Combining strengths in the Amazon Initiative
a new consortium for combating poverty through sustainable development

Preventing, Reducing and
Reversing Land Degradation
in the Amazon

At a glance …
In the last 30 years, over 70 million
hectares of the Amazon rainforest
have been cleared, principally for
unsustainable development.
Degraded land, most of which is
under pastures, occurs in more than
30 million hectares of the region.

The Amazon Initiative, a consortium
of major research and development
institutions, has been formed to help
to prevent, reduce, and reverse land
degradation by promoting policies
and technologies for sustainable
land management in the region.

Resource degradation resulting from the
destruction of Amazonian forests is one
of the greatest environmental problems
of the 20th century – and it is continuing
apace in the 21st: Deforestation in the
Brazilian Amazon reached one of its
highest levels in 2002-03. Over the last
30 years, about 70 million hectares of
mature forest have been cleared, mostly
in Brazil, for conversion to pastures,
slash-and-burn agriculture, extraction of
timber and road-building. Recently,
extensive areas in the Amazon have
been used for large-scale soybean
cultivation. Although on smaller scales,
deforestation has also taken place in the
Amazonian regions of Peru, Colombia,
Bolivia, Venezuela, and Ecuador.

This region is a mosaic of vegetation
types, regulated by different soil
conditions and water regimes, with
varying degrees of resilience and
endemism. The Amazon is, therefore, a
natural global repository of biodiversity –
a diversity that is being lost through
continued deforestation and land use
changes
that
have
significantly
contributed to global climate change in
the last few decades. These climatic
changes in turn exacerbate regional
problems. Rising ambient temperatures
and altered regional rainfall patterns
make forests more susceptible to largescale fires. Intensive, uncontrolled
logging dries the forest and produces
large amounts of flammable material,
increasing the risk of forest fires.
Mercury, naturally occurring in soils, is
released into rivers and lakes as forests
are
cleared,
and
its
increased
concentration threatens human health
as it moves up the food chain. Climate
change exacerbates these health
concerns,
especially
diseases
associated with water-borne vectors.

The causes of deforestation and land
degradation are many. New roads and
the policies that promote them make
forests and other natural resources more
accessible. Farmers are forced to clear
more forest after soil nutrients are
depleted and unmanageable weed
infestation makes farming difficult and
costly. More than 30 million hectares of
pastures have been abandoned or are
severely degraded in the Amazon. The
rapid expansion of soybean production
tends to push cattle ranching deeper into
forested areas. Illegal and destructive
logging continues to be a problem in the
region. Such unsustainable land uses
and the expansion of national and
international markets for timber, beef,
and soybeans contribute to continued
deforestation and land degradation.
Such threats drastically affect the
conservation of the region’s immense
native gene pool of crop and forest
species, with profound impacts on the
livelihood
opportunities
of
local
populations.

Improved land-use technologies that
could favorably change the situation are
increasingly available, but have been
rarely adopted. Farmers, ranchers, and
loggers do not alter private land use
strategies for the sake of public benefit.
The profitability of extensive practices,
combined with abundance of land,
means innovative practices and land use
systems receive little interest. Groups of
farmers have benefited from forest
conversion. Yet, economic stratification
and social differentiation have increased
in the Amazon. Smallholders and others
could be benefited by policies favoring
the adoption of sustainable land use
systems, hence improving the trade-offs
between forest conversion, income
generation,
and
social
equity.

Various institutional and policy barriers
constrain the adoption of sustainable
land use systems. Some government
programs may be sound but are often
ineffective
due
to
institutional
weaknesses, low levels of participation
by land users, poor governance and
limited communication of information.
Institutions of the Amazonian countries
rarely have the opportunity to share
research and policy experience. This
often
leads
to
duplicated
and
sometimes conflicting efforts.
Contrasting with the above trends, and
in tune with the framework of activities
of the Amazon Cooperation Treaty
Organization (OTCA), an international,
multidisciplinary initiative has been
launched to help prevent, reduce and
reverse environmental degradation and
improve livelihoods of the rural poor in
the Amazon. The Amazon Initiative
(AI) Consortium for Conservation and
Sustainable Use of Natural Resources
aims to design and implement
collaborative programs in the region.
Founding members of the AI (six
National Agriculture Research Systems,
four centers of the Consultative Group
on International Agriculture Research-CGIAR, and Instituto Interamericano de
Cooperación para la Agricultura--IICA,
through the Procitropicos Program)
signed
in
October
2004
the
Cooperation Agreement that formalizes
the Consortium.
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Empresa Brasilieira de Pesquisa
Agropecuaria (EMBRAPA), Brazil
Corporación Colombiana de Investigación
Agropecuaria (CORPOICA), Colombia
Instituto Nacional de Investigacion y
Extensión Agraria (INIA), Peru
Instituto Nacional Autonomo de
Investigaciones Agropecuarias (INIAP),
Ecuador
Instituto Nacional de Investigaciones
Agricolas (INIA), Venezuela
Ministerio de Asuntos Campesinos y
Agropecuarios (MACA), Bolivia
International Center for Tropical Agriculture
(CIAT)
Center for International Forestry Research
(CIFOR)
International Plant Genetic Resources
Institute (IPGRI)
World Agroforestry Centre (ICRAF)
Instituto Interamericano de Cooperación para
la Agricultura (IICA)

Founding members of the AI can
approve the ingress of other institutions
as
associate
members
of
the
Consortium. Work groups will be
formed within the AI to prepare and
carry out research and development
intervention activities. The AI process
will thus facilitate the formation and
operation of a network of researchers
from local, national and international
institutions.

Action guidelines for the AI include a problem-oriented,
participative methodology, and an interdisciplinary approach.
The AI will enable better understanding of the interfaces
between resource degradation and poverty, and provide the
basis for realistic policies to promote sustainable land use.
The thematic agenda for AI’s intervention priorities focuses on
reducing and reverting land degradation in the Amazon:
THEMATIC AGENDA OF THE AMAZON INITIATIVE
Extent and location

Land Degradation Assessment

Causes
Impacts
Indicators
Sustainable forestry & agroforestry

Sustainable Land Use Systems for
Degraded Lands

Improved livestock & pasture management
Sustainable production of staple crops
Use & conservation of biodiversity

Human and Social Dimensions
of Land Degradation

Capacity
building,
Training
and
Outreach

Poverty reduction
Social equity and inclusion
Human health interfaces

Infrastructure: roads, etc

Social and Natural Resource Policy
for Recovery of Degraded Lands

Environmental services
Land tenure, credit, incentives

AI researchers will form a distributed
network in the Amazon to enhance
collaboration for assessments of land
use dynamics and land degradation. AI
activities will consider the diversity of
socio-natural contexts in the region and
devise efficient means for information
sharing,
capacity
building,
and
institutional strengthening of local
organizations identifying and promoting
technologies
and
policies
that
contribute to reduce deforestation and
land degradation. Within the proposed
framework, the AI will submit projects to
national and international funding
agencies, and search for and benefit
from interaction and complementarities
with the ongoing R&D institutions and
programs in the Amazon, as well as
with global initiatives such as CGIAR’s
Alternatives to Slash and Burn (ASB)
system-wide program, and regional
programs such as PROCITROPICOS.

Contact information:
Amazon Initiative Secretariat
EMBRAPA Amazonia Oriental.
Travessa Dr. Enéas Pinheiro s/n.
Belém, Pará, Brazil – 66095-100
Adilson Serrão (coordinator)
Phone: +55 (91) 299-4694
aserrao@cpatu.embrapa.br
Roberto Porro (executive secretary)
Phone: +55 (91) 276-0041 x.23
rporro@cgiar.org

www.asb.cgiar.org/iniciativaamazonica.html
http://www.procitropicos.org.br/ia/index.htm
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