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Abstract: 

Since at least the early 1920s, the Brazilian state, representing local interests and collaborating with 

foreign consulting firms, national companies, and international corporations, has pursued the 

construction of hydroelectric power plants in Amazonia. Between 1961 and 1989, Brazil installed its 

first large dams in the region. From the 1970s onward, the country increasingly embraced a 

development model centered on large-scale infrastructure, with dam building playing a central role. 

The Brazilian dictatorship (1964-1985), promoted these projects as symbols of technical mastery over 

nature and as instruments for national security, territorial occupation, and economic growth. For the 

regime, dam construction represented both progress and modernization. Amazonia was viewed as an 

inhospitable and underutilized space that required social and geographic transformation; as it turned 

out, they took issue, particularly with traditional peoples and their ways of life. 

This research focuses on the establishment of the first large hydroelectric plants in Brazilian Amazonia, 

testing the hypothesis that these dams served purposes that went well beyond supporting national and 

economic progress by bringing electricity to the people. The five projects analyzed are the Coaracy 

Nunes Hydropower Plant (formerly Pared«o, initiated in 1961 and inaugurated in 1975), Curu§-Una 

operation in 1977, Tucuru² inaugurated in 1984, and Balbina and Samuel (both completed in 1989). 

Following these developments, dam building in the region paused until resuming in the 2000s. 

However, the plans conceived during the period studied, despite limited clarity about their design 

details and underlying motivations, continue to shape Amazoniaôs broader hydropower trajectory. 

This thesis draws on extensive archival research to trace how these projects materialized, exposing 

often-concealed initiatives that unfolded alongside dam construction. It contrasts official narratives 

with counter-narratives from social movements and examines how the first HPPs were integrated into 

a broader framework that promoted road building, industrial expansion, and changes in land use. This 

framework has resulted in a lasting legacy, characterized by environmental degradation, deforestation, 

biodiversity loss, disruptions to soil and river systems, contamination of water and land, insufficient 

urban and transportation infrastructure, and persistent violations of fundamental human rights, among 

other consequences. 

The research presents a diverse set of findings. Hydropower development in Amazonia emerged from 

public policies and ideologies aligned with foreign institutions, the dispossession of Indigenous lands, 

and preferential deals benefiting state-linked and private corporations in sectors such as mining, real 

estate, logging, and forestry. Personal and political gains further shaped these developments during the 

transition from military-administered federal territories to civilian-led states. Energy security concerns, 

cost-benefit arguments for energy production, and strategic economic deals with state and private 

enterprises (including timber sales, mineral extraction, and land speculation) all contributed to the 

political justification of these projects. As a result, social conflicts intensified, revealing not just 

disputes over natural resources but also profound incompatibilities between divergent worldviews. 

These dynamics become particularly visible when analyzing historical documents like technical reports 

and media coverage. This research draws on a multidisciplinary body of literature, including political 

science, economics, anthropology, history, journalism, and environmental studies, while also 

incorporating primary documents from government archives (declassified files) and social movement 

records. The findings contribute to ongoing academic debates across the humanities and environmental 

sciences, highlighting critical pathways for future research on hydropower, state planning and 

environmental justice in Amazonia. 
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Abstract in Czech: 

PŚinejmenġ²m od poļ§tku 20. let minul®ho stolet² brazilskĨ st§t jm®nem lok§ln²ch elit a ve spolupr§ci se 

zahraniļn²mi poradenskĨmi firmami, n§rodn²mi spoleļnostmi a mezin§rodn²mi korporacemi, pl§noval a 

prosazoval vĨstavbu vodn²ch elektr§ren v Amazonii. V letech 1961-1989 Braz²lie v regionu instalovala 

prvn² velk® pŚehrady. Od 70. let se pak vĨstavba pŚehrad stala ¼stŚedn² souļ§st² modelu rozvoje 

zamŊŚen®ho na vĨstavbu rozs§hlĨch infrastrukturn²ch projektŢ. Brazilsk§ diktatura (1964-1985) tyto 

projekty propagovala jako symboly technick®ho ovl§dnut² pŚ²rody, jako n§stroje n§rodn² bezpeļnosti, 

kontroly a vyuģ²v§n² ¼zem² a take prostŚedky zajiġŠov§n² hospod§Śsk®ho rŢstu. Pro reģim pŚedstavovala 

vĨstavba pŚehrad pokrok a modernizaci. Amazonie byla vn²m§na jako nehostinnĨ a nedostateļnŊ 

vyuģ²vanĨ prostor, kterĨ vyģaduje soci§ln² a geografickou transformaci; ta, jak se uk§zalo, smŊŚovala v 

dŢsledku proti tradiļn²mu zpŢsobu ģivota m²stn²ch obyvatel. 

PŚedkl§danĨ vĨzkum se se soustŚed² na vznik prvn²ch velkĨch vodn²ch elektr§ren v brazilsk® Amazonii a 

ovŊŚuje hypot®zu, ģe vodn² d²la slouģila ¼ļelŢm daleko pŚesahuj²c²m pŚ²slib hospod§Śsk®ho pokroku 

prostŚednictv²m elektrifikace. K analĨze vyuģ²v§ pŊt pŚ²padovĨch studi²: vodn² elektr§rna Coaracy Nunes 

(dŚ²ve Pared«o, zah§jena v roce 1961 a slavnostnŊ otevŚena v roce 1975), Curu§-Una (v provozu od 1977), 

Tucuru² (otevŚen§ v roce 1984) a Balbina a Samuel (obŊ dokonļeny v roce 1989). N§slednŊ se vĨstavba 

pŚehrad v regionu zastavila, aģ do prvn²ho decennia 21. stolet². Pl§ny koncipovan® ve zkouman®m obdob² 

vġak navzdory nejasnostem ohlednŊ jejich technickĨch detailŢ i dopadŢ a z§kladn²ch motivŢ nad§le urļuj² 

ġirġ² trajektorii hydroenergetiky v Amazonii. 

Tato pr§ce se op²r§ o rozs§hlĨ archivn² vĨzkum, kterĨ sleduje, jak se tyto projekty zhmotŔovaly, a 

odhaluje ļasto skryt® iniciativy, kter® se rozv²jely soubŊģnŊ s vĨstavbou pŚehrad. Stav² do kontrastu 

ofici§ln² narrativy s protivypr§vŊn²mi soci§ln²ch hnut² a zkoum§, jak byly prvn² vodn² elektr§rny 

zaļlenŊny do ġirġ²ho paradigmatu rozvoje Amazonie, zaloģen®mu na vĨstavbŊ silnic, prŢmyslov® expanzi 

a zmŊn§ch ve vyuģ²v§n² pŢdy. Jeho vĨsledkem je trval® dŊdictv², kter® charakterizuje mj. zhorġov§n² 

ģivotn²ho prostŚed², odlesŔov§n², ztr§ta biologick® rozmanitosti, naruġen² pŢdn²ch a Ś²ļn²ch syst®mŢ, 

kontaminace vody a pŢdy, nedostateļn§ mŊstskou a dopravn² infrastrukturou a pŚetrv§vaj²c² poruġov§n²m 

z§kladn²ch lidskĨch pr§v. 

VĨzkum pŚin§ġ² jinĨ obraz stavby vodn²ch dŊl. Rozvoj hydroenergetiky v Amazonii vyplynul z veŚejnĨch 

politik a ideologi² harmonizovanĨch se zahraniļn²mi akt®ry, z vyvlastŔov§n² domorodĨch pozemkŢ a z 

preferenļn²ch dohod, z nichģ mŊly prospŊch na st§t napojen® a soukrom® spoleļnosti v odvŊtv²ch, jako je 

tŊģba nerostnĨch surovin, nemovitost², tŊģba dŚeva a lesnictv². Osobn² a politick® zisky d§le formovaly 

tento vĨvoj bŊhem pŚechodu od vojensky spravovanĨch feder§ln²ch ¼zem² k civilnŊ Ś²zenĨm st§tŢm. K 

politick®mu ospravedlnŊn² tŊchto projektŢ pŚispŊly obavy o energetickou bezpeļnost, argumenty o 

pomŊru n§kladŢ a vĨnosŢ pŚi vĨrobŊ energie a strategick® ekonomick® dohody se st§tn²mi a soukromĨmi 

podniky (vļetnŊ prodeje dŚeva, tŊģby nerostnĨch surovin a spekulac² s pŢdou). V dŢsledku toho se 

vyostŚily soci§ln² konflikty, kter® odhalily nejen spory o pŚ²rodn² zdroje, ale tak® hlubokĨ nesoulad mezi 

odliġnĨmi svŊton§zory. Tato dynamika je zvl§ġtŊ patrn§ pŚi analĨze historickĨch dokumentŢ, jako jsou 

technick® zpr§vy a medi§ln² pokryt² pl§nov§n² a realizace pŚehrad. PŚi jejich interpretaci vĨzkum vych§z² 

z multidisciplin§rn² literatury, zahrnuj²c² pohledy politologie, ekonomie, antropologie, historie, 

ģurnalistiky a environment§ln²ch studi². Materi§lovŊ je zaloģen na prim§rn²ch pramenech z vl§dn²ch 

archivŢ (odtajnŊn® spisy) a z§znamech soci§ln²ch hnut². ZjiġtŊn² pŚisp²vaj² k prob²haj²c²m akademickĨm 

debat§m napŚ²ļ humanitn²mi a environment§ln²mi vŊdami a upozorŔuj² na kritick® cesty pro budouc² 

vĨzkum vodn² energie, st§tn²ho pl§nov§n² a environment§ln² spravedlnosti v Amazonii. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

This thesis argues that 'bringing electricity to the people' was never the sole objective of dam 

construction in the Brazilian Amazonia. The task undertaken in this research is to unpack the 

underlying drivers behind the first five projects that took place in the region between 1961 and 

1989. In this study, óAmazonia3ô is perceived not solely as a geographical and historical frontier; 

it is understood as an economic and cultural space of relations4. 

1.1 Dams in an Economic Frontier of the Brazilian State: Amazonia  

The earliest records of incentives for hydroelectric development in Amazonia date back to the 

1920s, tied to the expansion of the North American automobile industry when the government 

of the state of Par§ launched a program to attract North American capital for investments in 

rubber, forestry, mining, and hydroelectric projects. The proposal was soon embraced by the 

federal government and elevated into a national political project (the first of its kind) aimed at 

exploiting AmazoniaËs natural resources through large-scale capitalist enterprises7. While Ford 

Motor Company's decision to establish Fordl©ndia in 1928, eventually, did not involve 

hydropower, the episode is representative in understanding how the region's economic project 

was driven by a locally rooted initiative rather than the imposition of the federal government 

planning. 

If the early efforts toward effective planning in Brazil can be traced to a hydraulic policy in 

response to the 1877ï79 drought in the Northeast, to the countryôs first structured Economic and 

Financial Recovery Plan (1898), or the General Transportation Plan (1890) a decisive move 

occurred in the 1930s. During this period, the Brazilian state expanded its role beyond regulatory 

 
3 This work adopts the term 'Amazonia' to maintain linguistic consistency with Spanish and Portuguese usage. The 

growing preference for 'Amazonia' over 'the Amazon' in scientific and academic writing reflects both the influence 

of decolonial perspectives and the increased sensitivity to issues of cultural representation. As adopted in Moretto 

et al., (2012) Amazonia is considered throughout this thesis as the corresponding region formed by the hydrographic 

basins of the Amazonia River and the Tocantins River in Brazil. 
4 The adoption of Frontier or Frente Pioneira ñPioneering Frontò as understood in this work, draws on the influence 

of Jos® de Souza Martins, in this view, frontier appears more than merely the movement of populations across 

territory. Rather, it is the place where the new is created; a space of emerging sociability formed through market 

relations and social contracts. It represents both a spatial and social situation that induces or invites modernization, 

the formulation of new ways of life, and social change (Martins, 2009, as cites in Borges, 2012, p.26; 61). 
7 In his seminal 1990 work, Francisco de Assis Costa analyzes the experience of Ford (than the largest company in 

the world and a leader of the U.S. automobile industry); on the Tapaj·s River,Stata of Par§, framing it as a regional 

development initiative challenging the traditional focus of Brazilian economic history steaming from Rio de Janeiroï

S«o Paulo axis (Costa, 2012, p.98). 
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functions to direct involvement in production and infrastructure. From that moment, a clear 

departure from economic liberalism began to take shape as the government moved to support 

industrialization by strengthening energy, transportation, communications, and basic industries 

while also adapting social infrastructure to meet the demands of an increasingly urban society 8. 

The creation of several regional planning institutions9 between the 1940s and the 1950s, like the 

SPVEA - Superintend°ncia do Plano de Valoriza­«o Econ¹mica da Amaz¹nia (Superintendency 

for the Economic Development Plan in Amazonia) marks a significant change in how the territory 

is understood and especially in Amazonia region, new roads emerged intersecting in areas with 

confirmed mining potential and, notably, the rapids and waterfalls, sites particularly suited for 

hydroelectric development; became known and accessible.  

Across the 1950s, major highways overcame geographical barriers that had long sustained 

isolated regional Amazonian markets10 characterized by a traditional mode of production in 

which resources are obtained directly from their natural environment: the collection of plants, 

hunting, and fishing, referred as the extractivist activities or extractive economy11. Highways are 

also overlaid on former river routes; in some areas, they align with existing paths; in others, they 

establish new, unprecedented nodes, or they deliberately bypass and leave older routes 

forgotten12.  

Throughout the 20th century, state intervention in Indigenous communities was shaped by an 

ideological framework of humanitarian protection, initially through the SPI - Servi­o de Prote­«o 

aos ĉndios (Indian Protection Service) and later through FUNAI - Funda­«o Nacional do ĉndio 

(National Indian Foundation). From the 1940s and 1950s onward, many Indigenous groups in 

Amazonia were contacted and forcibly settled by FUNAI, a process that continued into the 1970s 

and 1980s. State-led infrastructure projects such as highways (Bel®m-Bras²lia, Marab§-

Santar®m, Manaus-Porto Velho, and Cuiab§-Rio Branco), which cut through Indigenous 

territories, caused the displacements of entire communities. Not just roads. Illegal artisanal and 

small-scale or industrial gold mining, logging, hydroelectric dam construction, and the 

 
8 Instituto de Planejamento Econ¹mico e Social - IPEA, 1979, pp.11-20.  
9 Along with SPVEA: the Comiss«o do Vale do S«o Francisco (S«o Francisco Valley Commission) in 1948, the 

Superintend°ncia do Plano de Valoriza­«o da Fronteira Sudoeste do Pa²s (Superintendency of the Southwest Frontier 

Valorization Plan) in 1956, and the Superintend°ncia de Desenvolvimento do Nordeste (Superintendency for the 

Development of the Northeast) in 1959 (Chiquito, 2012, p.17). 
10 Becker,1982, p.169. 
11 Drummond, 1996, as cited in Gomes, 2018, p.130.  
12 Thery, 2005, as cited in Costa, 2012, p.114. 
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installation of power transmission lines13 precipitated devastating cultural and demographic 

collapses.  

The first industrial mining in the region, installed in the Territ·rio Federal do Amap§ - TFA 

(Federal Territory of Amap§)14 was led by a society of a Brazilian mining company with a North 

American steel trust, the Bethlehem Steel Corporation. The deposits of manganese ore had been 

known since at least 1934, but its exploitation only began in the 1950s, reflecting shifting 

geopolitical and economic interests during the early Cold War15. This undertaking triggered the 

initial push for the first hydroelectric plant construction in Amaz¹nia, the Pared«o Hydropower 

Power Plant HPP (later Coaracy Nunes HPP) that was financed with royalties from manganese 

exploration16. 

In 1952, another singular experience was taking place. To meet the industrial local needs, the 

municipal government of Santar®m commissioned Servix Engenharia, a company from Rio de 

Janeiro, to study the feasibility of a hydroelectric plant at the Palh«o falls on the Curu§-Una 

River. The local society worked on a previews extractivist (rosewood) road to access the site for 

future hydroelectric plant installation17. Unlike later federally driven projects, or foreseen by 

regional planning bodies, this initiative originated from the local authorities and entrepreneurs.  

While calls for greater state investment in Amazonia had been made long before and were 

partially incorporated into the 1946 Constitution18, the federal body in charge of planning the 

state interventions in the region, the SPVEA was created only in 1953. Until then, formal 

references to planning in Brazil were marked by persistent tensions and disputes over the role of 

the state, particularly regarding interventions to support capitalist development and the 

establishment of clear protective measures, such as tariff policies aimed at generating revenue. 

As private initiative often proved insufficient to meet the demands of a country undergoing 

 
13 Oliveria & Paoliello, 2021, p.129. 
14The Federal Territory of Amap§ was created to answer the locals questioning the negligence by the State of Para 

administration to prevent the emergence of settlements opposing national interests and to safeguard Brazilôs northern 

border with Franch Guiana in the context of World War II. Other assessments are discussed later in this research 

(Porto, 2003; Marques, 2009, as cited in Passos, 2017). 
15 Passos, 2017, p.17. 
16 Drummond, 2000, p.769. 
17 Figueiredo, 1953; Santos & Costa, 2020 p.57. 
18 The 1946 Constitution established the allocation of funds for the creation of regional agencies like the S«o 

Francisco Valley Commission and the Superintendency for the Economic Development Plan in Amazonia; both 

regions are understood as ñproblem regionsò (Chiquito, 2015, p.32). 
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industrialization, the government began to assume a direct role in the productive sector, acting 

as both entrepreneur and key investor in the economy. 

The top priority in SPVEA's investments was agriculture, industry, and extractivist activities, 

aiming at self-sufficiency and the production of export-oriented raw materials. The revenues are 

evident in the economic progress of Par§ State between 1954 and 196519. Other developments 

also took shape during this period. The body enabled, for instance, the first air network in 

Amazonia, reflecting the developmentalist ideas, especially within the Brazilian Air Force, which 

in times of peace should then be dedicated to development and national integration20. Identified 

as the SPVEA's flagship project was the construction of the Bel®m-Bras²lia Highway (installed 

between 1958 and 1963), which hosted colonies on both sides of the highway to promote 

agricultural development. Over time, these colonies formed new urban areas and towns. Road 

expansion, agriculture, and colonization nodes created new patterns of territorial occupation in 

Amazonia21. Tied to this process is the formation of a ruling class that was never separated from 

a process of genocide (euphemistically referred to as ñpacificationò) of the Indigenous groups22. 

With the military coup that established a 21-year dictatorship in Brazil (1964ï1985), the 

Brazilian government, from 1966 onwards, established a clear strategy for integrating Amazonia 

into a broader national development project. This strategy aimed to address the growing crisis of 

the accumulation model that had been in place since the 1910s. By the early 1960s, the 

industrialization model centered on mass consumer goods production, mostly by small and 

medium-sized enterprises, was showing signs of exhaustion and generating economic instability. 

In response, the military government shifted toward a new accumulation pattern based on large 

corporations, particularly multinational companies, which focused on producing durable 

consumer goods for the elites and an expanding middle class. Two economic structures became 

established and operational in Amazonia during the 1960s: one based on traditional extractivist 

and local peasant communities, and another driven by migrant agricultural settlers following a 

typical ñagricultural frontierò pattern, where small farmers initially occupied new lands but were 

 
19 The second main area was infrastructure (specifically transport, communications, and energy) and lastly, the area 

of health, commerce, and education (Costa, 2012, p.114).  
20 Within the armed forces a doctrine gradually took shape asserting that the defense of Amazonia depended on its 

colonization, giving rise to the notion of the "demographic void" as a perceived obstacle to national sovereignty 

(Marques, 2007, p.122).  
21 Costa & Ventura Neto, 2024, p.3. 
22 Accordingly, this process involved the creation of a permanent state of war and an economy based on the 

continuous expansion of frontiers, which required the complete denial of any rights to Indigenous populations. This 

dynamic unfolded over centuries and, in many ways, continues to this day (Oliveira & Paoliello, 2021, p.131). 
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later displaced by large landowner23. With the military regime, large landowners, companies, and 

financial groups (often tied to national and international capital) arrived alongside or even before 

peasant settlers and disrupted the previous social relations.  

The military governmentôs development strategy actively favored this shift, considering the 

traditional, family-based frontier model incompatible with modern capitalist expansion. Peasant 

production, or extractivist activities, was viewed as limiting agribusiness growth, failing to 

generate demand for industrial goods, and not supplying food at the scale required by urban 

centers. This paved the way for the rapid influx of large-scale capital into the region24. 

In practical terms, the dictatorship was sustained by an alliance between large landowners and 

monopolistic factions of industrial capital, predominantly corresponding to modern and 

increasingly denationalized branches of manufacturing companies. It triggered a development 

model fundamentally based on the concentration and centralization of production and distribution 

structures25. Given this, the regime outlined in 1966 a series of measures consolidated under the 

so-called ñAmazonia Operationò. The government incentives shifted away from supporting, for 

example, the rubber extractivist economy, but instead toward attracting capital from other regions 

of Brazil (notably the South and Southeast) and converting former rubber extractivist localities 

into agricultural proper enterprises26. If before the regime prevailed a social economic structure 

based on the peasantry (based on family farming) and on extractivist activity, now the new policy 

prioritized opening areas for occupation not by this local population but by industrial, banking, 

and commercial enterprises as well as economic elites from the countryôs south. These actors 

acquired large estates and established agricultural and livestock-based models of land 

exploitation27.  

The model also carried a geopolitical dimension rooted in military thinking that long viewed 

Amazonia as an unoccupied region, therefore, vulnerable to external threats. To prevent 

international greed and the potential disintegration of the territory, an effective plan should 

integrate the region into the national market and strengthen its ties to the nation28 symbolically 

as well, that is, culturally.  

 
23 Costa, 2012, pp.52-53. 
24 Costa, 2012. pp.52-53. 
25 Oliveira & Mazzucchelli, 1977; Singer, 1977; Ianni,1977; Dreiffus, 1981; as cited in Costa, 2012, p.51. 
26 Costa, 2012, p.34. 
27 Costa, 2012, pp.52-53. 
28 Allegretti, 2008, p.44. 
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Launched in 1966, Operation Amazonia sought to attract investors to the region by offering 

significant tax breaks and credit incentives, providing institutional guarantees to encourage 

occupation and economic activity29. It not only caused various socioeconomic, geographical, and 

environmental disruptions but, in many ways, set long-lasting guidelines that now serve as 

paradigms for development in the region. The authoritarian logic of policymaking was justified 

by the notion of national security (embodied in the discursive construction of Amazonia as both 

a threat and a void space). The regime shaped the idea of the national interest sustained by a 

national image inherited from that same discourse that worked to normalize practices of 

exception30.  

Initiatives such as the opening of the subsoil to mining by international capital and the 

construction of highways and hydroelectric plants, financed by the World Bank31 along with 

public capital, became a symbol of the period. The expansion of the Manaus Free Trade Zone, 

an industrial complex situated in the heart of the forest, partially explains the establishment of 

another Hydropower Plant in Amazonia, the Balbina Hydropower Plant, which also represented 

the militaryôs actions in Amazonia. As detailed assessments of mineral potential advance in the 

region, the construction of the Tucuru² Hydropower Plant in Par§ State and the Samuel 

Hydropower Plant in the TFR - Territ·rio Federal de Rond¹nia (Federal Territory of Rond¹nia) 

will align with this agenda.  

The publication of an extensive study by the ENERAM - Comit° Coordenador dos Estudos 

Energ®ticos da Amaz¹nia (Coordinating Committee for Energy Studies in Amazonia) in 1968 

disclosed somehow the size of its untapped resources: the regionôs immense hydropower 

potential32. Therefore, the aforementioned hydroelectric projects, along with many others, could 

take shape. A government-owned utility, Centrais El®tricas do Norte do Brasil S/A - 

ELETRONORTE (Northern Brazil Power Utility), was established in 1973 to initiate dam 

construction, transmission lines, and oversee energy operations in the region. Along with this, 

activities such as timber exploitation and cattle ranching further intensified the state's consent 

regarding the invasion of publicly owned forested areas, whereas land transfers (beyond 

 
29 Penido et al., p. 114, 2022. 
30 Malheiro et al., 2021, p. 130-131. 
31 Cardoso, Muller, 1997; Mahar, 1978, as cited in Allegretti, 2008, p.44. 

32 Farias, 1963; ELETRONORTE, 1833, as cited in Capellini, 2021 p.260. 
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conventional mechanisms of land acquisition or purchase) or "land grabbing" occur and become 

generalized33.  

During the military period, narratives of national security, territorial occupation, and economic 

growth dominated official discourse. Dams were portrayed as essential tools for promoting 

progress, national integration, and economic development34. Given this scenario, a truly insoluble 

issue seems to be in accepting the official explanations and the more classical or traditional 

historiography covering environmental history and history of electricity, which, while 

celebrating impressive projects and public figures who brought energy to a population in need 

(turning dams as symbols of promised prosperity) ultimately fall short when the convergence of 

multiple business, projects and private agendas are later turned explicit. The question is, was the 

need for electricity the main driver for the construction of Amazonian dams? This is not a 

rhetorical question. This work hypothesizes that electricity generation alone was not the primary 

driver behind the construction of the first five hydropower plants built in Amazonia; instead, they 

were shaped by additional underlying agendas. 

1.2 Was it Ever Really About Electricity? 

This research aims to verify that hypothesis by assessing the justifications, rationale (and 

underlying rationale) for the installation of Amazoniaôs first hydropower plants. The case studies 

are considered large35 dams and are represented by the above mentioned: Coaracy Nunes HPP 

(formerly Pared«o HPP), with works in the site initiated in 1961 and inaugurated in 1975, in the 

state of Amap§, at the time a Federal Territory. Marking the sequence of hydropower 

developments, including the Curu§-Una HPP near Santar®m, in Par§ state that became 

operational in 1977 but with contractions started in 1968; the Tucuru² HPP also in Par§ state, 

initiated in 1974 and inaugurated in 1984; Balbina HPP near Manaus in Amazonas state installed 

between 1981-1989 and Samuel HPPs in Rond¹nia state (at the time a Federal Territory) 

commencing operations in the same year of 1989 but with the constructions started in 1982. 

 
33 It is referent also to a ñlegalò appropriation of vacant lands collected lands, when irregularities in the registry lead 

to a situation in which landed estates represent an area that is greater than the originally purchased (Merlet, 2010, as 

cited Sauer and Leite, 2012, pp.874-876).  
34 Moran, 2117, p.208. 
35 The National Electric Energy Agency (ANEEL), which oversees the electricity sector, and the Energy Research 

Company (EPE), responsible for energy planning, classify hydropower plants based on their installed capacity: 

Micro (up to 75 kW), Small (75 kW to 30 MW), and Large (greater than 30 MW) (Aneel, 2020; EPE, 2021). All the 

dams analyzed in this research corresponds to large dams considering their installed capacity. 
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These developments started in 1961 and finished in 1989. In this sense, the events began before 

the military came to power; however, it is the military regime that fundamentally defined the first 

hydropower developments. 

The research framework is organized as (TABLE 1) according to the chronology of dam 

developments, with particular attention to what is understood as a political rupture: Operation 

Amazonia in 1966. 

TABLE 1: Table of Case Studies: First Dams in Brazilian Amazonia 

 Name of 

the HPP 

River Power MW 

(megawatt) 

Reservoir 

(Area in Km2) 

Start of 

constructions 

Start of 

Operation 

Before 

Operation 

Amazonia 

Coaracy  

Nunes 
Araguari 78 23 1961 1976 

After 

Operation 

Amazonia 

Curu§-Una Curu§-Una 72 30 1968 1977 

Tucuru² Tocantins 8370 2850 1974 1984 

Balbina Uatum« 250 2360 1981 1989 

Samuel Jamari 216 634 1982 1989 

Source: Nacional Agency of Energy ï ANEEL, 2017; as cited in Silva Junior, 2018. 

 

The FIGURE 1 below, illustrates the location of each case study and relates to the 

POLOAMAZONIA Agricultural and Agromineral 15 Poles established by the military regime 

in 1974. A well highlights the status of the highways at that time. It illustrates that the five 

hydroelectric dams analyzed in this research are strategically located either at the intersection of 

roads under construction or planned (by the year 1974) or within areas designated as development 

hubs (POLAMAZONIA). 
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FIGURE 1: POLOAMAZONIA, Highways and the Cases Studies 

 

Location of the case studies and the intersection with POLAMAMAZONIA from 1974 onwards. Source: 

Adapted from (Mem·rias Reveladas\DSI-MRE). 

After 1989, with the completion of the five dams discussed in this thesis, no new dams were built 

in Amazonia until the 2000s. This gap invites a different periodization, framing the subsequent 

projects within the context of Brazilôs re-democratization and the rising prominence of 

environmental and social concerns. Moreover, the expansion of hydroelectric systems in 

Amazonia since the early 2000s has been primarily driven by the goal of exporting energy to 

Brazilôs Northeast and Center-South regions36. 

By 1987, ELETROBRAS - Centrais El®tricas Brasileiras S.A (Brazilian Electric Power 

Company) had identified 78 potential sites for dam development in the Brazilian Amazonia, and 

by 2013, 13 of these had been built37. In 2015, 32 hydroelectric plants were in operation in the 

 
36 Siva Junior, 2018, p.24. 
37 Fearnside, 2015, pp.13-15. 
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region, and 31 plants were in some stage of planning38. Likewise, a much broader geographical 

survey in term of the classification of hydroelectric dams identified 46 hydroelectric plants in 

operation and more than 252 projects either under construction or in various stages of planning, 

feasibility studies etc., as approved by the regulatory national agency in 200339. 

From a historical perspective, one can trace the state's (ultimately the taxpayer's) efforts to build 

an interconnected electricity grid designed to meet the diverse energy demands of a country with 

continental dimensions. Over time, however, the federal government has gradually lost control 

of this system amid the growing commodification40 of energy and the transformation of 

hydroelectric plants once carried out at high cost to peoples, wildlife, landscapes, ways of life, 

and public funding; into privatized assets traded on the open market. Nevertheless, such projects, 

often driven by ideology, continue to be proposed and reimagined despite their contradictions 

and the now well-documented negative effects and contested benefits.  

If the Brazilian energy sector is now based on a mercantilist and technocratic logic41 one may 

argue that these projects were designed with a focus on maximizing returns on the investment 

made rather than optimizing efficiency within the energy sector. In consequence, negligence, and 

disregard for the effects on nature and local populations have become widespread, leading to 

social conflicts that expose not only disputes over resources. An expression of this clash is in 

terms of worldviews42, particularly regarding cosmologies and the meaning attributed to water. 

For the Indigenous communities, for example, water is not conceived as a commodity or a form 

of capital, but rather as a source of life. 

A millennia-long history of interaction between people, animals, and plants and the evolving of 

these management practices over time formed Amazonia not only as a repository of invaluable 

biodiversity that must be meticulously protected but also as a material manifestation of 

sophisticated knowledge systems shaped by the Indigenous communities43. Indigenous people, 

 
38 Eixos, 2022. 
39 Sev§ Filho, (n/d) as cited in Lemos, 2007, p.296. 
40 David Harvey (2002) describes the "commodification of culture" as the process by which cultural traditions, 

histories, and creative works are transformed into market commodities alongside natural resources and public 

infrastructure, such as water or energy utilities. This pervasive shift toward privatization and market control is further 

analyzed through a Marxist lens in The New Imperialism (Harvey, 2003, p.148) 
41 Michelatto Natt & Carrieri, 2017, p.91. 
42 Fleury, 2013; Almeida, 2013, as cited in Saraiva & Rapazo, 2017. 
43 Neves, 2016, p.229. 
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residents of quilombos44 riverine communities and extractivist communities (typically, migrants 

or descendants of migrants that went to Amazonia), and peasantsô families are heirs of practices 

and knowledge about how to live (and resist) sustainably in the forest. Not without being 

confronted with the paradigm of development and progress that carries vastly different meanings 

in their eyes. However, it is through ideas of development and progress that policymakers and 

entrepreneurs legitimize and enable the hydropower initiatives45 and with the rise of the 

authoritarian state (military government) their particular and changing agenda was intertwined, 

notably constantly reshaped and revived46. That is, their ideas are still reproduced in the present 

day.  

The installation of dams in Brazilian Amazonia is not understood here as the geographical 

distribution of this type of venture. It encompasses the material and symbolic dimension of the 

existence of a configuration of projects related to the installation of a given hydroelectric plant 

in a given location. The installation of these projects is viewed with skepticism in this 

investigation. A close look at the justifications for these dams reveals a striking ambiguity, often 

masked by a tacit convergence between development actors and business initiatives and ideas 

beyond electricity generation.  

It is valid to wonder if these dams were assembled to achieve aims beyond simply supporting 

population development and economic growth regionally or fostering, in all, national progress. 

If yes, what are the other aims? The research came across several aspects of dam building beyond 

the electricity itself: enforcing national indebtedness, the adoption of public policies (and 

ideologies) aligned with foreign financing institutions, technology imports and exchanges, the 

development of domestic expertise in sectors like civil construction and energy manufacturing 

(transmission lines, turbines, and generators, which at some point, achieved up to 85% local 

content47). In terms of broader socio-political dimensions, the dispossession of Indigenous lands 

and forced displacement; the suppression of a communist resistance focus thus, attending the 

óinternal enemyô doctrine; cost-benefit analyses in energy production (answering the alarming 

 
44 Quilombos are historically significant settlements founded by escaped enslaved Africans in Brazil, understood 

now as traditional communities: quilombolas. 
45 Parmigiani, 2006, as cited in Saraiva & Rapazo, 2017. 
46 During the Bolsonaro government (2018ï2022), a group of close generals frequently used Amazonia and 

communism as political triggers, reinforcing narratives of threats to Brazilôs sovereignty by international 

organizations or internal communist forces (Leiner, 2024, p.217). It is worth noting that much of this work was 

written while Jair Messias Bolsonaro (a former army captain who entered the military in the 1970s and politics in 

the 1980s) was president of Brazil. 
47 Parmigiani, 2006, as cited in Saraiva & Rapazo, 2017. 
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scenario forecasted); preferential deals for state-linked and private corporations (mining, real 

state, logging, forestry); and personal gains amid the transition from military-administered 

federal territories to civilian-led states. 

All these dimensions emerge through a systematic analysis of the existing literature, which 

interrogates both the stated objectives of key actors - technical agencies, policymakers (military), 

media outlets, and academics - and perspectives that have been historically excluded from 

dominant narratives like the advocacy of social movements. This dual examination draws upon 

interdisciplinary approaches within different disciplines, as explained in the methodology 

chapter.  

In this context, this investigation aims to examine the proposed case studies and uncover the 

several projects undertaken alongside the construction of the first five dams built in the Brazilian 

Amazonia. The thesis contrasts the justifications for these projects, as presented in the academic 

literature consulted, the official narratives conveyed by the military at the time, as well as the 

perspectives of companies currently managing these dams, along with those from social 

movements, civil society, and critical analyses within transitional justice frameworks48.  

The National Truth Commission (CNV)49 in 2014 highlighted that at least 8,350 Indigenous 

people died due to direct state action during the military regime or due to negligence, 

emphasizing that violations were part of a broader strategy to force the 'integration' of Indigenous 

peoples and colonize their territories, deemed essential for the political and economic project of 

the time50. The Commission's report discussed the case of Tucuru² HPP in the 1970s, which 

forced Indigenous people to leave their territories as mining activities further intensified the 

conflicts. Moreover, the removal of Indigenous peoples occurred without hesitation during the 

dictatorial period51. In this sense, this thesis research draws on newly declassified information, 

 
48 Established in the UN Secretary-General's Report to the Security Council on the rule of law and transitional justice 

(Report (S/2004/616, par. 8), the term 'transitional justice' encompasses all processes and mechanisms through which 

a society addresses the legacy of large-scale past abuses to ensure accountability, deliver justice, and achieve 

reconciliation (Mc Arthur, 2021).  
49 The CNV was established by Law 12,528/2011 to develop a memory policy regarding the dictatorial period. 

Among others, to examine and clarify serious violations of human rights practiced between 1946 and 1988 (covering 

thus two periods of state of exception in Brazilian modern history) against, among other minorities, the Indigenous 

peoples. 
50 Silva & Loureiro, 2019, p.544. 
51 BRASIL, 2014, as cited in Alexandre & Kozicki, 2015, p.6. 
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providing access to previously unavailable sources stored in distant archives, which opens up 

new paths for interpreting the past. 

Several economic activities link dams to new land uses, such as agriculture, livestock, roads, and 

industries, ultimately leaving a legacy of a complex portrait of the exploitation of Nature and 

human labor, loss of biodiversity, deforestation, water, and earth poisoning, poor urban and 

transport infrastructure, and violations of fundamental human rights. The construction of dams 

also contributed to the miscomprehension of Indigenous peoples52, exacerbating prejudices and 

discrimination. Furthermore, these episodic and large-scale events influence the short - and long 

-term trajectories of a region in ways that are still poorly understood53. 

Overall, the process of dam building in Amazonia reflects a pattern of state authoritarianism, 

environmental destruction, and social injustice (what some might see as outcomes of 

governmentality) but posing issues that require deeper assessment from the perspective of their 

original inception, the business/economic frameworks and political strategies or plans through 

which they were articulated. That is the task. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
52 When referring to Brazilians, the anthropologist Viveiros de Castro (2015) suggests reflecting on the Indigenous 

point of view: ñrepresentatives of those barbaric and exotic people from overseas who astonish by their absurd 

incapacity to understand the forest and to realize that the ñworld machineò is a living being made up of countless 

living beings, a super-organism constantly renewed by the vigilant activity of its invisible guardians, the xapiris, 

ñspiritualò images of the world who are the sufficient reason and cause of what we call Nature - in Yanomami - 

hutukura - in which the humans are immersed by Nature (the pleonasm is justifiable). The soul and its modern lay 

avatars, ñcultureò, ñscienceò and ñtechnology,ò do not exempt us from this nondecoupling commitment with the 

world because the world, according to the Yanomamiôs a plenum soul and because a true culture and an efficient 

technology consist in an attentive and careful relationship with the mythical ñnature of thingsò a quality that precisely 

the whites - nap± ï in Yanomami - lack completelyò (Viveiros de Castro, 2015, p.13 -14). 
53 Grisotti & Moran, 2020 p.3. 
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2. THEORETICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK 

This chapter is structured around five axes: theoretical foundations for the analyses, historical 

context linking colonization and dam building, technological impacts on spatial transformation, 

research methods, and the approach to sources. 

2.1 Analytical Frameworks 

This study builds on two central theoretical inspirations and strands of literature in an analytical 

approach to dam constructions in Amazonia. First, it engages with decolonial thinking, and 

second, it employs a critical approach to dominant modernist developmental narratives. Studies 

in political geography, political ecology, and science and technology studies (STS) have 

demonstrated that controversies surrounding dams extend beyond the infrastructure itself, 

encompassing broader struggles over the knowledge systems that shape their planning and 

governance54. This research draws on these fields to inform its analysis, with a particular 

emphasis on uncovering the struggles embedded in the dam-building process by considering a 

decolonial perspective. 

In the task of identifying those who shaped the Brazilian energy policy towards dam building in 

Amazonia, how they were organized, and which groups were supported by the state, adopting 

Gramsciôs conception of the óextended stateô is useful. It involves looking beyond the formal 

structures of a given government. It requires, furthermore, examining how certain social classes 

organize themselves within civil society and rely on state support (through public policies) to 

maintain their hegemonic position. 

The period from 1964 to 1985 was defined by the military's dominance in political life. High-

ranking officials and their civilian allies dismantled key elements of the democratic framework 

established by the 1946 Constitution, paving the way for an authoritarian regime with the passage 

of the 1967 Constitution. It centralized power over the federative states, blending conservative 

and modernization policies. Economically, it promoted wealth concentration and widely opened 

the doors to foreign capital, especially North American capital. The authoritarian regime peaked 

between 1967 and 1973 before entering an economic crisis, while opposition forces were 

growing55. The participation of various social segments together with military sectors in the 

 
54 Fox & Sneddon, 2019. 
55 Campos, 1991, p.248. 
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formulation and financing of the 1964 coup led to the formulation by Ren® Armand Dreifuss in 

1981 of the term ñcivil-military dictatorshipò, expressively used to this day to refer to the 

period56. 

In this regard, military officers and Brazilian business leaders acted in coordination with the 

support of foreign corporations, the U.S. government57 and international bank institutions. At the 

same time, several national companies in heavy engineering and civil construction formed a 

group strategically favored by the dictatorship. Despite increasing environmental concerns and 

growing advocacy for human rights and environmental safeguards, the top-down planning of 

hydroelectric projects nonetheless continued to move forward. This aspect of dam building, 

characterized by an extended state in Amazonia, can be regarded through the conceptual lens of 

coloniality.  

With environmental history approaches, the perception of environmental hazards, upon which 

the empirical research is grounded, is a key element in shaping narratives and themes. Engaging 

with the concept or paradigm of "endangered ecological equilibrium" or the "endangered balance 

of nature," one crucial question to address is: by whom, or through whose agency, are they carried 

out?58 While the historical literature assessing the government's actions in installing dams in the 

Amazonia is extensive, the focus has been on the analysis of local and regional effects, the harms 

inflicted on Indigenous and traditional peoples, and the environmental issues. However, "only 

recently has the discussion on the topic been placed in terms of the Latin American and global 

context59.ò Proposes to shift the analysis focused on effects, to investigate instead the logic and 

concrete conditions that allowed the implementation of dams in Amazonia60 are relative recent.  

Histories of dammed rivers have primarily highlighted threats to natural balance, which 

undoubtedly lead to addressing both immediate and long-term environmental harm. Although 

this approach is crucial and deserving of thorough investigation, the vast literature on the effects 

of dams in Amazonia has not necessarily translated into new solutions for altering the current 

trajectory that calls for dam developments in the region. 

 
56 Duarte, 2021, p.122. 
57 Dreifuss, 1981; Gramsci, 2000, as cited in Campos, 2019, p.258-259. 
58 McNeill & Winiwarter, 2010, p.5-6. 
59 Schulze, 2022, p.270. 
60 Capellini, 2022, p.250. 
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The outcomes of these developments have been widely documented in the academic literature. 

A few Significant issues are worth summarizing, for instance, the reduction of protected areas to 

make way for dam reservoirs61. Dams have also contributed to increased deforestation in riparian 

zones62. It forced the displacement of local populations, with resettlement areas often constrained 

by severe challenges related to agriculture, health, and a lack of infrastructure63. Critical practices 

involve defining the ñaffected populationò using criteria that systematically underestimate the 

number of people officially recognized as impacted or affected64. Downstream communities also 

suffer from drastic flow reductions, depriving Indigenous peoples and riverine populations of 

fish (a primary protein source) as well as the navigability of the rivers for transport65. 

Furthermore, dams disrupt fish migration and reproductive cycles66. A further profound effect is 

the contamination of aquatic ecosystems and local populations with mercury, stemming from 

both the illegal mining in flooded zones and the disturbance of natural mercury deposits, as well 

as biogeochemical processes triggered by the flooding of forested areas67. These examples apply 

to dams (case studies of this thesis), and in more recent decades, new types of societal harms 

have also emerged as subjects of study. 

Large dams continue to be proposed, planned, and executed on the rivers in the region. Still, a 

comprehensive understanding of the social and ecological implications of dominant development 

paradigms requires an examination of the underlying assumptions about societyïnature relations. 

This involves exploring how both supporters and opponents of such projects mobilize around 

specific policy issues68. Thus, for this research, the exposition of views from both the 

perspectives of the interlocutors of the military government and those who publicly opposed the 

projects is adopted. In this scenario, this study adopts a critical stance toward prevailing analyses 

of hydropower development that focus narrowly on environmental effects while overlooking the 

historical and social struggles and the broader magnitude of ecological and societal 

 
61 Fearnside, 2015, as cited in Fearnside, 2019, pp.71-73. The authorôs systematization also extends to other key 

topics, including the relationship between dams in Amazonia and climate change, as well as the role of Amazonian 

dams as significant sources of greenhouse gas emissions. 
62 Barreto et al., 2011; Jiang et al., 2018, as cited in Fearnside, 2019, pp.71-73. 
63 Santos, Britto, & Marques, 1996; Fearnside, 1999, as cited in Fearnside, 2019, p.71-73. 
64 Hernandez & Santos, 2011 as cited in Fearnside, 2019, pp.71-73. 
65 Magalh«es & Cunha, 2017, as cited in Fearnside, 2019, pp.71-73. 
66 Barthem et al., 1991; Carvalho & Fabr®, 2006; Torrente-Vilara et al., 2013; Doria et al., 2012; Ca¶as & Pine III, 

2011; Fearnside, 2014, as cited in Fearnside, 2019, pp.71-73. 
67 Bastos et al., 2006, 2015; Forsberg & Kemenes, 2006; Pfeiffer et al., 1991; Forsberg et al., 2019; Kashima et al., 

2001; Kehring et al., 1998; Lacerda, 1988; Roulet & Lucotte, 1995, as cited in Fearnside, 2019, pp.71-73. 
68 Waitt, 2016, as cited in Fox & Fox & Sneddon, 2019. 
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consequences. It is argued here, that a more radical perspective is necessary to fully examine the 

enabling agreements that legitimize these undertakings.  

According to Fearnside (2019), the decision to build a hydroelectric dam in Brazil is made by 

individuals within the state-owned company ELETROBRAS (no longer a state company today), 

the BNDS - Banco Nacional d e Desenvolvimento Econ¹mico e Social (National Bank for 

Economic and Social Development), and the executive office directly linked to the presidency, 

Casa Civil (Civil House). In his view, even though the environmental licensing process (adopted 

from the 1980s onward) may involve years of technical studies and public hearings, the final 

decision is made independently of those who will be directly affected by the project. In this sense, 

local populations have no voice or representation, at least not in any meaningful or effective 

way69. This work does not focus on identifying decision-makers but rather on which projects 

benefit from the construction of these dams, and from there, some names may emerge for more 

in-depth analysis. 

2.2 Roots of Colonization and the Relationship with Dam Building  

Efforts to move beyond assumptions weakly grounded in observations of nature and reductionist 

interpretations of cultures call for a critical reassessment of long-dominant ethnocentric ideas70 

surrounding Amazonian themes. Deeply intertwined with Brazilian history, the concept of 

coloniality offers significant insights and plays a central role in explaining both the organization 

of the territory and cultural pacts. Moreover, coloniality extends beyond the mere expression of 

an economic relationship and encompasses and shapes human interactions. 

Brazil's origins lie in its colonial formation, a system that was, in essence, a project of territorial 

occupation; that is, the motivation to conquer the backlands (hinterlands or unexplored and 

unknown areas) is the very genesis of the country.71. This ñselfò urging to conquer new lands is 

a prevailing expression in the collective imagination up to the present. Three fundamental aspects 

sustain the strategy of the colonial system: The appropriation of new lands, the domination of the 

society (comprising Portuguese, African, and Indigenous groups, all in deep interaction), and the 

exploitation of natural resources72. Some scholars have examined how the functioning of the state 

 
69 Fearnside, 2019, p.73. 
70 Machado, 2009 p.65. 
71 Moraes, 1997. 
72 Moraes, 1997. 
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- and Brazilian society as a whole - came to rely, both culturally and economically, on 

environmental degradation. 

S®rgio Buarque de Holanda argued that an emphasis on self-assurance as a means of obtaining 

wealth (rather than achievements grounded in labor) was a defining characteristic of Brazilian 

identity. Warren Dean made significant contributions to the study of environmental harm caused 

by the depletion of natural resources through intense use, such as burning and 

deforestation73.   He draws attention to the problems arising from the territorial occupation model, 

that is, the shaping of economic exploitation over natural resources aiming at exports only.  

Caio Prado Jr Ŧurther exposed the predatory character of economic activities in the natural 

environment. However, in his view, without understanding the colonization, Brazilian history 

loses its intelligibility. The core of Brazil's formation up to the 1940s lies in an economy built 

around supplying European markets with products such as sugar, tobacco, gold, diamonds, 

cotton, and later coffee. That is, driven mainly by commercial intentions; external demands had 

shaped the country's structure and activities, developing a path that prioritized these agreements 

over addressing internal issues and needs. As a result, Brazil's society and economy evolved 

under the influence of imperialism, creating organizational distortions. A path that has hindered 

the country from constructing a self-sufficient nation focused on meeting its own needs74. 

In sum, Caio Prado Jr. (1987) argues that Brazilôs formation (rooted in European colonization) 

emerged from the same cultural and historical context that later produced imperialism. That is, 

Brazilôs territorial, economic, social, and political structures were shaped by the very forces and 

standards of Western civilization that would come to underpin imperialist systems75. One 

illustration of this process is the case of Brazil, which declared its independence from Portugal 

in 1822. On that occasion, the Amazonian provinces did not immediately adhere to the monarchy 

in Rio de Janeiro. Their integration occurred only a year later, driven in part by fears of potential 

abolition, particularly since the Liberal Revolution in Porto (1820) had already threatened to end 

slavery. Aligning with the newly created Brazilian Empire was seen as a means to preserve the 

institutions of latifundia (large landholdings) and slavery76. 

 
73 Holanda, 1981; Prado Jr, 1971; Dean, 1996; Belluzzo and Moraes, 2000, as cited in Martinez, 2005, p.30. 

74 Prado Jr., 1942, as cited in Iumatti, 2008, p.128. 
75  Prado Jr., 1987, p.80. 
76 Porto-Gon­alves, 2006, p.20. 
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Until the Republic, the Brazilian territory was organized for exports based on the external market. 

In analyzing the Brazilian economic evolution, it is possible to identify a significant gap between 

the colonial artisanal industry and modern machinery77. Likewise, three stages of economic 

exploitation can explain the spatial development of Brazil: The long phase of resource 

exploitation that reflects the mercantilist economy that spanned from the beginning of 

colonization in the 16th century to the early decades of the 20th century; followed by the stage 

of import substitution (when industrialization takes place), and the stage of national integration 

from the 1950s onwards. The final stage only materializes with the construction of roads once 

central regions begin to dictate relationships with peripheral areas, which previously operated as 

isolated ñarchipelagosò78.  

According to Francisco de Assis Costa, an eminent economist and historian from the region, two 

forms of economic and social organization characterized the colonial period in Amazonia. The 

first was marked by extractivist activity (primarily gathering-based). The second was founded on 

the use of enslaved Indigenous labor, which played a crucial role in supporting the interests of 

the state, the Church, and the Portuguese settlers79. This formulation challenges the notion that 

ties to Portugal or Europe solely defined life in Amazonia during the colonial period. Instead, it 

highlights the emergence of a distinct social dynamic - genuinely Amazonian and rooted in 

extractivist activities and modes of living. 

Up to the abolition in 1888, slavery in Brazil involved not only Africans but also Indigenous 

peoples. Three centuries of slavery in Brazil led to the development of a substantial African-

descended population and of Afro-Indigenous (along with miscegenation with Europeans) by the 

nineteenth century. A situation that modernizers feared would complicate the country's future, as 

abolition was becoming inevitable by the late 1860s80 (Brazil was the last country in the Americas 

to abolish slavery, doing so in 1888). Concerns about the racial composition of the Brazilian 

population, especially given the European ideologies of scientific racism circulating at the time81 

were expressed in the policies for free labor in industrial activities as well as for securing a steady 

agricultural labor force to replace enslaved workers (latter on immigration from Europe was 

 
77 Prado Jr. 1970, p.257. 
78 Becker,1982, p.20. 
79 Costa, 2012, p.42. 
80 After Brazil's independence, debates on transitioning from slave to free labor began to emerge, with the topic of 

abolition gaining significant attention after the 1870s (Brazil end with slavery only in 1989).  
81 Cribelli, 2016, pp.21-22. 
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turned a policy). Rather than seeking reparations or justice for enslaved people and communities, 

the concern lay in preserving the economic system built on their exploitation.  

This racist character of Brazil's elites, deeply intertwined with an economic project, not only 

defined the colonial period but continues to exert profound and lasting impacts to this day. 

Racism in Brazil is an oppressive system that denies rights to certain groups while granting 

privileges to others. It can be understood as a structural element, meaning that it shapes all social 

relations in Brazil82. It creates hierarchies and systems of privilege in which Black, Indigenous, 

and mixed-race populations do not have the same voice or influence in decisions on matters that 

are fundamental to the life of the country. Decision-making power remains concentrated mainly 

in the hands of the white elite.  

Postcolonialism is a diverse intellectual tradition with global contributions. It emerged with 

diasporic scholars from the Middle East and South Asia like Said (1978), Bhabha (1994) or 

Spivak (1988), who reflect on their place of origin and its historical ties to the former empire, 

emphasizing how these connections have persisted mainly in the cultural sphere. The term 

historically refers to the period following colonization; the prefix "post" indicates a departure 

from the colonial (a break with colonial logic) but does not, however, necessarily negate the 

ongoing hierarchy (an attempt at domination of the Global South). In contrast, decoloniality 

emerges from frameworks developed by South American scholars whose work centers on Latin 

America's historical and ongoing relationship with Europe and the Global North83. In this light, 

a more appropriate approach to issues related to Amazonia. 

Emphasizing the perspectives of the colonized and challenging the narratives of former 

colonizers are tasks of decolonial thinking, that is, seeking emancipation from any post-

domination biases84 even in critical thinking. Walter Mignolo can be regarded as a vanguard in 

analyzing the constructed imagery shaped by Western countries as a way of maintaining the 

colonial status in Latin America. In this approach, everything from seemingly minor details, such 

as street advertisements, to the shaping of significant historical events reflects the inescapable 

influence of colonial logic. This includes the organization and control of space, the segmentation, 

and periodization of time into historical moments and dates, as well as the establishment of key 

figures in historiography. Likewise, coloniality is embedded in the educational systems, whereas 

 
82 Ribeiro, 2016. 
83 Daibert, 2023, p.154. 
84 Franco & Caetano, 2023, p.18. 
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conventional history and geography were structured to perpetuate and sustain the mystifying 

characteristics of the colonial order. This led to structural effects that continue to influence how 

history is taught and understood, often obscuring the true nature of colonial impacts85. 

Moreover, one core critique of decolonial thought lies in challenging the dominance of Western 

knowledge systems, which systematically silenced other forms of knowledge embedded in non-

European languages and praxes of living and being. Therefore, an urgent task for decolonial 

studies is to recover and reconstruct suppressed epistemologies and practices, which were 

undermined during the establishment of Western modernity. This effort also requires a revision 

of the concept of modernity by delinking the decolonial thought from the traditional forms of 

Western knowledge and subjectivities86. 

An understanding that guides this work is that placing the voices of social movements - 

particularly those that resisted the military dictatorship - at the center of the research represents 

an important step toward breaking away from the Western epistemic framework. Unlike 

countries from the Global North, Latin America shares a common environmental history rooted 

in exploitation, a framework that leads to questioning modernity/coloniality87 rationale. To 

question coloniality structures and to adopt the decolonial thinking is to employ a radical 

deconstruction of the developmental/progressive imaginary88. Aiming to deconstruct a reality 

built on modern economic, scientific, and technological rationalities opens new paths for 

understanding both development and contemporary realities. In all, the approach presented seeks 

to challenge the paradigm based on the continuity of colonial thinking and practices, which still 

dominates the public debate in Brazil.  

Amazonia has been increasingly incorporated into global markets through dynamics that are 

often exclusionary and contradictory, prioritizing the appropriation of territorial resources over 

the needs of local populations. Since the 1964 military dictatorship, the region has become central 

 
85 Ara·z, 2020, p.86-87. 
86 Daibert, 2023, pp.155-156. 
87 Coloniality must not be confused with colonialism once Coloniality did not finish with the end of colonial systems. 

The domination of people in Latin America is still in effect. It is possible to argue about different ways of Coloniality: 

(é) 1) The Coloniality of power ï which occurs through the legitimization of power and wealth by a part of the 

white population; 2) The Coloniality of knowledge ï which establishes techno-scientific rationality as the only valid 

form of knowledge, hiding other forms of knowledge or ñepistemesò (Indigenous knowledge, for example); 3) The 

Coloniality of being ï alluding to the production of a subjectivity of individuals, which privileges a Eurocentric, 

patriarchal and white way of being, belittling and hiding other ways of being (indigenous, woman, black, etc.) 

(Romero, 2016 as cited in Candioto, 2021, p.391). 
88 Souza, 2013; Araoz, 2017, as cited in Candiotto, 2021. 
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to national security strategies. The regime prioritized territorial integration through infrastructure 

projects, such as roads, dams, and credit incentives for agribusiness, seeking to secure state 

presence and connect the region to Brazilôs more populous southern regions. This model of 

subordinated development, driven by both economic and geopolitical interests, continues to 

shape the exploitation and stigmatization of the Amazonian people89. 

Highway construction in Amazonia played a significant role in the decline of river navigation, 

fundamentally altering regional dynamics. It changed and reshaped local consumption patterns, 

introducing goods previously unknown in the region. The arrival of roads brought products that 

transformed diets and livelihoods. Different temporalities90  imposed by automobiles and trains 

also reinforced colonial relations: first, by structuring human interactions hierarchically - since 

mastery of technology is closely tied to power - and second, by deepening dependence on major 

urban centers such as Bras²lia, S«o Paulo, and Rio de Janeiro. Prior to the development of 

highways, items such as sugar and coffee were not commonly consumed in the region, 

symbolizing the profound shifts in lifestyles and subsistence practices that occurred from the 

1950s onward91. In this regard, the introduction of electricity also introduced new habits, and 

rivers that were once used for transportation could be blocked by dams.  

The development model adopted in Brazil, which gained prominence after World War II, instead 

of fostering prosperity in so-called underdeveloped areas, caused significant problems and 

largely eroded unique cultural practices. Most societies were modernized detrimentally, 

dismantling traditional structures without providing meaningful replacements, as is the case with 

Indigenous communities92.  

Over the past five centuries, colonial subjugation has caused dispossession and disrupted the 

ways of life, knowledge systems, and values of Indigenous peoples. Nevertheless, many have 

preserved aspects of their ancestral heritage, particularly in organizing their communities and 

maintaining harmony with the natural environment93. Hence, modernization and development 

 
89 Ioris & Ioris, 2013, as cited in Ioris & Ioris, 2021, p.26. 
90 The idea of different temporalities here is employed as shaped by modernity. It refers to how modern systems or 

infrastructures impose unequal notions of time and progress. It constructs a hierarchy in which some are seen as 

modern/advanced while others are portrayed as behind/primitive thus, ñoutsidersò of the timeline of progress. This 

framing justifies marginalization by suggesting that some groups are still ñcatching upò to a standard coming from 

the south of Brazil.  
91; Ianni, 1979; Becker, 1982. 
92 Kurz, 1992 as cited in Scantimburgo, 2013, pp.152-153. 
93 Alem, 2012 p.87. 
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can be synonymous with a negative process, as forces that disrupt traditional ways of life, harm 

the environment, and exacerbate social inequality. Nevertheless, engineering, and technological 

expertise retain significant legitimacy and authority despite growing evidence of ecological 

change94 or social structural disruptions. 

The modernist agenda associated with dam building operates within the realm of collective 

imaginaries and must be critically assessed. This includes examining how the normalization or 

naturalization of power and wealth concentration, environmental degradation, and inequitable 

social relations, as well as the displacement of populations, is justified through technical, 

scientific, and political-ideological frameworks95. The path of decolonial thinking aims to 

recognize and interact with colonialism's lasting effects upon contemporary culture, as proposed 

by the modernity/coloniality/decoloniality perspective in Walter Mignolo and Arturo Escobar, 

among others. 

Several approaches are employed by political ecologists in the investigation of human-

environmental interactions in the Third World96. To assess the terms of contemporary 

development in Latin America, Escobar (2008) pivots between modernity and globalization. In 

studying the 20th-century developments in Equator, he noticed a widely accepted thesis that 

globalization leads to the universalization of modernity, with modernity defined as a unique form 

of sociocultural organization that originated in Europe. He is concluding that: ñthere is no outside 

to modernity, that from now on it is modernity all the wayò97. Ultimately, considering different 

modernities or proposing alternatives to modernity, Escobar, along with Catherine Walsh, posits 

decoloniality in terms of ñThe histories, subjectivities, forms of knowledge, and logics of thought 

and life that challenge the hegemony of modern/colonial world systemò98. 

Regarding the water issue, the processes of "standardization and universalization" of the service 

to the public, often equate human actors and relationships, using the dominant perspective 

(predominantly white, male, western, privileged, and/or non-indigenous) as the reference point. 

This approach tends to overlook differences among actual water users and their rights systems, 

 
94 Fox & Sneddon, 2019.  
95 Candiotto, 2021, p.394. 
96 The "Third World political ecology" emerged as a new research field in the 1980s as a reflection of the pressing 

need for an analytical approach integrating environmental and political understandingË in a context of intensifying 

environmental problems in the Third World (Bryant, 1992 Escobar, as cited in Bailey and Bryant, 2005, p.1). 
97 Escobar, 2008, pp.161-162. 
98 Walsh, 2007, as cited in Escobar 2008, p.305. 
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resulting in biased representations of users and their rights. It fosters active commensuration and, 

consequently, indifference toward real-life users and rights. Under this framework of 

indifference, everyone is rendered equal, obscuring critical disparities99. 

2.3 Technological Development and Spatial Transformation 

Transformations in Amazonia during the Brazilian military regime can be seen as a pivotal 

moment, reshaping both (inter)national affairs and the popular imagination in the latter half of 

the twentieth century, culminating in the United Nations Conference on Environment and 

Development in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. The aftermath of the regime coincided with the rise of 

the environmental movement in both the Northern and Southern Hemispheres, shifting public 

policies and local conflicts in the region to transnational arenas100.  

The World Bank has been the leading financer of hydroelectric dams globally, and through this 

role, it has transferred systems of knowledge of basin management. Additionally, the World Bank 

has played a key role in establishing basin management authorities. A significant connection 

exists between the largest financier of basin development projects and the globally influential 

integrated management model of the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA). The financial model in 

this line shaped not only the approach to socio-environmental issues but also to social injustices 

and economic interests. Often, in the case of Amazonia, it is embedded in the mystification of 

progress and in the perceived advantages and disadvantages of using science and technology to 

conquer land and nature101. 

This agenda has contrasted with the advocacy of Brazilian NGOs and grassroots movements for 

environmental conservation and social justice102. It is now well-documented that the procedures, 

criteria, and demands of financing agencies have historically been deeply involved in the 

planning and management of public activities in Brazil, particularly in its electricity sector103. 

This work critically engages with the notion that social movements had limited agency in the 

face of large-scale development projects such as dams in Amazonia. It contends that 

environmental assessments and reporting, at the time, failed to fully acknowledge both the social 

 
99 Boelens, 2015; 2019, p. 11. 
100 Garfield, 2013, p.214. 
101 Martinez, 2005, p.34. 
102 Garfield, 2013, p.214. 
103 Oliveira & Florentin, 2019, p.53. 
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dimensions and the scale of ecological effects. In some cases, these assessments were simply 

inexistent. Likewise, these limitations continue to influence how such projects are licensed by 

environmental agencies today. 

Since the 1980s, environmentalists worldwide have been drawing attention to the scandals 

surrounding specific projects in Amazonia. The exploitation of the regionËs resources is more 

than just a symptom of the unsustainable economic model; it also represents conflicts between 

worldviews. In discussing how international movements raised concerns about a sustainable 

world, Escobar (2008) pointed out that: 

ñFrom 1988, with the internationalized indigenous opposition to a large-scale dam on the 

Xingu river in Altamira, Brazil, the demonstrations against the General Agreement on 

Tariffs and Trade (GATT) in India in the early 1990s, the food riots in various Latin 

American capitals in the late 1980s and early 1990s, and the Zapatista uprising in Mexico 

to the large-scale demonstrations in Geneva, Seattle, Prague, Barcelona, Qu®bec, and 

Genoa, the idea of a single, inevitable global order under the aegis of a capitalist 

modernity has been variously challenged. The result is that still within a transition period, 

it is possible to posit a different notion of globalization as made up of the actions and 

interests of many cultures, types of cultural politics, and imaginaries of social and natural 

lifeò104. 

If the notion of a singular global order under capitalist modernity has been questioned because 

of the environment degradation, an alternative way of thinking can be stemming from Amazonia? 

Amongst large-scale energy and infrastructure projects, several subjects have been addressed by 

environmental history research in Brazil: land use and settlement patterns, agricultural practices, 

environmental policies, social movements advocating for nature, frameworks and opportunities 

for sustainable development, the effects of industrialization and urbanization on river basins, 

local and regional development initiatives, efforts to reduce social inequalities and so on. 

Regarding Amazonia, these subjects are often considered understudied due to the region's vast 

territorial scale, its social complexity, and the fact that much of the research has been conducted 

by scholars from other nations, as well as in institutions abroad105. Political ecologists, in turn, 

concentrate on the study of identities and the struggle over the different worldviews or 

philosophies that guide humanity's relationship to nature106. This is central because, when the 

 
104 Escobar, 2008, pp.164-165. 
105 Martinez, 2011, p.28-29. 
106 Escobar, 2008, as cited in Batterbury, 2015, p.30. 
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dams were introduced in the region, many Indigenous groups lived outside of national society 

and, therefore, outside the capitalist economic system and its associated ideologies.  

Following the formulations of David E. Nye in his book: ñTechnology Matters: Questions to Live 

Withò the orientation is that the electrification process must be seen as a social and historical 

process that relates to the production of space. The argument is that technologies express 

symbols, ideas, and actions. Artifacts like dams are closely tied to social contexts and serve as 

expressions of social forces; in a sense, dams are social constructions107. A contextualist 

approach, emphasizing the socio-cultural and historical contexts in which technologies are 

developed, has long underpinned the work of historians of technology108. The perspective here 

is, essentially, to examine how the history of dam technology unfolds as a history of space in 

Amazonia; a space where knowledge is continuously contested. The thesis engages with an 

environmental history, in relation to the dynamic interplay between technological development, 

spatial transformation, and socio-environmental conflicts. 

Contributions of Esha Shah, Rutgers Boelens, and Bert Bruins in Contested Epistemologies on 

Large Dams and Mega-Hydraulic Development (2019) place the debate on levels of ñcontested 

epistemologiesò and world views: 

ñMultiple knowledge claims are constructed using different grounds for claiming the truth 

about water design, development, and implementation, and how both dominant and 

ólocalô, óvernacularô, or óIndigenousô knowledge frameworks underlying (or disputing) 

hydraulic projects and water control regimes, are not neutral nor óindependentô, but 

culturally and politically laden and historically produced - and often, co-createdò109. 

Despite the growing awareness of the adverse environmental consequences of dams in 

Amazonia, this knowledge had limited influence on state decision-making or the planning and 

construction practices of hydropower developers110. Dam-building actors have increasingly 

relied on engineering expertise and technological assessments further to justify the construction 

of dams111. A deeper reflection on the backdrop of these structural changes in the political sphere 

brings more audacious analyses that employ the concept of ñneoliberal water culture.ò It is useful, 

in this sense, to critically examine the discourse surrounding water and advocate for a balanced 

 
107 Nye, 2006, as cited in Lemos, 2007, p.29. 
108 Hughes, 1993. 
109 Boelens et al., 2021, p.221. 
110 Boelens et al., 2019, p.2 
111 Boelens et al., 2019, p.2. 
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and equitable approach to its management. It calls for a collaborative, transdisciplinary approach 

to knowledge creation (marked by both conflict and cooperation) among those affected by water 

issues. Water users (activists, policymakers, and scientists) not only challenge prevailing water 

paradigms and the influence of neoliberal water culture but also foster the development of 

alternative hydro-political frameworks and fairer hydro-territorial arrangements112.  

2.4 Methodes of Research  

"It is commonplace to say that Brazil is a country without memory113."  

In Brazil, the destruction of historical museums and libraries due to fires is, unfortunately, a 

common occurrence. Regarding archival preservation, the digitization of documents, although 

still progressing toward broader coverage, has emerged as a critical asset for historians in times 

when historical facts are increasingly scrutinized and contested, particularly in the context of the 

so-called ñpost-truth era.ò114. Events like fires in historical archives highlight not only systemic 

neglect of the shared heritage but also how certain types of knowledge and information, due to 

their strategic importance, can become vulnerable to deliberate targeting.  

Only this year, nearly six years after the fire that devastated much of its collection, the National 

Museum in Rio de Janeiro is set to reopen, with full restoration works expected to be completed 

by 2028. Only six hours of fire destroyed the collection of the largest natural history museum in 

Latin America115. As Eduardo Viveiros de Castro observed afterward, successive Brazilian 

governments have demonstrated a persistent disregard for both nature and culture. He argues that 

in Brazil, governance often equates to the systematic production of "deserts" (not only ecological, 

as seen in the destruction of the Cerrado and Amazonia biomes) but also temporal, through the 

 
112 Boelens, 2019, p.21. 
113. This statement is referring to the field of geosciences but accounts for history studies in all. The authors refer to 

the 1973 fire at the headquarters of DNPM in Rio de Janeiro, which housed the most comprehensive geoscience 

archive in Latin America, containing approximately 165,000 volumes (Schoobenhaus and Mantesso-Neto 2001 as 

cited in Beluzzo, 2000, p. 437). 
114 Post-truth is a concept that relates to and encompasses circumstances in which objective facts have less influence 

on shaping public opinion than emotions or personal beliefs ((Oxford Dictionary, 2016, as cited in Colosso, p.295). 

Historians, such as the Brazilian Lincoln Secco, maintain that in the 21st century, particularly in light of the 2008 

crisis, the resurgence of fascism, and the era of post-truth, there has been a renewed interest in Marxist scholarship 

(Secco, 2012). 
115 Founded 200 years ago the museum housed the most important collection of natural history, archaeology, and 

Indigenous and African cultures in Latin America, with more than 20 million items. Around 80% of its collection 

was affected by the fire (Oliveira, 2025). 
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erosion of cultural memory and historical heritage. This production of deserts also refers to the 

irreplaceable loss of both national and global civilizations' heritage116.  

It is through engagement with archives that this research highlights the digitized records as its 

primary source. While primarily employing digital document analysis, it emphasizes the 

necessity of adopting critical perspectives when selecting sources. In this regard, this work 

prioritized the analysis of newly organized sources of information, providing access to 

documents, newspaper articles, and reports, and presenting a set of collections, for example, from 

the National Archives, organized with a specific aim. This specific digital collection was created 

in 2001 by researcher Marcelo Zelic to preserve the memory of social, political, and popular 

struggles in Brazil. Creating this, the Armaz®m Mem·ria Centro de Refer°ncia Virtual (Memory 

Warehouse Center of Virtual Reference) serves as the primary source for this research.  

An online archive dedicated to documenting human rights violations in Brazil, with a particular 

focus on Indigenous issues, has gathered more than 2.2 million pages organized across 18 digital 

libraries. This extensive set of documents serves as a key resource for public civil activities aimed 

at investigating and seeking redress for crimes committed against Indigenous communities117. 

This net of funds is today the most extensive system of archives covering the Indigenous people 

in Brazil. The documentation focuses on struggles for the re-democratization of the country, 

access to land for peasants and Indigenous peoples, their rights and resistance, the creation of 

SUS - Sistema Đnico de Sa¼de (Unified Health System), trade union movements, feminist 

organizations, and other issues. It encompasses various virtual reference centers or funds 

dedicated to specific topics, such as the military dictatorship, Bringing together the archives of 

the primary institutions of the repressive apparatus.  

In recent years, there has been growing recognition by state institutions of the importance of 

including the voices of historically overlooked groups in Brazil's official historical records. As a 

result, documents reflecting social concerns can now be accessed through multiple channels. 

These include public archives across the country, government publications, books, decrees, and 

various official records, many of which have been made available through the National Archive's 

 
116 Viveiros de Castro, 2018. 
117 Instituto Socioambiental - ISA editorial, 2023. 
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Armaz®m Mem·ria platform. This initiative responds to demands for the 'right to memory' and 

aims to democratize access to information118.  

One fund that can be emphasized is Mem·rias Reveladas (Revealed Memories). This 

progressively updated database is part of the National Network of Archival Cooperation and 

Information, held by the Brazilian government.119 The set of sources includes materials released 

from the archives of the dictatorship's repression, as well as those systematized by social 

movements that opposed it during the authoritarian regime.  

It was through grassroots social movements and the Armaz®m Mem·ria initiative that the 

discussions around the paths toward transitional justice in Brazil were brought to the forefront. 

It also played a role, as seen in the activities of the CNV - Comiss«o Nacional da Verdade 

(National Truth Commission). Its role has been instrumental in addressing the historical failure 

of the Brazilian state to investigate and hold accountable120 the dictatorship's crimes against 

vulnerable population like peasants, but predominantly Indigenous peoples. 

In adopting this approach, this research deliberately shifts its focus away from traditional 

historical narratives produced by dominant authorities (whether in academic or governmental 

contexts), instead centering on alternative sources of information while weaving together diverse 

perspectives. In discussing Amazonia issues, it asserts the importance of a deeper investigation 

into the events affecting Indigenous peoples, framing such inquiry as a methodological 

commitment. 

To conduct the case study analysis, it was used the virtual search tool on the Memory Warehouse 

website searched for the names of the hydroelectric plants under study using key terms: "Balbina" 

(which yielded over 977 results) and "Tucuru²" (with over 2258), and "Samuel Hydroelectric 

plant" (with over 273 results). The files assessed were used for case studies of Coaracy Nunes 

HPP and Curu§-Una HPP but not in the same systematic way. Through a detailed review of the 

documents, a tailored analysis emerged, combining extracts from ancient and contemporary 

academic literature with the records produced by those directly involved in the construction. 

 
118 Cardoso, 2023.  
119 Mem·rias Reveladas is administered by the National Archives, the central body of the Archival Document 

Management System (Siga), which is part of the Ministry of Justice in: Stampa, 2009. 
120 The commission investigations created revolt among the military, some of whom are still alive and have not paid 

for their crimes. The commission may have investigated, but it did not prosecute the case. Many still live on large 

pensions paid by the Brazilian state. They benefited from the amnesty law, the result of a significant agreement (Law 

No. 6,683 of August 28, 1979). 
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Three case studies of this research adopted a more essayistic analysis based on the documents 

accessed but mostly on secondary sources (thesis and scientific articles). Consequently, the 

decision to focus in greater depth on the cases of Tucuru² and Balbina (given the more extensive 

archival records available) was made to deepen and better elaborate the reflection. 

In this sense, a more concise discussion is provided for the cases of Curu§-Una HPP, Coaracy 

Nunes HPP, and Samuel HPP, followed by a more in-depth analysis of Tucuru² HPP and Balbina 

HPP. The analysis of these sources (including once-classified military archives and documents) 

provides a more comprehensive understanding of authoritarian practices in Amazonia, notably 

by exposing the stateôs objectives through the perspectives of its agents.  

A possible systematization of the primary sources used would be as follows:  

Government and National Security Archives: Among the key documentary sources consulted 

are government archives related to national security. One of the most relevant is the Arquivo do 

Minist®rio de Minas e Energia - Divis«o de Seguran­a de Informa­»es (Ministry of Mines and 

Energy Security Information Division Archive, 1982), which contains a report outlining the 

challenges in the view of this division regarding the implementation of hydropower projects as 

of 1982. Additionally, the Arquivo Mem·rias Reveladas holds several collections from the SNI 

- Servi­o Nacional de Informa­»es (National Surveillance System). Mainly containing classified 

files, this work utilizes documents not only from the Central Agency but also from regional 

branches in Par§, Amazonas, Mato Grosso do Sul, and Cear§. These files are particularly 

significant for understanding how the military regime addressed issues related to national 

security, territorial control, and human rights. 

Another crucial collection within Mem·rias Reveladas includes the archives from SAEPR ï 

Secretaria de Asssuntos Estrat®gicos da Presidencia da Rep¼blica (Secretariat of Strategic Affairs 

of the Presidency), EMFA Escola Militar das For­as Armadas (Armed Forces Military School), 

and of DNPM ï Departamento Nacional de Produ­«o Mineral (National Department of Mineral 

Production). These documents, also classified, consist of strategic reports on security, 

development, and the management of natural resources in Amazonia, revealing how territorial 

control was intertwined with national defense and resource exploitation strategies. 

Indigenous and Social Movements Archives: The archives related to Indigenous and social 

movements provided essential counter-narratives to the official state documents. These include 

the collections from CIMI - Conselho Indigenista Mission§rio (Missionary Indigenous Council), 
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ANAI - Associa­«o Nacional de A­«o Indigenista (National Association for Indigenous Action), 

and the Casa da Cultura do Urubu² (Urubu² Cultural House), which holds documents and 

especially newspaper clips (gathering documents to their cause) related to the territorial struggles 

of Amazonian indigenous communities, for reporting the abuses internally, in their circles and to 

provide advocacy.  

Equally important are the materials from COMIN - Conselho de Miss«o entre Povos Ind²genas 

(Indigenous Peoples Mission Council), which document the involvement of religious missions 

in Indigenous rights. The Centro de Documenta­«o Ind²gena (Indigenous Documentation 

Center) was a valuable source for its collection of press clippings and reports, which tracked the 

activities of indigenous groups. Additionally, the Biblioteca Online Ind²gena (Online Indigenous 

Library) provided further resources, including a comprehensive collection of newspaper 

clippings on subjects related to Indigenous policies and the communities affected by state actions. 

Complementing this is the archive from the Movimento Feminino Pela Anistia (Women's 

Movement for Amnesty), which also gathered press clippings related to the struggles for 

Indigenous rights.  

Workers' and Social Movements Archives: In the same line of social resistance archives, the 

Arquivos de Movimentos de Trabalhadores e Movimentos Sociais (Workers' Movements and 

Social Movements Archives) were significant for this research. A key source was the Jornal dos 

Trabalhadores Sem Terra (Landless Workers' Movement Newspaper), which published issues 

from 1981 to 1992. These materials document the socio-political mobilization of rural workers 

and the fight for land reform about hydropower plant developments. 

International Archives - Russell Tribunal II: A notable international source is the Arquivo 

Basso, which is related to the Russell Tribunal II (1972ï1976). This archive contains documents 

and reports from sessions such as the second session held in Brussels (January 11ï18, 1975). 

These records assess the Brazilian military regime's objectives and activities in Amazonia, while 

also revealing its internal repression strategies. The archive includes crucial diplomatic reports, 

such as documents produced by a Brazilian Counselor in Bogot§, offering insights into how the 

regime's actions were perceived and documented by their interlocutors.  

Legislative Archives - Parliamentary Inquiry Commissions: Another relevant set of sources 

is the Legislative Archives, specifically the Parliamentary Inquiry Commissions that took place 

between 1976 and 1978, organized by the Brazilian Chamber of Deputies. These commissions 
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produced documents that reveal debates on human rights violations, the effects of the military 

regimeôs development projects, and the resulting social and environmental consequences.  

2.5 Approach to the Sources 

A historian's approach to documents will not consider them as mere repositories of objective 

truth; instead, they embody discourses and constructions shaped by the contexts in which they 

were produced. Consequently, a text cannot be dissociated from the circumstances of its creation. 

Analyzing a written record requires consideration of three interconnected and fundamental 

dimensions of discourse, as applied in this research: the intertextual, the intertext, and the 

context121. The intertextual dimension focuses on the internal aspects of the text, examining what 

underlies the written content and evaluating it as an object of meaning. The intertext refers to the 

relationships between the text and other texts, contributing to its validation and credibility. 

Finally, the context encompasses the relationship between the text and the social, historical, and 

cultural realities that produced and surround it. These steps were accepted to deepen the 

understanding of the sources utilized in the analyses of the case studies.  

The analysis integrates (secondary sources) academic studies, books, and insights with 

perspectives from those involved in the construction processes, like engineers and geologists, as 

to politicians, policymakers, and business people typically published either in the media or in 

their class associations reports. The findings draw on various disciplines within the human 

sciences, including history, geography, anthropology, law, economics, and journalism, as well as 

the agenda of environmental sciences, public policies, and governance. The set of sources can be 

resumed as three-fold: 

i) Government official documents outlining the plans and programs implemented in 

Amazonia and the documents produced by military agencies. 

ii) ii) Reports from social movements, offering their views about the developments in the 

region but also the mainstream media coverage in Brazil and abroad. 

iii) iii) Analyses by experts and academics, addressing various aspects such as military 

planning for the region, the historiography of electrification in the Brazilian Amazonia 

and its environmental history.  

 
121 Barros, 2002, as cited in Rodrigues, 2013, p.248. 
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In the 1960s, significant development in Engineering Geology occurred in the country due to the 

substantial economic growth caused by the establishment of hydropower projects, which 

disseminated knowledge to Brazil from the State of S«o Paulo122. Hence, significant emphasis 

was given to the literature produced in the fields of geology and dam engineering through the 

work of the ABGE - Associa­«o Brasileira de Geologia e Engenharia (Brazilian Association of 

Engineering and Environmental Geology) established in 1968 in S«o Paulo. This technical-

scientific organization aims to unite students, professionals, companies, institutional 

representatives, and other actors involved in engineering and environmental geology, frequently 

collaborating with engineering companies involved in dam building throughout Brazil.  

Its sources consist of articles from its leading journal, as well as books that provide a 

comprehensive examination of content related to Brazilian geoengineering, from its early 

systematization to the period addressed in this thesis. Field research approaches, including 

feasibility and river potential inventories, laboratory tests, investigations in soil and rock 

mechanics, concrete technologies, and mapping with enhanced detail in geological, 

geomorphological, hydrological, and hydrogeological data, were subjects addressed in the ABGE 

publications. Such technical descriptions have less weight for this research, but their records put 

the understanding of the environment and the political aspects of the projects into context. An 

article published in the First Brazilian Congress of Engineering and Geology in 1976, entitled 

"For less tests and less instruments and for more observation of Nature"123, explicitly highlights 

the different approaches that were clashing in that period. 

The research also benefited significantly from the generosity of scholars such as Philip Martin 

Fearnside, a Titular Researcher at the National Institute for Amazonia Research (INPA), who 

graciously granted access to his entire body of work from the 1970s to the present, meticulously 

compiled in files, focusing on Amazonia environment, particularly about deforestation and other 

developmental pressures across various Amazonian regions. Additionally, a valuable set of 

documents was provided by Lucio Flavio Pinto, a distinguished Brazilian journalist with over 50 

years of reporting on regional issues across the Amazonian lands, delving into the industries and 

business and their societal and environmental effects. 

 

 
122 Ruiz, 2017. 
123 Vaz, 1998, p.23. 
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3. LITERATURE REVIEW: THE HISTORY OF DAM BUILDING IN 

AMAZONIA 

 

Geographically distant from the centers of political power, economically 

"underdeveloped," and environmentally challenging to outsiders, the Amazonian 

nature was declaimed a problem by scientific experts, policymakers, and 

international advocates, rather than a matter for historical inquiry124. 

 

ñThe only area that did not receive more extensive research was the environment, 

but it should be noted that in the 1960s, environmental preservation requirements 

were very different from those that apply now. Most of the projects were carried 

outò125. 

 

ñThe logic behind the organization of space created by humans over the inheritance 

of nature remains misunderstoodò126.  

 

This Literature Review begins by examining how Brazilôs ruling elites influenced ideas for 

development in Amazonia, emphasizing the interplay between science and state action and 

highlighting the militaryôs involvement in territorial surveys. It discusses how political dynamics 

were shaped by an imagined vision of Amazonia, where framing traditional communities became 

central to justifying state interventions. Within this context, national integration discourses, 

aligned with Cold War politics, promoted agricultural expansion and natural resource 

exploitation as the dominant priorities for the region. 

Building on this, the review critically examines the historical trajectory of state-led development 

projects, focusing on how early initiatives, such as SPVEA, sought to tailor regional planning to 

perceived local potentials. However, this initial phase soon gave way to an authoritarian 

occupation strategy, with dams becoming a key element within a broader development agenda. 

 
124 Garfield, 2013, p.5. 
125 Cruz, 1996, p.95. 
126 AbôSaber 1998, p.24. 
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Further analysis explores how Operation Amazonia, launched in 1966, represented both a 

geopolitical strategy and an ideological project. This period saw a growing involvement of state 

and military institutions in planning and executing Amazonian policies, particularly in 

coordinating hydropower developments as part of a federally driven agenda. 

The review turns to the underlying logic guiding hydropower development strategies, discussing 

a process that often sidelined the demands of regional elites and the realities of traditional 

communities. At the same time, advancements in dam-building technologies reflected the strong 

influence of foreign expertise, shaping both the technical approaches in Brazil and the 

institutional frameworks adopted. 

This review examines the global mega-hydraulics culture that emerged during this period, 

characterized by a strong emphasis on technical and economic objectives while largely 

downplaying social and environmental harms. Even with the introduction of legal requirements 

for effect assessments, technical discourses frequently mask policies that commodify water and 

prioritize private sector interests and guidelines, a dynamic that remains crucial for understanding 

the Amazonian cases under study. 

3.1 The Emergence of Dam Building: Interplay Between Science and Institutions 

A growing interest in Amazonia recognized as a vast field for economic exploitation, has always 

spurred the mobilization of capital. From the 17th century onwards, this interest was marked by 

military conflicts, diplomatic disputes, and the involvement of travelers and scientists who 

contributed to the creation of literature for dissemination and propaganda. Brazilian rulers, 

however, mostly ignored these interests until the situation became critical, requiring government 

intervention127. The early reconnaissance initiatives in Amazonia were largely driven by efforts 

to support industrialization in European countries and North America, framing the region as the 

world's 'breadbasket' for raw materials128. Besides, the region remained largely unknown to both 

foreigners and nationals until relatively recently129. 

 
127 Reis, 1968, p.157. 
128 Santos, 1981, p.10. 
129 The Napoleonic invasions and the relocation of the royal family in 1808, along with the opening of Brazilian 

ports, brought an end to the Portuguese Empire's political and economic monopoly. Rio de Janeiro became the 

administrative hub, hosting public offices and the state bureaucracy, while a regency under its authority governed 

Lisbon. 
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The 19th century saw the condensation of systematic knowledge about Brazilian territory, 

marked by significant scientific expeditions to Brazil led by figures such as Baron von 

Langsdorff, Prince Maximilian, Wied-Neuwied, Auguste de Saint-Hilaire, Carl von Martius, and 

Alcide d'Orbigny. In the second half of the century, with the consolidation of National 

Institutions such as the Museu Nacional (National Museum) and the IHGB - Instituto Hist·rico 

e Geogr§fico do Brasil (Brazilian Historical and Geographical Institute), local scientists initiated 

a process of establishing a national scientific identity, having the tropical nature a central 

theme130.  

That was the context in which the first inquiries in geological and hydrological fields were 

undertaken by naturalists' expeditions to Amazonia (not only to the Brazilian regions) at the end 

of the 19th and beginning of the 20th century131.. Regardless, maps, diaries, reports, samples, 

prints, and herbaria were sent to Europe to promote research and aid in Brazil's inquiries, in terms 

of economic and territorial control132. An unsettled "state of affairs" between the rulers in the 

capital (Rio de Janeiro) and local aspirations is exemplified by the establishment of the first 

scientific institution in a Brazilian Amazonian province. The Museu Bot©nico do Amazonas 

(Amazon Botanical Museum) opened in 1883 and functioned for only seven years. This 

institution was not located in the main regional city of Bel®m but instead in Manaus, at the time, 

a locality known as Caxang§. This initiative asserted imperial authority in the deeper interior of 

the region by establishing a modern institution (comparable to natural history museums in Europe 

and the United States) dedicated to botany and ethnography to apply botanical knowledge to 

medicine and industry. It ultimately became a striking example of a promising institution that 

failed due to the limited priorities of the local ruling elites and the ambitions of its founder. 

Despite the monarch's support, strong opposition to the museum's establishment emerged, driven 

by local governments, the clergy, and the press133.  

With Brazilian industrialization "at the doorstep," the concern with forging a common national 

identity and consolidating the national territory was a priority during the First Republic (1889-

 
130 Kuri, 2009, p.20. 
131 Such as J. B. Spix, C. F. P. von Martius, O. A. Derby, L. Agassiz, F. A. von Humboldt, C. F. Hartt, F.L. Castelnau, 

H. A. Coudreau, W. Chandless, E. A. Goeldi, J. M. Clark, W. Kegel, F. Katzer, H. W. Adalbert, H. W. Bates and 

others (Cavalcante, 1912, p.34). 
132 Cavalcante, 1912, p.34. 
133 Lopes & S§, 2016, pp.78-87. 
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1930)134. The tensions on the southern borders with Argentina and Paraguay were the main 

concerns of the government. At the same time, issues involving Amazonia remained at 

diplomatic levels, still with high levels of U.S. foreign policy involvement135. At this point, 

projects related to Amazonia began to emerge from both private and foreign sectors, signaling a 

growing involvement by non-governmental entities. The situation in the borders gradually 

became a sensitive issue among Brazilian politicians and military circles136. 

A parallel can be drawn between the expansion of electricity and the broader national effort to 

secure frontiers and assert territorial control. The Borders Inspection Commission took place 

between 1927 and 1930, carrying out incursions for geological surveys in Amazonia. The 

commission coordinated efforts that included telegraphs and radios, cinematography, Indigenous 

census surveys, and botanical research. Emerging from the political-military context of the First 

Republic, Brazil's early foreign policy was closely tied to the ambitions of entrepreneurs and 

industrialists, frequently subordinating public policies and scientific initiatives to their own 

goals137. Securing the borders was not enough; it was also necessary to capitalize on these 

incursions. 

A few years earlier, in 1923, the American Rubber Mission was taking place. Made up of eight 

members from the U.S. Departments of Agriculture and Commerce and accompanied by a special 

Brazilian commission (Brazilian Commission for Economic Studies of Amazonia) the joint effort 

traveled throughout Amazonia in search of the best location to explore and cultivate the Brazilian 

rubber tree (Hevea Brasiliensis L - or in portuguese: Seringueira). The initiative took place once 

local governments saw a U.S. industrial emergency as an opportunity to revive their struggling 

 
134 The First Republic did not dismantle Brazilôs agrarian structure despite significant advances in productive forces. 

Anchored in the coffee economy, a thriving industrial sector emerged, particularly in S«o Paulo, with strong 

participation from foreign companies. This dynamic deepened the countryôs dependence on the core of the 

international capitalist system (Campos, 1991, p.147). 
135 The concerns involved securing Brazil's borders and ensuring the stability of its internal market to achieve greater 

autonomy from Europe, particularly England. In this context, a policy of non-alignment, non-confrontation, and 

conflict resolution emerged, intertwining the realms of science and politics (Antiquera, 2006, p.30-31). 
136 Antiquera, 2006, p.30-31. 
137 On this occasion, the north (Amazonia) and central-west of Brazil were explored to the borders with French 

Guiana, Dutch Guiana (Republic of Suriname), English Guiana (Republic of Guyana), Venezuela, Colombia, Peru, 

and Bolivia. During the 1930s and 1940s, Notable examples include the conflict between Colombia and Peru (1932ï

1934) at the triple border shared with Brazil and the Chaco War (1932ï1935) between Paraguay and Bolivia 

((Rodrigues, 2022, pp.236-238).  
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economies by attracting American investment not only in rubber manufacturing but also in 

mining, logging, and harnessing hydropower138. 

From the mid-1910s through the 1920s, the rapid growth of automobile production in the United 

States significantly increased the countryôs demand for natural rubber, making it the worldôs 

largest consumer. At the same time, overproduction in Southeast Asian plantations of rubber 

trees led to a global surplus, prompting Britain (dominant in the business supply) to intervene 

with price control policies, restricting the U.S. access to this row material, thus, positioning 

Amazonian rubber to capture American investment interest139.  

By 1923, attracting U.S. capital to Amazonia had become a national political strategy promoted 

by Brazilôs hegemonic classes to exploit natural resources through large-scale capitalist 

enterprise. Embraced by local elites (who in fact, initiated this effort), the initiative framed capital 

scarcity as the key issue (as opposed to the abundance of natural resources) and celebrated foreign 

investment as a path to technological progress and social ñimprovementò including eugenic 

aspirations tied to racial ideologies140. In 1927, the Ford Industrial Company of Brazil was 

established through a one-million-hectare land concession granted by the state of Par§ along the 

Tapaj·s River, leading to the creation of the industrial village of Fordl©ndia. While notable for 

its modern infrastructure, capitalist production model, and stratified labor organization, a lack of 

local social capital hindered the project, limited scientific knowledge of Amazonian conditions 

(especially for rubber cultivation in the scheme of plantations), and the absence of a sufficient 

labor force for the venture141 deemed a failure by 1945. This episode, however, marks the onset 

of a national project that aligned the interests of local elites with those of the federal government 

in occupying Amazonia and initiated discussions on the role of hydroelectric plants within the 

framework of an explicitly capitalist economic policy. 

With the Revolution of 1930142, industrial policy became the guiding principle of the federal 

government, which assumed a centralizing and regulatory role over the use of natural resources 

 
138 Costa, 2012, p. 54. 
139 Figart, 1925, Sudhevea, 1978 as cited in Costa, 2012, p. 96-97. 
140 Costa, 2012, pp.98-99. 
141 Costa, 2012, p.99.  
142 The armed movement of October 3, 1930, led by Get¼lio Vargas and military commanders, sought to overthrow 

President Washington Lu²s and block the inauguration of J¼lio Prestes. It was rooted in the political impacts of 1920s 

urbanization and industrialization, reflecting demands from emerging social forces (middle classes and urban 

masses) for political participation. This revolution challenged the oligarchic state and is widely regarded as the 

starting point of Brazil's Second Republic (Abreu, 2002). 
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for energy purposes, so an institutional reorganization was launched to expand hydropower 

development, shifting regulatory authority over resource exploitation from municipalities to the 

federal level. The first hydroelectric power plant installed in Brazil was built in 1883 to support 

diamond mining in Diamantina, Minas Gerais, a privately funded project. The first of larger 

capacity, called Marmelos Zero, installed in the same state, was designed to support industrial 

activities and provide electricity to the town of Juiz de Fora in 1889143. Nonetheless, until the 

1930s, this private-sector bias shaped the early stage of dam development in Brazil.  

The expansion of Brazil's electric power industry in terms of public policies, particularly with 

hydropower, began in the early 20th century with the entry of foreign capital, notably through 

companies like the Canadian Light (The S«o Paulo Railway, Light and Power Co. Ltd.) and the 

American & Foreign Power Co. (AMFORP). Until World War II, Brazil's electric sector was 

fragmented, with over 1,500 small, localized firms and just two multinationals (Light and 

AMFORP) holding approximately 66% of the country's power generation capacity144. In this 

scenario, the 1930 Revolution created the political and institutional conditions necessary for the 

national regulation of public utilities. In this scenario, the 1930 Revolution created the political 

and institutional conditions necessary for the national regulation of public utilities. Key measures 

were introduced, including Decree No. 23,501 of 1933, which restructured electricity tariffs 

based on production costs (challenging the previously excessive profits of the monopolistic 

companies) and the establishment of the Water Code (Decree 24.643 of 1934) after more than 

twenty years of drafting by lawmakers and facing resistance from foreign companie145.  

The Water Code marked the formal entry of the Brazilian state into regulating water use, defining 

rules for its appropriation and exploitation across various sectors, including industry, agriculture, 

navigation, and energy. While it became a key legal framework for hydroelectric power and 

water resource management, its exclusive focus on hydropower excluded thermoelectric plants 

from state regulation. As a result, its implementation was partial and incomplete, besides a 

limited immediate impact on electricity policies in Amazonia, which relied primarily on thermal 

source146. 

 
143 Centro da Mem·ria da Eletricidade no Brasil, 1999, pp. 11-13. 
144 Luz, 1983; Tolmasquim, 2003 as cited in Lemos, 2007, pp.191-121. 
145 Lemos, 2007, p.123. 
146 Lemos, 2007, p.123. 
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The law's main innovation was distinguishing the ownership of watercourses from the ownership 

of the surrounding land, as well as the soil and subsoil. In practice, a waterfall with energy-

generating potential could no longer be owned by the landowner, just as owning land with 

mineral deposits no longer granted ownership of the minerals themselves. In practice, natural 

resources came under state control, marking the introduction of the concession system for the 

use of these natural resources. Regarding hydroelectric projects, it was an innovative law in terms 

of addressing social and environmental concerns, including food nourishment (supporting 

riverine populations), public health, navigation, irrigation, protection against flooding, the 

preservation and unrestricted movement of fish, and drainage and disposal of water147. 

Nevertheless, it prescribed regulations and requirements to safeguard public interests; its 

compliance was restricted148. The World Commission on Dams (2000) noted that during the 

construction and operation of the Tucuru² HPP, Brazil's environmental licensing laws were still 

evolving. The existing legal requirements under the "old" Water Code were disregarded by both 

authorities and developers149. Despite being old, it remained the primary available instrument for 

a considerable time.  

Although the assessment and study of Brazilôs hydroelectric resources had begun in the 1920s 

under the Geological and Mineralogical Service of Brazil150 these efforts gained clearer direction 

with the creation of DNPM in 1933, which introduced regulations aimed at industrial purposes. 

Under the control of the Ministry of Agriculture, DNPM was responsible for various tasks, 

including supervision of the use of electricity, granting concessions, and overseeing water 

legislation. The institution focused on both mining and the early exploration of Brazilôs 

hydroelectric potential. 

In summarizing the history of geotechnology in Brazil, the creation of DNPM can be linked to 

the origins of such applied sciences in the country151. Engineering Geology, also known as 

Applied Geology, has contributed to three main areas in Brazil: mineral production reports 

(supplying construction materials), addressing slope stability for road construction, and 

inventorying hydroelectric energy sources, along with geological investigations for dam 

 
147 Vianna, 2020, p.84. 
148 Vianna, 2020, p.84. 
149 WCD, 2000. 
150 BRASIL. Minist®rio da Agricultura, 1939; Lima, 1984, as cited in Lemos, 2007 p.185. 
151 Vargas, 2015. 
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construction sites152. In this sense, a triad of mining, roads, and hydroelectric power plants marks 

the beginning of this field in Brazil. 

The centralization of decision-making for the electric energy sector by the federal government 

culminated in the creation of CNAEE - Conselho Nacional de Ćguas e Energia El®trica (National 

Council on Water and Electric Energy) through Decree-Law in 1939. Foreseen in the Water 

Code, the initiative was linked to the Presidency, marking a key step in establishing state-led 

planning for the electricity sector and developing a national energy policy153. At this stage, 

understanding river discharge volumes was crucial for planning the interconnection of electrical 

systems. Such integration would allow a hydropower plant on a river with sufficient flow to offset 

the shortages of another plant with lower reserves or operating under different seasonal 

conditions, particularly during dry periods. This type of knowledge was seen as essential for the 

development of key industrial sectors (such as electrochemical, electrometallurgical, 

transportation, and agriculture), enabling the full utilization of available energy resources154. 

In 1942, an American technical mission led by Morris Cooke arrived in Brazil to assist with the 

country's economic planning. The report from the 'Cooke Mission' highlighted the need to 

develop the country's significant hydraulic potential with a focus on long-term planning. In the 

following year, a commission was established to create a national electrification plan, which three 

years later proposed the construction of small and medium-sized hydropower plants. From the 

1950s onward, Brazil opted to pursue large dam projects instead155. 

Several joint efforts highlight how, after the war, Brazil experienced a evident U.S. influence in 

terms of technical expertise in water resources156. Exemplified by the Inter-American Treaty of 

Reciprocal Assistance (1947), the Brazil-USA Joint Commission (1950) and the Military 

Cooperation Agreement (1952)157. The role of American technical-economic missions like the 

Cooke Mission as well the Abbink Mission (1948) and other joint efforts like the Brazil-United 

States Joint Commission for Economic Development/CMBEU (1951) that, working together 

 
152 Vargas, 1988 as cited in Margareth et Figaroa 1990, pp.123-124. 
153  Lemos, 2012, p.185. 
154 BRASIL. Minist®rio da Agricultura, 1939 as cited in Lemos, 2012, p.186.  
155 Vianna, 2020, p.84-85. 
156 In the late 1940s and on, under the "point four program," the U.S. State Department and the Bureau of 

Reclamation defined the political, economic, and ideological objectives of its foreign programs and ostensibly 

objective technical expertise in water resources as deeply intertwined with U.S. geopolitical concerns is as analyzed 

by Christopher Sneddon, 2015. 
157 Antiquera, 2006, pp.37-38. 
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with the Comiss«o Econ¹mica para a Am®rica Latina e o Caribe - CEPAL (Economic 

Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean) 158 have all contributed in the valorizing the 

technical planning and its virtues. Valuing "neutrality," "objectivity," and "impartiality" within 

the scope of scientific planning while also calling for adherence from social sectors. The shaping 

of a model institution was intended to accumulate experience through studies, projections, 

analyses, and proposals for the development of the Brazilian economy159.  

The BrazilïU.S. Joint Commission, formed in the post-World War II period, reflected the 

development-oriented aims of the Point Four Program160, which were closely tied to the Cold 

Warôs anti-communist agenda. U.S. support for infrastructure and economic development in 

countries like Brazil was also a strategic effort utilizing ñtechnological superiorityò to counter 

communist influence in the Global South161. Its mechanisms consisted of securing international 

funding for large infrastructure projects. The Cooke Mission promoted in Brazil the same 

concepts it had already developed in the United States (particularly the idea of regional watershed 

planning as an integrated approach to land, water, and societal development162) as conceived by 

Morris Cooke. President Roosevelt appointed him as the first chairman of the Mississippi Valley 

Committee, which was responsible for drafting the first regional plan for the Mississippi River 

Basin and implementing it through the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA)163.  

The initial agreement between the Brazilian and U.S. governments was that the Cooke Mission 

would study the entire Amazonas River Basin (areas as well in Bolivia, Peru, Ecuador, Colombia, 

and Venezuela. At that point, President Vargas intended to develop a transportation network 

comprising canals, railways, and highways to integrate the South American market by linking 

the Orinoco River to the Amazonas river to link with the La Plata river basin, creating an inland 

navigable route, putting Brazil the primary reference for a navigable route in South America. 

 
158 The 1950s and 1960s marked the peak of modernist optimism (the faith that the state would be able to design and 

implement regional development plans in an apolitical and neutral manner, purely based on technical expertise. They 

coincided with the campaign to publicize the TVA ideas from U.S. and the planning guidelines within CEPAL. One 

outcome of those guidelines was the creation in 1953 of SPVEA - Superintendence for the Economic Valorization 

of the Amazon (Feldman, 2009, as cited in Brose, 2015, p. 21). 
159 Lemos, 2007, p.179. 
160 Key Brazilian members, including Roberto Campos, Lucas Lopes, and R¹mulo Almeida, were aligned with a 

non-nationalist approach to development. This period saw closer ties between Brazil and U.S. in pursuit of public 

loans, while Brazil also continued its national integration policies and efforts to strengthen industrialization through 

active state involvement (Chiquito, 2012, p.46).   
161 Ekbladh, 2002, p.345.  
162 Chiquito, 2015, p.44. 
163 Chiquito, 2015, p.42. 
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However, due to the challenges of working in remote areas spanning multiple countries, the 

Cooke Mission redirected its focus to the S«o Francisco Valley and played a key role in shaping 

water management and electricity infrastructure in Northeast Brazil164. In its turn, the Abbink 

Mission recommended in 1949 that private companies should develop the electrical system, 

which was ultimately not observed from the 1960s onwards. The stateôs internal contradictions 

(between a nationalist, statist sector and another favoring privatization) did not undermine its 

role as a producer of electrical energy165. 

Although the records show that as early as 1923, there were discussions about hydroelectric 

plants to support rubber production in Fordil©ndia, the consulted historiography emphasizes that 

one of the first dam projects in Amazonia dates to the 1940s, when local elites proposed such 

infrastructure near Manaus as a solution to the region's energy crisis, characterized by frequent 

blackouts and disruptions to tram services. Eventually, the first technical survey in 1947 deemed 

the project unfeasible, as local media and politicians criticized the conclusions, arguing that they 

were based on superficial assessments by individuals who were not experts in the region's river 

systems and had overlooked the seasonal variations of the waters166.  

Breno Augusto do Santos167 (1981) stated that the 1950s marked the first expeditions exploring 

the valleys of major rivers in search of coal and oil deposits. Consequently, systematic geological 

surveys were conducted, with DNPM employees leading the campaigns. The two most important 

discoveries of mineral reserves in Brazilian Amazonia (the Trombetas bauxite in 1966 and the 

Caraj§s iron ore in 1967), along with several other associated sites, positioned the country 

together with the leading nations in terms of relevant mineral reserves. The context underscored 

the need to establish metal production plants, thereby justifying the construction of hydroelectric 

power plants to exploit the substantial mineral potential168. In this case, the scale of the potential 

unveiled exceeded the private sector capacity, leading the government to prioritize support for 

 
164 McCann; 1995, as cited in Chiquito, 2015. p.44. 
165 Vianna, 2020, p.85. 
166 Mello, 1982 as cited in Capelini, 2022, p.254. 
167 Breno Augusto do Santos became known for discovering Caraj§s deposits after a random landing of a helicopter 

during field works. His writings are extensively employed throughout this thesis. By contrast, Oliveira (2015) argues 

that multinational companies were leading the findings: ñThe Serra dos Caraj§s (without a doubt, is the main 

mineralogical province in the Amazon) was discovered in 1967 by Cia. Meridional de Minera­«o (a subsidiary of 

United States Steel co.)ò. Will also argues that this discovery later led to the union between U.S. Steel and CVRD 

to exploit the iron ore from Caraj§s through (Amaz¹nia Minera­«o S.A); eventually later dissolved. In 1967, the 

new Mining Code altered the previous legislation by creating incentives for private capital to invest in mineral 

research and discovery in Brazil (Oliveira, 2015).  
168 Santos, 1981, p.74. 
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private enterprise in Amazonia. Apart from oil, rare gases, and hydrocarbons (those under a 

monopoly and exclusive responsibility) of PETROBRAS - Petr·leo Brasileiro (Brazilian 

Petroleum Corporation) as established by law in 1954; the other kinds of mineral reserves were 

within CPRM - Companhia de Pesquisa de Recursos Minerais (Mineral Resources Research 

Company) attributions169. Soon after, the number of international enterprises coming to 

Amazonia began to grow rapidly. 

3.2 Imagination, Ideas and Narratives in a Historical Review 

In terms of Amazonia historiography, two cases illustrate the role of foreign perspectives on the 

region and highlight key issues that have shaped the field of humanities in Brazil throughout the 

20th century. These are useful for understanding the narratives that, over time, will clash and 

reveal the critical ways in which dams and other large infrastructure projects were implemented 

in Amazonia.  

Theodore Roosevelt, when traveling (1913-1914) through the region170 sought to record the 

geography as guided by impartiality; Roosevelt's diary aimed to achieve a scientific effect by 

merging reality and discourse in a neutral and seemingly empiricist manner171. His view adheres 

to 19th-century scientism, contributing to a shift between the fantastic narratives of "El Dorado" 

or "Eden" as the prevailing portrait of Amazonia. However, his journey might be linked to 

geopolitical and cultural intentions, as civilizing was considered a moral duty by Protestant 

America172. Moreover, by the early 20th century, the U.S. expanded its territorial control over 

much of North America, including lands once held by Indigenous peoples in its current territory, 

as well as large portions of Central America previously controlled by Mexico. The Caribbean 

and the Panama Canal also became key components of American economic aims. In this context, 

 
169 Abreu, 1973, p.11 
170 Analyses of RooseveltËs visit to Brazil can be controversial: ñTheodore Roosevelt, ex-president of USA, given 

the imperialist policy of the ñBig Stickò(a political intervention intended mainly for Latin American nations -, used 

science as an instrument of domination or military power, articulated in its civilizing project to bring the protestant 

religion to catholic nations thus, considered culturally backward (...) to civilize was a moral task from the protestant 

America, (...) went to Brazil as part of a scientific mission to study fauna and flora and physical geography of the 

Amazonia (Rodrigues, 2011, pp.41-42)ò. 
171 Fran­a, 2014 p.155. 
172 Rodrigues, 2011, p.42. 
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asserting dominance over South America would be a natural step, explaining why the U.S. 

planned a scientific expedition, which masked its underlying political ambition173.  

Claude L®vi-Strauss also traveled to Amazonia and, in his book Tristes Tropiques (1955), 

explores the challenges and risks of conducting ethnography when the narrator becomes 

personally involved in the work. One of L®vi-Strauss's legacies from his time in Brazil lies in the 

emphasis on examining human societies, relativizing the observer's perspective, and appreciating 

otherness174. An important turn in anthropology stances worldwide, but especially valuable in 

Brazil, as the countryËs history is marked by the oppression of various groups, particularly the 

Indigenous peoples. Hence, it is deeply tied to the appropriation of both land and labor that began 

during the colonial period with the imposition of evangelization of Indigenous populations. 

Although L®vi-Strauss had offered an alternative way of thinking, from the 1950s onward, the 

prevailing ideology of development was rooted in assimilation rather than the recognition and 

appreciation of cultural differences175. 

The emergence of modern, positivist science gradually displaced the centuries-old mysticism and 

fantastic imagery surrounding Amazonia. The prevailing view in the global anthropological 

debate of the 1950s regarded Amazonia as a hostile environment to civilization, characterized by 

sparse human occupation, sociologically primitive, and culturally dependent on more advanced 

places. Moreover, it was estimated that Indigenous civilizations were assimilating into the 

national population at a rapid pace176.  

The openness to recognize and value otherness, as seen in the examination of Indigenous peoples, 

starting with Levi-Strauss, contrasts sharply with a historical tradition of interventions focused 

solely on resource appropriation. This process takes on overwhelming proportions and is never 

explicitly stated, as strikingly illustrated by the Point Four Program. 

Hydropower developments in Amazonia represent one such form of intervention which, in the 

Brazilian context, significantly blurs the line between national interests and foreign agendas. 

Interventions, as such, cannot be viewed as society exerting complete control over nature and the 

environment, as later acknowledged in the emerging field of environmental history and even by 

 
173 Rodrigues, 2011. 
174 Fran­a, 2016, p.171. 
175 As pointed out by the anthropologist Manuela Carneiro da Cunha as cited in Haag, 2024. 
176 Viveiros de Castro, 2002, p.321. 
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economists177. In examining a broader historical context, a more accurate analysis must account 

for the intricate interplay of social, political, and economic forces, while firmly rejecting any 

simplistic or reductionist interpretations that overlook these nuances. 

A prominent Brazilian geographer, Berta Becker (1982) recognized two turning points revealing 

a new stage in the perception of the national space in the Amazonia and its integration into the 

nation: the construction of the new capital, Brasilia, from 1955 on and the creation of SUDENE 

- Superintend°ncia de Desenvolvimento do Nordeste (Superintendency for the Development of 

the Northeast) in 1959. These two events curiously take place outside the region. The 

construction of the first roads that linked "The Amazonia "island" to the Brazilian spatial system, 

the Bel®m-Bras²lia highway and S«o Paulo-Cuiab§-Acre highway, dates from this period. Based 

on this design, the Amazonian space is incorporated into its "edges" by a pioneering movement 

of large cattle ranchers coming from more developed regions and by the demographic surplus 

coming from regions considered depressed like the northeast. Accordingly, SUDENE's task was 

to transfer impoverished populations from the northeast to Amazonia and other regions of Brazil, 

in line with the country's integration policy. In this process, major geopolitical problems arose 

concerning the territory's vulnerability.  

The perception that Amazonia corresponded to large, sparsely occupied area, subject to 

connections outside Brazilian ordinary markets (via the northern port of Bel®m), the length of 

the borders to be covered (around 11.000 km) with countries in process of important democratic 

developments (given the possibility of revolutionary movements) such as Venezuela, Colombia, 

and Peru in the 1960s and 1970s, then, posing a threat to the Military Regime. If the nationalism 

ideology took place, often identified with the military thinking and rule, the coloniality feature 

has however persisted.  

The 'open' or dependent economy model adopted reactivated the primary export economy. This 

model predominantly relied on the export of raw materials and agricultural products rather than 

manufactured commodities, which was the path that Brazil was adopting at the time of the coup. 

From the 1960s onwards, the region was shaped to accommodate and fit the agricultural model, 

while the effort to boost industrialization in Brazil's main capitals was, circumstantially, left 

aside.  

 
177 Martinez-Alier et Klaus Schl¿pmann, 1987; Worster, Thomas, 1988; KSchama, 1996, as cited in Machado, 2009 

p.60. 
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In the 1960s, extractivist activities were still prevalent and significant, as they had been 

throughout Amazonian history, serving as a means of subsistence, an economic activity, and a 

social identity. Nonetheless, the military government, aiming for modernization, shaped a false 

idea of incompatibility between extractivist activities and agricultural development. As expressed 

officially, the economy of row exploitation of natural resources (extrativism) ended up 

marginalizing agriculture practices creating a generalized instability of the agrarian Amazonian 

society reflecting thus, the dispersion of settlements in the region178. 

An extractivist economy relies on diversification (hunting, fishing, harvesting, agriculture, 

livestock farming) to meet the needs of the traditional people, including farmers, households, 

employees, teachers, and religious individuals, whether living in the countryside or towns. In the 

face of a predominantly weakened mercantile structure, a ñspontaneous agrarian reformò was 

underway in the region, posing serious threats to the military aims. Here, as well, this perception 

of the territoryôs vulnerability is present. The state acted to shape a new landscape characterized 

by the concentration of land for large-scale production, the expansion of private companies in 

agriculture and agribusiness, and the establishment of foreign companies as mechanisms for 

regional development. 

The development model adopted by the military government favored the construction of highly 

industrialized metropolitan regions by treating natural resources as a source of unlimited raw 

materials179. The expansion of capitalist activity in Amazonia takes shape in association with 

Brazilian and foreign corporations, guided by two main principles: the protection of the internal 

economy from foreign competition and the nationalization of key sectors of the economy that 

were previously disregarded by private investors. One might notice that this basis did not address 

the collectivization of means of production under the inspiration of the socialist model. Despite 

their significance for the economic growth envisioned within a capitalist agenda, the state became 

the leading actor only because the private sector showed no interest in undertaking these 

ventures180. That is, the military regime systematically imposed an integrated vision in economic 

affairs and launched state-owned enterprises as symbols of a grand effort and project, even so 

focused on risky and costly sectors that were of little interest to private corporations.  

 
178 As in the Operation Amazonia report. 
179 Scantimburgo, 2013, p.116. 
180 Bresser- Pereira, 1977 as cited in Oliveira & Florentin 2019, p.53. 
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The emerging scientific disciplines, technologies, and cultural vocabularies that reimagined 

Amazonia in the popular and political mindset in the relations between the North Atlantic and 

Brazil, alike during the Get¼lio Vargas regime181, frames Brazil's military government as 

frustrated with unprotected borders, sparse population, and weak state control in the region. The 

military dictatorship actively sought to attract foreign investments for large-scale projects and 

resource appropriation, focusing particularly on hydroelectric dams and mineral exploration. 

Other elements comprise an "outsize nationalist agenda" addressing underdevelopment, social 

injustice, and national security. It was a matter of the "Brazilian character". However, the 

simultaneous rise of a widespread environmental movement in the North Atlantic and Brazil, 

along with grassroots activism by forest dwellers, pulled Amazonia in divergent directions182.  

The International Union for the Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources, based in 

Switzerland, can be pointed out as a milestone in the formation of a global environmental 

movement due to its approach to the issue of tropical deforestation in 1972, within the context of 

the military's settlement projects in Amazonia183. It reframed the struggles over power and 

resources in Brazilian Amazonia in new transnational terms. In all regions of Brazil, Amazonia 

has become a subject of learning, whether in institutions or university departments. A significant 

range of studies has pointed out that the cumulative, synergistic, and long-term effects of dams 

on rivers, forests, and social systems are still underestimated in planning, decision-making, and 

management184. Besides, the 1970s had already established expertise in the field of hydropower; 

gaps in understanding are primarily explained by a lack of rigorous, independent research, 

inadequate synthesis and integration of existing data and knowledge, and a fragmented approach 

to studies that inform environmental and social effect assessments and mitigation efforts185.  

Indicating how inextricably linked the occupation of the region is to cultural features when it 

comes to describing Amazonia, as well as exposing long-lasting structures, it is possible to think 

that more recently, just like longstanding trends, the struggles over resource management in 

 
181 In the 1930s, Brazil was overtaken by the military movement led by Get¼lio Vargas. Amidst the global 

repercussions of the 1929 economic crisis, the country sought to create a "Brazilian industrial development project," 

shaped by new alliances between social classes and class fractions within the state's power structure; this patially 

explains, the establishment of the Estado Novo and the promulgation of the 1937 Constitution (Oliveira, 2015, p. 

46-47). 
182 Garfield, 2013, pp.214-215. 
183 Garfield, 2013. 
184 For instance, in de Souza J¼nior and Reid, 2010; Soito and Freitas 2011; Fearnside, 2016; Latrubesse et al., 2017; 

Gallardo Et al., 2017) as pointed out by Athayde, 2019.  
185 Athayde et all, 2019, p.51. 
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Amazonia are framed by a fierce contrast between its peoples (for example the seringalistas) and 

the agribusiness, mining or industry representatives, leaders that had success in their methods of 

land use change as models for development. The agrarian elites in the region tar conservationism 

as an infringement on business prerogative or national sovereignty, and use intimidation and 

violence to silence their opponents in this basis: ñ(é) the Natural resource exploitation continues 

to lure private capital, state investment, and multilateral loans, while progressive labour and 

environmental laws are undermined by lack of enforcement and political willò186. 

Furthermore, historical studies of large dams and river basin development have shown that water 

issues are closely linked to the expansion of capitalist agriculture and the mining sector, often 

framed within nationalist and modernist narratives. These associations, however, remain 

underexplored and warrant further scholarly investigation187.  

One essential component of the modernist discourse that denies the past and the existing diversity 

of cultures and ecosystems sheds light on humanityôs agency and ability to actively shape the 

physical and social environment188. The allocation of significant resources for investments in 

hydroelectric plants in Amazonia, highlights the importance of mining projects at the national 

level, as well as the growing interest in the installation of waterways as seeing nowadays189. 

Currently, however, infrastructure development for agribusiness has taken center stage in major 

structural plans. Dams play a pivotal role in this shift, serving as essential components for 

creating locks and waterways while also reserving water for irrigation purposes. In Amazonia, 

the navigability of rivers exemplifies an appropriation of nature to support the narrative of 

agribusiness development. Otherwise, industrial mining activities in Amazonia remain a largely 

overlooked and mystified issue.  

The installation of dams, along with associated projects, suggests priorities that extend beyond 

the generation of electrical energy itself. In exploring the issue of indiscriminate use of mercury 

for gold mining in Amazonia as something perhaps more dangerous in reservoirs than in flowing 

waters, Hecht and Cockburn (2010) observed how: ñthe map of BrazilËs current and projected 

 
186 Garfield, 2013, p.227. 
187 Sneddon 2015, p.6. 
188 Boelens, 2019, p. 6). 
189 Fearnside, 2011; 2012; Bermann, 2013, as cited in Castro, p.28. 
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dam projects coincide with chilling accuracy with many mining areasò190. Hence exemplifying 

cases of such overlap191. 

Due to its significant water potential, Amazonia became a strategic resource for the national 

electrical system. This, in turn, enabled the ongoing exploitation of the region to support export-

oriented and mining enterprises involving a broad range of natural resources. ñIn this context, 

hydroelectric plants emerge as part of government actions under the discourse of fostering 

Brazil's energy advancement and boosting industries in various areasò192. 

From this perspective, hydropower plants are closely tied to industrial development, particularly 

within the mining sector. A "hydrosocial networks" that support these dams are made up of state 

bureaucrats and politicians, engineering schools, international consulting firms, construction 

companies, investors, and funding agencies. These networks firmly favor mega-hydraulic 

development over contextually appropriate, less costly, interactively designed alternatives that 

ground the regional management of water, preserve rooted cultural customs, and maintain the 

means of subsistence193. Moreover: ñThey are part of, and contribute to, capitalist/market-based 

economic growth and support the process of resource accumulation by elitesò194. 

3.3 Laying the Groundwork for Military-led Projects 

Running counter to the experience of Fordl©ndia, the Washington Agreements of 1942 during 

the Estado Novo period (1937-1945) is regarded in some historiographical accounts as the first 

state action towards a modern form of economic exploitation of Amazonia. The agreements 

established Brazil's commitment to supply the Allies with rubber from Amazonia for the war 

effort195. In exchange for the rubber, Brazil secured U.S. support (financial and expertise) for the 

 
190 Hecht and Cockburn, 2010, p.163. 
191 ñ(é) the Amap§-Guiana Mining zone overlaps with three dams planned for this area. The Tapaj·s-Alta Floresta 

mining zones, with their venerable mining history, could contaminate the six dams projected for the Tapaj·s and its 

tributaries with mercury-laden waters and sediments. Southeastern Par§-Altamira-Tocantins-Caraj§s zones scarred 

with numerous garimpos are supposed to be the site for nineteen dams on several rivers to service the industrial 

corridor, the `New Ruhr Valley` that is planned for the area. The Xingu, Araguaia, and Tocantins rivers will be 

affected. The Paru-Jari mining zone has seven dams slotted for its water courses. Trombetas famous for its bauxite 

mines, also claims thriving placer deposits. The long-term plans envisage four dams thereò (Hecht and Cockburn, 

2010, p.163). 
192 Bermann, 2010 as cited in Lobata & Costa, p.211. 
193 Boelen et al., 2013; Swyngedouw et al., 2018; as cited in Boelens, 2019. 
194 Sneddon and Fox, 2008; Moore et al., 2010; Swyngedouw et al., 2018 as cited in Boelens, 2019 p.5. 
195 After the British lost control of the Malaysian rubber plantations to the Japanese, Brazil provided Amazonian 

rubber to the allied war effort. As alternative methods (galvanization and rubber from petroleum) were advancing, 
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creation of CSN - Companhia Sider¼rgica Nacional (National Steel Company) and CVRD - 

Companhia Vale do Rio Doce (Vale do Rio Doce Company), now Vale S. A196. The U.S. 

government established the Rubber Reserve Company to enhance it and manage latex shipment 

to their country's rubber productions between 1941 and 1942. 

The existing foundations of economic, political, and cultural exchange between the U.S. and 

Brazil, which date back to at least the 1930s, were improved during the wartime period. The U.S. 

managed to consolidate its presence in Brazil's civil aviation sector, dominating a once-captive 

market previously controlled by German and Italian companies, later taken over by Panair do 

Brasil under Pan Am's control197. This was because, during the war, an agreement between the 

two governments secured the use of the city of Natal on the coast of north-eastern Brazil as a 

strategic base on the route of aircraft for the war fronts in North Africa and beyond. Under this 

basis, the Brazilian hinterland and Amazonia was scrutinized, and the locations of airports were 

chosen with no regard to local or regional considerations but rather based on their positioning 

along the respective routes being established198. An indicator of the scale of the planification is 

that by the year of 1970s, 50 airports and airstrips in Amazonia served as the sole land-based 

connections199.  

With the Washington Agreements, the government supported the exploitation of a natural 

resource (rubber) to the U.S. However, it aimed to industrialize other regions, particularly the 

more populous and developed urban areas in the south of the country; the influx of people caused 

by the war contributed to the formation of traditional communities of rubber tappers, or 

seringueiros, in Amaz¹nia200 who develop traditions beyond the modern or capitalist framework 

of production and social organization. The policy that deployed and sent ñrubber soldiersò to the 

 
the natural rubber derived from the latex of the Hevea Brasiliensis Tree, native to Amazonia, remained widely used 

during the IIWW. The Rubber Reserve Company was established by the U.S. government to enhance it and manage 

latex shipment to their country's rubber productions between 1941 and 1942 (Ferraz, 2005, p.36). 
196 Malheiro et al., 2021, p. 70-71. 
197 Ferraz, 2005, p.38. 
198 Denicke, 2011, p.191. 
199 Denicke, 2011, p. 203. 
200 The first and second cycles of the rubber economy in Amazonia, which spanned from the late 19th century (still 

in the imperial era) to the early 20th century, laid the foundation for this traditional population in Amaz¹nia, and 

another episode was during the IIWW. Later, (across the 1980s) the rubber tapers played a central role in establishing 

and managing conservation units in the region, advocating for sustainable resource use to support their livelihoods, 

and challenging the prevailing notion of untouched forest reserves. This approach shaped national parks (Extractivist 

Reserves) that incorporated traditional communities within their boundaries. 
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region was a large-scale attempt, but the mission was not coordinated effectively by the 

authorities, and the workers were practically left to fend for themselves after the war201.  

Approximately 60,000 individuals were mobilized to Amazonian rubber plantations between 

1942 and 1945. Of these, nearly half perished due to inadequate transport, substandard living 

conditions, the absence of medical care, and the many difficulties and conflicts experienced on 

the seringais (areas with a concentration of rubber trees). If eventually the migrants survived and 

managed to settle in Amazonia, becoming seringueiros to the federal government still based in 

the former capital of Rio de Janeiro, the difficulties preventing stable occupation in the region 

only escalated. Typical explanations revolve around the perception of sparse settlements within 

vast areas of land subject to long periods of rain, where the rivers extend their flooded areas on 

a kilometer scale.  

During the Cold War, advancements in flight technology reduced the strategic importance of 

landing sites in South America; however, certain military groups were influenced by geopolitical 

considerations. The military actively engaged in the creation of the Superintend°ncia do Plano 

de Valoriza­«o Econ¹mica da Amaz¹nia - SPVEA (Superintendence for the Economic 

Valorization Plan of Amazonia) in 1953 as part of its task to design a long-term development 

plan for the region.  

The first governmental body dedicated to Amazonian planning202 successfully expanded the 

Legal Amazonia203 to encompass up to 60% of the national territory, thereby placing the entire 

region under the authority's control. The earlier regional development perspective, centered on 

peasant agriculture, had guided many federal government initiatives that advanced during the 

period of SPVEA. Its development proposals were based on a dual emphasis on peasant 

agriculture and transportation infrastructure, entailing a strategic recognition of the need to 

reorganize and strengthen existing local production systems, such as extrativism activities204. 

SPVEA is regarded as a pioneering experiment in state planning for regional development, 

 
201 Ferraz, 2005, p.37. 
202 Hecht & Cockburn (1990). 
203 The Legal Amazonia was established for political-administrative and census purposes in 1953 and covers 5.2 

million square kilometers. It does not, however, correspond to what is meant by the Amazonia, which is a much 

larger area covered by tropical rainforest of continental and international dimensions. Today, for the regional 

division of Brazil, the Northern region is usually associated with the Amazonia, but the forest also covers states 

located in other regions such as the Centre West and the Northeast (e.g., State of Mato Grosso or Maranh«o) 

(Oliveira, 1990 as cited in Ferreira, 2023, p.23). 
204 Menezes, 1958; Bouhid, 1958, as cited in Costa, 2012 p.186. 
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aiming to connect the "economic frontier efficiently"- mirroring an economic, strategic space - 

thus constituting the "frontier" of Brazilian capitalism, conceived within a geopolitical ideal that 

ultimately shaped the current mosaic of economic occupation, social, and territorial disputes205. 

The body transformed the former Banco de Cr®dito da Borracha (Rubber Loan Bank) into the 

Banco da Amaz¹nia (Amazonian Bank S.A), broadening its scope.  

When President Juscelino Kubitschek relocated the national capital from Rio de Janeiro to 

Bras²lia (built between 1956 and 1960), the construction of the highway linking Bel®m to the 

new capital (promoted by regional planning bodies) along with the Cuiab§ - Rio Branco highway, 

passing through Porto Velho and defined the southern edge of the Amazonia region. Illustrating 

the size of the changes, between 1950 and 1960, the population in the region grew from 1 million 

to 5 million206. However, SPVEA constrained by a lack of resources, in terms of land 

"acquisitions", it was quite successful. Along the Bel®m - Brasilia Highway, between 1959 and 

1963, an area roughly the size of Costa Rica transitioned from public lands to private ownership, 

a process staunchly supported by the military207.  

The first epigraph of this chapter section refers to studies conducted by a consortium of Brazilian 

and foreigner experts that carried out feasibility assessments for hydroelectric projects covering 

extensive areas in Brazil. The CANAMBRA (Canambra Engineering Consultant Limited) 

consortium was formed in 1963 with financial support from the U.S. and the World Bank 

consisting of Canadian companies Montreal Engineering Consultant Limited and Crippen 

Engineering, as well as the North American Gibbs & Hill, to inventory the hydroelectric uses in 

the country's Central-South region208. The guidelines of this effort later expanded to cover the 

northeast and northern regions when, in 1968, the Comit° Coordenador dos Estudos Energ®ticos 

da Amaz¹nia - ENERAM (Amazon Energy Studies Coordinating Committee) was established.  

Until then, there had been no prospect of regional energy supply through centralized national 

planning but rather relatively isolated systems planned by companies, as had prevailed until the 

middle of the 20th century. For such a shift, it was necessary to consolidate an institutional base, 

which was achieved through the creation of ELETROBRAS and the Ministry of Mines and 

Energy. In this landscape, the participation of foreign companies and the World Bank cannot be 

 
205 Trindade & Oliveira, 2014, pp. 14; 35-41. 
206 Becker, 1990, as cited in Silva Junior 2018, pp.16-17. 
207 Santos, 1984, as cited in Hecht & Cockburn, 1990. 
208 Lemos, 2009, p.248. 
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underestimated, nor can the submission of water management to the electricity sector agents, as 

further discussed. 

3.4 Geopolitical Influences or an Ideological Alignment 

The authoritarian project of modernizing agriculture by the military regime remains in effect, 

according to Costa (2012). It is based on the economic viability of large landholdings, the 

formation of a mobile labor force, and the biological homogeneity associated with mechanical 

and chemical technological products inherent to the industrialization of agriculture in northern 

countries209. As outlined in the introduction to this research, the military regime was sustained by 

an alliance between large landowners and monopolistic sectors of industrial capital, resulting in 

an economic model in the region that was both highly centralized and spatially concentrated. 

With the launch of Operation Amazonia in 1966, a clear geopolitical strategy emerged, one that 

went beyond a purely agricultural focus. Encompassed exploitation of forest resources based on 

proper economic exploitation by large-scale projects that combined logging, mineral exploitation 

(artisanal or industrialized), urbanization/industrialization, and the liberalization of land for 

livestock or just land speculation. Operation Amazonia entails narratives and policies for 

colonization210 and integration (FIGURE 2). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
209 Costa, 2012, p.26.  
210 Oliveira, 2016 p.37. 
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FIGURE 2: Military Planning Reports 

  

FIGURE 2: The cover of the 1966 Operation Amazonia report that illustrates the planned access highways (Bras²lia 

- Acre; Xavantina - Cachimbo and Bras²lia ï Bel®m. A working group was appointed by the ministries and the three 

military forces to develop a road plan for the region211. In the image on the side, the cover of the 1975 synthesis of 

the PLOAMAZĎNIA program Source: Opera­«o Amaz¹nia.  

Aimed at asserting state presence in the most remote border areas of the region, roads 

constructions became the foundation for state agency, aligned with broader geopolitical 

objectives. The notion of ñnational interestò (serving as justification for the normalization of 

exceptional measures) allowed the exacerbation of prejudices against the local people, and 

reinforced a superficial, short-sighted analyses in terms of macroeconomic projects. That is, the 

planning of the great projects in Amazonia are, historically, the introduction of exceptionality 

into politics212. Federalizing the issue of land ownership on both sides of the federal roads in 

construction took power away from the Instituto Nacional de Coloniza­«o e Reforma Agr§ria - 

INCRA (National Institute for Colonization and Agrarian Reform), turning agrarian conflicts a 

 
211 Opera­«o Amaz¹nia\Opera­«o Amaz¹nia - Relat·rio (1) in 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=DocIndio&Pesq=hidrel%c3%a9trica%20de%20Sam

uel&id=75010156319&pagfis=201352  
212 Malheiro et al., 2021, p.131. 
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military concern213 is one instance, or, in another example, creating a special authority GETAT 

- Grupo Executivo das Terras do Araguaia-Tocantins (Araguaia-Tocantins Land Executive 

Group) serving as a militia with official backing.  

The modern colonization process in Amazonia was characterized by a rapid increase in 

population, driven by colonization companies from the South and southwest of Brazil. Through 

the establishment of agricultural projects, both private and state-sponsored, this process was 

marked by widespread discrimination, violence, enslavement, and the extermination of 

Indigenous peoples. Moreover, it was rooted in the process of land grabbing, a foundational 

element of this expansion214, favoring the formation of large properties (latifundia) once large 

areas were unclaimed lands and often beyond the control of either the state or any form of land 

ownership. 

As described by Oliveira (2016) this plan was rooted in the ideology that revived the Rondon 

Project motto215 that translates into integrating (Amazonia to the national space) to avoid losing 

the region to foreign nations. In practice, this doctrine was formulated within ESG - Escola 

Superior de Guerra (Superior School of War) that instead of caring about the geopolitics in terms 

of "geographical borders," shifted its thinking to care about the geopolitics of "ideological 

borders". In other words, it was deemed necessary to "allow the North Americans rather than the 

communists" to exert influence in the region. In this line, integration meant opening pathways 

and creating conditions to facilitate the exploitation of natural resources by the multinational 

capital. Hence, the ideological foundation of the military government was based on a false 

nationalism applied to Amazonia216.  

The distress with subjects like the nation borders intensified over the Cold War with the concern 

over the communist subversion in South America, given the success, for instance, of the 

Revolution in Cuba (1959). The coup that brought Marechal Humberto de Alencar Castello 

Branco to power making him president of Brazil from 1964 to 1967 (the first president of the 

 
213 Oliveria 1981; as cited in Malheiro et al, 2021, p.119. 
214 Oliveira, 2016 p.43. 
215 The Strategic Commission for the Installation of Telegraph Lines from Mato Grosso to Amazonas, led by Marshal 

C©ndido Rondon, took place in 1907. It exemplifies how the military assigned political and strategic significance to 

a technical task, aiming to expand state authority over the region. In this process, ceremonies such as raising the 

Brazilian flag and playing the national anthem were used to instill a "sense of Brazilianness" among telegraph 

workers, Indigenous peoples, and other settlers (Diacon, 2006; Marques 2007, p.90). It is worth noting that the name 

óRondonô would later be used to designate óRond¹niaô, which had previously been the Federal Territory of Guapor® 

(Creation as Federal Territory in 1943 and changing its Indigenous name in 1956). 
216 Oliveira, 2016, p.67-70. 
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dictatorship), marked the beginning of the military period but also signaled the growing influence 

of ESG within the regime plans and doings. This institution, established in 1949, had a close 

connection with the U.S. Army and the National War College in Washington217. The core of the 

1964 coup, known as the "School of Sorbonne," was linked to U.S. military officials, particularly 

those from the FEB ï For­a Expedicin§ria Brasileira (Brazilian Expeditionary Force) that 

fought alongside North American military forces. President Castello Branco himself developed 

relationships with the American military, serving with General Mark Clark during the war. The 

same applied to General Golbery do Couto e Silva, who became influential in Brazil's intelligence 

and surveillance institutions throughout the entire period of dictatorship. Golbery was central in 

shaping long-term geopolitical strategies for Brazil and Amazonia, particularly regarding the 

integration of the territory by actualizing the "conquest of the west" plans.  

For Indigenous people and traditional populations, the construction of roads signified death and 

the onset of intense conflicts way before the military period. The arrival of the "whites," even 

earlier, as registered by expeditions such as Roncador-Xingu and Xavantina218 just like the 

Rondon Commission, marked direct interactions with Indigenous peoples who had previously 

lived in isolation, only being documented by anthropologists centuries earlier, but in some cases, 

decades earlier. This encounter often forced entire Indigenous communities to relocate, leading 

to conflicts among other Indigenous people when one group trespassed on the territory of the 

other. 

Since the 1950s and 1960s, military concerns began to emerge, spreading and circulating (some 

old ideas and some new) that the unknown potential of natural resources, the significant shortage 

of human resources, and the absence of a supply network posed significant obstacles to settlement 

and the protection of Amazonia. The literature produced by regime representatives highlights a 

lack of industrial and business will within Amazonian society and alleges that local authorities 

are ineffective in coordinating within and outside the region with the broader country219.  

 
217 Officials from both institutions had ófree passageô to various administrative offices and facilitated exchanges not 

only of personnel but also regarding materials and training (Hecht & Cockburn, 1990, p 156). 
218 In 1940, the government of Get¼lio Vargas promoted the so-called ñmarch to the Westò, the official policy of 

occupation of the Midwest and Amazonia by the Brazilian state. The first expedition reaching the Araguaia River 

valley was the ñRoncador-Xingu Expeditionò which established a series of contact points with the Indigenous 

peoples through the SPI - Indian Protection Service. The Villas Boas brothers took part in this journey, and later 

became important in the fight to establish the Xingu National Park (Oliveira, 2016, p.163-164). 
219 Minist®rio Extraordin§rio para a Coordena­«o dos Organismos Regionais, 1966. 
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The Cold War influenced electricity policy in a scenario where, during the 1960s, 1970s, and 

1980s, the Brazilian government faced increasing pressure to align with either the USSR or the 

US. Although somewhat simplified, a helpful entry point for understanding the issue is that due 

to prevailing geopolitical factors and geographical proximity, the alignment occurred with the 

Western bloc220.  

The National Security Doctrine is considered a highly critical issue221, a pivotal moment. Guiding 

state action, the doctrine was expressed in clear political and social terms: a disdain for 

democratic institutions, the militarization of civilian everyday life, and the concentration of 

power in the executive branches, which created a situation of instrumentalized bodies and 

agencies that, in practical terms, made popular participation impossible. It was through 

regulations and decrees that the military addressed an internal enemy in the context of the 

suspension of fundamental human rights222.  

Gradually, a scenario of economic liberalization, structural transformation, and administrative 

reform began to take shape, consisting of i) the breaking of the state monopoly in strategic fields, 

ii) the opening to foreign capital, and iii) the dismantling of research and development centers 

and key S&T institutions in a context of widespread financial hardship for the area of 

innovation223. 

In reflecting on an ideological alignment with the U.S., it is possible to explain the structural 

decisions that, over time, revealed a specific intention to supply the industrial parks of the Global 

North with mineral resources from Amazonia, accompanied by underlying approaches to social 

engineering. An ideological alignment of the Brazilian military with U.S. political ideals or goals 

for the period in question reveals the aspect of controlling the natural resources embedded in 

ecosystems and reshaping the lives of people in the Center-West and North of Brazil in urban 

patterns. Politicians from both countries dedicated little attention to structural, institutional, and 

geopolitical matrices that supported the cultural production in Amazonia224. 

With the end of World War II and the advent of the Cold War, North American policy towards 

Latin America was guided by the principle of containing the Soviet Union and communism 

 
220 Rodrigues, 2013 p.64. 
221 Malheiro et al., 2021, p.117. 
222 Rivera, 2017 as cited in Azevedo, 2024 p.66. 
223 Botelho; 2002 as cited in Rodrigues, 2013 p.72. 
224 AbôS§ber, 1990; Garfield, 2009, as cited in Rodrigues, 2013 p. 56. 
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through a military alliance. Especially after the Cuban Revolution, attention turned to Latin 

America with more expressivity in the form of investments in military training and political 

intervention225. The provision of equipment, training, and materiel shaped the focus of the Latin 

American military from external defense, but in Brazil, the path taken was somewhat singular. 

Instead of combating threats from abroad, the option to conduct counterinsurgency, anti-

subversion, and psychological warfare operations took place inside Brazil226. That is, the doctrine 

(rooted in military, political, and ideological control was developed to neutralize any perceived 

threats to the social order, typically attributed to a single, generalized enemy: the communists. 

This label was broadly applied to all opponents of the State or Armed Forces, particularly in the 

U.S. context. In Brazil, the adoption of this doctrine extended the concept of the enemy to include 

internal actors as well227. 

3.5 The Policy of Development  

The former SPVEA was transformed into SUDAM - Superintend°ncia do Desenvolvimento da 

Amaz¹nia (Superintendence for the Development of the Amazonia) in 1966, and several other 

bodies (along with military ones) fused to engage in Amazonian issues related to unifying, 

planning, coordinating, and promoting the federal action in the region. This was combined with 

credit measures provided by Bank of Amazonia encouraging business private initiative mainly 

and facilitating tax collection228. Foremost, administrative centralized solutions combined with 

financial support in an authoritarian environment opened a new strategy of governmental action 

in Amazonia, in the view of the regime, an inhospitable region needed for a new political, human, 

and social geography229. 

Located at the junction of the Negro River and the Solim»es River, Manaus (the capital of the 

State of Amazonas) was granted a Free Trade and Industrial Zone in 1966, as conceived by 

SUDAM to expand the internal market for consumption and labor and to promote the exports of 

forest products and the imports of goods from abroad and other regions of the country. This area 

 
225 Fernandes, 2009, as cited in Azevedo, 2024, p.56. 
226 Pereira, 2010; Rivera, 2017, as cited in Azevedo, 2024 p.58. 
227 Azevedo, 2024, p.64-66 
228 Minist®rio Extraordin§rio 1966. 
229 Expression extract from the film Expedition Nova Xavantina - Roncador by Foundation Central Brazi.  Source: 

National Archives. Fund Superintendence of Development of the Central-West Region. 

BR_RJANRIO_TS_0_FIL_0011_0001 @ArquivoNacionalBrasil in: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7mV9YpCNZfk&t=9s 
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of free trade in imports and exports, along with tax incentives, aimed to create an industrial, 

commercial, and agricultural center in Manaus and link the Roraima Federal Territory to 

Amazonas State via Manaus. In less than a decade, in 1974, the free trade zone registered almost 

900 new companies installed in Manaus230. As evidenced by the regime documents, the plan for 

building the Balbina HPP in the surroundings was part of this design231. 

Bel®m, the capital of the State of Par§, situated at the mouth of the Amazonas River and oriented 

toward the Atlantic Ocean, was historically considered to hold infrastructure capable of attracting 

companies and businesses. Over the centuries, it has served as the primary administrative hub for 

governmental actions in the region. Otherwise, in the view of the regime, special attention should 

be given to other locations, such as the Federal Territories of Rond¹nia, Roraima, and Amap§. 

By the late 1960s, discussions were already underway about converting these federal territories 

into federal states, thereby reducing their reliance on direct administration by the Ministry of the 

Interior. In the event of a restoration of democracy, the military could pave the way to serve their 

interests in these regions. 

Along with SUDAM, the Bank of Amazonia, the Bank of Brazil, and other public bodies, favored 

the expansion of private business and the presence of foreign companies in the region. The 

military government carried out an ñagrarian counter-reformò in this sense, opposing the 

traditional ways of life of Amazonian peoples. This developmental agenda was primarily focused 

on economic expansion, disregarding local practices, which were framed not as vital components 

of sustainable livelihoods but as obstacles to progress232.  

In its first stage (1964ï1970), the regime did little to alter the existing power relations or the 

entrenched structures of domination among the region's economic actors. Instead, it sought to 

shape a 'new economic frontier' through a top-down model of development. This approach 

effectively endorsed the participation of national and multinational private companies while 

promoting the modernization of administrative and economic systems. Ultimately, it contributed 

 
230 In: Mem·rias Reveladas\DSI-MRE Divis«o de Seguran­a e Informa­«o do Minist®rio das Rela­»es 

Exteriores\Seguran­a Nacional\Amaz¹nia\BR_DFANBSB_Z4_SNA_AMZ_0003 (2)  

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=BMN_ArquivoNacional&Pesq=tucurui&id=448190

7644465&pagfis=497297 
231 Minist®rio Extraordin§rio, 1966. 
232 Ianni, 1997, p.53. 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=BMN_ArquivoNacional&Pesq=tucurui&id=4481907644465&pagfis=497297
https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=BMN_ArquivoNacional&Pesq=tucurui&id=4481907644465&pagfis=497297
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to the erosion of liberal democracy, as technocratic dominance within the executive branch 

sidelined legislative participation and imposed strict controls on social movements233. 

From 1968 onwards, the body mentioned above, ENERAM, had as primary responsibility to 

supervise the studies on feasibility of harnessing hydroelectric power plants to supply existing 

and future electricity systems in priority areas and development hubs established in Amazonia 

by the Federal Government234. It was a matter of promoting effective occupation and settlement 

in the region, along with the urgent need to carry out studies to supply electricity to the region's 

leading development centers235.  

To dimension the energy potential in the region assess both the hydrological systems and the 

market potential focusing on supplying the Amazonian's main capitals, Bel®m and Manaus, 

ENERAM carry out investigations between 1969 and 1971 counting with national consulting 

firms that tackled geology, hydrology, cartography, economics, aerial photogrammetry, electrical 

transmission, thermal generation, logistics, costs; and also designed innovative fluviometric 

stations in the main river of the Amazonas basin236. 

The 1970s represent a peak in Brazilian history for activities concerning geology, geochemistry, 

and Aerogeology. The outcome of the RADAM - Projeto Radar da Amaz¹nia (Radar Project for 

Amazonia)237 later named ñRADAMBRASILò (Projeto Radar do Brasil / Radar Project for 

Brazil) radically changed the level of knowledge of its geology238. It signified, as well, an 

accomplishment of the joint effort between CPRM and DNPM. Most of the discoveries of 

mineral resources were made through this Aerogeophysical survey program; only afterward did 

the researchers conduct fieldwork. Accordingly, until the 1970s, the government improved the 

research on mineral deposits but did not lose control over the natural resources. Multinational 

companies continued to participate in mineral exploration. Nonetheless, the most important 

 
233 Ianni, 1997 p.56. 
234 Opera­«o Amaz¹nia\Opera­«o Amaz¹nia - Relat·rio (1) 
235 Opera­«o Amaz¹nia\Opera­«o Amaz¹nia - Relat·rio (1) 
236 CENTRO DA MEMčRIA DE ELECTRICIDADE, 2015; Coelho et al., 2016; as cited in Silva Junior, 2018 p.22. 
237 The RADAM: Radar Project for Amazonia discovered niobium in Seis Lagos in the state of Amazonas and 

radioactive minerals in the Surucucu mountain range in Roraima in 1975. (Oliveira 2015 p.129). The effort was 

linked with DNPM, the Ministry of Mines and Energy, and the Geological Survey, an agency of the U.S. Department 

of the Interior. The objective of the survey was to identify the basic elements necessary for rational planning and the 

integrated use of the region's natural resources. Twenty-one geological and mining projects in the Amazon Basin 

were outlined. This grounded during General Geisel's administration, the basis for the Program of the Agricultural 

and Agromineral poles/hubs in Amazonia (POLAMAZONIA) (Oliveira, 2015, p.101-102). 
238 Schoobenhaus & Mantesso-Neto, 2001. p.450. 
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projects were carried out by Brazilians239; such as the joint efforts between CPRM and CVRD. 

Additionally, basic geological works was also developed under the sponsorship of SUDAM240. 

Especially in the 1970s, Brazil achieved high rates of economic growth (the so-called economic 

miracle of the military government); however, most of the population was left outside this 

"progress." A significant part of this achievement was due to wage restraint, the prohibition of 

labor movements, control over unions, and external financing for industrial development. It 

became evident that droughts, rural exodus, poverty, and hunger in the Northeast region of Brazil 

would not be addressed through social and political (or institutional) reforms as intended by 

SUDENE - Superintend°ncia de Desenvolvimento do Nordeste (Superintendency for the 

Development of the Northeast) in its original plans from the 1950s. Instead of action on structural 

problems, the solution adopted was to support mass migration to Amazonia241. 

Roads, farms, and the activities of SUDAM marked significant shifts in public planning strategies 

for Amazonia. The model adopted was officially based on development through geographical 

expansion rather than ensuring the necessary structural and technological reforms in regions that 

were already relatively integrated into the national networks and in need of investment. The 

model, instead, pursued a form of economic growth that materialized spatially and horizontally, 

focusing on expanding access frontiers and integrating newly available areas. As explained 

earlier in the introduction to this research with Jos® de Souza Martins, the concept of the frontier, 

as applied to Amazonian issues, is understood not merely as territorial expansion. The frontier 

can be regarded as a space of creation, where new forms of sociability, shaped by market 

dynamics and social contracts, emerged. It is both a spatial and social condition that fosters 

modernization, new ways of life, and social transformation. It stands in contrast to older regions 

characterized by depopulation, routine, traditionalism, or stagnation. In a frontier, the process of 

territorial redefinition occurs as it is incorporated into the expansion and reproduction of capital, 

driven by the adoption of new techniques and, consequently, by processes of modernization242. 

Operating in Amazoniaôs emerging frontiers also reflected an effort to sideline development in 

regions considered problematic, such as the Northeast. 
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In terms of developments based on horizontal expansion, the construction of the Transamaz¹nica 

highway (built between 1969 and 1974) was a key project. It was designed to connect the 

coastline in Para²ba state, crossing the states of Cear§, Maranh«o, Tocantins, and Par§ westwards 

to vanish in the core of the Amazonas state virtually, stopped by the waters of the Purus River, 

when the task became impossible same time that the government began to struggle with financing 

significant investments. Initially, however, the intention was intended to reach the border 

between Brazil and Peru, thus connecting the Atlantic Ocean with the Pacific. The road had 

several stretches along a 10km stripe on both sides, selected to host colonization governmental 

projects from 1966 onwards. Small farmers received large tracts of land, although many of these 

tracts were later acquired by wealthier actors, who consolidated them into larger farms. This 

pattern was repeated along other highway corridors. A similar process occurred along the 

Cuiab§ïPorto Velho Road, which attracted over 160,000 farmers annually during the 1980s. 

Later, with the same constraints, the development of the Cuiab§ïSantar®m highway was added. 

Those routes soon became a significant corridor for livestock expansion and land grabbing (an 

articulated process) as well as for small and medium-sized agricultural ventures, especially in 

areas where infrastructure for equipment and logistics already existed.  

In the official narrative, the phenomenon of drought in Brazil's Northeast once again (as well as 

during the IIWW) became a major, extreme event in 1970, turning peasant populations 

impoverished and, therefore, heading for social upheaval. This, as announced officially, led to 

the formulation of the PIN - Plano de Integra­«o Nacional (National Integration Plan), famously 

encapsulated by the motto: "to bring landless men to land without men." The military viewed the 

scarcity of labor in Amaz¹nia and the surplus in the Northeast as the explanation for Brazilian 

regional imbalance, and addressing these disparities became a target to achieve national unity. 

Within this context, the intention was to standardize the rural population throughout the country 

and in Amaz¹nia as well.  

The government intended to balance the peasant populations (sending them to Amazonia) with 

those living in other regions of the country. These people were expropriated and expelled from 

the northeast and southern regions by the modernization of agriculture243. The decree that 

established the first PIN explicitly states the necessity of conquering Amazonian lands, its 

incorporation into the national economy, and the nation's heritage. It outlines a plan to transform 

the landscape of these two regions (Amazonia and the Northeast) by establishing roads in the 
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medium to long term. This term "conquer," besides its war connotations, is both capacious and 

intriguing: If there is a need for conquest, was no authority over these territories in effect? Still, 

these lands were inhabited by Indigenous peoples, who were viewed primarily as individuals to 

be integrated into the national community.  

The Transamaz¹nica and Cuiab§-Santar®m highways were planned to settle the peasant people 

(and later, proper farmers) across the ñvacant lands.ò The lands distributed were said to be 

indispensable to national security for the specific purposes of colonization and land reform, 

overlooking that these areas had been occupied by Indigenous people long before. The 

Transamaz¹nica highway intersected the exact region where the Tucuru² HPP reservoirs will 

later form. Both highways received colonization projects coordinated by INCRA under the 

Ministry of Agriculture oversight. Two antagonist projects intertwined: the idea of land reforms 

(a leftist flag worldwide that was never fully achieved in the Brazilian case) and the growth of 

the automobile sector. 

Otherwise, funds from the PIN were earmarked to increase the number of vessels and adapt them 

to regional needs. Operation Amazonia also entailed the re-equipment of the Amazon Navigation 

Company but prioritized its aid for the arrival of the necessary infrastructure for the construction 

of the Cuiab§ - Santar®m and Transamaz¹nica highways. The government claimed that road 

construction would complement and improve river transportation by removing its exclusivity as 

a means of transport. The document outlining the operation also reflects a lack of appreciation 

for rail transport, maintaining that the existing railroads, initially envisioned as part of a national 

transportation plan in the 1930s, were deemed to have failed. In Amazonia, the few railroads 

primarily served localized projects with limited extent and regional impact.  

The government carried out its project to occupy Amazonia, attending a logic of pre-selected 

poles for development. The expectation was that, within just three years, the results would be 

presented, with ELETROBRAS, together with representatives of SUDAM and other bodies, 

leading the call to implement hydropower projects. The regional subsidiary company would lead 

the works in Amazonia, ELETRONORTE244 created in 1968 for this scope. When ENERAM 

activities finished in 1972, most of the hydroelectric potential in Amazonia was mapped out and, 

ELETRONORTE was created to take charge of the mapped developments245. 

 
244 Created by Decree No. 63,952, of December 31, 1968.   
245 Silva Junior, 2018, p.22. 
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In proposing a history of electricity in Brazil and, more specifically, for Amazonia, Pereira (2021) 

identified two key milestones: the establishment of ENERAM in 1968 and the subsequent 

creation of ELETRONORTE as a fully state-owned energy company entitled to act in the north 

region of Brazil. As was the case in developed countries, where rivers had long been modified 

through technical interventions such as drainage systems, beacon installation, and dam 

constructions also to enhance navigability, Brazil, alike, needed similar initiatives. Aiming to 

increase knowledge of river courses and their hydrological regimes, in 1971, the government 

announced the General Study of Brazil's Inland Waterways.  

One main expression of military planning for the economic exploitation of Amazonia was the 

program of Agricultural Poles and Agromineral Poles in Amazonia, named POLOAMAZONIA, 

launched in 1974. This program established 15 poles (or hubs) across the region. This was to 

boost especially the mineral industry, in need, evidentially, of enormous amounts of electric 

energy. Therefore, not just the incentive for private property can synthesize the military 

administrations' approach to integrating, occupying, and developing the region, as well as the 

mirroring between the development and industrialization246. Also referred to as ñColonization 

Projects for Amazonia,ò one of the 15 hubs established by the POLOAMAZONIA program was 

the POLONOROESTE (Northwest Hub) financed by the Word Bank, conceived in 

administrative offices in Bras²lia and imposed throughout the region247. In 1982, the financial aid 

program reconstructed and paved the BR-364 Highway with a clear goal: to attract thousands of 

migrants, mainly from the State of Paran§ (south of Brazil). Once it became clear that this was 

not a road to development, the program passed to signify one of the greatest environmental 

embarrassments of the bank and led to the creation of the Environment Department within the 

institution in 1987248.  

Although planning was a crucial aspect, the results remain highly questionable. In the 

POLOAMAZONIA program, the concept of growth poles was misrepresented, and the outcome 

was not a "decentralized concentration" of development but instead greater inequalities in inter 

and intra-regional development. The periphery became more dependent on the center in terms of 

the national and international levels: Instead of growth poles with radiating development 

impulses, artificially maintained enclaves emerged249. The planning of hydroelectric plants in 
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Amazonia, by the hands of the military remains in effect today. It reflects the military era's 

approach and has been continuously updated by ELETROBRAS250 and the Energy Planning 

Company (EPE) since then.  

Given the global oil crisis throughout the 1970s, the proposed macroeconomic projects signified 

the only alternative to achieve the goals of an (internal and external) developmental policy. 

However, they consisted of a poorly formulated plan to disassociate Brazil from its external 

energy dependence251. Although several dam projects were not implemented during the 

dictatorial period for various reasons, some proposals persisted and were eventually realized in 

the democratic era, with the most paradigmatic example being the case of Belo Monte HPP 

(installed between 2011 and 2016), which underwent a slight change in its project design. 

3.6 Underlying Logics of Hydropower Developments 

The dictatorshipôs plan for Amazonia assigned no strategic role to the peasantry. The approach 

promoted by SUDAM prioritized the creation of entirely new development structures and 

ultimately prevailed by discrediting the SPVEA model as complicit with regional political 

interests252. Between the 1960s and 1970s, government policies aimed at integrating the region 

by favoring tax incentives, improvements in communication systems, and transportation 

infrastructure to attract capital, a design that largely disregarded regional realities. The 

occupation process was driven by the goal of supplying external markets yet managing 

impoverished populations through social control. There was no comprehensive plan for the 

region or ecological zoning: "There were isolated policies, some well-intentioned, but most 

casuistic and clumsy, which often resulted in environmental and social chaosò253 .  

The discovery of several raw material reserves significantly accelerated economic development, 

establishing a hierarchy in land-use planning priorities. This process unfolded the emerging 

knowledge about the reserves, primarily driven by economic interests (turned priorities), letting 

aside any preliminary planning. While the RADAMBRASIL project provided up-to-date new 

 
250 In 1961 was created the Ministry of Mines and Energy was and in the following year, in an assembly of the 

former National Water and Electricity Council, the ELETROBRĆS (Centrais El®tricas Brasileiras S.A), holding the 

electric sector in Brazil thus controlling the regional electrical state companies (Silva Junior, 2018, p.85) Brazil's 

largest power utility company became a key component of the country's energy infrastructure regarding power 

generation and distribution. It manages an extensive network of hydropower units and transmission lines. 
251 Ianni, 2000, as cited in Rodrigues, 2013, p.27. 
252 Costa, 2012, p.187. 
253 Santos, 2002, p.123. 
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scientific finds on the region's natural resources (like asserting the geographical distribution of 

areas suitable for mineral and soil exploitation), its information came too late to influence many 

decisions that had already been made254. 

Besides numerous and valuable discoveries, the few projects that were carried out had to tackle 

high costs and the difficulties posed by regional ñdeficienciesò in terms of infrastructure due to 

the confluence of high oil prices on international markets. Such a scenario was preventing the 

so-called supplier countries like Brazil from investing while weakening their mining business 

due to the economic recession, affecting the industrial sector255. 

The relations between nationals and foreigners is also perceived throughout the development of 

the discipline of engineering geology in Brazil. The first existing documents on geology applied 

to engineering works in Brazil deal with a railroad and a dam for water supply, involving both 

the School of Mines of Ouro Preto located in the State of Minas Gerais, as well as North 

Americaôs involvement256. The organization of engineering geology programs in various 

universities across the country is, historically, influenced by both external and internal factors257. 

Examining geology and engineering from the 1960s, geological surveys did not account for the 

specific purposes of the structures or projects. The surveys were primarily descriptive, focusing 

on petrography and providing extensive reviews of subjects like evolutionary geology. During 

this period, conflicts between engineers and geologists were common, arising from challenges in 

communication and the implementation of each other's research methods.  

A foreign consultant, Klaus W. John, introduced in 1968 a system of classifying rock masses 

based on their lithology, degree of alteration, and degree of fracturing. From a methodological 

ground, it became possible to assess the construction of dams and other large engineering projects 

in more economically practical terms. This capability was previously lacking among geologists. 

The emergence of 'Engineering Geology' in Brazil can be attributed to the demands arising from 

hydropower projects, following Klaus's contributions258. Klausôs innovations in dam-building 

technology are also related to the significant involvement of foreign experts. The solution 

adopted for ñdental concreteò applied in the Tucuru² HPP damËs foundations was extracted from 
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the book ñFoundation Engineeringò regarding the construction of building works (not really 

dams) written by the Americans Peck Hanson and Thornburn259.  

In discussing Brazilian dams in terms of design criteria, selecting "typical cross-sections of dams" 

is considered an issue because they are, in essence, generic, as there is no way to predict peculiar 

situations that may always occur. Reservations are made regarding the fact that each country has 

a different reality for such criteria, as the geological, hydrological, and climatic conditions are 

unique in each location. Nevertheless, these projects needed to be compared with similar works, 

as unpredictable situations might call for specific solutions that had never been adopted before. 

The need to establish a method, adopt a schedule, and "design parameters" encompasses all the 

guidelines for choosing the dam section: securing of sealing and drainage elements, stability 

analyses, slope protection, and construction details260.  

The materials' proximity to the project location is another decisive factor, particularly about the 

construction's details, which may impact costs, sustainability, or logistics. In all, clime, 

topography, geology, chronogram, equipment availability, river diversion, and stages of the 

works must be checked according to the materials found in the proximities and the characteristics 

of the foundation for the dam261. Issues in the "sociopolitical and economic" realms must be 

considered even if geotechnical topics are the primary focus. Besides, because of chronogram 

and financial conjunctures, several subjects might be overlooked in dam building. One case seen 

as typical of this kind of constraint took place in the Itaipu HPP construction (which occurred 

between 1974 and 1984). Due to a tide chronogram, the surveys on the foundation conditions for 

the dam were carried out only on the right bank of the River Paran§ (Paraguayan side). For this 

reason, other parts of the construction were carried out in a way that deviated from the planned 

stages, requiring the development of a complex system of adaptations to prevent escalating 

further issues; a situation finds countless examples of such262. Engineers had to adapt, 

considering project financial and time constraints. The development of notions like ñfoundation 

approval,ò ñselecting axes,ò and ñassessing geological riskò poses the question regarding the 

need to still evolve in methods quantifications and risk assessments263.  
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Additional variables were further introduced into the field of dam engineering. Now, it is widely 

accepted that the choice of sites for a hydroelectric plant should be based on a rigorous cost-

benefit analysis that considers not only construction and maintenance costs but also 

environmental costs, including greenhouse gas emissions264. The effects and benefits of dam 

construction are well-documented through numerous analyses, case studies, and scientific 

research in the fields of Limnology, Engineering, Geology, and Geography265; however, other 

subjects might remain neglected. Contrary to what is often implied in technical and official 

literature, it is not the locations and their phytogeographic attributes that ultimately determine 

the best site for installing a hydroelectric power plant. 

Addressing the levels of uncertainty on the issue of risk in dam projects, it can be emphasized 

that the factor ñuncertaintyò is a constant in all construction projects. However, in general terms, 

it is minimized during the implementation phases of the project. For a hydropower plant, factors 

such as the time available for project detailing and investment provisions can reduce uncertainty 

and, consequently, reduce geological risk. As well, examples like ñrandom variablesò are pointed 

out in the case of water resources and their natural system, both natural and artificial or a 

combination of both, adding to the óprobability estimations 266. 

In considering the application of probability and statistical analysis to engineering projects, 

estimating probabilities is particularly challenging because it involves addressing the issue of 

decision-making, which entails selecting the most suitable alternative based on predefined 

criteria. The concept of "multidimensionality" complicates this process, distinguishing it from 

the mathematical realm, where uncertainty is tied to the probability of outcomes in a random 

experiment267. In terms of Engineering Geology applied to dam building, decision-making can 

be compromised because it is impossible to calculate all the probabilities involved in the decision 

process. Additionally, the lack of data, such as a comprehensive statistical series encompassing 

all the intertwined factors, can be problematic. The decision maker must assess, through 

sensitivity, the probability (or measure of uncertainty) that corresponds to each factor. 

Mathematical models regarding dam building, like the method ñMonte Carlo,ò are useful 

although not well comprehended by the decision maker. Otherwise, further factors are beyond 
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the technical capacity268. Nevertheless, it is arguable that deliberate ignorance of hydropower 

risks, driven by institutional complacency, technological overconfidence, and intentionally 

created uncertainty, contributes to the unequal distribution of risk269. Within the scientific 

community, there is a growing sense of urgency for a comprehensive evaluation of dams. When 

project evaluations focus narrowly on costs versus benefits, they often obscure underlying social 

inequities between beneficiaries and those adversely affected270. There is also the prospect that 

dam development studies did not adequately explore locational alternatives, which, as will 

become evident, within the dictatorial context, were effectively nonexistent. 

Beyond the engineering-centered analyses generated by actors involved in dam construction, the 

environmental literature offers additional perspectives on dam building rarely adopt the 

perception that inquiries are made over the scenario at the time of the proposed projects. As once 

stated, ñIf the goal is to understand the origins of large dams and how they are situated within 

broader constellations of nature-society relations, there must be an accounting of the variety of 

networks (E.g., financial, symbolic, ecohydrological and so on) through which the actualization 

of a specific dam occursò271. In this regard, one often neglected subject refers to the possible links 

between transports and dam building.  

The state aimed for infrastructure through the construction of roads, ultimately connecting 

previously isolated areas to the economic centres of Rio de Janeiro and S«o Paulo since the 1950s. 

The new capital, Bras²lia when inaugurated in 1960 emerged as a pivotal hub in this undertaking, 

the military largely advanced this same orientation but in turn emphasizing the interior areas of 

Amazonia. Although a significant portion of Amazonian rivers are navigable, they have 

prioritized a highway development strategy and for that, several expeditions to open the region 

for the installation of roads took place. The (FIGURE 3) bellow, illustrates that most rivers in the 

region are naturally navigable. As a result, the region still lacks an effective water transport 

means and infrastructure that would serve the needs of the local population. 

 

 

 
268 Andrade, 2000, as cited in Oliveira et al., 2014, p.87. 
269 Huber, 2019 as cited in Boelens, 2019, p. 13. 
270 Richter et al., 2010, p.54. 
271 Snedown 2015 p. 7. 



тм 
 

FIGURE 3: Navigable Rivers Across the Amazonian River Basins 

 

The image shows the Amazonas river basin and the Tocantins River basin and the several tributaries that are, in 

large majority navigable. Source: Adapted from: infoescola.com 

3.7 Can the Early Stages be Synthesized? 

Compared to the southern regions of the country, the delay in hydropower development in 

Amazonia is attributed to the absence of a local industrial base willing or capable of investing in 

the sector, as well as to the limited knowledge of the hydroelectric potential of the Amazonian 

River basins272. The initiatives commenced in the 1970s, following the completion of the 

ENERAM studies on the hydroelectric potential of Amazonian rivers273. The bibliographic 

review in this study, however, showed that as early as the 1920s, hydropower development 

emerged as a proposed option, but ultimately, this path did not move forward. A similar situation 

occurred in the 1950s in Manaus. Emergency programs and development plans proposed the use 

 
272 Cano, 1977 as cited in Capellini 2022. p.252. 
273 Farias, 1966; ELETRONORTE, 1983 as cited in Capellini 2022 p.260. 
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of hydroelectric sites such as the Jamari River, where the Samuel HPP was later built, and the 

Palh«o waterfalls, later named the Curu§-Una HPP, in the 1950s and early 1960s, respectively. 

Thus, it is reasonable to conclude that potential dam sites had been identified long in advance 

and likely experienced growing pressure over time - first because of their accessibility and later 

due to the increasing viability of construction as these areas became more easily reached and 

know in more detail. The explanation that the delay resulted from insufficient knowledge appears 

inadequate, highlighting the need for a comprehensive analysis. However, the discussion about 

willingness of the elites offers interesting avenues for understanding the process 

In the early 1970s, several hydroelectric projects were included in discussions within SUDAMôs 

planning framework. The agency acknowledged low electricity consumption in the most 

populated centers, which, at the time, did not justify significant investments in hydroelectric 

systems. Despite this, studies for hydropower development continued274. SUDAM emphasized 

that diversifying the energy infrastructure through hydroelectric plants - long regarded as the 

regionôs primary energy source - should align with the development level of each location. The 

viability of such investments depended on the existence of a sufficient consumer market to 

support them. Larger investments in isolated systems would only proceed when tied to specific 

development programs or hubs and when transmission distances remained relatively short275. 

Even so, long-range transmission lines would later come to symbolize Brazilian technological 

capacity, traversing vast routes in Amazonia. This institutional positioning by SUDAM touches 

on several underlying questions explored in this research. The agency's recurrent reference to a 

'consumer market,' while important at the time, tends to obscure the fact that much of the 

electricity was primarily intended to support industrial base activities. Moreover, the regional 

development plan, which focused on creating economic poles, has provided a clear trajectory for 

the energy-related decisions that followed. Nevertheless, broader historiographical analyses 

concerning environmental effects or the geoeconomic dynamics of the region tend to overlook 

or understate these references. 

 
274 It prioritized expanding the electrical systems, particularly by increasing installed capacity and improving and 

extending distribution networks in major capitals and inland cities.  
275 BRASIL. SUDAM, 1967, p.241 as cited in Lemos, 2007, p.242-245. 
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3.8 Water as Product vs. Environmental Risk Rising Awareness 

Engineering projects proceeded with little regard for environmental issues in the 1960s and 

1970s. The introduction of ideas and methods regarding environmental effect assessment in 

Brazil occurred at the end of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s. When referring to a 

government agency operating at the national level, the first roadmap for this type of study was 

presented by works of experts from the World Bank, which included the analyses of Robert 

Goodland in various HPP cases, including the Tucuru² HPP, which was pointed out as a 

pioneering assessment276. The very beginning of this field of study in Brazil is deeply linked to 

the outcome of dam construction regarding social and environmental risks. The first law 

observing the matter was enacted only in 1981277 addressing the need to assess the social and 

environmental risks concerning dam building. 

An intentional effort through the United Nations: UN, along with the World Bank, in pushing 

the adoption of models and the participation of experts in the ventures were established as 

primary conditions for loans278. The growth of dam projects was driven by a pattern of ñcreated 

ignoranceò rather than following the uncertainties and unpredictability, a pattern reinforced by 

the global mega-hydraulics culture of contractors, experts, and funding agencies. The World 

Bank suggested models for problem-solving, organizational improvement, engineering 

management, and financial practices. The World Bank, at the end of the 1990s, highlighted 

structural changes triggered by the ongoing globalization and financialization of the economy, 

particularly in water management. To stimulate "market allocation" and principles of 

"sustainable water management," countries in development, such as Brazil, were regarded as 

having reached (or nearly reached) the "environmental and social edge" concerning water, 

indicating water scarcity. Furthermore, it announced: i) the impacts of population growth, ii) 

economic development, and iii) changes in lifestyles, altogether creating intersectoral and 

interregional conflicts over water. Among the recommended instructions was to abandon the old 

paradigms of development centered on administrative and regulatory decisions (the so-called 

 
276 AbËSaber, 1998, p.388.  
277 The 1981 Law No. 6,938 established the National Environmental Policy and the National Environmental System 

(SISNAMA), requiring environmental licensing and EIA (Environmental Impact Assessments) for polluting 

activities or the ones using environmental resources. In the 1980s, environmental concerns gained momentum, 

leading to the creation of the National Environmental Council (CONAMA) and Resolution 001, which mandated 

the submission of environmental effects studies and reports in advance for the licensing process of large-scale 

projects, such as HPPs. 
278 observed by Boelens (2019) in quoting Barbara Lynch studies. 
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high bureaucracy) and to adopt concepts of administration centered on "decentralization and 

economic instrumentsò279. In this direction, the economic policy suggested for the water sector 

in Latin America, Brazil, and Amazonia has consistently emphasized the discourse of 

environmental sustainability and the fulfillment of essential social demands, advocating for a 

management policy that prioritizes the creation and development of technical projects from an 

institutional basis. This approach, however, includes tools that favor the private sector 

involvement and mechanisms that assign economic value to water280.  

In Brazil, the issues surrounding electricity, particularly hydropower, and the interests related to 

controlling water and its services (or assigning economic value to water, turning it marketable or 

an asset) underpinned reforms aimed at developing water resources legislation to be enacted 

following the 1988 (actual) Brazilian Constitution. Despite this background, the Constitution, 

once in force, continued to classify water as a subject of state control281. Nevertheless, as 

indicated in the World Bank's publications from the 1950s and 1960s, investments were not 

focused on water-related services, such as sanitation and water supply, but rather on hydroelectric 

plants, waterways, and dams. Brazil has long recognized the need for a well-designed water 

resource policy and technical assistance in this field, as well as the view that the private sector is 

best positioned to provide water in a manner that ensures social justice and environmental 

sustainability. From 1971 onwards, the Bank started to address supply and pollution subjects282. 

Although published later, Stephan Schmidheinyôs Changing Course (1992) reflects the dominant 

discourse emerging by the late 1980s and stands out as an influential work in shaping corporate 

environmental thinking. He argued that sustainable development should be driven by free 

markets, giving multinational corporations a central role, a perspective that was later embraced 

by multilateral institutions like the World Bank and IMF - International Monetary Fund, as well 

as by major NGOs increasingly distanced from social movements. As a result, environmental 

issues came to be treated as commodities within a broader framework of environmental 

neoliberalism, shifting how these actors approached Amazonia, particularly evident in debates 

around cattle ranching and deforestation283. 

 
279 Saleth & Dinar, 1999, as cited in Scantimburgo, 2013, pp. 98-98. 
280 Scantimburgo, 2013, p. 90. 
281 Saleth and Dinar, 1999, p.17-19. 
282 Scantimburgo, 2013, p.103. 
283 Porto-Gon­alves, 2012, as cited in Maleiro et al., 2021, p.166. 
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4 CASE STUDIES 

Big dams are an effective symbol of government capabilities because they are a dramatic visual 

representation of engineering on a massive scale that requires knowledge and coordination. Regarding 

Brazil, the symbolism of the dictatorship's dams in Amazonia was particularly significant, as they aimed 

to control some of the world's most powerful rivers. In sum, one might consider that political conjunctures 

influenced the military government's decision to build dams with large reservoirs rapidly and despite 

social and environmental safeguards284. Despite also, engineering or financial assessment. This standpoint 

will underpin the evaluation of the case studies presented in the following sections. A strong and 

well-articulated technocracy (providing the economic and political bases) for the entry of large 

projects into the country was established due to the historic opportunity created by the correlation 

of forces between dominant (external) and subordinate (internal) structures during the military 

regime. Once settled, centralizing and authoritarian decision-making had effects on the approach 

to social issues, cared with no mediation, destroying the forms of the social organization of the 

populations285. Alongside these developmentsΣ foreigner nations' intentions toward Brazilian 

resources become particularly apparent. 

These case studies differ in certain aspects, but they confirm the interconnections highlighted 

above. At the same time, each case reflects specific contexts that draw attention to planning and 

business interests, which capitalized on dam construction sites to consolidate and expand a range 

of activities that continue to thrive in the region. The specific features and key insights from each 

case study will be synthesized and discussed in the conclusions section (Chapter 5) of this work.  

From 1964 to 1985, or at least up to 1979 (Amnesty Law), the Brazilian press underwent various 

phases, according to higher or lesser totalitarian behavior, mirroring federal government 

directives. However, a complacent and engaged pattern of behavior predominated, and the role 

of the national press can be characterized by complicity and collaboration with the 

dictatorship286. Free from censorship, the reports abroad became an important source of 

information for analyzing the on-the-ground developments and evaluating how the government 

was perceived in pursuing hydropower projects in Amazonia. 

National and international media coverage (filtered through the perspective of SNI or by the 

social resistance movements) provides a snapshot of the unfolding events. Therefore, a series of 

 
284 Johnson, 2021 p.77. 
285 Teixeira et al.,1998, p.165. 
286 Emiliano Jos®, 2015, p.37. 



тс 
 

mainstream journal reports and special dossiers, including academic and commissioned analyses, 

span the sources for the following sections. 

4.1 The First Cases: Coaracy Nunes HPP and Curu§ Una HPP  

Intentionally highlighting the government's ability to undertake long-term projects and focusing 

on the selection of development hubs in strategic locations, ENERAM identified 17 options for 

hydropower developments to address electricity demands between 1971 and 1985287. As outlined 

in the Operation Amazonia report, the assessment excluded hydropower developments already 

underway: the cases of both Coaracy Nunes HPP and Curu§-Una HPP288. Nevertheless, after the 

installation of the dictatorship in 1964, the companies in charge of construction, in both cases, 

operated with the support of military government agencies, such as SUDAM. In the case of 

Coaracy Nunes HPP, ELETRONORTE took over the final stages of the project. As outlined in 

the methodology section, the discussion adopts a more concise analyses, as well as the final case 

examined, the Samuel HPP (section 4.7 of this thesis). 

Coaracy Nunes HPP: the First Hydropower Development in Amazonia 

The first modern mining corporation in Amazonia was established by Ind¼stria e Com®rcio de 

Min®rios (ICOMI ï Minerals Industry and Trade), a Brazilian group that engage with an 

American company, Bethlehem Steel Corporation in the exploration, financing, production, 

management, and sale of the manganese ore which was discovered years earlier on Serra do 

Navio in Amap§. Both companies started to work on the ground in 1949289. This pioneering 

experience paved the way for the first hydropower development in the Brazilian Amazonia, the 

Pared«o Hydropower Plant, which was later renamed Coaracy Nunes HPP in honor of Amap§ôs 

first Federal Deputy, who died in a plane crash290.  

The initial push for mining and energy developments in Amazonia occurred in the Federal 

Territory of Amap§ rather than in an ordinary state. It took place, in fact, in an improbable 

 
287 It encompasses the inventory of 2,000 km of river areas for reconnaissance and identified 1,420 km of river 

stretches as potential development sites; the inventory conducted included 17 potential hydropower developments, 

with a total capacity of approximately 7,400,000 kW (Opera­«o Amaz¹nia\Opera­«o Amaz¹nia ï Relat·rio(1). 
288 Opera­«o Amaz¹nia\Opera­«o Amaz¹nia - Relat·rio (1). 
289 Santos, 1981, p.11. 
290 Coaracy Nunes was the first federal deputy from Amap§ and was serving his third term when he died in a plane 

crash in 1958. According to the online newspaper O Globo, both the hydroelectric plant and the creation of the 

Companhia de Eletricidade do Amap§ (CEA) were initiatives attributed to him. 
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location characterized by a small population and limited state presence due to the neglect of the 

Par§ state administration, which was responsible for overseeing the region. For that reason, local 

demands for greater attention (already present before the 1940s) intensified over time. These 

demands were directed at both the state government in Bel®m and the federal government in Rio 

de Janeiro, urging them to assume greater responsibility for the region. Nevertheless, attention 

toward Amap§ began to shift when France fell under Nazi occupation, as Brazilôs northern border 

with French Guiana (frontiers with Amap§) became exposed to potential threats within the 

broader context of the war. This vulnerability was one of the reasons behind the creation of the 

Federal Territory in 1943291.  

The institution of a Federal Territory was a way to prevent activities contrary to the interest of 

the federal government. Furthermore, Amap§ encompasses the Amazonas River delta, a 

historically vulnerable and highly strategic location292. This also explains why this region was 

chosen for the establishment of an American military base during World War II293. The decision 

was also based on principles already established in the 1937 Constitution, which allowed for 

direct federal administration (without an elected governor) over large areas perceived as 

demographic voids and located in remote borders. 

Janary Gentil Nunes, a Captain graduate of the Military School in Rio de Janeiro, was appointed 

by President Get¼lio Vargas to lead the newly created TFA - Federal Territory of Amap§, arriving 

in the region in 1944. Over time his family actions gained prominence for their ability to foster 

a basic level of local development (his brother Coaracy Nunes was the first deputy of Amap§). 

Janary Nunes played a key role in introducing elements of modernity to the territory, yet deeply 

embedded in a colonial narrative, as the period reflects a form of internal colonization grounded 

in the promotion of waged labor, the disciplining of agriculture, and the rise of what were framed 

as 'dormant' zones, echoing civilizing discourses common to that time294. In the words of the 

governor himself, the rubber tappers, fishermen, and other groups should be guided toward 

embracing the principles of modernity295. 

 
291 Porto, 2003; Garfield, 2009; Marques, 2009, as cited in Passos, 2017, p.6. 
292 Entering from the Atlantic Ocean through what was once called the 'River-Sea,' on the northern coast of Brazil 

near Macap§, provides access to a vast hydrographic network that extends deep into the interior of South America, 

reaching areas in Bolivia, Peru, and Colombia. 
293 Passos, 2017, p.7. 
294 Lobato, 2014; Zorzenon, 2014, as cited in Passos, 2017, p.9.  
295 Nunes, 1949; Coelho, 2004, as cited in Passos, 2017, p.11. 
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Proper company towns rose after the ICOMI secured the necessary infrastructure to transport the 

ore, one called Serra do Navio and the other Vila Amazonas. These settlements aimed to regulate 

and shape the lives of the unskilled workforce, conditioning them to adopt the productivity 

standards and work rhythms of the modern industrial capitalist economy. The effort also sought 

to mold behaviors, for instance, by promoting the ideal of the 'stable' family model296. Not only 

the shaping of the population but also the intertwined development of the federationôs category 

was key: The governor understood that mining in Amap§ was fundamental to transforming the 

territory into a federal state, as it assigned the region a vital economic function297. 

In 1954, a decree assigned the Government of the Federal Territory the responsibility of 

progressively harnessing the hydropower potential of the Pared«o waterfalls. Subsequently, in 

1956, another decree created the CEA - Companhia de Eletricidade do Amap§ (Amap§ 

Electricity Company). The company's primary task was to build and manage systems for 

generating, transmitting, and distributing electricity within the TFA. This initiative sought to 

expand the electricity market while simultaneously fostering and anticipating the development 

of an industrial complex in the region298.  

Signaling the federal governmentôs high interest in fostering mining activities in the region, 

unlike other federal territories, the TFA counted with the direct presence of the CPRM299. Hence, 

other projects became viable, particularly as the necessary energy infrastructure was to be 

secured through hydropower developments300. Alongside ICOMI, several other ventures were 

undertaken, as well as the establishment of administrative institutions. These include the IRDA 

- Instituto Regional de Desenvolvimento do Amap§ (Amap§ Regional Development Institute), 

dedicated to regional development planning and resource surveys, and COPRAM - Companhia 

Progresso do Amap§ (Amap§ Progress Company) focused on mobilizing investments and 

financial resources. In the field of agro-industrial, the Amap§ Agricultura e Ind¼stria S/A (Amap§ 

Agriculture and Industry S/A); BRUMASA Bruynzeel de Madeira S/A (Bruynzeel Timber S/A); 

CODEPA - Companhia Dend° do Amap§ S/A (Amap§ Palm Oil Company S/A), and AMCEL - 

Amap§ Florestal e Celulose S/A (Amap§ Forestry and Pulp S/A). Amap§ also saw the creation 

of a Pelletizing Plant, a joint venture involving ICOMI and its partners, aimed at processing low-

 
296 Paz, 2014, as cited in Pacheco, 2015, p.205. 
297 Passos, 2017, p.12. 
298 Silva, Lima, & Silva, 2017 p.74. 
299 Passos, 2017, p.26. 
300 De Brito, 1995, p.8. 
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grade manganese ore; however, this facility operated only briefly. Additionally, the CFA - 

Companhia ferro e Liga do Amap§ (Amap§ Ferro-Alloys Company) was established, focusing 

on producing ferrochrome alloys using chromite from the Vila Nova River301. The number and 

diversity of companies established in the area, illustrates how dam construction can be associated 

with the centralized management of federal territory.  

From its inception, the electricity sector in Amap§ was already state-owned and federally 

controlled, differing in some respects from the path followed in other regions of Brazil302. By 

1959, following the completion of surveys and site investigations, a public tender was launched 

for the execution of the project. Construction began in 1961 under the supervision of a contracted 

engineering firm. However, the project soon faced funding shortages, resulting in a partial 

suspension in 1963 and a complete halt in early 1964. In late 1965, a new contract was signed 

with a construction company based in S«o Paulo to resume the civil works. Subsequent design 

adjustments were provided by national and international engineering consultants, who proposed 

alternatives while maintaining the original spillway design with only minor modifications. 

Despite these efforts, the project suffered multiple interruptions between 1966 and 1971. These 

ongoing setbacks eventually led to federal intervention in 1971, when ELETROBRAS assumed 

direct responsibility for overseeing construction. Only after this intervention did the project 

progress steadily, leading to the commissioning of the generating units and the transmission 

system connecting the site to the capital, with commercial operations beginning in January 1976. 

The official transfer of operational control was formalized by decree in 1974, which also 

established a compensation mechanism and reassigned all project-related assets to 

ELETRONORTE, responsible for its management303. 

Until 1980, all royalties derived from the manganese ore explored by ICOMI in Serra do Navio, 

under specific legislation (Law No. 2,740, enacted in March 1956), were transferred to CEA. The 

primary use of these funds was directed to the construction of Coaracy Nunes hydropower plant, 

which provided the electricity necessary for the future operations of ICOMI and for the CFA 

(Amap§ Ferro-Alloys Company)304. The manganese ore exported by ICOMI was entirely 

 
301 De Brito, 1995, p.8. 
302 Silva et al 2016, p.128 
303 CEA, the state energy company, engaged several consultancies and contractors to support the planning and 

construction process, including TECHINT, GRUBIMA, ECEL (Empresa de Constru­»es El®tricas Ltda, S«o Paulo), 

ELETROCONSULT do Brasil, and ELETROCONSULT from Milan (Companhia de Eletricidade do Amap§, 2025). 
304 Monteiro, 2003, p.138. 



ул 
 

directed to the United States in the first years of exploration305. It was only after 1964 that 

national, European, and Asian markets began to represent significant buyers. That is, when the 

hydroelectric plant construction began, that was the prevalent model of business. 

Amap§ development is often attributed to the establishment of a steel industry relying not only 

on manganese but also on several other minerals explored by ICOMI. The business's advantage 

was justified by the availability of low-cost energy, derived from biomass originating from the 

native forest, used to produce charcoal for blast furnaces (for pig iron production) and later for 

power supply to ferroalloy production, utilizing hydropower from Pared«o HPP. The regime's 

plans involved connecting the project to the railway and a port in the capital, Macap§, all 

conceived as part of a single strategy once the mining of manganese in Serra do Navio supported 

the use of hydropower306. On the other hand, overall assessment of these undertakings linked 

with the mining activities points to the fact that such initiatives do not necessarily result in 

regional gains, given the persistent social vulnerabilities and chronic deficiencies in basic 

infrastructure and development indices, in all, e rapid depletion of the mineral ore did not mean 

the development of the regio307.  

Even if there was a governmental intention to link revenues from manganese ore exploitation to 

a local development strategy, the actual financial returns proved limited. Mainly based on taxes 

and royalties, this model was eventually deemed insufficient to generate the broader investment 

capacity required for the region308. Furthermore, the territorial government's financial constraints 

also became apparent. Shifts in the global market for the sector (marked by the introduction of a 

fine ore pelletizing plant in early 1972), which required low-cost energy, increased the pressure 

to complete the dam constructions as the international economic crisis, worsened by rising oil 

prices, made energy-intensive production more costly309.  

As this thesis demonstrates, construction projects often converge and shed light on one another -

a dynamic this work seeks to highlight. In this sense, specific industries also intersect, whether 

in energy, mining, or agricultural ventures. For example, in 1974, the high-quality soils in the 

region drew government interest, with the expectation that they would respond quickly to 

 
305 Monteiro, 2003, p.142. 

306 Drummond and Pereira, 2007 as cited in Capellini, 2022, p.254. 
307 Urech, 1995; Villela and Almeida, 1966, Pinto, 1977; as cited in Monteiro, 2003, pp.160-163. 

308 De Brito, 1995, p 13. 

309 Marques, 2009 as cited in Santos Filho, 2010, p.67. 
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fertilizers, supporting the development of an industrial hub310. The government also sought the 

opportunity to join efforts with a geopolitical agenda. The BR-210 highway, also known as the 

Northern Perimeter Highway, was planned during Brazilôs military regime as part of the National 

Integration Plan (PIN). Designed primarily as an east-west route, the highway, including paved, 

constructed, and planned sections, totals 2,463.9 kilometers in length, crossing other northern 

Amazonian states, including Par§, Roraima, and Amazonas. In Amap§, construction of BR-210 

began in 1973, building on a 102-kilometer stretch previously developed by ICOMI311.  

The planned route of the highway was never fully completed; it terminates within the territory of 

the Wai«pi Indigenous people in the state of Amap§. Rather than traversing the entire northern 

border of Brazil as initially intended, the project resulted in the construction of an isolated, 

discontinuous section. Over time, the shift from long-distance river transport of people and goods 

to road networks occurred. Despite its limitations, roads came to be viewed as a more efficient 

option. Inland long-distance river transport, instead, was virtually eliminated in the second half 

of the 20th century. Still, river navigation remains essential for riverine communities that lack 

road access312.  

This understanding can be applied to many other regions in Amazonia. River transport has seen 

little progress over the past century. The high rates of cargo loss persist, forcing traders to 

increase product prices to offset these losses. Investment in fluvial transport remains critically 

neglected, with no clear accountability for this ongoing situation313. This particular case study 

prompts reflection on how dam development has also contributed to the decline of river-based 

transportation and the erosion of traditional ways of life. That said, a local newspaper article 

published in 2016 commemorating the 40th anniversary of the Coaracy Nunes hydropower plant 

highlights more than four decades of challenges and the hard work of pioneers in the development 

of Amap§. 

 

 

 
310 Mem·rias Reveladas\DSI-MRE Divis«o de Seguran­a e Informa­«o do Minist®rio das Rela­»es 
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311 Santos, 2017, p.366. 
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Curu§-Una: A Singular Case 

The early motivations for constructing the Curu§-Una Hydropower Plant were closely tied to 

Santar®môs pursuit of industrial development. It was the municipal government of Santar®m that 

commissioned an engineering firm (Servix Engenharia) to assess the feasibility of a hydroelectric 

plant at the Palh«o Falls on the Curu§-Una River.  

According to renowned journalist Lucio Fl§vio Pinto (2024), a significant step forward was made 

by Servix Engenharia, but it was only in 1959 that a public tender was launched to contract the 

construction company GRUBINA, for building the Curu§-Una HPP. In the following year, 

representatives from the former SPVEA provided financial support, along with the Par§ Energy 

Commission. They received backing from the Minister of Mines and Energy, who joined the 

effort. However, due to insufficient funding, the project faced repeated delays. GRUBIMA only 

presented a preliminary design in 1963, proposing a capacity of 40 MW to be developed in two 

phases. In 1965, responsibility for the project was transferred to CELPA (Centrais El®tricas do 

Par§). The design was revised again in 1966, and civil works commenced in 1967, carried out 

by the Gen®sio Gouveia-Conterpa consortium, which won a new public tender. The first turbine 

of Curu§-Una was from General Motors and arrived in the location only in 1972. It was not until 

1973 that the Curu§-Una River was diverted to allow for excavation and concreting of the dam314.  

During this period, as previously discussed in this study, a new phase began in the State of Par§ 

after 1966 with the launch of Operation Amazonia. This initiative laid the groundwork for new 

institutional and infrastructural frameworks that fundamentally altered the conditions for 

economic growth, initiating an era in which traditional extractivism and its associated social 

structures came under increasing pressure and contestation315. Nevertheless, within this broader 

scenario, the history of this hydroelectric plant can also be understood as shaped by the traditional 

Amazonian way of life. In this sense, the emergence of local electricity demand can be directly 

linked to the regionôs longstanding social and agrarian structures, historically centered around 

the extractivist economy. A clear example of this connection dates back to the 1920s, when a 

branch road was opened to link the site of Palh«o Falls to the city of Santar®m, primarily to 

support the extraction of pau-rosa (rosewood). At the end of this route, a processing plant for 

rosewood essential oil was established, though it was later abandoned in the 1940s as rosewood 

extraction came to an end in the region. The extraction of Aniba rosaeodora (rosewood) supplied 

 
314 Pinto, 2024. 
315 Costa, 2021, p.121.  
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essential oil used as a fixative in the cosmetics industry, serving companies such as Phebo Ltda. 

and the French perfume house Chanel316. Further evidence of the area's integration into extractive 

economies appears in a 1952 local newspaper article, which reports that the municipality of 

Santar®m extended this road - known as the Paxi¼ba road - to reach the banks of the Curu§-Una 

River at the site of Palh«o Falls317. 

Until the first half of the 1960s, the development of Amazonia was shaped by the convergence 

of two longstanding dynamics related to the formation of peasant structures: firstly, the ongoing 

expansion of peasant populations rooted in historical processes, and secondly, the opening of 

new agricultural frontiers that triggered migratory flows from other regions of Brazil. In this 

context, it is reasonable to suggest that the projectôs recognition as one of the first hydroelectric 

plants built in Amazonia (regarded as either the first or second, depending on the source) is 

closely linked to these social organizations and their territorial dynamics. The construction of the 

road facilitated the emergence of small communities such as Jacamim, Perema, Tipizal, and S«o 

Jorge in areas previously considered remote. These localities became focal points for a public 

land distribution policy implemented by the State of Par§ until the 1960s, which significantly 

improved access to land. This policy attracted farming families from Santar®m and other regions, 

leading to the establishment of new communities like Boa Esperan­a318.  

The importance of jute production, together with the mobilization of local elites advocating for 

industrial expansion in Santar®m, provides another lens through which to understand the rationale 

behind the development of the Curu§-Una HPP. Although jute was not native to Brazil, it had by 

then become an integral part of the regionôs agrarian economy and a driver of locally rooted 

production systems. For a long time, jute benefited from a captive market, as it was widely used 

in southern Brazil for the making of coffee sacks in the coffee export trade. This Asian plant 

species had adapted exceptionally well to the Amazonian riverbankôs environment following its 

introduction in the 1930s by Japanese immigrant Kotaro Tuji. In response to declining exports 

(driven by competition from lower-cost Indian production in the international market), Tuji 

 
316 Although rosewood became depleted in the Santar®m region, the species is naturally distributed throughout 

Amazonia, where its presence has gradually declined. In 2000, the perfume house Chanel (notably for its product 

Chanel n.5) used rosewood oil in its fragrances. Went under criticism from a coalition of French NGOs, who accused 

the company of contributing to the destruction of the Amazonia rainforest. In 2011, rosewood was included in 

Appendix II of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (Guimaraes, 

2019). 

317 Santos & Costa, 2020, p.55. 

318 Figueiredo, 1953; Homma, 2005, Santos, 2012; as cited in Santos & Costa, 2020, p.55. 
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advocated for a weaving factory in Santar®m. Under his leadership, alongside a group of local 

entrepreneurs, the factory initiative was launched in 1951 with the backing of President 

Vargas319. Santar®m's mayor supported the endeavor, traveling to the capital in 1951 to present 

the proposal to President Vargas, who endorsed the project320. Accordingly, this marked the 

beginning of the hydroelectric project at Palh«o Falls, located 70 km from Santar®m with initial 

funding secured for the designs for a small run-of-river plant generating 4 MW (more than five 

times the projected energy demand of the weaving factory) presented in 1952 by Servix 

Engenharia. However, construction faced significant delays in financing, only to resume over a 

decade later321.  

The revival of the project was linked to plans for establishing soda ash and cellulose production 

facilities, following the discovery of rock salt deposits in the region322. Additionally, other 

accounts indicate that the original purpose of the hydroelectric project was to supply electricity 

to the municipality of Santar®m and the Aveiro region. Hence, the project was initially conceived 

in 1952 but was revised in 1966 to accommodate projections of population growth and the 

anticipated expansion of industrial activities in the region323. Notably, these modifications 

coincided with the launch of Operation Amazonia. 

An important document analyzed in this thesis explicitly outlines some of the regimeôs 

development goals, as viewed from the perspective of the Brazilian Counselor in Bogot§324. It 

underscores the strategic importance of the Cuiab§-Santar®m Highway (built between 1970 and 

1976) as a key component of the military governmentôs development agenda for Amazonia under 

the PIN-I program. The highwayôs intersection with the Transamaz¹nica Highway was intended 

to create a new regional hub in the broader Santar®m region. This road access would not only 

strengthen monitoring and control over navigation along the Amazon River but, more 

importantly, would connect Santar®m with other regions of the country. Furthermore, Santar®m 

was identified as a logistical base for supporting the construction of the Northern Perimeter 

 
319 Homma, 2016; Tristan, 2016, as cited in Capellini, 2022, p.260. 
320 Di§rio da Noite, 1951, as cited in Capellini, 2022, p.260. 
321 Capellini, 2022, p.260. 
322 Capellini, 2022, p.260. 
323 Sar®, 2003, p.77. 
324 Basso Archive (related to the Russell Tribunal II - which took place between 1972 and 1976 (Anistia\Archivo 

Basso\Fondo Tribunal Russell II, 1972-1976\Serie 3 - Documentazione delle Sessioni\02 - Seconda Sessione 

(Bruxelles, 11-18_01_1975)\02 - Relazioni\ITA_FLLB_TBRII_03_02_02_023 (1) in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=DocBNM&Pesq=Mitsui%20Shipyard&id=5072004

217935&pagfis=16095). 
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Highway, the road discussed in the previous section in relation to development strategies in 

Amap§. 

The objectives driving the Operation Amazonia initiatives appear both mixed and diffuse, 

blending efforts to prioritize economic business with actions aimed at contemplating the regionôs 

existing extractivist activities. The Operation Amazonia plans for Santar®m forecasted the 

potential development of projects mainly related to forestry. To boost the primary sector 

commerce, including extractivism (both animal and plant-based), agriculture, and livestock. It is 

noteworthy that the industrial sector was not prioritized. In mentioning the existing ventures in 

the area, such as the Curu§-Una HPP and the Belterra Farm (operated as an agricultural branch 

of the Ford Industrial Company of Brazil, situated near Fordl©ndia), the rationale appears to 

suggest that this dam, 70 kilometers from Santar®m region, would facilitate the exploitation of 

forest goods. The Counselor report also mentioned a 1971 FAO mission that recommended to 

the World Bank a comprehensive colonization program aimed at generating resources through 

rubber exploitation, logging, cattle ranching, and subsistence farming in this region. This further 

indicates an association between the military and the agency in shaping and defining public 

development policies.  

Counselor S®rgio, conveying the military viewpoint, emphasized that further guidelines 

concerning the Forestry Training and Research Service (STPF), administered by SUDAM, aimed 

to implement technical and efficient forestry and timber exploitation practices in Amazonia. 

Indeed, this project took place in the surroundings of the Curu§-Una River. after which they came 

under the exclusive management of Brazilian technicians325. The two centers consisted of 

facilities with industrial purposes: one focused on workforce training and testing for the timber 

industry, and the other dedicated to in-forest research on species, inventorying, and silviculture 

experiments with native and exotic species. The document concluded that the entire region 

between Curu§-Una and Santar®m could be utilized for timber exploitation and pulp production. 

In this regard, Professor Fearnside (2003) sheds light on the project's outcomes following the 

abolition of SUDAM in 2001. He was referring to an opportunity to transform these lands into a 

 
325 Mem·rias Reveladas\DSI-MRE Divis«o de Seguran­a e Informa­«o do Minist®rio das Rela­»es 

Exteriores\Seguran­a Nacional\Amaz¹nia\BR_DFANBSB_Z4_SNA_AMZ_0003 (2) in: CRV Ind²gena_Arquivo 

Nacional - DocReader Web  
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forest conservation unit, mentioning that SUDAM had control of 72,000 ha in "experimental 

forest management" in the Curu§-Una area326.  

4.2 Background on the Tucuru² Project: Notes on Military Interlocutors 

" It's been almost a year since the rural workers of Tucuru² set up 

camp in front of the headquarters of Eletronorte "327. 

 

ñThere are currently five large hydropower plants in Amaz¹nia: Tucuru², 

Balbina, Sameul, Coaracy Nunes, and Curu§-Una. However, the majority of 

the towns in the region use electricity generated by thermal power plantsò328.  

 

Literature cites mineral deposits discovered in Par§ State, eventually determined to be the third-

largest bauxite reserve in the world, as the primary driver behind the construction of the Tucuru² 

Hydroelectric Power Plant (HPPύ329. When framed in this way, there is no room for contestation 

or alternative interpretations; however, when examining the processes that ultimately led to the 

implementation of what became one of the largest hydroelectric plants in the world, it is possible 

to suggest that a set of prior projects was essential, without which, the hydroelectric power plant 

installation would not have been feasible. 

Located 400 km from Bel®m, on the Tocantins River, the Tucuru² HPP is the second-largest 

hydroelectric power plant in Brazil by installed capacity, surpassed only by the Belo Monte 

Dam330. Construction began on November 21, 1974 and the plant was inaugurated on November 

22, 1984, by Jo«o Figueiredo, the last president of the military regime. Tucuru² HPP became one 

of the regime's most iconic acts in Amazonia, represented both its achievements and its failures. 

 
326 Dubois, 1971, as cited in Fearnside, 2003. 
327 Jornal dos Trabalhadores SEM TERRA n 01 Mai 1981\n 119 Set 1992 (1) in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=HEMEROLT&pesq=tucurui&hf=armazemmemoria.

com.br&pagfis=1280 
328 In óEnergy and Alternatives for the Futureô (Council for Indigenous Affairs in Roraima, 1993); Acervos de 

Institui­»es\CIMI - Conselho Indigenista Mission§rio\CIMI-Nacional\Publica­»es Diversas\Roraima: Energia e 

Alternativas Para o Futuro (3) p.15 in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=CRV_Indigena_AcervosInstituicoes&Pesq=tucurui

&id=2992603903541&pagfis=143240 
329 Santos, 2002, p.37. 
330 While Tucuru² ranks second in installed capacity, comparisons with Belo Monte Dam are complicated due to the 

latter's inconsistent operation at its full capacity of approximately 11,233 MW. Additionally, it remains uncertain 

whether Tucuru² remains an entirely Brazilian government asset following the privatization of ELETROBRAS in 

June 2022. 
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Initially counting with a capacity of 4,000 MW, it expanded as originally predicted to 8,370 MW 

in the early 2010s331. The consortium ENGEVIX-ECOTEC developed the basic design for 

Tucuru² in a remarkably short time (1975-1977) at the request of ELETRONORTE when it 

offered two other options for the site in the same river, the localities of Santo Ant¹nio and S«o 

F®lix. The ENGEVIX-THEMAG consortium later carried out the executive project332. 

The site deemed most suitable for the dam's construction was first mentioned decades earlier 

when the public company CELG - Centrais El®tricas de Goi§s (Goi§s Electric Energy Company) 

was created to develop the electrical system necessary to supply Bras²lia, Brazil's future capital. 

For that aim, the authority undertook the construction of the Cachoeira Dourada HPP on 

Parana²ba River but also explored areas further north, extending its reach into Amazonian forests 

and inventorying the Tocantins River due to areas known for their mining potential. In the late 

1950s, CELG recommended S«o F®lix Falls as the most suitable location but acknowledged the 

potential for the former Itaboca rapids, which would later become the site for the future Tucurui 

project333. At the time, the project was considered an option due to the mineral deposits found in 

the vicinity of the Itaboca rapids. From the outset of river inventory studies, the process of 

selecting dam sites was closely associated with areas offering significant potential for mineral 

exploitation. 

Established under the administration of President Jo«o Goulart (1961ï1964) in 1962, the CIVAT 

- Comiss«o Interestadual dos Vales Araguaia - Tocantins (Interstate Commission of the 

Araguaia-Tocantins Valleys), an intergovernmental agency (as encompassing the states of Par§, 

Goi§s, Maranh«o, Mato Grosso, and the Federal District) oversaw studies on rivers hydropower 

potential, navigation, and agricultural development within the mentioned River Basin. This 

initiative was supported by the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), 

which conducted fieldwork in 1964334 and identified key sites, including Itaboca, Santo Ant¹nio, 

S«o F®lix, and Tr°s Barras waterfalls. Among these, Itaboca was the most favored, as it could 

produce up to 2,400 MW, dimensioned at the occasion, roughly half of the total potential of the 

12 sites surveyed. Nevertheless, the recommendation was made for S«o F®lix, given its strategic 

location, to supply energy to the Uru­u-Niquel©ndia mining region, which guarantees a market 

 
331 Mem·ria da Eletricidade, 2024. 
332 Da Cruz, 1996. 
333 Capellini, 2022, p.257. 
334 The capacity of producing between 10 and 15 million kW (Capellini, 2022, p258). 
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for the electricity. Following the 1964 military coup, CIVAT was dissolved, and the Itaboca 

project, later renamed Tucuru², was chosen as the undertaking335.  

Commissioned by USAID under the Kennedy administration's Alliance for Progress initiative in 

the Americas336, was the US Bureau of Reclamation337 that conducted the mentioned assessment, 

a comprehensive study of the Araguaia-Tocantins River basin. After surveying approximately 

750,000 square kilometers in just three months through data analysis and fieldwork, the study 

concluded that the region ranked among the most significant areas with development potential in 

Brazil and globally. However, realizing this potential required a carefully planned development 

program to transform the basin's local economy, which was characterized by extractivist 

activities subsistence model, typical of frontiers areas, into an "important self-sustaining 

contributor to national development338. 

The involvement of the Bureau in watercourse surveys also reveals a broader geoeconomic and 

geopolitical agenda pursued by the North Americans in the region, whether to preserve 

commercial ties or to reinforce their anti-communist efforts. This joint effort between Brazil and 

the US occurred in a period of delicate political relations between the two countries. While 

President Goulart (the last civil president before the dictatorship) broadly aligned with the 

Alliance's objectives339, his association with the Left, particularly within labor movements, and 

perceived communist sympathies is appointed as one explanation that led the US to direct 

 
335 Bureau of Reclamation, 1964, as cited in Capellini, 2022, pp.257-258. 
336 Under President Kennedy, the Alliance for Progress was a development aid program aimed at stabilizing Latin 

America's economic growth and social reforms. It provided substantial resources to countries that committed to 

these goals and upheld democratic principles - following the desired models, for that matter (Loureiro, 2014).   
337 The Bureau of Reclamation was the United States' leading agency for water resource development, often guided 

by the geopolitical imperatives of the State Department, which viewed technical assistance as a vital tool in 

countering the anticipated global spread of communism. Cristopher Sneddon (2015) presented this view as he 

focused his studies on two main aims of the US government throughout the Cold War era: 1) defending and engaging 

in large-scale hydroelectric dams, portrayed as a crucial technological innovation, and 2) establishing a novel 

approach to resource use encapsulated in river basin planning and development (Sneddon 2015 p.1).  
338US Bureau of Reclamation, 1964 as cited in Sneddon, 2015, pp.184-185. 
339 Accordingly: ñThe Brazilian case suggests that the degree of respect paid by the Kennedy government to the 

alleged Alliance principles was colored by three considerations: the countryôs importance for US strategic interests, 

the perceived level of the communist threat, and the national leaderôs commitment to upholding an anti-communist 

line, mainly in domestic politicsò (Luoreiro, 2014, p.349). Additionally, private corporate interests played a 

secondary (not a primary) role in aligning with U.S. government objectives (US Bureau of Reclamation,1964, as 

cited in Sneddon, 2015, p.340). 
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(support the coup) and indirectly help in undermine his government340. Not without a tumultuous 

period of back-and-forth negotiations.  

After the civilian president was deposed, the project took on a distinctly centralized and 

authoritarian trajectory, aligning with the political dynamics of the emerging dictatorship. This 

orientation is evident in the records of an international seminar held in Manaus in 1972. During 

the II Seminar on Economic Cooperation in the Amazon Basin, organized by the Friedrich 

Naumann Foundation of West Germany in collaboration with the Foundation for New 

Democracy of Colombia, Professor Dalton Daemon represented the Brazilian authorities and 

outlined the government's purposes for Amazonia341. Major initiatives, such as the 

Transamaz¹nica Highway and the Tucuru² dam, had, in his argumentation, intertwined purposes: 

i) complementing the efforts initiated by SUDAM and SUFRAMA - Superintend°ncia da Zona 

Franca de Manaus  (Superintendency of the Manaus Free Trade Zone); ii) fulfilling the 

population's desire for greater connectivity with the region; iii) symbolizing the country's ability 

to achieve development goals; and iv) promoting more balanced regional development beyond 

the progress concentrated in the country's center-south. 

Representing the authorities, Daemon advocated for increased connectivity between Brazil and 

the region by emphasizing the entrepreneurial capabilities of its people, subtly reflecting a 

particular ideological perspective. In mentioning achievements like the completion of the Bel®m-

Bras²lia highway, scheduled for complete paving by December 1973342; and the success 

symbolized by the great Transamaz¹nica Highway intended to reach the borders of Bolivia and 

Peru343. He reported that significant progress was made on this highway in the northeast region, 

as well as on the Estreito-Itaituba (1,243 km) and Itaituba-Humait§ (1,070 km) sections344. The 

mentioned stretch corresponds to the intersections of this highway with the Tocantins, Xingu, 

and Tapaj·s rivers, crossing these river basins at sites where dams were ultimately built over 

 
340 US Bureau of Reclamation 1964 as cited in Sneddon, 2015, p.325.  
341 In: Mem·rias Reveladas\DSI-MRE Divis«o de Seguran­a e Informa­«o do Minist®rio das Rela­»es 

Exteriores\Seguran­a Nacional\Amaz¹nia\BR_DFANBSB_Z4_SNA_AMZ_0002 (1) in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=BMN_ArquivoNacional&Pesq=tucurui&id=448190

7644465&pagfis=497105  
342 According to the document, this road was the foundation for planning an expansion of the system in all directions: 

Bel®m-S«o Luiz, Bel®m-Macei·, Macap§-Oiapoque, Manaus-Boa Vista, Manaus-Porto Velho, Humait§-L§brea-

Boca do Acre-Rio Branco, Santar®m - Cuiab§, Brasilia-Cuiab§-Porto Velho. (Mem·rias Reveladas\DSI-MRE, 

1972). 
343 Mem·rias Reveladas\DSI-MRE, 1972 p.3. 
344 Mem·rias Reveladas\DSI-MRE, 1972 p.5. 
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time (Tucuru² and Belo Monte) and proposed (the project, now named S«o Luis do Tapaj·s HPP, 

was shelved in 2016). Infrastructure and energy initiatives were presented to convey the narrative 

of a grand national development project, showcasing Brazil's capability and maturity and 

challenging a prevailing perception of the population's inadequacy. During this time, several 

other road projects were also under consideration345. Nevertheless, the Transamaz¹nica Highway 

was the most significant due to its function in connecting the Amazonia Basin, providing access 

to the Amazonas River right bank via its tributaries, and opening ports and infrastructure in 

locations such as Imperatriz, Altamira, Itaituba, Santar®m, and Porto Velho, which were set to 

be inaugurated simultaneously with the highway.  

Excessively ambitious, the document highlights several issues across various sectors. The link 

between the North and Northeast regions through the highway was intended to stimulate the 

modernization of agriculture and livestock and provide adequate links with the main centers of 

consumption, comprising an extensive network of silos, warehouses, and refrigerators (for cattle 

industry). It reflects a sense of urgency in swiftly and decisively addressing multiple 

programmatic axes. At a time when Amazonian soils were believed to be poor in nutrients346, the 

professor promoted the ideas of the geologist Mr. H. Day, who, during a FAO (Food and 

Agriculture Organization of the United Nations), mission to Brazil, presented the possibility of 

converting forested areas into an agricultural region by using fertilizers and adjusting the soil 

accordingly. In this regard, it is now well established, drawing on both ethnographic and 

archaeological research, that Amazonian landscape evolution is far more closely linked to 

conditions of abundance than to narratives of scarcity347. However, disregard for the forest was 

 
345 The Perimentral Norte would run from Macap§ to Caracara² on the Venezuelan border, reaching I­ana, passing 

through Benjamin Constant (on the Colombian border) to Taumaturgo, linking up with the Trans-Amazonian 

highway at Cruzeiro do Sul. From this road, there would also be a link between Elvira (on the border with Peru) and 

another from Belem to Labrea, as well as another from Santarem to Suriname. And another that would connect 

Brasilia-Cachimbo-Jacareacanga-Manaus, and along the Rio Negro would reach I­ana, crossing the Perimetral Norte 

and taking the direction of Cucu² on the border with Venezuela and Muit¼ (with Colombia) (Mem·rias 

Reveladas\DSI-MRE, 1972 p.4).  
346 The notion that Amazonia has poor soil was effectively fabricated during the 19th and 20th centuries. As with 

Neves: ñThere is ethnographic and archaeological evidence, no longer so recent, that contributes to a critique of the 

notion that the ancient history of Amazonia took place within a framework of scarce resources. It has been 

demonstrated that ancient peoples significantly altered nature to such an extent that we may need to consider 

Amazonia as a bicultural heritage rather than just a natural heritage. These practices of modifying nature were 

different from the process of uncontrolled destruction that led to the disappearance of 20% of its forests between 

1970 and 2020 Perhaps it is time, for these reasons, to abandon the discourse of scarcity and adopt the opposing 
point of view based on abundance (Neves, 2007, as cited in Neves, 2022, p.79). 
347 According to Mehos and Moon: ñUnited Nations technician aid programs, which were designed to diminish the 

global tensions of the Cold War, offered new opportunities for experts. (é) Increasing the portability of experts and 
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systematically upheld. To this end, the government sought to modernize agriculture by creating 

markets for the chosen crops to be implemented, organizing transportation for harvests, providing 

capital and credit for infrastructure development, and instructing the population in new methods 

considered stable agricultural procedures and abandoning the type of semi-migratory agriculture, 

some of the population's traditions at the time348. At this point, the document reflects the findings 

discussed in the first part of this thesis, demonstrating how the government effectively reshaped 

Amazoniaôs territorial organization through financing agricultural initiatives and disrupting local 

population traditions. There is more than a resemblance between the propositions of the Bureau 

of Reclamation immediately after the coup, to develop both the river basin and the regional social 

tissue. In contrast, until the 1950s, the Tocantins River Basin experienced a pre-capitalist 

economy that could be considered almost self-sufficient349. 

Different economic sectors were tangled in the official discourse. This can be exemplified by the 

data, which presents a 2,150% increase in the number of cattle in the region in just five years, 

citing the 257 projects for this sector that were approved by SUDAM and praising the region's 

vocation for cattle farming. In terms of expanding mining activities, the professor's report also 

cites vast reserves of iron, tin, aluminum, and other minerals, which, if properly managed, could 

meet the demand for market expansion and contribute to the region's development350. At the 

same-mentioned seminar, the engineer Dr. Jo«o C©ncio Fernandes Filho highlighted that the 

Transamaz¹nica Highway, once operational, would intersect areas rich in mineral resources351 

and emphasized the approval of more than 300 industrial projects in the region up to that year.  

The use of the immense forest reserve as an incipient and expanding potential is also discussed 

in a significant portion of the literature produced by the media or military reports across the 1960s 

and 1970s. Professor Deamon, in favor of shifting away from extractivist activities, understood 

that the industrialization of wood remained vulnerable due to the diversification of species. 

Possibility referring to the idea that the greater the diversity of products, the greater the sales 

potential tends to be, noticing as well, that several species of Amazonian hardwood trees took a 

long time to gain international acceptance. Ultimately, in his view, the goal was to establish an 

 
their knowledge became a common strategy in Cold War technopolitics.  Following Hecht, technopolitics is the 

strategic practice of designing or using technology to enact political goalsò (Mehos & Moon, p.43, 2011).      
348 Mem·rias Reveladas\DSI-MRE, 1972, p.7. 
349 Valverde, 1987, as cited in Ribeiro, 2014, p.157. 
350 Mem·rias Reveladas\DSI-MRE, 1972. 
351 Mem·rias Reveladas\DSI-MRE, 1972. 
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industrial production system that would leverage its geographical location to access major global 

markets. 

The Tucuru² project as part of the broader mining and industrial infrastructure 

Bauxite and iron ore reserves have been key drivers of mining and energy infrastructure 

development in the Brazilian Amazonia. Official documents circulated among the military reveal 

the planning concepts behind these initiatives. A document from the Superior War College352, 

dated May 1972 and signed by Captain Ney Ribeiro de Lemos, defended the viability of the 

Tocantins River for the comprehensive development of northern Brazil. He presented the 

governmentôs intention to expand economic activities around Tucuru² through the construction 

of the hydroelectric plant. In his argumentation, he noted that the worldôs largest bauxite reserves 

were located in the state of Par§, specifically in the municipalities of Oriximin§, Almeirim, and 

Paragominas. According to this rationale, the power supplied by Tucuru² would support Brazilôs 

import substitution policy, a priority of the military regime aimed at transforming the country 

from an importer to an exporter of higher-value-added products. The document also discussed 

two hydroelectric plants under study: Tucuru² and S«o F®lix (the latter located approximately 

200 km from Bras²lia). Nonetheless, the Tucuru² project would also serve the city of Bel®m, the 

aluminum industry, the Caraj§s mining complex, and the railroad to the Itaqui Port. Furthermore, 

the Captain anticipated that the electrical lines would connect to the systems of other 

hydroelectric plants, such as Boa Esperan­a and S«o Francisco in the Northeast; the CHESF ï 

Companhia Hidro El®trica do S«o Francisco (S«o Francisco Hydroelectric Company) system, 

thereby connecting two Brazilian administrative regions. 

The planning of the POLOAMAZĎNIA program was designed to accommodate the Grande 

Caraj§s Project - an immense reserve of iron ore discovered in 1967 in the Caraj§s Mountains of 

the state of Par§ - and the Tucuru² hydropower plant as one of its key components. The program's 

guidelines were shaped by assessments of recession and stagnation risks, prioritizing regions 

identified as having significant natural resource potential. A document from the archives of the 

SNI repression agency, issued in 1977353, provided the conceptual framework. It emphasized that 

 
352 In Mem·rias Reveladas\SNI - Servi­o Nacional de Informa­«o\Ag°ncias\Ag°ncia in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=BMN_ArquivoNacional&Pesq=tucurui&id=448190

7644465&pagfis=413549 
353 In Mem·rias Reveladas\SNI - Servi­o Nacional de Informa­«o\Ag°ncias\Mato Grosso do 

Sul\81001914\BR_DFANBSB_V8_MIC_GNC_MMM_81001914_d0001de0001 (2) in: 
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Amazonia, covering 59% of Brazil's territory, needed to be divided into strategic hubs to allocate 

resources efficiently and avoid the ineffective dispersal of industrial activities. However, 

establishing a hub would not be feasible without first assessing the region's mineral potential. 

The Caraj§s region is characterized by its abundant deposits of high-grade iron ore sinter feed 

and bauxite, a key raw material for aluminum production, copper, nickel, manganese (for steel 

production), cassiterite (tin), gold, and other non-ferrous minerals, including sand, clay, 

limestone, and kaolin. The installation plan for the project was projected to cost $61.7 billion in 

1981, with $22.5 billion allocated for infrastructure and $39.2 billion for direct investments in 

potential projects354. The geographer Berta Becker pointed to a ñgeological anomaly in the 

Caraj§s case,ò explaining the concentration of ventures, such as mines, railroads, ports, and the 

Tucuru² HPP, to the point of shaping a completely different landscape355. 

In practical terms, less than a decade after the discovery of the Caraj§s mineral reserves (1967), 

the federal government began constructing the Tucuru² Hydroelectric Plant (1978) as part of the 

mining infrastructure in the region. However, it was not until 1980 that the government officially 

announced the Grande Caraj§s Program, an ambitious initiative encompassing forest 

exploitation, agriculture, livestock, mineral exploitation, and the development of a metallurgical 

complex to support industrial activities in Amazonia356. The Grande Caraj§s Program, launched 

by Decree-Law 1813/1980, combined such infrastructures with forestry and farming, but its 

primary focus remained on the exploitation of mineral resources357 (FIGURE 3). 

 

 

 

 

 

 
https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=BMN_ArquivoNacional&Pesq=tucurui&id=448190

7644465&pagfis=368872   
354 Ferreira, 1982, pp.33-34. 
355 Becker, 1982 as cited in Centro de Gest«o e Estudos Estrat®gicos, 2009, p.130. 
356 Miranda Neto, 1991, p.108. 
357 Ribeiro, 2013, as cited in Nascimento et al., 2021, p.233. 
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FIGURE 4: The Caraj§s Mining Complex and the Bauxite Complex 

 

The Caraj§s mining complex along with Tucuru² Dam, Oriximin§, Almerim and Trombetas bauxite sites linked 

with ALBRAS, ALUNORTE and ALUMAR industries. Transportation systems included river routes (like with 

Amazonas River) and the railway Caraj§s Itaqui - S«o Luis (capital of the Maranh«o state) in yellow. In red, the 

Bel®m-Bras²lia Highway and crossing at Tucuru² reservoir soundings the Transamaz¹nica Highway. Google Earth 

Image 2024. Source: Adapted by the author from Bertha Becker. Amaz¹nia. S«o Paulo: Ćtica, 1990, p.66. 

 

The Tucuru² HPP was designed to supply power to major industrial complexes, including 

ALUNORTE (bauxite processing in Barcarena), ALBRAS (aluminum production in Barcarena), 

and Companhia Vale do Rio Doce - CVRD (Caraj§s Iron Project near Tucuru²), as well as to 

support ALUMAR (aluminum production in S«o Lu²s do Maranh«o)358. The set of infrastructures 

included the Caraj§s-S«o Lu²s-Itaqui railway, ports at S«o Lu²s and Ponta Madeira, and the 

Barcarena river port, which supported the exploitation of the Oriximin§ reserves359.  

Brazilôs government had a stake in the project, which consisted of a partnership between the 

state-owned CVRD, ALCAN (a Canadian mining company), and Japanese companies through 

Nippon Amazon Aluminium Co. (NALCO). This consortium was responsible for developing the 

Oriximin§ bauxite reserves in the Trombetas region, ultimately resulting in the ALBRAS-

 
358 Magalh«es, 1986, as cited in Ribeiro, 2014. 
359 Magalh«es, 1986, as cited in Ribeiro, 2014. 
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ALUNORTE project, which comprised two industrial plants (one for aluminum and one for 

alumina, both based in Barcarena). Besides the state investments, the venture attracted financial 

aid from national and multinational shareholders, including companies from Spain, the UK, the 

Netherlands, and the US360. 

Given that aluminum, production is highly energy-intensive, through agreements with 

ELETROBRAS, ALBRAS-ALUNORTE and ALUMAR secured electricity at discounted rates 

(with a 15% discount capped at 20% of the international aluminum price). Due to market 

cartelization, Brazil, via ELETROBRAS, assumed the international debt for the damôs 

construction, covering not only interest and debt servicing costs but also supplying heavily 

subsidized energy to these multinational corporations. The energy allocation for 

ALBRAS/ALUNORTE was initially 600 MW, while ALUMAR was expected to receive 620 

MW361.  

A few sources focus solely on the Barcarena aluminum complex, asserting that the Tucuru² HPP 

was developed to meet the complex's energy demand of 2,000 MW at the time (about seven times 

the total energy consumption of the entire state of Par§) 362. In 1984, the Brazilian Bar Association 

(OAB) issued a statement asserting that the Tucuru² HPP was primarily built to serve the interests 

of transnational companies, citing ALBRAS/ALUNORTE and ALUMAR, but not refering to the 

Caraj§s Complex363. In 1985, a report by the Attorney General's Office of the State of Par§364 

stated that the dam's primary purpose was to support mining projects already in advanced stages 

of development in Amazonia, which would account for 45% of its energy consumption. 

Holding primary sources from ELETRONORTE, another literature reference (those highlighting 

Indigenous peoples' impacts)365 revealed that the original purpose of the energy produced in 

 
360 Oliveira, 1987, p.43. 
361 Oliveira, 1987, p.50. 
362 Biblioteca\Livros\Minera­«o e Garimpo em Terras Tradicionalmente Ocupadas - Conflitos Sociais e Mo (15) in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=AcervBibI&Pesq=tucurui&id=152805550044&pagf

is=11287 
363Novaes and Marin, 2019 as cited in Lery and Malera, 2010, p. 107 and Mem·rias Reveladas\EMFA - Estado-

Maior das For­as Armadas\BR_DFANBSB_2M_0_0_0174\BR_DFANBSB_2M_0_0_0174_v_04_d0001de0001 

(5) in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=BMN_ArquivoNacional&Pesq=tucurui&id=448190

7644465&pagfis=165525 
364 PROJETO PAULO FONTELES\CAIXA 43\P90 - COMISSëO DE DH OAB - RJ / REQUERIMENTO ALEPA 

/ COMISSëO PRč... (ANO: 1985) (1) p.2 in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=PauloFonteles&Pesq=tucurui&id=123103128493&p

agfis=48229  
365 Dos Santos, 1989, pp.30-31. 
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Tucuru² HPP was to supply mining complexes in Amazonia, including bauxite exploitation in 

the Trombetas and Capim River regions, as well as iron ore mining in the Serra dos Caraj§s. 

The Fluvial Question: Infrastructure and Navigation  

Throughout the 1990s, various cases highlighted how organized social movements, political 

parties, and the judiciary advocated for the equitable distribution of energy generated by the plant 

to municipalities in the region. One request was the lock systems along the Tocantins River. 

There was a long-standing demand for enabling fluvial transportation through the creation of the 

Araguaia-Tocantins Waterway (overcoming the Taboca waterfalls, where the city of Tucuru² 

historically developed), but that remained unmet when the plant was inaugurated in 1984. The 

lock system of Tucuru² HPP faced repeated delays, only being completed in 2011366, 

underscoring that this was not a priority. 

In May 1977, discussions within the SNI considered the optimal transportation route for 

exporting iron ore from the Caraj§s Mountains, with options including either a railway with a 

seaport connection or a waterway with port access. The report accessed367 features Professor and 

Engineer Jo«o Maria de Lima Paes providing counterpoints to the proposals made by the LASA-

CANAC Consortium (a consultancy combining a Rio de Janeiro company and a Montreal-based 

company), which had advocated for rail transport to the Port of Itaqui, the choice ultimately 

adopted by the government.  

Professor Paes raised several concerns about the consultants' assessment and questioned the rail 

route to Itaqui rather than to "Ponta da Tijoca," a shorter (750 km route instead of 887 km), which 

would reduce costs. However, enabling waterway transport via the Itaca¼nas and Tocantins 

Rivers depended on making the Tucuru² stretch navigable. The report notes the ongoing efforts 

to make the Tocantins River navigable along its entire length but does not discuss the specific 

reasons behind the government's decision. An earlier Ministry of Transport administration, 

 
366 In 1979, when the hydropower project was already in an advanced stage of implementation, the government 

decided to incorporate the locks into the design of the Hydropower Complex. Work on the locks progressed as 

planned until 1984 but then slowed due to funding shortages and ultimately came to a halt in 1989. The remaining 

components of the lock system were intended to be completed in Phase II of the project. However, significant 

uncertainty remains regarding the construction timeline for Phase II, particularly concerning the completion of the 

locks (La Rovere & Mendes, 2000, p. xvii). 

367 Mem·rias Reveladas\SNI - Servi­o Nacional de Informa­«o\Ag°ncias\Ag°ncia 

Central\75106336\BR_DFANBSB_V8_MIC_GNC_AAA_75106336_d0003de0005 (12) in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=BMN_ArquivoNacional&Pesq=tucurui&id=448190

7644465&pagfis=413613 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=BMN_ArquivoNacional&Pesq=tucurui&id=4481907644465&pagfis=413613
https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=BMN_ArquivoNacional&Pesq=tucurui&id=4481907644465&pagfis=413613
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however, had indicated support for a waterway solution, including potential hydropower projects 

to facilitate the transportation of Caraj§s' ore368.  

The Professor inferred that the SGTE-LASA consortium likely conducted these studies under a 

federal contract. He further asserted that the study he cited had endorsed the feasibility of an 

Itacu¼nas-Tocantins waterway axis, as it evaluated the Caraj§s ore transport route favorably in 

terms of regional development and highlighted potential hydroelectric projects, such as the 

Tucuru² HPP, which was then underway. The report reflects the complex considerations and 

infrastructural plans that shaped resource exploitation and transportation in the Amazonian 

region during this period. 

In reporting for the WCD an assessment conducted by La Rovere and Mendes (2000) can be 

considered superficial and ambiguous. It states that the initial purpose of building the Tucuru² 

hydropower complex was to supply electricity to the city of Bel®m and its surrounding areas. 

However, as planning progressed, the project's main objective shifted toward meeting the energy 

needs of the electro-metallurgical industries in the region, thus reflecting the influence of 

industrial interests. Maintaining the industrial focus, the government subsequently introduced a 

secondary initiative to construct two locks connected by a canal, making the Tocantins River 

navigable from Bel®m to Santa Isabel, spanning a 680-kilometer stretch. This additional factor 

was primarily influenced by lobbying from commercial entities in Par§ State, which sought to 

establish a waterway to facilitate the export of ore from the Caraj§s region through Bel®m's 

ports369.  

The report gives the impression of a republican intention to electrify an important regional capital 

like Bel®m, thus, was overshadowed by local industries. In addition, it mentioned the social 

advocacy to make the river navigable, not because of a legitimate social demand but because of 

industrial and business interests. The consultancy deliberates that regionally, Tucuru² HPP 

marked the shift from an extractivist regional economy to a modern industrial model centered on 

mining and metallurgy, resulting in development enclaves that shaped urban growth and 

underpinned the expansion of small-scale industries, particularly in the Bel®m region. In this 

context, enclaves were shaped by selective access to energy from the Tucuru² hydropower 

complex, which supported only specific industries and their immediate surroundings, resulting 

 
368 Mem·rias Reveladas\SNI p.11. 
369 La Rovere & Mendes, 2000, p.vi. 
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in the creation of distinct development areas370. Unfortunately, no evaluation discusses why this 

electrification was selective; there is no problematization in this regard on the side of the 

consultancy or the WCD. Another missing point appears to be the complexity of local land 

disputes; it is mentioned that the transition from an extractivist economy to a modern industrial 

hub is a natural process. 

While Developed Countries Externalize Environmental Impacts, Global Awareness Grow  

Valuable insights given the international context are referring that ELETRONORTE, as a 

subsidiary of ELETROBRAS, was established in 1973 in response to the 1970s oil international 

crisis with the I PND  - Plano Nacional de Desenvolvimento (1st National Development Plan and 

the I PDA - Plano de Desenvolvimento da Amaz¹nia (1st Amazonia Development Plan). A 

subsequent plan (II PND) tackled import substitution policies and prioritized electricity 

generation to support mineral resource exploitation (specifically bauxite, alumina, and 

aluminum) as the core of the Brazilian industrialization and modernization agenda371. 

The origins of Brazil's aluminum industry in Amazonia are intertwined with the global market 

for this business but also with environmental stances. The Trombetas Valley's bauxite reserves 

were initially assessed by ALCAN, a member of the "six sisters" cartel that controlled global 

aluminum prices. This cartelized market led to the exploration of new reserves (Brazil and 

Australia emerging as key suppliers) as developed countries sought to outsource environmentally 

harmful processes to Third World regions, while high electricity costs in central countries also 

explain production shifts to other areas372. In this sense, the development of the Tucuru² HPP 

aligns with a pattern of globalized infrastructure strategies driven by economic interests, with a 

secondary agenda that also addresses environmental concerns in developed countries. 

In 1975, Professor Sadayuki Satoh from the Institute of Economic Research at Hitotsubashi 

University conducted an assessment373 of Japanese economic growth during the 1960s, 

particularly the 1970s, presenting data that showed Japan's foreign reserves increased rapidly374. 

 
370 La Rovere & Mendes, 2000, p.vi. 
371 Monteiro, 2010 as cited in Novaes & Marin, 2019, p.108. 
372 Dantas, 1984, as cited in Oliveira, 1987, p.42. 
373 Anistia\Archivo Basso\Fondo Tribunal Russell II, 1972-1976\Serie 3 - Documentazione delle Sessioni\02 - 

Seconda Sessione (Bruxelles, 11-18_01_1975)\02 - Relazioni\ITA_FLLB_TBRII_03_02_02_023 (1) in: 

Documentos Brasil Nunca Mais - DocReader Web  
374 By 1972, Japan's foreign reserves had exceeded those of the United States, ranking second only to West Germany, 

which held the world's largest foreign reserves. This financial strength facilitated the expansion of Japanese foreign 
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The document reveals that in March 1974, the president of New Nippon Steel Co. signed a 

contract with SIDERBRAS - Sider¼rgica do Brasil (Steel Company of Brazil) for preliminary 

research for the construction of the Itaqui Steel Mill (in S«o Luis, Maranh«o) with Brazil holding 

51%. New Nippon Steel holds 49%, in cooperation with US Steel375. The agreement reflects a 

transfer of burdens from industrialized nations to those targeted for capitalist expansion, a 

dynamic that aligns with the prevailing development rhetoric, which holds that it is no longer 

acceptable for central countries to bear the pollution, such as dust and toxins, from industries like 

paper production (FIGURE 5). 

FIGURE 5: Anti-Pollution Measures in Japan and the Role of CVRD 

 

 

 

 

The ñtransferò of a paper industry is explained due to shorter of pulp resources and anti-pollution movement 

in Japan (in an extract of Professor Sadayuki SatohËs assessment). Source: Anistia\Archivo Basso\Fondo 

Tribunal Russell II. 

 

Likewise, he pointed out that five Japanese companies together with the Brazilian CVRD, agreed 

in August 1974, concerning the building of an aluminum smelting operation (FIGURE 6).  

 

 

 

 

 
investment, and he predicted that by 1980, Japan could become one of the most significant overseas investor 

countries, ranking only second to the U.S. and the UK (Anistia\Archivo Basso). 
375 Initially, the Caraj§s Project was a mineral program. In 1977, Companhia Vale do Rio Doce (CVRD) purchased 

the Caraj§s mineral deposits from US Steel for $50 million. This acquisition was seen as a "gift" to the Americans, 

who had invested almost nothing in the site. However, the transaction represented the recovery of control over 

Caraj§s for the Brazilian government (Vidal, 2001, p.63). 
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FIGURE 6: Oversees Production of Aluminum 

 

The document is mentioning the rise of electricity cost in Japan and the agreement with CVRD to build the 

aluminum smelting mill. Source: Anistia\Archivo Basso\Fondo Tribunal Russell II. 

  

His assessment explicitly states that the Tucuru² project supported the aluminum smelting 

project, designed to meet Japanôs demands. Furthermore, the document outlines seven reasons 

for investing in Brazil (FIGURE 7). 
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FIGURE 7: Seven Reasons for Investing in Brazil 

 

Highlighted in red the seven reasons why Brazil is attractive to Japanese overseas investments. Source: 

Anistia\Archivo Basso\Fondo Tribunal Russell II (Red markings added by the author). 

 

In August 1975, the newspaper O Estado de S«o Paulo reported an interview with Minister of 

Mines and Energy Shigeaki Ueki, who announced that national companies, including CVRD and 

Votorantim, along with ALCAN and six other foreign companies, had commenced mining in the 

Trombetas Valley. Hence, the imminent construction of the Tucuru² HPP to support production 

in both the Trombetas and Paragominas regions was officially announced by the minister. 
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According to Ueki, the goal was to have the first turbine operational by 1982. This evidence 

emphasizes not only how the construction of a major hydroelectric project was openly framed as 

intrinsically linked to mining activities but also underscores the significance of mineral reserves 

comprising the Caraj§s Project extend to the region of Paragominas, whereas the investments 

focused on an iron ore mining.  

The newspaper A Cr²tica376 On February 28, 1989, Professor Jos® Aldemir de Oliveira published 

a view that emphasized that developments in Amazonia cannot be fully understood by focusing 

solely on the territory itself. In this regard, the primary decision-making centers influencing 

activities in Amazonia were located outside the region, indicating that multinational companies 

played a pivotal role in shaping the conception of the ñGrande Caraj§s Projectò. He questioned 

the fact that it was not the residents of Amazonia who decided to establish the Manaus Free Trade 

Zone nor the people of Par§ who chose to construct the Tucuru² Dam. The decision to develop 

the Tucuru² project was made within the Japanese cabinet, where the Overseas Economic Fund 

(an agency of the Japanese government) was formed in partnership with thirty-three Japanese 

companies (including five aluminum producers, ten trading firms, sixteen consumer companies, 

and a private bank). 

In the fall of 1973, an article published in the Brazilian Information Bulletin, issued by the 

American Friends of Brazil, emphasized that the same factors that made Brazil attractive to 

Japanese investors also appealed to American interests377. These include an abundance of 

unexploited raw materials, a "stable" political situation, a cheap and controlled labor force, a lack 

of pollution controls, and a growing economy with a relatively large domestic market (FIGURE 

8). 

 

 

 

 
376 Cole­«o de recortes de jornal sobre a pol²tica indigenista\Cole­«o Centro de Documenta­«o Ind²gena dos 

Mission§rios da Consolata\1989\02-1989 (16) in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=HemeroIndioRecortes&pesq=tucurui&hf=armazem

memoria.com.br&pagfis=18337 
377 Brazilian Information Bulletin (1971-1974)\nÜ 11 - 1973_fall (1) in: Hemeroteca de Peri·dicos - Brasil Nunca 

Mais - DocReader Web 
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FIGURE 8: Why to Invest in Brazil? 

 

In 1973 Americans expressed worries with the presence of Japanese capital in Brazil as it ñpose a serious 

challenge to U.S. hegemony in Brazilò. Emphasis added. Source: Brazilian Information Bulletin378 (red markings 

added by the author). 

 

In September 1982, a delegation of Brazilian business leaders traveled to New York to present 

the Serra dos Caraj§s Development Project to a gathering of bankers and multinational 

executives, as reported in Jornal da Tarde379. The Brazilian Minister of Finance attended, 

emphasizing the need to boost exports in other to honor the loans. During the event, a prominent 

Brazilian entrepreneur Ant¹nio Erm²rio de Moraes, representing Votorantim company, noted that 

Brazil was moving toward reducing its dependence on imported oil by relying more on 

hydropower. In line with this argument, Tucuru² Hydroelectric Plant was introduced and 

presented as a key component of the Caraj§s mining project. Moraes shared insights with the 

press about a meeting at the headquarters of the Americas Society, where Brazilian industrialists 

engaged with David Rockefeller, who showed considerable interest in the project. Additionally, 

the financial director of CVRD presented compelling arguments to both European and American 

audiences, securing a loan agreement. Ant¹nio Gebauer, Vice President of Morgan Guaranty 

 
378 Brazilian Information Bulletin (1971-1974)\ nÜ 11 - 1973_fall (1). 
379 Acervos de Institui­»es\ANAĉ - Associa­«o Nacional de A­«o Indigenista\Documentos Diversos\Box 11 (4) in: 

CRV Ind²gena_Acervos de Institui­»es - DocReader Web 
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Trust at the time, outlined the high stakes involved, explaining that "the iron mines are only the 

first stage" of the initiative380.  

It is remarkable that, at the time, the Caraj§s Project was presented as covering an area of 400,000 

square kilometers, which would be equivalent to or even larger than the territory of Germany. 

Also underlying these proposals was the claim that irrigation (likely sourced from the Tucuru² 

reservoir) would enable the cultivation of rice, soybeans, corn, sugarcane, cassava, and cattle 

farming. Examples as such serve as clear evidence of projects that prioritize the international and 

national capital expressed in economic concertation projects, aligning with the expansion of other 

large-scale infrastructure initiatives while, at the same time, neglecting the well-being and rights 

of local populations381. 

A Well-Articulated Technocracy and the Production of Territorial Fragmentation   

Tucuru² HPP developments reinforced the country's economic dependency on foreign financing. 

In the 1970s, Brazil demonstrated a robust and well-articulated technocracy, legitimized over the 

previous decade, which successfully attracted large-scale infrastructure projects. This dynamic 

unfolded a correlation of forces represented by dominant external structures and subordinate 

internal dynamics. Each major project corresponds to a specific strategic vision defined by agents 

representing both national and international interests382. An authoritarian and centralizing state 

functioned as both coordinator and manager of domestic capital accumulation by driving 

agricultural, mining, and hydroelectric projects, exerting influence over all aspects of economic, 

social, and political life383.  

As previously exposed, the national development model of the 1970s, which aimed at national 

integration, paradoxically led to the fragmentation of the territory into micro-locations. Rather 

than highlighting regional potentialities, it ultimately led to a uniformization of state intervention. 

Furthermore, it led to the subordination of certain localities to the center. That is, the nucleus of 

the hub (be it the industrial, mining, or energy assemblage) was perceived as part of a regional 

development plan rather than the regional planning embracing the hub: "the new reality would 

 
380 And continued just like: "The second phase of the project, known as Greater Caraj§s, envisions the exploitation 

of mineral reserves comprising 60 million tons of manganese, 1.2 billion tons of copper, over 2.5 million tons of 

bauxite, and 47 million tons of nickelò (Acervos de Institui­»es\ANAĉ). 
381 IBASA, 1993 Sigaud, 1996, Fearnside 1988; 1990 Ribeiro, 1988 as cited in Teixeira et al., 1998. 
382 Teixeira et al., 1998, p.164. 
383 Castro, 1989, as cited in Teixeira et al., 1989, p.166. 
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prove to be transparent: it is not the region that defines the hub, but the hub that dictates a new 

regionalization. The large projects are, above all, generators of new regionsò 384. This was the 

case for both Caraj§s and Tucuru², which acted as catalysts for the creation of new regions in 

Amazonia. 

The set of projects representing not quite Brazil's modernization plans, as soon became evident 

as they resulted in concentrated industrial sites based on profitability assessments that led to the 

territorial fragmentation385. Moreover, social, and spatial dynamics that previously structured 

both rural and urban areas in the region were profoundly transformed by the expansion of mining 

activities. The implementation of mining projects, hydroelectric dams, roads, and railways 

resulted in the displacement of multiple communities and Indigenous peoples while 

simultaneously attracting waves of migrants seeking employment. These migrants settled on the 

fringes of already fragile regional urban centers386. This was the case in the Tucuru² region.  

The Grande Caraj§s Program was conceptualized and managed in Bras²lia by a committee of 

ministers and their advisors, who gathered in the Pal§cio do Planalto possibly had never been to 

Amazonia. However, they optimistically asserted that by investing $62 billion over ten years, 

Brazil could increase exports of raw or semi-processed minerals from the Caraj§s mining district 

to generate enough revenue to repay the countryôs external debt before the turn of the century387. 

Tucuru² project was shaped in a context where developing nations were compelled to incur more 

debt to exploit resources, driving down prices and securing the future supply of raw materials for 

developed countries. The mechanisms of foreign trade and debt accumulation aimed to increase 

exports to settle national debts, as the agenda applies in the monopolistic phase of international 

capitalism388. In 2005, Brazil's dam construction industry alone accounted for 40% of its foreign 

debt389. 

The ABRA ï Associa­«o Brasileira de Reforma Agr§ria (Brazilian Association of Land Reform) 

argued that the Tucuru² HPP emerged as part of one of the federal government's major initiatives 

 
384 Veiner, 1989, p.33-35 as cited in Teixeira et al., 1989, p.166. 
385 Rodrigues, 2010, pp.181ï182. 
386 Wanderley & Coelho, 2021, p.32. 
387 Valverde, 1989, as cited in Miranda Neto, 1991, p.108. 
388 Oliveira, 1987, pp.58ï59. 
389 Revista SEM TERRA n 1 Jul Ago Set 1997\n 31 Jul Ago 2005 (2) (p.15)in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=HEMEROLT&pesq=tucurui&hf=armazemmemoria.

com.br&pagfis=14621  

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=HEMEROLT&pesq=tucurui&hf=armazemmemoria.com.br&pagfis=14621
https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=HEMEROLT&pesq=tucurui&hf=armazemmemoria.com.br&pagfis=14621
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under the Grande Caraj§s Program, which aimed to provide the essential infrastructure for 

agricultural, livestock, mining, and metallurgical developments. From this viewpoint, the plant 

was integrated into a 'global development plan' targeting a specific area of eastern Amazonia. 

This plan is presented, somewhat grandiloquently, as a means of ensuring the long-term viability 

of the national economy390.  

The industrial vocation intended for the region was what gained central focus. This is further 

reflected in the Education Program, which prioritized 'human resource training' aimed at 

supporting the mining industry. Vocational Training Centers, managed by the SENAI - Servi­o 

Nacional de Aprendizagem Industrial (National Service for Industrial Training), were 

established to develop a skilled workforce for the exploitation of natural resources391, rather than 

providing basic education for children, youth, and adults in the newly created urban areas. This 

focus on industrial labor training highlights the policies' emphasis on the region's role in the 

broader economic strategy, which reinforces the development of natural resource exploitation 

rather than addressing community-based educational needs. 

In 1983, an article published in Natural History, a magazine of the American Museum of Natural 

History in New York, argued that the damôs purpose was to promote industrial development in 

Amazonia and Northeast Brazil by providing abundant, low-cost electricity392. Pointing out as 

well the expectation that the railway transporting iron ore from Caraj§s to the Itaqui Port would 

eventually be electrified, making it one of the primary consumers of electricity produced by 

Tucuru², but this was never achieved. It added that the dam would support several bauxite 

refineries and smelters, helping to reduce Brazil's annual $9 billion oil import costs. By 

generating the equivalent of 400,000 barrels of oil per day, the dam was projected to save the 

nation $12 million daily, based on an oil price of $30 per barrel: "But there is a catch. To obtain 

international financing for the bauxite Project, the Brazilian government agreed to give foreign 

investors big tax breaks, generous import quotes, and electricity at concessionary prices 

averaging o-third of the market priceò393. Other topic exposed: ñIn any case, most of Tucuru²Ës 

 
390 Revista da ABRA\Ano 14 n 4 Jul Ago 1984 (31) in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=HEMEROLT&pesq=tucurui&hf=armazemmemoria.

com.br&pagfis=9159  
391 Mem·rias Reveladas\SNI. 
392 Acervos de Institui­»es\Casa da Cultura do Urubu²\02-Recortes de Jornais (57) in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=CRV_Indigena_AcervosInstituicoes&Pesq=tucurui

&id=2992603903541&pagfis=15104  
393 Acervos de Institui­»es\Casa da Cultura do Urubu². 
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production will not go to replace electricity produced by imported oil. Tucuru² will be supplying 

new consumers in the north and east as well as taking the burden off electricity production in the 

heavily populated South of the countryò394. At this point, it is noteworthy that the country was 

beginning to develop technologies for transmitting large amounts of energy via high-voltage 

power lines.  

More recently, the Centre for Management and Strategic Studies within the Ministry of Science, 

Technology, and Innovation acknowledge that Tucuru² was to supply (cheap and reliable) energy 

for minerals, and only part of the energy was to attend the ñrest of the countryò395. Indeed, the 

literature consulted often shows that the energy did not serve the populations around the 

hydroelectric plant until very recently or only in a secondary manner. Not even today. 

Researchers stress that proximity to a hydropower plant in Amazonia does not necessarily lower 

energy costs for nearby communities; quite the opposite. The communities around hydropower 

plants often remain unserved by the national electrical grid or face higher electricity prices. This 

is mainly due to technical challenges, such as the need to transform high-voltage energy 

generated by the plants into usable levels of voltage for local consumers. A contrasting 

perspective can be offered by those who attribute these shortcomings to historical injustices. In 

this line, were primarily designed to serve the National Electrical System, prioritizing large 

industrial consumers over local riverine communities, thus producing a form of "planned 

negligence" where neither the companies nor the state adequately addressed the needs of the so-

called marginalized populations396.  

Motivations began to blur 

Four years after the inauguration of the hydroelectric dam, Jornal da tarde, a large-circulation 

newspaper, published an article on October 27, 1988397 explaining that the Tucuru² HPP project 

was defended as a solution to the threat of energy rationing in cities like Bel®m and S«o Luis, but 

in reality, was primarily serving three large mining companies398. Rationing is framed as a 

 
394 Acervos de Institui­»es\Casa da Cultura do Urubu². 
395 Centro de Gest«o e Estudos Estrat®gicos, 2009, p.379. 
396 Baitello & Faleiros as cited in Faddul, 2023. 
397 Cole­«o de recortes de jornal sobre a pol²tica indigenista\Cole­«o Centro de Documenta­«o Ind²gena dos 

Mission§rios da Consolata\1988\11-12-1988 (7) in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=HemeroIndioRecortes&Pesq=tucurui&id=28852029

4434&pagfis=17197  
398 Already mentioned: Albr§s (aluminum from CVRD and Japanese companies), Alumar (aluminum from Alcoa, 

Camargo Correa and Shell) and the Caraj§s project (from CVRD). 
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collective burden affecting society as a whole. However, the root causes driving the need for 

such measures remain vague and largely unexamined. Otherwise, the newspapers often focused 

on mitigating the adverse effects of these projects, for example, by reporting that in the case of 

Tucuru², fish were starting to appear once again, thereby improving the regional fishing scarcity. 

They mentioned that a similar outcome could be expected in the case of Balbina HPP as well. 

The Correio Brasiliense399, despite the democratic transition in 1985, the newspaperôs 1989 

coverage maintained a state-aligned, propagandistic toneðmarked by bias, one-sided reporting, 

and an overemphasis on government-led infrastructure projects in Amazonia (FIGURE 9). 

 

 

 

 
399 Cole­«o de recortes de jornal sobre a pol²tica indigenista\Cole­«o Centro de Documenta­«o Ind²gena dos 

Mission§rios da Consolata\1989\06-1989 (9) in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=HemeroIndioRecortes&Pesq=tucurui&id=28852029

4434&pagfis=19419  
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FIGURE 9: "Amazonia Will Ensure Energy for the Future" (Newspaper photo caption, 1989) 

 

The special report in Correio Brasiliense with headlines such as: ñAmazonia Will Ensure Energy for the Futureò, 

ñInvest or Ration?ò and ñMinister Defends Resources and Does Not Relinquish Potentialò presenting a clear (one 

side) message from the outset400. 

 

A 1989 document401 The "Proposal of Creation of New Territorial Unities in Legal Amazonia" 

emphasizes the view of Almir Aversa de Moraes, one of the directors of INCRA.402. The 

specialist for agrarian affairs emphasized the strategic importance of the Tucuru² dam for the 

 
400 Correio Braziliense (DF) - 1980 a 1989 at Ano 1989\Edi­«o 09537 (1) in: 

http://memoria.bn.gov.br/docreader/028274_03/129182 
401 Mem·rias Reveladas\EMFA - Estado-Maior das For­as 

Armadas\BR_DFANBSB_2M_0_0_0159\BR_DFANBSB_2M_0_0_0159_0002_d0001de0001 (2) in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=BMN_ArquivoNacional&Pesq=tucurui&id=448190

7644465&pagfis=152422 
402 Brasil, Minist®rio do Desenvolvimento Agr§rio, 2006, p.94. 

http://memoria.bn.gov.br/docreader/028274_03/129182
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implementation of the Itaqui steelworks, the electrification of the Caraj§s-Itaqui railway, and the 

viability of exploring the aluminum reserves in the Trombetas River region. Additionally, the 

integration of the North-Northeast grid system, notably involving ELETRONORTE and CHESF, 

would establish the desired connection between energy infrastructure and regional development. 

The documentôs proposal, however, was to pitch the creation of new federal states within the 

Legal Amazonia. The idea to create a new state, called Caraj§s, was ultimately not voted in 

Congress and did not move forward. However, it corroborates the understanding that the creation 

of new states within the federation, driven by the prospect of mega-projects and the potential for 

increased tax revenue associated with them, has been a recurring theme in the history of 

republican Brazil. 

On April 19, 1989, the Jornal do Brasil published an article by a Brazilian consultant Uziel 

Nogueira, who was working for the Inter-American Development Bank - IDB. He was arguing 

that Brazil ñwill need to put together a very creative scheme to overcome the strong lobbying of 

international environmental preservation organizations if it wants fundingò from both the World 

Bank and IDB if the country ñwants to build the Belo Monte (Carara¹), Santa Isabel and Tucuru² 

II hydroelectric power plantsò403. In his view, Brazil would face increased loan restrictions due 

to environmental preservation issues, particularly in Amazonia, a situation that had been 

developing for years. In discussing an energy assessment, he emphasized Brazil's reliance on 

hydroelectric power, pointing out that 80% of Latin America's potential for energy expansion 

was concentrated in the region. He concluded that constructing these dams was inevitable, 

positioning hydroelectricity as Brazil's primary energy source. He adopts a coercive tone, 

combining technical reasoning (80% of Brazil's energy potential is concentrated in this region); 

with a narrative claiming that Brazil faces interference from international NGOs, indirectly 

challenging nationalist ideals. 

The expert overlooks the simultaneous lobbying efforts pushing for industrial expansion in 

Amazonia, often at the expense of other regions. The newspaper highlighted: ñAccording to his 

calculations, Latin America, with more than 400 million inhabitants, uses eight times less energy 

than North America, which today has less than 250 million inhabitantsò404. However, no 

consideration was given to explaining the kind of energy sources that the U.S. or Canada would 

 
403 Anistia\Movimento Feminino Pela Anistia\Entidades e Personalidades\Recortes de Jornal - Volume 6 (3) in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=DocBNM&Pesq=tucurui&id=820502528132&pagfi

s=95984 
404 Anistia\Movimento Feminino Pela Anistia. 
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be relying on. This argumentation equates citizens in numbers without considering the historical 

and socio-economic realities that fundamentally distinguish the two Americas. It justifies a 

population disparity that, in a way, poses a threat to the countryôs development. Following this 

view, Brazil should continue with large dam projects without discussing approaches to different 

sources or debating how energy is being used or distributed, points that are largely disregarded 

in the public debate. In that case, neither the journal nor the consultant appears to defend Brazilian 

interests but rather reflects the tone of the journalistic environment in post-dictatorship Brazil.  

The developmental perspective portrayed in newspapers was, years later, examined in greater 

depth by experts through various reports and studies. In 2005, two electrical engineers conducted 

a thorough analysis of the uses of Tucuru²'s electricity grid. The results empirically demonstrate 

that, despite the plant's reasonable dispatch of electricity to towns in Maranh«o and Par§ States, 

as well as to distribution to Northeast and Central Brazil, the plant's primary purpose was to meet 

the enormous electricity consumption in Caraj§s Mining activities and in the production of metals 

intended for exporting. In all, to support large factories in Par§ and Maranh«o, as well as several 

smaller ones405. Furthermore, it adds to the argumentation an allegation: the contractor company, 

Camargo Correa, effectively controlled ELETRONORTE, commanded Tucuru², and created the 

Belo Monte project406. 

According to Fearnside (2016), the primary justification for promoting hydropower as Brazil's 

preferred way of electricity generation is that dams are often presented as the least expensive 

option in terms of financial investment per kilowatt-hour (KWh) of production. However, he 

challenges this claim, noting that such projects tend to end up being far more costly than initially 

projected (more costly or even unprofitable) and not only for Brazil's case407: ñThe Tucuru² Dam, 

which blocked the Tocantins River in 1984, provides an example of a dam built primarily for 

aluminumò408. Furthermore: ñThe power of the massive financial and political interests 

surrounding dams, including transnational interests, is evident even where civil society is free 

and active409.ò However, ñIgnoring or underreporting of large impacts in decision making is by 

 
405 Ara¼jo; Paula; Sev§ Filho, 2005 as cited in Oliveira, 2014, p.180. 
406 Oliveira, 2014 p.180. 
407 Ansar, Flyvbjerg, Budzier, & Lunn, 2014 as cited in Fearnside, 2015 p.48-49. 
408 Fearnside, 1999, 2001; Pinto, 1997 as cited in Fearnside, 2016 p.52. 
409 Fearnside, 2016, p.48. 



ммн 
 

no means restricted to developing countries, as shown by the history of dam building in the 

United Statesò410.  

Indigenous communities and peasant families facing displacement and violence 

A confidential 1984 report by Brazil's Federal Police Department411 explicitly stated that the 

project would enable the operation of industrial ventures in the region. At the same time, the 

presence of four groups of Indigenous people, Parakan«, Gavi«o, Suru², and Assurini, along with 

the presence of riverine communities that had been already removed to other localities called 

Breu Branco and Nova Repartimento. Peasants were translated to a new town that was entirely 

assembled by ELETRONORTE called Jacund§ Novo.  

The Tucuru² project was expected to flood five towns: Jacund§, Repartimento, Itupiranga, Taviri, 

Cajazeiras, and Moju. Additionally, it affected 21 rustic mining sites (garimpos) that existed in 

the region. About 80 km of the Transamaz¹nica Highway would be submerged by the waters of 

the future dam reservoir. A key takeaway from this document, however, is the statement that the 

Tucuru² HPP had been planned since the construction of the highway. As a result, the project 

included plans to reroute the highway to account for the flooding and, consequently, demanding 

the relocation of the Parakan« Indigenous communities412. At the very least, this means an error 

in the designers' calculations, whether for the road or the size of the flooded area. 

By contrast, a publication collaboratively prepared by ELETROBRAS, ELETRONORTE, and 

the Ministry of Mines and Energy413, reported that in 1974, ELETRONORTE had completed the 

assessments for delimiting the Tucuru² reservoir flooding area and notified FUNAI that two 

Parakan« villages would be affected. In 1978, an agreement was reached to relocate the Parakan« 

people from their settlements along the Igarap® Lontra within the Parakan« Indigenous Reserve, 

 
410 Morgan, 1971, as cited in Fearnside, 2016; p.48. 
411 Mem·rias Reveladas\SNI - Servi­o Nacional de Informa­«o\Ag°ncias\Ag°ncia 

Central\84045870\BR_DFANBSB_V8_MIC_GNC_AAA_84045870_d0001de0001 (13) in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=BMN_ArquivoNacional&Pesq=tucurui&id=448190

7644465&pagfis=449628  
412 Mem·rias Reveladas\ASI-FUNAI - Assessoria de Seguran­a e Informa­«o da FUNAI\Pessoas 

f²sicas\BR_DFANBSB_AA3_PSS_0048 (35) in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=BMN_ArquivoNacional&pesq=tucurui&hf=armaze

mmemoria.com.br&pagfis=101284  
413 Mem·rias Reveladas\SAEPR - Secretaria de Assuntos Estrat®gicos da Presid°ncia da Rep¼blica\Documentos 

Textuais\Campo Externo\BR_DFANBSB_H4_PSN_CEX_2325 (19)in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=BMN_ArquivoNacional&Pesq=tucurui&id=448190

7644465&pagfis=293369  
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as well as from the Posto Pucuru² Indigenous Area (which lacked finalized demarcation). These 

accounts indicate that the state recognized the Parakan«ôs lands in two distinct areas during this 

period. However, due to partial flooding of their lands by the reservoir, around 700 peasant 

families (also affected by the reservoir) were resettled in an area that originally belonged to the 

Parakan«. The document mentioned that the Parakan«ôs territory would eventually receive 

official recognition and demarcation, a process involving both FUNAI and the CVRD414. 

According to a note published in Hora do Povo newspaper in 1979415, 10,000 Paracan« Indians, 

divided into two groups, were threatened by the construction of the Tucuru² HPP, with a total of 

30,000 people living in the area affected by the project. 

An article written by the leadership of ANAI in 1980416 established that under Colonel Nobre da 

Veiga's leadership, FUNAI's original purpose was obscured and compromised to achieve hidden 

objectives. It mentioned the role of FUNAI in persuading the Gavi«o Indians to accept plans that 

undermined their land rights during the Tucuru² construction.  

Documents reporting the situation with the Indigenous people affected by the project are 

extensive. The case of the Gavi«o da Montanha group was sensitive to public opinion, 

considering that information like this barely circulated in the media. The group was recognized 

to be living in the surroundings of the Tocantins River and within the area of the whole Caraj§s 

Project in the year 1977417. Identifying ELETRONORTE in charge of expropriation of their 

lands. The association alleged that compensation payments were inadequate, reflecting the 

group's limited assets, a miscalculation. Their leader further reported that they were subjected to 

coercion in the process418. additionally, these payments were made based on the frames of private 

 
414 Boelitz Vidal (1991) explained that an agreement was established between FUNAI and CVRD in 1982 to address 

the concerns of indigenous populations affected by the Caraj§s Program. This agreement involved approximately 

12,500 indigenous people across 15 distinct groups. A document published in 1981 by the World Bank, titled 

'Economic Development and Tribal Peoples: Human Ecological Considerations,' outlined the conditions for 

FUNAI's work with Indigenous communities. 
415 Anistia\Movimento Feminino Pela Anistia\Departamento Geral de Investiga­»es Especiais - DGIE (2) 

in:https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=DocBNM&pesq=tucurui&hf=armazemmemoria.c

om.br&pagfis=92099 
416 Acervos de Institui­»es\ANAĉ - Associa­«o Nacional de A­«o Indigenista\Documentos 1\1980_05_04 (1) in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=CRV_Indigena_AcervosInstituicoes&pesq=tucurui

&hf=armazemmemoria.com.br&pagfis=10189 
417 Acervos de Institui­»es\ANAĉ - Associa­«o Nacional de A­«o Indigenista\Documentos Diversos\Box 03 (1) 

in:https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=CRV_Indigena_AcervosInstituicoes&pesq=tucur

ui&hf=armazemmemoria.com.br&pagfis=56988 
418 FUNAI acted in favor of ELETRONORTE and not in favor of the Indigenous, just alike the case in Balbina HPP, 

they intervene to convince the group to leave their lands (Bar® and Kaxuyana, p. 144, 2023).   
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property, which conflicted with the status of Indigenous human and land rights. The Gavi«o 

Indigenous People were transferred to an Indigenous Park (PI), M«e Maria, that was per se 

occupied by another group from the Gavi«o people that had also been displaced. However, the 

Indigenous people soon returned to the previous area, demanding a fair settlement. Upon their 

return to the land, the company had already installed transmission towers, further heightening 

tensions (FIGURE 10).  

FIGURE 10: Gavi«o Lands and the Transmission Lines of Tucuru² HPP 

 
The magazine ISTO £, published an article in early 1981419 discussing the Gavi«o Indigenous people 

and they compensation for the impact of Tucuru² HPP. The image captures a football match being played 

under ELETRONORTEôs transmission lines, highlighting how these structures intersect the 

communityôs territory. 

 

As reported in Correio Braziliense420 in October 1984, confusion emerged among settlers 

relocated to an Indigenous reserve after being displaced from their original lands by other (more 

powerful) landowners. Approximately 706 families were resettled on Parakan« Indigenous lands, 

with another 4,000 people camped nearby, awaiting a decision from ELETRONORTE or the 

 
419 Acervos de Institui­»es\ANAĉ - Associa­«o Nacional de A­«o Indigenista\Documentos Diversos\Box 24 (7) in 

CRV Ind²gena_Acervos de Institui­»es - DocReader Web  
420 Acervos de Institui­»es\ANAĉ - Associa­«o Nacional de A­«o Indigenista\Documentos Diversos\Box 24 (7) in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=CRV_Indigena_AcervosInstituicoes&pesq=tucurui

&hf=armazemmemoria.com.br&pagfis=67966      
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GETAT421 on their resettlement status. The settlers were threatened by the Indigenous group 

armed with bows and arrows to leave the reserve. However, they had cultivated crops on the land 

and were left with no alternative location to move. The report also mentioned that GETAT had 

encouraged the settlers to "fire on" the Indigenous groups, claiming their advantage for being 

greater in number. As noted, there was also an institutional effort to position the settlers against 

the Indigenous communities, despite the settlers' claim that they did not wish to oppose the 

Indigenous people, recognizing that they, too, had been misled by the state company422. The 

struggle of this group, also called the Akr«tikat°j°, continued in the courts until 2020. They 

became internationally recognized for their reforestation efforts on the land assigned to them by 

ELETRONORTE. When assigned, the land was found to be heavily deforested, corresponding 

to an ancient cattle farm423. 

The activities of two entities: FUNAI and CIMI in the context of a Parliamentary Inquiry 

Commission were closely monitored by the SNI424. During the investigation, a 1977 FUNAI 

document responding to the inquiries, addressed concerns about the Parakan« Indigenous 

Reserve, which the Tucuru² Dam would impact. The document claimed that the Indigenous 

people would not be directly affected but acknowledged that the flooding would disrupt the 

Transamaz¹nica Highway, a key boundary of the reserve. The document highlighted a potential 

issue, especially given the Parakan« people's limited degree of acculturation given the recent 

contact with external society. FUNAI President General Ismarth de Araujo Oliveira requested 

clarification from the body in charge of highway construction to prevent further disruptions to 

the indigenous communities. Besides the exposure, in 1981, FUNAI still did not guarantee 

adequate protection for the Parakan« people. As reports from SNI indicate that small-scale miners 

or garimpeiros425 wounded Indigenous individuals yet faced no accountability, exemplifying the 

 
421 GETAT replaced INCRA's role in 1980, taking charge over large tracts of land in the states of Par§, Goi§s, and 

Maranh«o. Created to "resolve" land conflicts, this state agency was also tasked with coordinating territorial control 

in the south and southeast of Par§ amidst intersecting interests between states and municipalities. This agency did 

not rely solely on authoritarian measures to exert control over the region but also leveraged its influence within the 

dictatorship to secure benefits for specific municipalities and privileges for large landowners (Corr°a, 2016). 
422 Acervos de Institui­»es\ANAĉ. 
423 Santana, 2023, pp.173-181. 
424 Mem·rias Reveladas\SNI - Servi­o Nacional de Informa­«o\Ag°ncias\Ag°ncia 

Central\77102279\BR_DFANBSB_V8_MIC_GNC_AAA_77102279_d0001de0002 (1) in: CRV 

Ind²gena_Arquivo Nacional - DocReader Web 
425 A garimpeiro is an independent prospector engaged in informal or artisanal mining activities (often for gold) 

who typically operates outside a formal industrial mining framework. 
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violations endured by Indigenous communities amid large infrastructure projects and the 

persistent inadequacies in protection policies426.  

The ongoing land disputes between small-scale peasants and large cattle ranchers and land 

grabbers escalated, and in response, the government established GETAT under the National 

Security Council (CSN) in August 1980. A notable example of the outcome of this agency was 

the murder of trade unionist Raimundo Ferreira in May 1980, which highlighted the escalating 

tensions in the region. These conflicts involved peasants, supported by the Catholic Church and 

trade unions, opposing powerful landowners backed by the military. The unionistôs funeral drew 

around 4,000 people, underscoring the significance of the event427. GETAT took charge of 

addressing the region's land conflict and was tasked with legitimizing land claims, resettling 

farmers, and expropriating peasant communities428. 

An SNI report from 1985429 identifies frequent problems related to the relocation of urban and 

rural settlements affected by the Tucuru² HPP reservoir. These include delays in the relocation 

process and the construction of rural housing; an increased demand for both urban and rural 

housing; the need for additional road construction and improvements; nonexistence of land 

designated for rural resettlement; delays in compensation payments; flooding of designated 

resettlement areas thus creating the need for a second relocation; unexpected flooding of non-

designated areas to be flooded, as well, creating new relocation demands; areas intended to be 

flooded that finally remained dry; insufficient funds from ELETRONORTE to complete the 

project; and widespread frustration and dissatisfaction among displaced residents. Considering 

this, it is evident that if the dam building encountered severe structural issues, it is difficult to 

 
426 Mem·rias Reveladas\SNI - Servi­o Nacional de 

Informa­«o\Ag°ncias\Par§\81001563\BR_DFANBSB_V8_MIC_GNC_KKK_81001563_d0001de0001 (1) in: 

CRV Ind²gena_Arquivo Nacional - DocReader Web  
427 Twenty years after the dam's construction, unresolved social issues persist, including the disruption of traditional 

economic activities, land grabbing, illegal arms trade, and urban conflict. This legacy has put local MAB leaders 

Requevan Alves, and Dilma Ferreira marked for death. Additionally, there has been inadequate reparation for the 

flooding of a significant portion of the Parakan« indigenous territory caused by the reservoir, as reported by CPT in 

2006. 
428 The GETAT was established to secure multinational companies, providing protection for this sector, and, in doing 

so, was also tasked with expelling rural workers from the land. ñDisplaced from rural areas by the Grande Caraj§s 

Program, rural workers congregated in urban centers. The labor force freed by the construction of Caraj§s, the 

headquarters of the Companhia Vale do Rio Doce, helped establish the towns of Paraupebas and later Rio Verde. 

By 1987, Rio Verde had a population of 30,000 residents.ò (Ribeiro, 161, 2014).  
429 Mem·rias Reveladas\SNI - Servi­o Nacional de Informa­«o\Ag°ncias\Ag°ncia 

Central\85052090\BR_DFANBSB_V8_MIC_GNC_AAA_85052090_d0001de0002 (37) in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=BMN_ArquivoNacional&Pesq=tucurui&id=448190

7644465&pagfis=454602 
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argue that regional development was one of the primary goals of hydropower development. 

Tensions and violence against workers in the region would only intensify in the following years.  

A historically entrenched method of appropriating vacant public land in Amazonia involved 

clearing areas, deforesting, and establishing minimal infrastructure, just enough to demonstrate 

the land's productivity, and this procedure is still current, to some extent, legitimized by public 

policies that regularize land ownership and provide financing for agricultural activities, even in 

areas of public land and regions with recognized coverage of the original Amazonian biome. In 

this process, local residents, land settlers (with no documentation or title on the land), and 

Indigenous People were confronted, expelled, or killed. 

The accessed documentation brought to light the case involving the mayor of Tucuru²430, Who 

owned 19,360 hectares (193.6 square kilometers) of land between 1974 and 1975 (Roughly the 

size of a medium-sized city like Braga in Portugal or Alicante in Spain) for a single farm. The 

value of his land increased approximately 126-fold over eight years, after which he received 

compensation from ELETRONORTE as a result of the benefits of expropriation. The case 

exposes a critical issue: the concentration of land in Brazil has historically been linked to 

patrimonial structures, where state power and resources were distributed based on personal 

relationships and political favoritism.  It exemplifies a direct conflict with the interests of peasant 

traditional populations seeking to own and cultivate their land. It also severely undermines the 

survival of Indigenous groups, preventing them from thriving within their traditional territories. 

The president of ELETRONORTE in 1972431 indicated that studies for the implementation of 

Tucuru² HPP were at an advanced stage. In addition, exposing the reasons for issuing a decree 

on the expropriation of the land that the reservoir's waters would cover to prevent further 

speculation on the price of the land, which would increase the cost of the project for the state-

owned company itself, in terms of future expropriation processes. At the same time, however, he 

attested that the will to expand large properties is justified once development would not be 

achieved spontaneously. The understanding was that Tucurui HPP served the interests of national 

 
430 Mem·rias Reveladas\SNI - Servi­o Nacional de Informa­«o\Ag°ncias\Ag°ncia 

Central\85047555\BR_DFANBSB_V8_MIC_GNC_AAA_85047555_d0001de0003 (2) in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=BMN_ArquivoNacional&Pesq=tucurui&id=448190

7644465&pagfis=450501 
431 Mem·rias Reveladas\SNI - Servi­o Nacional de Informa­«o\Ag°ncias\Ag°ncia 

Central\83030880\BR_DFANBSB_V8_MIC_GNC_AAA_83030880_d0003de0003 (3) in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=BMN_ArquivoNacional&Pesq=tucurui&id=448190

7644465&pagfis=442337 
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integration since it would guarantee the occupation of large demographic voids in Amazonia, 

where the rational exploitation of its natural resources would enable social and economic 

development in areas where the state was not present. 

The Exploitation of timber: A Business Opportunity 

Two social organizations linked to the Catholic Church (CPT, Pastoral Land, and the CIMI); 

from southern region headquarters published a letter: Luta Ind²gena No 432432, denouncing how 

the installation of the Tucuru² HPP was perceived per se as the inauguration of deforestation in 

Amazonia. Accordingly, as reported in the media, the government planned to contract foreign 

companies to log in to Amazonia without requiring them to purchase the land. Although 

authorities initially denied the news, the IBDF - Instituto Brasileiro de Desenvolvimento 

Florestal (Brazilian Forestry Development Institute) President, Paulo Berutti confirmed that the 

government intended to permit this exploitation: ñThe plan for exploitation has been circulating 

since September 1978, in a report drawn up by an FAO technicianò433. It was also mentioned 

that this plan had been circulating among businessmen and within government circles and was 

signed by both the Minister of Agriculture, Alysson Paulinelli, and Paulo Berutti. The report 

proposed medium and long-term contracts with international companies that would be 

responsible for logging in 12 initial areas434. Eventually, the timber from the areas surrounding 

the Tucuru² reservoir was exploited through initiatives led by Brazilian companies, as described 

in further detail.  

Particularly advocating for peasant families, CPT accused the government of creating 

ELETRONORTE to facilitate the implementation of mining company projects in Amazonia by 

enabling the Tucuru² ProjectAs stated, the idea was to provide energy to a metallurgical complex 

designed to produce alumina and aluminum on behalf of ALBRĆS/ALUNORTE, which was 

subsidized in energy tariffs, ñThis energy was supplied at a third of the actual tariff cost, leaving 

 
432 Acervos de Institui­»es\COMIN - Conselho de Miss«o entre Povos Ind²genas\Luta Indigena - N. 4-32 (4) p.208 

in: 

ƘǧǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦŘƻŎǾƛǊǘΦŎƻƳκŘƻŎǊŜŀŘŜǊΦƴŜǘκ5ƻŎwŜŀŘŜǊΦŀǎǇȄΚōƛōҐ/w±ψLƴŘƛƎŜƴŀψ!ŎŜǊǾƻǎLƴǎǝǘǳƛŎƻŜǎϧtŜǎ

ǉҐǘǳŎǳǊǳƛϧƛŘҐнффнслофлорпмϧǇŀƎŬǎҐнлмллф 
433 Acervos de Institui­»es\COMIN. 
434 The mentioned areas: One in the last reserve in Maranh«oôs interior, six in the floodplains of the Tocantins, 

Xingu, and Tapaj·s rivers in Par§, one in the northern region of Amap§, three in the floodplains of the Madeira and 

Juru§ rivers, one in Rond¹nia, and one on the Colombian border in Amazonas (as reported by the O Estado de S«o 

Paulo, December 22, 1978) according to the document, also several movements in Brazil and abroad was against 

these contracts (Acervos de Institui­»es\COMIN). 
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hundreds of people landless and homeless in the surrounding areas.ò Leaving behind a legacy 

marked by unmet commitments and unfulfilled agreements435. 

An article published in the magazine of ABRA in 1984 details the problems faced when logging 

in the areas where the reservoir would be formed. The original plan, with the participation of a 

semi-public company (IBDF), could lead to a mismanagement of the state's role in the area, 

which was one problem. Nevertheless, the region's loggers stated that there was insufficient time 

to remove the timber to meet an unrealistic timeline, particularly in the area where the lake would 

be created: "It is only possible to work for about four months of the year, in order to remove the 

13.5 million cubic meters of exportable timber found in the area by 1984, a daily quantity of 

22,500 cubic meters would have to be removed, a humanly impossible task for the 27 sawmills 

in the region"436. 

The excerpt also reveals that there was no way to employ the companies (these 27) lumber mills 

and sawmills because they would not have the capacity to even participate in the bidding. Instead, 

it was cooperatives formed in S«o Paulo qualified to participate in the timber exploitation project. 

One of them worked with FUNAI on an Indigenous land to extract the Castanheira437 (Brazilian 

nut tree), a species that was already prohibited to explore:  

ñ(...) Ind¼stria e Com®rcio de Madeiras Araponga Ltda. held, alongside FUNAI, one of 

the only two concessions for the removal of Castanheira, a species prohibited for use in 

wood processing (...)ò. ñThe concession is being canceled, and only FUNAI will continue 

to operate the removal of Castanheira, a species found in greater quantity in the region 

to be floodedò438. 

Workers in this relatively stable type of business, who had been in the industry for about seven 

years, had not been consulted by ELETRONORTE, for example, regarding working conditions 

related to rainfall, malaria, and a lack of workforce. An inventory of the wood potential 

 
435 CPT, 2010. 
436 Revista da ABRA\Ano 14 n 4 Jul Ago 1984 (31) (p. 22) in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=HEMEROLT&pesq=tucurui&hf=armazemmemoria.

com.br&pagfis=9168 
437 The Castanheira (Brazil nut tree) produces highly nutritious Brazil nuts and is an iconic species for Amazonian 

people. Standing out in the forest as it can reach up to 50 meters, its ecological role significantly harms the lives of 

traditional populations who collect its seeds during the Amazonian rainy season for both consumption and 

commercialization (Universidade Federal do Oeste do Par§ - OFOPA, 2019). 
438 Revista da ABRA\Ano 14 n 4 Jul Ago 1984 (31) (p. 22) in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=HEMEROLT&pesq=tucurui&hf=armazemmemoria.

com.br&pagfis=9168 
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highlighted the expectations to produce 25 million cubic meters of wood, 13 million of which 

could be achieved with Castanheira alone. Furthermore, this species indicates the ancestral 

presence of Indigenous peoples, as it is now known that these trees were culturally spread by pre-

Columbian peoples, who assembled at sites along ancient Indigenous roads and archaeological 

sites.439.  

A nationally circulated newspaper reported in 1979440 that FUNAI maintained a sawmill inside 

the Indigenous land (FIGURE 11), scaring away the animals (the Indigenous people hunt) and 

destroying the forest.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
439 Professor Eduardo Neves explains that ñIt is common to find the Brazilian nut tree on archaeological sites. ñData 

shows that a Castanheira can live for 500 years, or even more, and we know that only humans and coyotes disperse 

the nuts. A young Brazil nut tree should be planted in a location that receives plenty of sunlight to promote healthy 

growth. For this reason, we hypothesize that the current distribution of Brazil nut trees, which is almost continental 

in Amazonia, is the result of the management practices of Indigenous populations in the past.ò (Salles, 2015). 
440 Anistia\Movimento Feminino Pela Anistia Anistia. 
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FIGURE 11: CAPEMI Port, Tocantins River, 1984 

 

Photo of the CAPEMI Port in Tocantins River (12/04/84)441; possibly logs of Castanheira from the Gleba G4 

(FUNAI); and possibly in the the Pukuru² camp442. Artificially colored with Photoshop 2023 by the author. 

 

It is plausible to consider that national elites, particularly those based in Rio de Janeiro or S«o 

Paulo443, viewed the construction of the dam as an opportunity to profit from the sale of 

hardwoods, both internally and exporting. Moreover, the participation of IBDF can be interpreted 

as an attempt to present the appearance of state oversight regarding timber exploitation, allegedly 

 
441 Mem·rias Reveladas\SNI - Servi­o Nacional de Informa­«o\Ag°ncias\Ag°ncia 

Central\84042740\BR_DFANBSB_V8_MIC_GNC_AAA_84042740_d0001de0003 (14) 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=BMN_ArquivoNacional&Pesq=tucurui&id=448190

7644465&pagfis=447982  
442 Mem·rias Reveladas\SNI - Servi­o Nacional de Informa­«o\Ag°ncias\Ag°ncia 

Central\84042740\BR_DFANBSB_V8_MIC_GNC_AAA_84042740_d0001de0003 (14) 

ƘǧǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦŘƻŎǾƛǊǘΦŎƻƳκŘƻŎǊŜŀŘŜǊΦƴŜǘκ5ƻŎwŜŀŘŜǊΦŀǎǇȄΚōƛōҐ.abψ!ǊǉǳƛǾƻbŀŎƛƻƴŀƭϧtŜǎǉҐǘǳŎǳǊǳƛϧ

ƛŘҐппумфлтспппсрϧǇŀƎŬǎҐпптфрт  

443Since the 1950s, cattle ranching has expanded along the Araguaia River valley, primarily among traditional cattle 

ranching families from S«o Paulo, who have utilized their resources. This group would later form the basis of the 

Amazon Business Association (AEA), founded in 1968. The AEA advocated for subsidized financing for cattle 

ranching enterprises in the Amazonia, becoming a powerful lobbying group for southern industrial interests (Oyama 

Homma, 2000). 



мнн 
 

to ensure it was conducted without excess and with responsibility, as it became a major industry 

in the Tucuru² region. The uncontrolled logging in the region eventually garnered significant 

national and international attention, prompting legal actions (judicialization) to regulate the 

affairs. A report 444 from the Brazilian Armed Forces details an operation coordinated by several 

stakeholders involved in the Tucuru² hydropower project, including SEMA - Secretaria Especial 

do Meio Ambiente (Special Secretariat for the Environment) CAPEMI - Caixa de Pec¼lios, 

Pens»es e Montepio dos Militares (Fund for Military Pensions and Benefits), ELETRONORTE, 

and ETFOREST Empresa de Terras do Estado do Par§ para Fins de Coloniza­«o e 

Desenvolvimento Florestal (Land Company of the State of Par§ for Colonization and Forest 

Development). The operation aimed to investigate reports of chemicals contaminating the water 

around the Tucuru² Dam, which were used to accelerate the killing of tree species for quicker 

wood removal. It was indeed identified chemical products at CAPEMI facilities, a company that 

had filed for bankruptcy but was initially established to support government efforts in clearing 

the area and removing hardwood before the reservoir flooded. A 1984 Parliamentary Inquiry 

Commission confirmed the use of chemicals in the deforestation zone designated for the Tucuru² 

reservoir445. The question remains as to whether this case concerns the Brazilian nut, Castanheira 

trees, since it would not be possible to cut it down according to the law even back then. 

Surveillance allegations under SNI, Media and Activism for resistance 

The situation of Indigenous peoples was closely monitored by international organizations 

(FIGURE 12).  The Parakan« people suffered heavy losses, with reports citing both summary 

killings and diseases as major causes446. As reported by representatives of the Aborigine 

 
444 Investigations eventually found out that barrels (specifically, JIMO wood preservatives) had been abandoned on 

the road near the Transcamet§ Highway. ELETRONORTE was subsequently contacted to assist in moving these 

barrels to a military police barracks until a final disposal decision was made. The inspection team spent 27 days 

surveying 790 sites and 111 camps, using various transportation methods based on accessibility. A CAPEMI director 

reported that Tordon 101 was the only herbicide used in a girdling experiment on Castanheira trees on Tocantins 

Island. Other chemicals were applied to protect "log ends" from insect infestation during storage. Many logs were 

buried to prevent floating, while others were burned due to limited sawmill processing capacity, especially during 

the rainy season when road access was restricted. (Mem·rias Reveladas\SNI). 
445 Mem·rias Reveladas\SNI - Servi­o Nacional de Informa­«o\Ag°ncias\Ag°ncia 

Central\84045870\BR_DFANBSB_V8_MIC_GNC_AAA_84045870_d0001de0001 (13) in  

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=BMN_ArquivoNacional&Pesq=tucurui&id=448190

7644465&pagfis=449630 
446 Acervos de Institui­»es\Casa da Cultura do Urubu²\01-Documentos\1980 - Cadernos do PT - A quest«o ind²gena 

brasileira (2) in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=CRV_Indigena_AcervosInstituicoes&pesq=tucurui

&hf=armazemmemoria.com.br&pagfis=11662  
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Protection Society of London that visited the group in 1972, the advanced stage of near-

disappearance due to having been forcibly displaced four times because of the Tucuru² Dam was 

remarked447.  

FIGURE 12: Das GroÇprojekt Caraj§s Sketch

 

Published in Germany the article title ñDas GroÇprojekt Caraj§sò exposes the diverse ethnic Indigenous people 

in the surrounding areas of Tucuru² Project448. 

 

Moreover, documents from SNI in 1978449 reveal that the agency was monitoring the actions of 

what it called the "leftist clergy" in the Tucuru² region. According to informants working for the 

government, these priests and nuns were disseminating information critical of ELETRONORTE, 

the military, and government plans in the area, which was framed as being anti-poor. The social 

 
447 Acervos de Institui­»es\Casa da Cultura do Urubu². 
448 Acervos de Institui­»es\COMIN - Conselho de Miss«o entre Povos Ind²genas\Progrom - N. 28,31,96,99,129 (2) 

in:https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=CRV_Indigena_AcervosInstituicoes&pesq=Erzba

hn&hf=armazemmemoria.com.br&pagfis=205669  
449 Mem·rias Reveladas\SNI - Servi­o Nacional de Informa­«o\Ag°ncias\Ag°ncia 

Central\79000692\BR_DFANBSB_V8_MIC_GNC_AAA_79000692_d0001de0001 (3) in: CRV 

Ind²gena_Arquivo Nacional - DocReader Web  
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resistance against the government included, for instance, encouraging Indigenous groups to resist 

the installation of transmission lines on Gavi«o lands. Most notably, it encouraged peasants to 

fight for their land when displaced by the hydroelectric power plant. It also reported that conflicts 

had already arisen between government officials and clergy in the region. They reported arbitrary 

arrests, torture, and intimidation against, mainly simple peasants. One SNI file450 includes the 

transcription of the speech of a well-known priest active in the resistance against Brazilôs military 

dictatorship. Bishop Pedro Casald§liga, while addressing the local population, argued that the 

arrival of GETAT in the Tucuru² region was intended to secure land for multinational companies 

and expel rural workers from their land. In other words, GETAT provided cover for these 

companies to establish themselves in an already highly conflict-ridden area (here, possibly 

referring to the Araguaia guerrilla). 

There was significant confusion regarding the financing of the dam construction; while some 

believed Brazil fully funded it, others thought it was financed through international sources. In 

April 1981, Brazilian newspapers451 reported that, during French President Giscard dôEstaing's 

visit to Brazil, an agreement was signed between the two governments, which included French 

financing and technical support for the construction of the Balbina and Tucuru² hydroelectric 

plants. On this occasion, the French President informed the Brazilian press that he was unaware 

of the social issues associated with these projects that his worries were only concerning the 

technical issues. 

In 1982, Brazilian environmentalists denounced the government's actions abroad. Professor Jos® 

A. Lutzenberger, in a lecture given in Germany, stated that his activities were being monitored, 

as documents later revealed452. He argued that the region had no significant electricity needs, as 

the energy was primarily allocated for aluminum industries for export to Japan. The project has 

resulted in the displacement of local populations, the near extinction of an Indigenous tribe, and 

substantial benefits for multinational corporations and influential Brazilian politicians and 

 
450 Mem·rias Reveladas\SNI - Servi­o Nacional de Informa­«o\Ag°ncias\Ag°ncia 

Central\79000692\BR_DFANBSB_V8_MIC_GNC_AAA_79000692_d0001de0001 (3) in CRV Ind²gena_Arquivo 

Nacional - DocReader Web  
451 Acervos de Institui­»es\Casa da Cultura do Urubu²\02-Recortes de Jornais (57) in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=CRV_Indigena_AcervosInstituicoes&pesq=tucurui

&hf=armazemmemoria.com.br&pagfis=11662  
452 Mem·rias Reveladas\SNI - Servi­o Nacional de Informa­«o\Ag°ncias\Ag°ncia 

Central\83036750\BR_DFANBSB_V8_MIC_GNC_AAA_83036750_d0001de0001 (3) in 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=BMN_ArquivoNacional&Pesq=tucurui&id=448190

7644465&pagfis=445276  
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industrialists. He presents a situation that, in his view, mirrors the controversy surrounding large 

infrastructure projects, such as the Aswan Dam in Egypt.  

Allegations of a Brazilian lawyer abroad at the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) 

were monitored by the SNI in 1984 as reported in a classified document453. S¹nia Regina Brito 

Pereira, representing the Movimento em Defesa da Vida (Movement for the Defense of Life), 

accused ELETRONORTE (and by extension, the Brazilian government) of using pesticides in 

Tucuru² HPP surroundings, leading to the death of over 500 farmers and Indigenous people, 

thousands of cattle, and significant environmental damage. Additionally, Brazilian nuts intended 

for export, particularly to the U.S., were contaminated. During a visit to Nairobi, she also alerted 

the media to a secret experiment developing a new chemical weapon, claiming that the lake was 

created earlier than planned to conceal these actions. In this line, ELETRONORTE planned to 

close the dam gates earlier than scheduled in July 1984 to begin filling the reservoir during the 

dry season, which would severely impact downstream populations. The report stated that, in 

1976, when the project began, the companies involved and ELETRONORTE had claimed they 

would use relatively harmless defoliants. 

The social movement MDV was created to challenge ELTRONORTE's actions454. Not only 

concerning the use of toxic substances (FIGURE 13) but also anticipating impacts associated 

with the construction of the Tucuru² Hydroelectric Power Plant (HPP) like the water salinization 

affecting the populations of Bel®m and other municipalities, fish mortality due to the turbine 

operations, and disruptions on traditional navigations habits on the Tocantins River, lending to 

the isolation of several communities. According to the organization, the primary purpose of the 

Tucuru² hydropower plant was to provide cheap energy for large-scale projects, particularly the 

ALBRAS/ALUNORTE aluminum facilities, rather than to foster regional development. This was 

evident in the fact that municipalities surrounding the reservoir area were not considered for 

electricity supply from the plant, as confirmed by the information agency in 1985455.  

 
453 Mem·rias Reveladas\SNI - Servi­o Nacional de Informa­«o\Ag°ncias\Ag°ncia 

Central\85048110\BR_DFANBSB_V8_MIC_GNC_AAA_85048110_d0001de0002 (43) 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=BMN_ArquivoNacional&Pesq=tucurui&id=448190

7644465&pagfis=451511 
454 Mem·rias Reveladas\SNI - Servi­o Nacional de Informa­«o\Ag°ncias\Ag°ncia 

Central\85048640\BR_DFANBSB_V8_MIC_GNC_AAA_85048640_d0001de0001 (4) in 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=BMN_ArquivoNacional&Pesq=tucurui&id=448190

7644465&pagfis=452951 
455Mem·rias Reveladas\SNI - Servi­o Nacional de 

Informa­«o\Ag°ncias\Par§\84004746\BR_DFANBSB_V8_MIC_GNC_KKK_84004746_d0001de0001 (3) in 
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An article published in the German periodical ñFrankfurter Allgemeineò in January 1984 by 

Martin Gester exposed the corruption linking the Tucuru² dam and the family of President Jo«o 

Batista Figueiredo (1971-1985). According to the document assessed456, The judge who 

investigated the bankruptcy of the CAPEMI Group verified a small company that would have 

received a monopoly on the sale of timber. Finally, among the reasons presented at the CNBB - 

Confer°ncia Nacional dos Bispos do Brasil (National Assembly of Bishops of Brazil) in April 

1983, which were monitored and documented by SNI agents457, was the assertion by clergy, who 

had been persecuted and denounced by the military government, that the collapse of the CAPEMI 

project in Tucuru² contributed to the weakening and eventual decline of the military regime 

within a broader socio-political and socio-economic crisis. The military's vulnerability to 

criticism for inefficiency and corruption became a significant weakness. 

The religious missionary Rosa Marga Rothe reported that Agent Orange, pentachlorophenol, 

sodium arsenate, and Tordon had been used to clear the forest in the flood area. These chemicals 

had caused health problems, contaminated local water sources, and rendered a large portion of 

the water unsafe for consumption458. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=BMN_ArquivoNacional&Pesq=tucurui&id=448190

7644465&pagfis=354485  
456 Mem·rias Reveladas\SNI - Servi­o Nacional de Informa­«o\Ag°ncias\Ag°ncia 

Central\84039969\BR_DFANBSB_V8_MIC_GNC_AAA_84039969_d0001de0001 (1) in 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=BMN_ArquivoNacional&Pesq=tucurui&id=448190

7644465&pagfis=447101  
457 Mem·rias Reveladas\SNI - Servi­o Nacional de 

Informa­«o\Ag°ncias\Cear§\84002469\BR_DFANBSB_V8_MIC_GNC_QQQ_84002469_d0001de0003 (1) in: 

CRV Ind²gena_Arquivo Nacional - DocReader Web  
458 Peri·dicos\Boletim do GTME\1984\Julho\NÜ 5 in: CRV Ind²gena_Hemeroteca Peri·dicos - DocReader Web  
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FIGURE 13: Several Ways to Apply Tordon 101 BR 

 

The propaganda from 1979 says: ñ'Where is the bush that was here? Tordon 101 BR killed itò. It describes the 

several ways to apply the substance as the application in the form of óringsô, intended to ultimately bring the tree 

down459. 

 

At the Permanent People's Tribunal held in 1990, L²gia Sigoud, a Brazilian anthropologist, 

echoed the role of the state in constructing large hydroelectric dams in Brazil and Amazonia460. 

She argued that while the state was efficient in relocating populations displaced by dams, it was 

entirely ineffective in removing illegal occupants from Indigenous lands. Sigoud questioned the 

decision-making process, highlighting that in Brazil, these decisions are made exclusively within 

 
459Acervos de Institui­»es\COMIN - Conselho de Miss«o entre Povos Ind²genas\Progrom - N. 28,31,96,99,129 (2) 

in: 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=CRV_Indigena_AcervosInstituicoes&pesq=Erzbahn

&hf=armazemmemoria.com.br&pagfis=205660  
460 Anistia\Archivo Basso\Tribunale Permanente dei Popoli\02 - 

Sessioni\ITA_FLLB_TPP_02_15\ITA_FLLB_TPP_02_15_001 (38) at 

https://www.docvirt.com/docreader.net/DocReader.aspx?bib=DocBNM&Pesq=tucurui&id=820502528132&pagfi

s=34489  






















































































































