The development of Altamira, before and after
the construction of the Transamazonica'

Ron Milder

Altamira up to the late 1960s

The town of Altamira, located on the Xingu, a tributary of the Amazon, existed for
many years before the national road opening up the territory, the Transamazdnica,
came to run alongside the river. The foundation must be credited to the Jesuits. After
the Portuguese had chased the Dutch from the Amazon region, they were the first to
penetrate the tropical rainforest and started colonisation in the period 1625-1750 (Um-
buzeiro 1983, 19). They brought the local Indigenous tribes together into communities,
instructing them in the Christian faith and using them as labourers. They made a start
in farming and set up small trading companies. Altamira was one of such communi-
ties.

After the forced departure of the Jesuits from Brazil in 1758 and, therefore, also
from the Amazon, the communities fell increasingly into decline, including Altamira.
It was not until about 1870 that the settlement was revived when Capuchin Fathers and
local Indigenous tribes established a land connection between Altamira and the lower
Xingu. This allowed one to penetrate further upstream into the area of the Xingu with-
out being hindered by the “Big Bend” with its numerous rapids.

Around the end of the nineteenth century, the distance was shortened by anewroad,
more or less corresponding to the current connection between Altamira and Vitéria
Port.”” The shortening mainly benefited the traders, who at the time still monopolised
the trade in rubber, Brazil nuts and hides from Souzel (farther downstream). As a re-
sult, Altamira was able to grow into a trading post of such great importance that, in
1912, it became an independent municipality. The “town” became even more important
when rubber mining in the Xingu valley flourished. Local landowner and trader José
Porfirio modernised the port of Vitéria with a view to the rubber.

136 Based on Milder’'s master’s thesis written in 1985/1986. Fieldwork was carried out in Altamira from
August1984 to February 1985.

137 The construction of this road came about in stages, because the abolition of slavery in 1888 meant
that the supply of labourimmediately dried up (Umbuzeiro 1983, 20).
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Figure 1. General reference map of Altamira and its region
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The recession of the 1930s and the crisis in rubber gathering also sent Altamira’s econ-
omy into crisis. Altamira suffered the fate of so many other Amazonian river towns
whose economic development depended on the extra-regional demand for extractive
products. High demand led to an influx of labour from elsewhere (mostly nordestinos).
They earned little. The people who really profited were the local traders and the export
firms based in Belém and Manaus who were only interested in favourable transport op-
tions (a navigable river and suitable ports). As soon as foreign demand for extractives
fell sharply, the entire economy, in the absence of diversity, reverted to the level of local
self-sufficiency. The traders stopped buying rubber and moved elsewhere or started
something else. And the workers who had been attracted by the boom abandoned rub-

ber collection, moved away or continued to live on the spot and started subsistence
farming.
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During World War 11, when the Allies had an urgent need for rubber, the rubber tap
started running again. The government took an active stance and established a special
credit bank, the predecessor of the Banco da Amazonia S.A. For Altamira, the revival
led to the establishment of a government health post and improvements to the road
link with Vitéria. This new “rubber boom” was followed in the course of the 1960s by a
lively trade in animals and skins. Many rubber tappers then exchanged their work for
that of hunter.

In the 1960s, the one-sided character of the rural economy was somewhat broken.
The agricultural sector started to grow to meet the growing need for food in the re-
gional capital Belém. In the region with fertile terra roxa soils, west of Altamira, arable
fields gave way to pastures. This region had become accessible through the expansion
of the local road network. The local government began by setting up a modest colonisa-
tion project and trying to get a cooperative off the ground — with little success.”® How-
ever, there was no question of a spectacular expansion of agro-pastoral activity. The
local market for arable products (not being grains) was too limited and the facilities
for sales, almost exclusively aimed at storage and transport, were far from sufficient.
Agriculture also remained at a low technical level.

Sales, almost exclusively oriented towards Belém, consisted of rubber, Brazil nuts,
hides, rice and wood. Agriculture, which took advantage of the fertile terra roxa soils
in the area surrounding the town, contributed 94 % of the total value of production in
the municipality. The largest branch was extraction, with 34 % of the total production
value. In that year, 1968, the trade in animals and skins took off and was estimated to
account for three quarters of this. In addition to agriculture, trade played an import-
ant role in the economy, especially in Altamira itself (SERFHAU/Ministerio do Interior
1970).

Even before the Transamazonica was built, Altamira was the most important
place in the Xingu valley. It was the collection centre of rubber, Brazil nuts and other
products collected in the rainforest that were transported via a short and good road
connection to the port of Vitdria, located at the point where the Xingu River was still
navigable. From there they were shipped to Belém, the export port at the mouth of the
Amazon. All important administrative functions were concentrated in the town and,
from 1948, it was also the seat of the diocese. This explains why there were already a
hospital and a secondary school in Altamira.

This diversification of the local economy in the 1960s attracted migrants and accel-
erated population growth: the rate of growth was above average for the entire state of
Pard. In 1960, the municipality of Altamira had 12100 inhabitants and the urban zone
3210; in 1970 there were 14 000 and 7000 respectively (Matznetter 1981, 114).

138 The cooperative was in debt to the bank and was therefore unable to provide credit to its members.
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Altamira in 1970

By 1970, Altamira had a modest secondary sector in terms of both production value
(6%) and employment (6.6 %).1° Of the fifteen companies, eight were active in the food
sector (including a number of bakeries). There were also three sawmills, two brick-
yards, one rice huller and one coffee roaster.*" As far as private initiatives are con-
cerned, the contribution of the diocese should certainly not go unmentioned: Altamira
owed this to a sawmill and a printing works. The main problems faced by the industrial
sector at the time were the high transport costs for the supply of raw materials and the
lack of specialised labour.

Table 1. The labor force aged ten years and older in 1970 and 1980 classified by sector

Sector 1970 1980

Abs. | % Abs. | %
Primary sector 3332 | 73.7| 3797 | 611
Secondary sector 297 | 66| 103| 1738
Tertiary sector 890 | 19.7 | 1311 | 211
Total 4519 | 100 | 6211 | 100
% of total population 29.4 27.6

In the tertiary sector, especially commerce, retail sales dominated businesses that
usually sold all kinds of goods for daily living. In addition, Altamira had two wholesale
stores, one petrol station and a few specialist stores (household appliances). A small
number of merchants, who possessed a boat, monopolised the sales market; they ar-
ranged the transport farther upstream.

At the time, Altamira had two bank branches. The BASA (Banco da Amazonia S.A.)
had established itself to support rubber extraction and the Banco do Brasil opened a
branch in 1965 to help develop the fledgling agro-pastoral sector.

In the field of education, Altamira was fortunate to have the presence of a second-
ary school (do 2% grau), founded by the local sisters. However, it was visited only by the
children of the elite, for whom it was a springboard to university. For the majority of
the local population, admission costs were too high a barrier. The other educational
facilities were inadequate. The interior also suffered from a shortage of teachers.

The health care facilities were limited to a post of the Servico da Saide de Pard
(SESP) and the hospital set up by the diocese (25 beds). A large part of the population
drew on their own resources.

Even before the Transamazénica reached Altamira, it already had some infrastruc-
ture. In Vitdria it had a well-equipped harbour and the town itself had a small harbour
without a quay, from which the connections with the interior were maintained. The

139 Data taken from the SERFHAU report on the municipality of Altamira (SERFHAU/Ministério do In-
terior1970).

140 Primary sector: 73.7 %; tertiary sector: 19.7% (SEPLAN 1980, part 1: Perfil Municipal).

141 A coffee roaster and a rice huller had already been operating in Altamira for several decades; the
latter initially had to bring in the rice from elsewhere (Umbuzeiro 1983, 73f.).
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other connections with the outside world were limited to a small airport, a radio sta-
tion and a telephone exchange.

The water supply network, which had been installed a few years earlier, was not
functioning properly. Most residents still had to make do with wells (pogos). In 1970, the
state electricity company CELPA installed an electricity grid and a small “plant” that
ran on diesel oil. There was no sewage system. The streets were not paved and most of
the houses were built of clay and wood (except those in the centre).

From the social composition of the population it could be concluded that, in around
1970, Altamira did not yet have such a sharp social stratification as it would later on.
The independent professionals had the highest status. They owned land and cargo
boats and were involved in trade, especially with the interior. At that time it was not
yet possible to speak of a powerful group of traders and entrepreneurs or of a large
number of officials.

Changes due to the construction of the Transamazdnica

The construction of the Transamazdnica, in 1971-1972, gave Altamira, hitherto only
accessible by river, a direct connection by land with other parts of Brazil and a whole
new period of development began. Simultaneously with the construction, the Federal
government started a project in the area of Altamira, as well as near Itaituba and Ma-
rabd, for the assisted settlement of landless farmers and agricultural workers who no
longer had land and work elsewhere in Brazil. This colonisation project was discussed
in Part 2 of this book. In the second half of the 1970s, Altamira became one of the devel-
opment centres of the state of Pard in the Federal government‘s development strategy.
Commercial activity then grew explosively, as did construction activity. The number
of government institutions grew significantly and migrants poured in from all parts of
Brazil. The emergence of export cultures such as cocoa, pepper and sugar cane and ex-
tensive livestock farming led to further expansion and diversification of the commer-
cial and service sectors and the emergence of new industrial sectors. Altamira turned
into a “boom town,” underwent a major metamorphosis in a short time and became the
informal capital of the Transamazdnica.

The construction work, not only for the road, but also for the housing for colonos
and civil servants, caused a boom in the commercial and industrial sector. The indus-
trial sector was enriched with two new brick factories, one in Altamira itself, the other
along the Transamazénica (Umbuzeiron 1983, 74). The number of commercial estab-
lishments tripled in one year. Traders in building materials and the retail trade, in
particular, benefited from the construction boom. A number of traders were attracted
by the new market that had now been opened up and from the direct supply chan-
nels from the Centro-Sul. They bought a piece of land for a pittance and started to set
up wholesale stores in food and building materials. Many made a substantial profit
during the construction boom and moved elsewhere after the boom had subsided. A

142 131in 1971, 337 branches a year later. After the heyday of the construction boom, the commercial
sector would also contract somewhat. But in 1975 the municipality of Altamira still numbered 261
businesses with 600 employees (SERFHAU/Ministerio do Interior1970; IBGE 1976a).
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few merchants remained in Altamira from then on and managed to gradually expand
their holdings and not just wholesalers.*

Photo 15. One of the older roads seen in the divection of the cathedral (1985)"**

Photo 16. Houses built fort he INCRA staff (1985)

143 They had interests in commercial buildings and apartments, hotels and restaurants; one of them
controlled the distribution of oil and petrol.

144 Photos by Ron Milder.



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839475362-024
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

Ron Milder: Altamira before and after the construction of the Transamazdnica

The retail trade expanded significantly. The newly arrived government officials and
tradespeople created such a rapidly growing need for daily foodstuffs that the local
food supply could not cope and supplies from Belém and S3o Paulo became neces-
sary.” This increased the cost of living, but prices did not reach such exorbitant levels
as in the isolated traditional riverine communities, where the local trader ruled. As
more business was added in a particular industry, prices even started to fall. The price
level for crops from the region itself also fell after canned foods from the Centro-Sul
started to flood the market. The collapse of the construction boom after a few years
brought the death blow to specialised businesses. However, the secos e molhados shops,
with their varied assortment, managed to hold their own.*¢ These stores sourced their
food as much as possible from colonos, who bought items from them, whether on credit
or not.”” The owners could keep their heads above water by themselves and also buy on
credit and respond to specific needs of the moment.*®

The companies and institutions established in Altamira not only fulfilled a function
for the town, but also had a nurturing function for the area beyond. Altamira’s sphere of
influence extended from 250 km towards Itaituba to 220 km towards Maraba, taking
the Transamazonica as the east-west axis. The region thus defined corresponded more
or less to the district of Altamira as covered by the Comissao Executiva do Plano de Recu-
peragio Econdnic-Ruralda Lavoura Cacaueira (CEPLAC) and the Empresa de Assistén-
cia Técnica e Extensdo Rural (EMATER). As for the north-south direction, the sphere of
influence extended at least as far as Porto de Més (northwards) and Sao Felix do Xingu
(southwards), with the Xingu River as the axis, at least as based on the catchment area
of the Altamira-based consumer durables stores. However, the borders were less sharp
here, because Porto de Més was also supplied via the Amazon River and because Sio
Felix do Xingu got a direct road connection with the Belém—Brasilia road in 1982..

Another notable change was the arrival of a number of Federal (and other) govern-
ment agencies to deal with regional development. Altamira became the seat of the co-
ordination centre of the Instituto Nacional de Coloniza¢io e Reforma Agraria (INCRA)
for the colonisation projects along the Transamazénica. A large number of tasks were
entrusted to this institution. It had to demarcate and subdivide the public lands; select
suitable farmers; build homes for the settlers; distribute seeds and other production
supplies. Even the sale of production surpluses would be handled by INCRA. The lend-
ing was arranged together with the Banco do Brasil.

The INCRA remained in Altamira until 1976. In that year it was moved to Bra-
sil Novo, located 50 km further west. After the failure of the small-scale colonisation
projects, INCRA limited its range of tasks to the demarcation and allotment of Federal

145 Atthe same time, some “luxury” food crops, such as beans, found their way into outlets in the Cen-
tro-Sul, where such crops were more expensive, as one city councilor told me.

146 Secosemolhados (literally: dry and wet) are mini-grocery-cum-departmentstores. The information in
the main text is taken from interviews with two such shops

147 Buying on credit was essential in this region, given the declining turnover in the rainy months; a
number of travessdes (side roads) then became impassable.

148 Anowner of a secos e molhados, in 1975, started selling hand tools for prospectors in 1980. At the time
itwas the best selling part of its range.

149 Since then, this coordination centre has had the official tasks of maintaining and opening new tra-
vessoes, the administrative administration of the agrovilas and Brasil Novo; and the distribution of
lotes among the newcoming migrants.
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lands and the selection of settlers. A case like the transport of the produced food crops
was henceforth left to private individuals. The INCRA also divested the sugar cane
processing factory along the Transamazdnica.

The regional development body for Amazénia, the Superintendéncia do Desen-
volvimento da Amazdénia (SUDAM), also had a branch in Altamira.*® Livestock, arable,
commercial timber and mining companies had to strengthen the regional economy
with support from SUDAM. Altamira also became a regional focal point of EMA-
TER-Pard.”™ From the beginning, this agency has been concerned with the dissem-
ination of new technical applications, seed varieties and other means of production
among the settlers. It also provided technical assistance and acted as an intermediary
at the Federal banks for the financial support of certain cultures. EMATER started ex-
panding pepper and coffee production as early as 1972..

The opening up of the region meant that huge areas of virgin land became accessi-
ble. That attracted migrants from all over the world to Altamira. As a result, two years
after the start of the construction boom, the town had a population twice as large as in
1970: 7000 in 1970 and 12—13 000 in 1972 (Matznetter 1981, 114).

Polamazénia. Large scale and privatisation (1974-1980)

In the mid-1970s, a switch took place in Federal development policy. In the Second
National Development Plan, the Amazon region was assigned the role of exporter of
meat, cocoa, pepper, sugar cane, timber and minerals and ores. In the plan, a clear
choice was made for rational occupation by large and medium-sized capital-intensive
companies, both in. the livestock sector and for the production of agricultural crops.
Thousands of hectares of land at once were given to Brazilian entrepreneurs and mul-
tinationals. In order to attract private investors to these sectors, the public investment
needed to modernise the infrastructure was concentrated at a limited number of de-
velopment poles (Programa Polamazonia). The Altamira/Transamazonica region was
also declared a development pole.

Altamira went through a brief period of stagnation in the mid-1970s due to a de-
cline in public investment. Small-scale colonisation projects were given less priority
in Federal development policy after 1974 and, moreover, the focus of migration flows
shifted to other areas, such as Rondénia, which in 1976 had got a direct connection
with the Centro-Sul. At the end of the 1970s, however, the trend turned for the better,
as new growth impulses emerged, thanks to Polamazénia.

First of all, the asphalting of the Belém-Brasilia road provided a better quality
connection with central and southeastern Brazil. In addition, the main ports on the
rivers were equipped with more modern facilities, thanks to the government’s efforts
to stimulate river transport and reduce road transport, which had become more ex-
pensive. The port of Vitéria was also modernised.

150 Closedin 1985 under pressure from spending cuts.

151 EMATER’s Altamira district comprised five sites: one in Altamira itself and the others along the
Transamazonica; in Anapu (Km18o east of Altamira), Brasil Novo (Km54 west), Nova Fronteira
(Km 80) and Uruara (Km 180).
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Altamira also began to reap the benefits of the promised investments from the Pol-
amazonia programme. There was a new airfield; a more modern water supply network,
new barracks, a slaughterhouse and a municipal public market. The main streets were
paved.” All kinds of government institutions, such as the Federal banks, the elec-
tricity company and the state hospital, were given more spacious housing. New in-
stitutions such as CEPLAC (serving cocoa cultivation) and the Instituto Brasileiro de
Desenvolvimento Florestal (IBDF), which was engaged in forestry and reforestation,
were established in Altamira. A department of the Bureau of Statistics (IBGE) and var-
ious “clubs” of entrepreneurs (including Lions) were established.

A third growth impulse came from the large timber and mining companies. They
formed new markets for retail trade and services (repair). The large companies provid-
ed considerable employment for the local population. Tertiary activity benefited from
the emerging middle class in the rural and urban environment.

Lastly, general population growth stimulated development. The flow of migrants
increased again, this time mainly from the Centro-Sul. According to official figures,
Altamira had 19400 inhabitants in 1978; according to local sources, the number was
closer to 25000, a doubling since 1971.

From the second half of the 1970s, Altamira showed a particular growth in those
functional activities linked to the regional economy, especially in the sectors that
emerged within the framework of Polamazonia. We discuss successively the Feder-
al institutions and banks, the private service institutions, the suppliers of production
supplies, the commercial firms, the private banks and the industrial sector.

The Federal government institutions located in Altamira were faced with new tasks
thanks to the changed government policy and the aforementioned developments. This
includes the Federal banks. Some examples:

CEPLAC became responsible for expanding commercial cocoa farming and was to
supply seed, fertiliser and other production supplies, provide technical guidance and
provide agricultural education at subsidised prices.

The Empresa Brasileira de Pesquisa Agropecudria de Para (EMBRAPA) set up a sep-
arate research department in Altamira. By working on seed varieties adapted to local
climate conditions, this government agency hoped to increase the productivity of food
crops and export cultures.

EMATER started supplying fertilisers to pepper producers and brokered credit ap-
plications. In the 1980s the institution began distributing seed and fertiliser for the
cultivation of coffee, guarana and cotton (the latter since 1984).

The tasks of the INCRA decreased as a result of the changed government policy. It
was now concerned only with regulating land-ownership relations and no longer with
the preparation, implementation and supervision of small-scale colonisation proj-
ects.””

The Federal banks, Banco de Amazénia S.A.A and Banco do Brasil, received the
necessary financial resources from the Federal government and were expected to dis-

152 Allthe municipalities through which the Transamazonica ran were declared National Security Areas
in1970. This meant, among other things, that the mayor was directly appointed by the governor of
the state rather than elected.

153 The sugar cane processing factory in Pacal (92 km west of Altamira) had also passed into private
hands during the 1970s.
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tribute them among the various economic sectors in accordance with the guidelines
set out in from government policy.”** In practice, this meant that the banks were not
given any leeway for additional support measures. This was possible only if they used
their own resources for this. The Banco do Brasil, for example, had its own support
programme for rubber, mining and local infrastructure since 1984.

Export crops and livestock have benefited most from the credit programme for the
region.” The Banco do Brasil had opened a separate branch in the centre of the pepper,
cocoa and sugar cane production area. Of the sawmills, only the export-oriented com-
panies were supported, because only in these were production stable and sales assured.

The Federal banks were also involved in the marketing and processing of “national”
food crops such as rice and maize. They subsidised the use of pre-processing installa-
tions, while the alternative energy supply was not neglected either.”*® Production costs
had to be kept as low as possible and the quality of the harvest had to be improved.

The majority of government agency and Federal bank personnel had been brought
in from elsewhere. They enjoyed certain privileges in Altamira in the areas of housing
and health care.™

Of the private service institutions, mention should be made of PLANTERRA, an
agency established in 1978 that made production plans for individual companies in the
livestock sector, pepper, sugar cane and guarana cultivation. The office was located in
Altamira and was established because there was an EMATER subsidiary and because
of the large number of bids from (potential) clients. PLANTERRA also had a branch in
the centre of the cocoa, pepper and sugar cane production area. Another private in-
stitution was the engineering company CNEC, which was investigating the technical
possibilities of a hydroelectric power station on the Xingu River.

The number of private firms that supplied agricultural means of production only
began to increase in the years 1977-1978 after a number of rural cooperatives that pre-
viously took care of deliveries, had gone bankrupt.”® One of the firms was attracted
to the flourishing pepper culture and livestock farming. At that time, the pepper pro-
ducers still used large amounts of fertilisers and pesticides. Later they would switch to
natural fertilisers, because the costs of fertilisers were too high.

The three specialist shops for motor cycles/chainsaws, set up by managers from
Southern Brazil, met 90% of the need.”® Their catchment area stretched for 200 km

154 The Federal government had a 51% majority stake in Banco do Brasil; the remaining 49 % were the
bank’s own resources. In1985 a study was underway to privatise the bank.

155 Animal husbandry was an attractive sector for a policy aimed at rapid occupation. Investing in live-
stock farming was beneficial for the bank because the investments could be recouped in the short
term (on average after four years).

156 With regard to the alternative energy supply, | am referring to the introduction of mini-distillers for
alcohol and a gas installation that ran on faeces.

157 Example: the Federal banks had their own houses and recreational facilities; CEPLAC paid part of the
health care costs forits employees and had its own loan fund. At some shops one could buy on credit.

158 The information below is based on interviews with two businesses in agricultural inputs and one
thatdealtin engines and chainsaws.

159 Inthesouthernstates (particularly Parand) the growth prospects had diminished to a minimum due
to continued deforestation and sharper competition.
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along the Transamazonica.' One of the businesses, started in 1977, had also branches
in Itaituba, Santarém and in the Serra Pelada, the gold miners’ camp. They supplied to
logging companies, brickworks, sawmills, furniture makers and gold mining (vessels
and machines). The business in question prospered so well that, in the 1980s, the total
business area was increased. At that time, the company had a separate repair shop
on the outskirts of the city and even owned its own trucks and employed a number of
drivers. Although it belonged to one of the most flourishing branches in the commer-
cial sector, this company also had to deal with declining sales during the rainy sea-
son. Main and side roads then became impassable, making Altamira difficult to reach
for the rural population. Construction and gold mining were virtually at a standstill.
Moreover, at around that time the purchasing power of the rural population was at its
lowest, as virtually nothing was harvested and sold.

It was easy to deduce from the composition of the goods package of these cases
which sectors of the economy were doing well at the time. For the suppliers of agricul-
tural inputs, this included dairy farming and cheese production. For the motorcycle
specialist, these were mainly gold mining and alternative energy supplies.' The first
candidates for machinery in the field of dairy and alternative energy were the produc-
ers and fazendeiros; the commercial dairy sector was mainly a matter for fazendeiros.

The specialist shops visited in agricultural means of production were the organisa-
tions EMATER and EMBRAPA engaged in the dissemination of new seed varieties and
other innovations.'

In the marketing sphere, too, cooperatives made way for private trading firms in
the second half of the 1970s. The number started to increase only when both production
and price levels of rice and cocoa went up. As far as cocoa is concerned, this was mainly
after 1981. In 1984 there were fifteen cocoa and pepper buying firms, of which at least
six were registered. The firms also traded in maize, beans and Brazil nuts. As for the
food crops rice and maize, they took over part of the market from the government buy-
ing body, the Companhia Brasileira de Armazenamento (CIBRAZEM). How much that
was always depended on the difference between the officially fixed minimum price
and the price on the free market. As a rule, the trading companies that bought grains
also had a rice huller; the processed rice was sold on the local market or to traders from
other regions. CIBRAZEM supplied to Belém, for the urban food supply there, but also
to S3o Paulo and Rio de Janeiro.® The better quality pepper and cocoa found their way
to the export companies in Belém. The lower quality cocoa was sold on to domestic
industries. One of the largest trading firms in Altamira also planned to purchase and
process cotton.

COOPERFRON, a private cooperative founded in 1973, was threatened with the
same fate as the other cooperatives in the early 1980s. The cost of selling products was

160 Volbeda regarded this industry as one of the activities of great importance for the opening up of
a frontier. In this case, the clearing of the rainforest. As a frontier consolidates, companies in the
industry will become more focused on machines (Volbeda 1984, 228 and 238).

161 The specialist shops supplied water pumps and suction systems.

162 Intheearlystages ofa frontier, such specialty stores usually supply inputs for deforestation and con-
struction (roads and commercial buildings). In a consolidated frontier, these matters are involved in
the further development of the agricultural economy (Volbeda 1984, 237f.).

163 Altamira has traditionally been a supplier of rice to other regions.
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high due to the lack of local infrastructure, there was a lack of equity capital and the
colonos with their different social backgrounds were difficult to organise, according to
officials from EMATER and the Banco do Brasil. EMATER reorganised the coopera-
tive. In 1985, COOPERFRON again had a number of sales points in villages along the
Transamazdnica for the sale of foodstuffs and agricultural production supplies at a
reduced price.

Of the six private banks that Altamira had in the mid-1980s, four had been added
after 1978.%%* They were particularly attracted by the growing urban and agricultural
middle class and the expanding urban commercial sector. The Federal banks stimu-
lated the development of infrastructure with their loans and helped to start up new
companies. The private banks, on the other hand, limited themselves to subsidising
already existing profitable agricultural and commercial enterprises.’® The bank the
author visited (Bradesco) also had a branch in Pacal, in the centre of the sugar cane,
cocoa and pepper producing zone, 90 km west of Altamira.

While the rural environment managed to attract a number of regionally-powered
mining and logging companies, the industrial firms present in Altamira had most-
ly gone no further than supplying the local market, which was very small. Another
problem was the high cost of energy supply and transport. Large-scale production
was therefore difficult to achieve. The majority of industrial firms fell under the “mini’
and “small” category."® They were not officially registered and therefore paid no tax. A
number of important industries grew and fell according to the economic situation in
the primary sector and the construction industry.

Good examples of the situation of industry in Altamira were the sawmills/wood-
working and furniture factories.'’”

The construction boom of the years 1970-1972 also brought a partial revival of the
wood processing with it, but when the boom was over, it took a number of sawmills.'®
As in commerce, most owners were out to get rich as quickly as possible, close the busi-
ness and start something else. What also often happened was that the owner closed
his business at the end of the dry season, fired the workers and then opened a new
business after the rainy season.

In the second half of the seventies new sawmills were built. They were set up by
successful equity farmers or timber traders from the Southern states, where con-
tinued deforestation and increased competition had greatly reduced the prospects for
growth. Presumably, the large-scale deforestation that preceded the establishment of
livestock farms had opened up new perspectives. Favorable financing options and low
interest rates also played a role, for example, in the purchase of land.

»

164 Ofthe private banks, I spoke only to the Bradesco branch manager.
165 |was also aware of one bank that dealt in artificial insemination on their own fazendas.

166 The line between “mini” and “small” was based on the number of ORTN (Obrigagdes Reajiistaveis do
Tesouro Nacional), expressing the annual “faturamento.”

167 Although the cabinet-making in the region had a traditional character, it is treated here as indus-
try, according to the statistical sources. The differences between sawmills/woodworkers on the one
hand and furniture makers on the other will be accentuated, where relevant. Wood processing was
the most important industrial sector in terms of employment (in 1978—1979: 47% of industrial em-
ployment; data from F.LLE.P.A).

168 Sawmills are usually directly involved in the opening of a frontier. In the Altamira region, however,
timber extraction did not reach such a high level, because of the high supply costs.



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839475362-024
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

Ron Milder: Altamira before and after the construction of the Transamazdnica

Most of the local sawmills were small and unregistered.” The small businesses
ran on a limited amount of their own capital and had a highly variable turnover be-
cause they were highly dependent on the construction industry, which almost came
to a standstill during the rainy season. In the rainy months, the companies worked
below their capacity and also employed fewer people. The entrepreneurs were then
forced to live on their wood stocks, as transport was almost impossible. In contrast
to the large companies, which produced for export, the small companies did not have
good means of transport and or skilled workers. For the banks, their financing entailed
too much risk; production and sales were too unstable. Only the large export-oriented
companies received loans to finance fixed capital (including machinery), according to
the BASA branch manager. The small sawmills tried to keep their heads above water by
making a deal with fazendeiros or colonos for their timber supply.”®*” In order to reduce
production costs, the business owners sought to integrate cabinetmaking and sawmill
into one firm. Two of the four carpenters visited already had a sawing installation and
the other two were planning to buy one.

The furniture makers (who worked to order) had to depend mainly on certain spe-
cialisations, for which a regular customer base could be found among traders, con-
struction companies or fazendeiros.* This was because they were starting to experi-
ence more competition from specialist shops that sold ready-made furniture with the
option of paying in instalments.

Other industries visited had to have a specific customer base, partly outside Al-
tamira, or specific fast-growing rural economic activities, such as gold mining and
rubber culture. An example of the former was an aluminum ware factory that special-
ised in aluminum vehicle number plates.

Finally, an example of a company with highly mechanised operations, which had
established itself in Altamira with government support, namely a modern coffee
roaster opened in 1981, which partly ran on coffee beans supplied from the Centro-Sul.
After just a few years, the company was able to expand the number of employees and
even employed its own drivers. The modern equipment came from S3o Paulo. The gov-
ernment granted a guarantee subsidy in case sales declined too much. Altamira was
the only sales market. The other coffee roasters suffered a languishing existence.

According to data from the Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatistica (IBGE)
and the Federagao Industrial do Estado do Para (FIEPA), the industrial sector showed
rapid growth in the second half of the 1970s. The statistics recorded as new industries,

169 There were six sawmills within a radius of 5 km and in Altamira itself (IBDF registered). According to
one manager, there were as many as eight, four of which were visited. Along the Transamazénica in
the direction of Itaituba there were at least eight sawmills, towards Maraba at least one. In Altamira
itself there were eight furniture factories, three of which were visited.

170 Some sawmills even owned a piece of forest, which was cleared by hired workers. The companies
had to pay tax for this.

171 Colonos used to use the forest reserve that was not allowed to be cut down when agriculture yielded
too little income.

172 For example, one of the furniture makers visited had mainly fazendeiros as regular customers, be-
cause it had specialised in the construction of large stern gates (cancelbas) for fazendas. In the rainy
months, turnover fell sharply due to the poor accessibility of the roads and declining activity.
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among others, the manufacturing of building materials, electrical engineering and
communications."”?

The processing of export cultures did not take place in Altamira. At the most, the
producers and trading companies provided pre-processing (prebeneficiamento) with
separate installations or hand tools. The processing of rice did take place in Altamira,
in rice hullers.

The rise of large-scale retail and wholesale trade

The strong growth of the population and the emergence of a middle class of civil ser-
vants, engineers and professionals with purchasing power changed the retail industry.
Supermarkets as well as speciality shops in consumer durables were opened. Three
of the five registered speciality stores were added after 1980. The change went along,
among other things. with improving supply. The bridges of the Transamazonica were
renewed and the Belém—Brasilia road was asphalted, allowing goods from Centro-Sul
to arrive more quickly in Altamira.

Until 1976-1977 there were only two supermarkets, eight years later there were al-
ready eight. Some chain stores had two or three branches. A striking feature was the
supermarket that was part of a company that also had businesses in related sectors
or supply companies. The two largest firms had their own rice hullers. One also had
a fazenda and a vegetable farm. Another firm also owned a chicken farm. This was in
order to limit high supply costs from elsewhere as much as possible. Cost-cutting and
larger-scale sales made the supermarkets cheaper than the small grocers and the secos
e molhados. Several mini-supermarkets had to deal with increasing competition in the
early eighties, which had “broken their necks,” according to the entrepreneur of one of
the companies.

The supermarkets focused especially on the urban middle class. This was apparent
from the sale of prepackaged and purified rice, sugar and vegetables that came all the
way from S3o Paulo or Central Brazil and were therefore also more expensive than the
local products.”™ At the beginning of the rainy season, the prices of goods supplied
from Centro-Sul skyrocketed.””” One supermarket followed the other.

As for the supermarkets, the situation also changed for businesses that supplied
durable consumer goods. The business owners of the local Volkswagen garage and one
out of five furniture and household appliances shops whom I interviewed pointed to
the favorable development of purchasing power, not only in Altamira itself but also in
the rural area, as a result of the newly emerged export cultures and extensive livestock
farming." This was also reflected in the fact that the VW company largely relied on fa-
zendeiros and cocoa and pepper producers when it came to customers outside Altamira.

173 Data from FIEPA/IBCE.

174 Forexample, prepackaged rice from S3o Paulo cost 1300 to 1500 cruzeiros and rice from the region
cost about 900 Crs$. For coffee this was 2800 Cr$ against 1600 Cr¢ for a pack from the local roaster.

175 Prices rose on average by 30 to 40 %, for some scarce vegetables they even doubled.

176 Volkswagen had branches in Itaituba, Santarém, Maraba and Imperatriz (on the Belém—Brasilia
road). The latter was also for trucks. Such companies mainly sought out the already more consoli-
dated urban settlements (Volbeda1982b, 234).
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But colonos and urban lower income groups also formed part of the sales market; they
could buy on credit. The VW branch even supplied cars to residents of Porto de Més
and S3o Felix do Xingu. Along the Transamazénica, the catchment area extended to a
distance of 200 km.

Employment in this sector developed favourably.”” The VW department even
wanted to start a separate company for Ford in 1985. Businesses in this sector also did
not escape declining turnover during the rainy season.

Transport and services

The number of transport companies has steadily increased, thanks to the resurgent
commerce, agricultural export cultures and activities in timber extraction and min-
ing."® It was essential to improve the connections between Altamira and Centro-Sul
during this time. The asphalting of the Belém—Brasilia road played a crucial role in this.
The largest shipping company opened its gates in Altamira in the same year that the
port of Vitéria was modernised.” In 1980 the company started using trailers (carretas)
that could be used for both land and water transport, so that intermediate loading
and unloading was no longer necessary.”®° The road transport company I visited came
to Altamira in 1980 to arrange transport for one of the mining companies.' After the
contract was terminated, the company established contacts with commercial compa-
nies. The airline company VASP opened a separate freight department in Altamira in
1980, which fell directly under the head office in S3o Paulo.

The shipping companies and road transport companies had permanent contracts
with wholesalers, supermarkets and specialist shops in consumer durables. One of the
shipping companies was even responsible for transporting production supplies to the
sugar cane-producing zone around Pacal. The airline had contracts with some mining
companies and with the private engineering firm that carried out preparatory work for
the construction of a hydroelectric power station. During the rainy season, shipping
companies and airlines took over the task of road transport, because the Transamazo-
nica was usually closed to traffic.

Altamira exported rice, maize, cocoa, pepper, rubber and timber to Belém (across
the river) and cocoa to factories elsewhere in Brazil. The export of tin ore and gold had
risen sharply since 1980. The trade in Brazil nuts, on the other hand, had fallen sharply.

The imports were made up as follows: foodstuffs and clothing; cars and household
appliances, furniture; machines and machine parts and other means of production
for the primary and secondary sector (iron, building materials), medicines and, some-

177 The furniture/household appliances shop I visited started in1982 with two employees and had tenin
1985. The Volkswagen branch had a total of so employees.

178 The information below is based on interviews with the two shipping companies, one of the two
freight carriers (the largest) and one of the four registered road transport companies.

179 The shipping company also had branches in Santarém and Itaituba.
180 The trailers could be transported by water (on rafts) as well as by land.

181 The company still had a branch in Itaituba and planned to establish itself in Santarém and Maraba.
The company had already opened a number of branches in the state of Rondénia in the 1970s.
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times, poultry. Fuel for electricity generation was brought in by road from a depot on
the Xingu, 70 km east.

Because of the high transport rates and the local employment situation, local road
transport a circuit of unregistered transport small businesses had arisen, usually with
one or just a few drivers. They formed an active link in the connections between Al-
tamira and various towns along the Transamazénica.

Of the other service activities, repairs stood out in particular as a fast growing
industry.’s The company visited was one of three registered repair shops in the metal
industry. It not only repaired tools used for gold mining, but also manufactured them
themselves. The owner had come to Altamira when exploration of the area was expand-
ing greatly.”® Gold mining came to a standstill in the rainy season, during which the
company fell back on the repair of small machines and cars for mining companies and
government institutions and others. The number of employees remained stable during
the rainy months, unlike many local sawmills. Another company, which specialised in
turning, had government agencies and mining companies as regular customers. These
provided the regular income, leaving room to supply credit to other companies.

With regard to other services, the growing number of lawyers, private doctors and
clinics was remarkable. The growth was the result of steadily increasing private land
ownership and the expanding urban middle class.

Government policy in the early 1980s

The development strategy set out by the Federal government in the mid-1970s was con-
tinued into the 1980s. The big difference was that public investment went to a more
limited number of projects. In other areas, the government withdrew in favour of
private initiative. That implied that various agencies, which depended on the Federal
government for their financial resources, had to make do with less. The POLAMAZO-
NIA and the Programa de Redistribugdo de Terras (Proterra) programmes have been
discontinued.'®* Most tax breaks for extensive livestock farming were also abolished."
The agency for federal roads, the Departamento Nacional de Estadas deRodagem
(DNER), received less money. And the regional development agency SUDAM also had
to lose a lot of financial scope and influence.

182 In1970 there were 26 branches with 70 employees, between 1985 and 1990, 67 (registered) branches
with 215 employees (Figures: IBGE1984a and b).

183 Until 1980 he worked in Itaituba, the “El Dorado” of gold mining in the 1970s. In the early 1980s, the
centre of gravity would move inland, south of Itaituba.

184 PROTERRAwasaprogrammeinitiatedin1971for the distribution of waste lands of latifundiosamong
the small farmers and landless workers in the North and Northeast. Later it became a subsidy pot for
the agro-industry, livestock farming and infrastructural projects. (Goodman and Redclift 1981, 145).

185 One of the vets based in Altamira pointed out that a number of ranchers no longer called in a sep-
arate doctor. The immediate reason was the implemented salary increase, but in the background
were the reversed tax benefits and the stagnation in the regional livestock sector.
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Photo 17. Altamira’s commercial centre where goods from the South could be bought (1985)

Photo 18. Another part of the commercial centre
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Photo zo. Illustration of the construction boom and of the expected rise of incomes,
mid-1980s (1985)

Federal banks had to accept a cut in rural lending imposed by the Central Bank. They
were forced to limit themselves to those companies and branches of commerce from
which a reasonable production volume could be expected and sales were assured, ac-
cording to an official of the Banco do Brasil.

The Federal government expected all the salvation from a few large-scale min-
ing projects, in which it supplied the energy. The best known project was that of the
Grande Carajis adjacent to the dam at Tucurui. Here, too, the gigantic infrastructure
had to attract foreign investors.

These changes in Federal government policy did not leave the Altamira/Transam-
azdnica untouched: The local branch of the DNER conducted a selective maintenance
programme from 1981. The priorities were at the connection with Vitéria and with the
regional petrol depot. Also the section of the Transamazdnica westwards was in fair
condition, because that was where the cocoa, pepper, sugar cane and mahogany came
from. The large companies and the fazendas had their own means of transport and
took care of the maintenance themselves.

As far as the energy supply was concerned, Altamira had to make do provisionally
with a diesel generator for the generation of electricity. A request for a connection to
the grid of the future Tucurui plant, which would be cheaper, was rejected.

It was expected that the open choice of the banks for large companies producing
goods for export would also lead to a greater concentration of land ownership along
the Transamazonica, a process that had already started with the announcement of the
Polamazonia project, and existed even before that.'s

186 Before that, there was already an extremely skewed distribution of land ownership. The statistical
office IDESP stated in its research report on the municipality of Altamira that, in 1970, 42% of the
agricultural area was taken up by only 0.7% of the number of companies.
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Itwas also expected that the emerging rural middle class of fazendeiros and wealthy
producers of commercial exports would control an increasing part of the production
process and that small farmers would become involved. Their power was based on
ownership of the land, the possession of means of transport and of storage facilities
and other means of production.

In 1982, the INCRA launched a new colonisation project for small farmers, 120-140
km east of Altamira (4000 lotes of 100 ha each), but the colonos involved received no-
where near the support they needed. Schools and health posts were lacking, so that
the newly arrived colonos were forced to rely on Altamira for those. Access to the project
area was very poor; the side roads were poorly maintained and barely passable during
the rainy season, which made sales very difficult. The boundaries between the project
area and the neighboring large fazendas were not clearly marked and gave rise to land
conflicts. The colonos were in danger of losing their land unintentionally.

This did not mean that the Altamira/Transamazonica region had completely dis-
appeared from the attention of the Federal government. The 1980s also brought new
potential growth prospects.

Modern extractivism and the alternative energy supply (1980-1984)

In 1982, the Federal government started participating in the programme to increase
rubber production called Probor (Programa da Borracha). The programme was intend-
ed to boost the productivity of declining rubber production areas and establish new
rubber plantations. With this, Brazil hoped to become self-sufficient in rubber again.
This programme had already started in 1972 and was initially limited to the Amazon re-
gion." The 19821987 programme aimed for 250 000 hectares of new rubber plantings
across the country. The financial support of the programme by the Federal government
was (partly) motivated by the need of the motor tyre industry in S3o Paulo for cheap
raw materials.”®®

The coordinating body for this programme, the Superintendéncia de Hevea (SUD-
HEVEA), stimulated the cultivation of new varieties (in collaboration with EMBRAPA),
provided technical guidance (in collaboration with EMATER), mediated in the start-up
of rubber processing mini-companies and traded the purchased rubber to industries
in S3o Paulo. The Banco do Brasil supported the processing companies by subsidising
machines, production supplies and even the supply of the raw material. Only the rub-
ber had to be bought by the grower. The bank even participated in PROBOR with its
own financial resources, in the expectation that it would bring more stability to the
rural sector, according to the agronomist of the Banco do Brasil.

SUDHEVEA did not come to Altamira until 1982, but rubber tapping in cultivated
stocks was initiated by EMATER as early as 1975.”%° Until then, it was still extracted in
the traditional way. It was collected by rubber tappers and bought up by traders, who

187 During the years1972—1982,140000 hectares of rubber trees were to be planted in Amazénia.

188 Asanillustration: the Banco da Amazodnia stimulated the sale of the rubber processed in Altamira to
the Firestone motor tyre factory in Sdo Paulo.

189 Theworkingarea of the Altamira site extended into the municipalities of Altamira, Prainha, SaoJosé
Porphirio, Sao Felix do Xingu and Porto de Més.
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transported the rubber in its unprocessed state to Belém. Some landowners made use
of the subsidies provided by PROBOR."® They started planting rubber plantations or
setting up processing businesses.””! Fazendeiros also signed up for the laying out of rub-
ber plantations.

Nor did the rubber programme escape the pruning of the austerity measures. While
the interest rate itself had risen sharply, the adjustment of the interest rate to inflation
was increased from 35 % to 80 %. As a result, most seringalistas were no longer interest-
ed inlaying out plantations, which would only yield something after five years.””> A few
switched to the production and marketing of seedlings at their own expense. That was
more attractive because the stage of production would then be reached earlier.

Traditional rubber tapping also declined, as many rubber tappers turned to gold
mining for their fortune. However, a number of them returned to their old places when
the gold business disappointed them.

The rubber processing mini-companies failed to reach their production capacity.’
They didn’t have enough capital to buy sufficient latex. In addition, the landowners
preferred to sell the collected rubber to merchants, because it then yielded more for
them.

In Altamira itself, a rubber processing company was set up in 1983 by local serin-
galistas. They chose Altamira as their location not only because the raw material was
available nearby, but also because SUDHEVEA strongly encouraged location in Al-
tamira. After the company was set up with its own financial means, the bank assisted
with the purchase of raw rubber, current expenses and the sale of the processed rubber
in S3o Paulo. Even the maintenance of their own rubber trees was subsidised. They
had their own freight boats for transport to Belém. The factory employed about twenty
workers who were attracted locally.

Mining also started to expand. The French company Canopus began the produc-
tion of tin ore in 1983. The Brazilian company Taboca also wanted to start mining gold.
Two other companies came to the Xingu to do the same. One of them was partly sub-
sidised as a SUDAM project, partly because the gold mined would be sold to the state.

Gold mining in Amazonia was intensified after the government had decided to pay
off part of the foreign debt with the national gold reserves. In order to increase gold
production, not only were some gold searchers’ camps reopened, but the doors were
also opened wide for large-scale exploitation.

Lastly, the Altamira/Transamazdnica region was also given a task in providing for
the national energy supply. A private engineering firm in Altamira began preliminary
research for the construction of a hydroelectric power station, which had to be com-
pleted in 1996. Construction was due to start in 1989.

190 One of the most important subsidies was that the adjustment of the interest rate to inflation was
only made for 35 % instead of 100 %.

191 Oneofthe potential advantages was thatthe latexitself could serve directly as a raw material for the
mini-companies and did not have to be defumed first. This meant that the rubber tapper either had
more time for his own food supply or could tap more rubber trees per round. Fewer rubber tappers
were then needed.

192 Aseringalista is a large landowner who also has rubber trees on his land. He hires workers to tap the
rubber.

193 In1984/85 there were three mini-companies in the region. One near Porto de Mds, one near Vitéria
and one at Km 115, west of Altamira. Each had an average of four employees.
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In the philosophy of the state-owned company Eletronorte, the hydroelectric pow-
er station was to supply energy (CHECK) to the future metallurgical-industrial indus-
try complex that will process the minerals of Carajis. But the primary concern was
to achieve an integrated national electricity grid. If the Centro-Sul rivers reached too
low a water level to make a satisfactory contribution to the local energy supply, power
stations in the North could be called in to help.

Altamira’s altered functional structure (1980-1985)

What did the developments outlined above mean for the functional structure of the
town of Altamira?

The hydroelectric power station would almost certainly trigger another construc-
tion boom, since, in addition to the work on the dam itself, the road network would
have to be adapted and a complete residential area for 50000 people would have to
be built for the employees. The engineering firm already employed no fewer than 120
people, most of whom came from Altamira itself. The construction boom had already
been foreshadowed in the early 1980s by the expansion of the number of large ware-
houses for building materials.””* Two more were built in 1983 and 1984, commissioned
by a wholesaler and fazendeiros. Private engineering firms were also attracted by the
construction boom.

In the retail sector, the impending construction boom had only accelerated the
process of scaling-up. One of the largest retail firms planned to open a supermar-
ket-cum-department store in 1985. The owner of the VW branch had a Ford garage
built. He also referred to the construction boom and the residential area as his incen-
tive. He wanted to put more expensive models on the market. The relocation of a saw-
mill to Altamira should also be mentioned. The owner did this, for one reason, to make
it easier to obtain cheaper electricity in the future.”

Developments were also underway in the field of agricultural research and the in-
troduction of new crops that would have an impact on the urban functional structure.
In 1984-1985, EMATER and EMBRAPA began to introduce the guaranda fruit and cotton
as commercial cultures in the region. Guarand was an indigenous fruit, for which there
was a lot of demand, so that sales seemed assured. Cotton, introduced by producers
from the Northeast and South, had the advantage that it also thrived on less fertile soil.
One of the large trading firms in Altamira had planned to set up a cotton processing
plant and had already bought a piece of land for it.

In 1983, EMATER, in collaboration with smallholders from the South, started to
set up commercial vegetable farms in the immediate vicinity of Altamira.”” In this
way they hoped to do something about the very expensive import of vegetables from
Centro-Sul. An EMATER official said that, since then, imports had fallen by 10%. The

194 Therewere fourlarge warehousesin Altamirain early1985; three of these had been added after1979.

195 Altamira was also more attractive to him as a business location because of the abundant supply of
especially stable workers and because of the direct proximity to workshops for maintenance and
repair.

196 Atthattime (1984) there were 15 nurseries in operation throughout the region, four of which were in
the immediate vicinity of Altamira. Each nursery employed two to four people.
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nurseries also focused on seeds, because it was the high supply costs of seeds that had
hindered the cultivation of vegetables on a large scale. In order to stimulate the com-
mercialisation of vegetables, a municipal market was opened in 1983. A second market
hall was under construction at the time (financed by the SUDAM, among others). In
this way it was hoped to stimulate the direct sale of food crops (Umbuzeiro 1983, 5).

To conclude

Altamira is one of the oldest urban settlements in the Brazilian Amazon and was
therefore a landmark, focal point and operating base in the construction of the Trans-
amazonica. After the road reached it, Altamira went through a spectacular develop-
ment, as a result of which it had undergone a complete metamorphosis within ten
years and fulfilled many new functions, almost entirely as a result of the measures of
the Federal government aimed at the physical and economic integration of Amazonia.
The development was not unique to Altamira. In other places, too, such as Maraba,
Itaituba and Santarém, a radical change took place. What has been described for Al-
tamira in this chapter is therefore also illustrative of the changes brought about by the
Transmazonica and other access routes elsewhere.
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