belo 

Monte dam

State Grid Corporation of China is the largest electrical 

utility in the world



POWER GRID OVERVIEW

Source: ANEEL

The National 

Interconnected Electricity 

System (SIN)

• Multiple interconnected 

distribution complexes 

that transport electricity 

to various regions of 

the country



“Will the resources in the Amazon once more be used to fuel the 

Center-South of the country (…)? 

Will this new dynamic generate benefits for the Amazon? 

Or, on the contrary, will the region only be ravaged by the 

perverse social and environmental impacts?” 

(BECKER, 2012, p.789)



This PhD dissertation aims:

1. to understand new challenges for environmental 
governance in Brazilian Amazon from the study’s 
case of the impacts of Belo Monte dam;

2. to discuss the riverine territoriality in Terra do Meio
using an interdisciplinary approach;

3. to highlight the riverine people perspective on the 
impacts brought about by the Belo Monte dam;

4. to analyze the ongoing compensatory and mitigating 
measures of Belo Monte in Terra do Meio.



TERRITORIALITY: 

A THEORETICAL AND INTERDISCIPLINARY 

DEBATE ON THE CONCEPT

SYMBOLIC DIMENSION

Control (immaterial)

Power in the sense of appropriation

Territorial Identity

Inhabited and perceived space

Culture, Beliefs and values

Behavior

CONCRETE DIMENSION

Physical control of access to resources, 
things and people

Power in the sense of domination

Borders

Subsistence strategies 

Spatial organization

Use of land

Adaptive strategies



• Some fundamental dimensions for the reflection on territoriality: 

• (1) covers the notion of control (Sack 1986), limit and appropriation as it 
relates to the manner of appropriation of space and its different practices 
(Raffestin 1980); 

• (2) acts and articulates different scales, from the local scale, personal and 
more quotidian, to the more complex and wide scale, which brings forth the 
relation of disengagement between local and global (Giddens 1991); 

• (3) dialogues with identity and culture as it brings forth the notion of territorial 
rights to the debate; 

• (4) finally, refers us to the notion of power and, subsequently, of disputes and 
conflicts between distinct logics and manners of conceiving space and its 
resources (Becker 2010).

•



METHODS AND DATA COLLECTION

• Bibliographic review

• Survey the official documents

• Participant observation

• Ethnography methods

• Grounded theory

Bernard, 2006
Minayo, 2000Krueger, 1994 Morgan, 1998

• Software Atlas TI

• Software GIS analysis and mapping

• 130 Semi-structured interviews

• 25 Key informant interviews/meetings

• 3 fieldworks





THE STUDY AREA

Source: ISA, 2013.



• Ecological Station;

• Biological Reserve;

• National Park;

• Natural Monument;

• Wildlife Refuge

• Environmental Protection Area; 

• Area of Relevant Ecological 
Interest;

• National Forest; 

• Private Reserve of Natural 
Heritage;

• Fauna Reserve;

• Sustainable Development Reserve;

• Extractive Reserves

NATIONAL SYSTEM OF CONSERVATION UNITS (SNUC)

SUSTAINABLE USE GROUP FULL PROTECTION GROUP



THE EXTRACTIVE RESERVE (RESEX)

• Alto Juruá Resex was created in 1990, after Chico Mendes (the rubber leader) was killed;

• Today there are 89 Resex spread in 17 states of Brazil;

• An integrated conservation-development concept;

• Effective barriers to deforestation (Nepstad et al. 2006);

• Dinamic laboratories for investigating human-environment interaction (Allegretti,1990);

• Co-management system involving the government, the community, and individuals;

• The (lack of) visibility of the social struggles in the Amazon.



WHO ARE THE TRADITIONAL RIVERINE PEOPLES IN 

TERRA DO MEIO?

• Descended from immigrant rubber-tappers;

• Dual housing arrangements (river- city);

• Specific modes of ecological adaptation;

• Combine extractive, agricultural practices and hunting;

• Fish is the main source of protein.

“The Amazonian Caboclo is the most important population in the environmental context and socio-political development of post-conquest

Amazonia and the most important human adaptive system found in the region” (Moran 1974).

“For many years they have developed from a isolated population in the forest where they engaged in rubber tapping and were semi-

enslaved by rubber barons, to one which engaged in commercial trade with city dwellers through diversified production of fruits,

vegetables, and other agricultural and forest products” (Chibnik 1978).













THE RIVERINE PERSPECTIVE ON THE IMPACT 

OF THE BELO MONTE DAM 

“After the dam it is too bad to visit my family and my 

friends in Altamira (…) To go to the RUCs only paying taxi 

or moto-taxi ant it is too expensive for us”

• Breakdown of social ties

• Decreased purchasing power of 

riverine families

“So, I'm really worried about the amount of fish. 

(…) Nowadays, the effort to fish is double”

“Our fish was depreciated by the dam”

• Decreasing supply of fish

• More violence in the city;

“The NESA (enterprise) only looked at the Indigenous 

side and the dam affected us in the same way, 

because we are all pretty close, we lived on the 

riverbank of the same river and we were forgotten”

“Altamira has changed a lot, today I am afraid of 

violence! 

• Exclusion of rights



“WE HAD BEEN FORGOTTEN”



OVERLAPPING TERRITORIES
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MAIN CONTRADICTIONS

1 – LIVELIHOOD

* Urban Riverine    #     Rural Riverine

2 – ETNICITY IDENTITY

* Indigenous Population #    Riverine Population

3 – CONSERVATION CATEGORIES

* Sustainable Use Conservation Unit     #    Full Protection Conservation Unit 

THE MITIGATION AND COMPENSATION SITUATION IS VERY CONFUSED



CONTRADICTION 1- LIVELIHOOD

• Dual - housing arrangements (rural- urban 

link)

• The importance of Altamira city in their

livelihood; 

• The city is inside the Belo Monte ADA 

(Direct Affected Area) “Every two months I need to go to the city, and 

sometimes I spend about 3 months there. My wife is 

sick and she has to stay near the hospital”

“There‘ is a lot of things to do in the city, for example, to 

get the Bolsa Família payment or to buy some 

medicine. We go by boat when the river is full and by 

the road when the river is dry.”

“I go to town five or six time per year. I stay at my 

mother in law house and I just go to the support 

house to see the people.”



CONTRADICTION 2 - ETNICITY IDENTITY

• The  Indigenous 

Environmental Basic Plan

• TI Cachoeira Seca was 

considered as directly

effected by Belo Monte 

dam;

“The indigenous villages had the rights to everything, even today there is a gasoline and motorboat for them”

Arara

“The NESA (enterprise) only looked at the Indigenous side and the dam affected us in the same way, 

because we are all pretty close, we lived on the riverbank of the same river and we were forgotten”



2 - Sustainable Use Conservation Unit just 

can allocate the resourses under very 

specific conditions

1 – Priority for the Full Protection 

Protected Conservation Units 

CONTRADICTION 3 - CONSERVATION CATEGORIES

The Environmental Compensation is one of the 

major sources of funds for consolidating the 

national system of conservations units in Brazil.



THE FEDERAL ENVIRONMENTAL COMPENSATION PLAN 



FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

The findings of the study’s case indicates how:

• discuss multiple scales is fundamental to analyze the impacts of mega dams;

• analyze human territoriality may create visibility for the claims of populations;

• the riverine perpective about the impacts evidences environmental governance

contradictions and the desarticulation of stakeholders;

• the compensatory and mitigating measures have an evident role to discuss

enviromental justice in Amazon region;

• the Belo Monte dam has reshaped new inequalities and new invisibilities among

protected areas.



E-mail: mairageo@gmail.com           

Skype: maira.fainguelernt

Obrigada!

Thank you!


