Global Perspective: Chico Mendes and Extractive Reserves
Francisco “Chico” Alves Mendes Filho was born in 1944 in the western Brazilian Amazon.  A second-generation rubber tapper, Chico was active in the rubber tappers’ union for over 15 years.  He and many other peasants made a living by extracting latex from rubber trees and selling it.  Rubber tappers also collect and sell other natural products of the forest, such as Brazil nuts, fruits, and native medicines.  Mendes was interested in preserving the portion of the Brazilian rainforest that provided their livelihood, and he supported the concept of “extractive reserves.”

Extractive reserves involves setting aside land for rubber tappers, who would continue their traditional lifestyles and use the rainforest in its natural state for generations to come.  This idea put Mendes in conflict with powerful people interested in clearing the rainforest to raise cattle.  Most cattle-ranching operations show short-term economic gains but ultimately become uneconomical when land fertility declines from overgrazing. 


In 1987, Mendes received two international environmental awards for his efforts in establishing extractive reserves.  One was the Global 500 award from the United Nations Environment Programme; the other was Ted Turner’s Better World Society Environment Award.


In 1988, Chico led the Xapuri Rural Workers Union in a winning effort to stop cattle rancher Darli Alves de Silva from deforesting an area the rubber tappers wanted to make into a reserve.  On December 22, 1988, as he walked from his home, Chico Mendes was shot by members of a vigilante group who supported local ranchers.  In 1990, Darli Alves da Silva and his son were convicted of the murder.  Alves da Silva was sentenced to 19 years in prison but escaped in 1993, leading to a three-year exhaustive manhunt.  Both men are now out of prison on a work release program, and the government has reopened the murder investigation because it is likely that there are additional suspects.


Before his death, Mendes had said, “I want to live to defend the Amazon.”  His life and death appear to have made a difference in the way the Brazilian rainforest is being used.  In 1990, the Chico Mendes Extractive Reserve was established covering about 6 percent of the state of Acre in northwest Brazil.


In a recent poll in Acre, 75 percent of the people said they wanted “development without destruction of the forest,” which is a substantial change from the 1970s emphasis on roads and ranching.


Today, colleagues of Chico Mendes hold political office and are in a position to shape the government’s environmental laws in favor of sustainable forest management.  The challenges they face are massive unemployment, low prices for rubber on the world market, illegal logging, and expanding agricultural interests.  Chico Mendes is considered an environmental hero, and a number of agencies around the world have created a Chico Mendes Award to honor environmental activists like him.

