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Can Roads and Rain Forests Co-Exist? 
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As road networks spread in the westernmost reaches of the vast 
Amazon River basin, forest experts foresee ever more forest clearing — like the illegal cutting in this photo taken in 1989 in Acre, the Brazilian state 
where Chico Mendes was murdered. (Credit: Andrew C. Revkin/ The New York Times) 

Francisco “Chico” Mendes, photographed in 1988, was murdered by cattle ranchers. (Credit: Associated Press) 

For 15 years, Foster Brown, a senior scientist at the Woods Hole Research Center, has been living in and around Acre, the state where Chico Mendes 
was killed 20 years ago for leading a homegrown movement to preserve rain forests as living assets. I asked Dr. Brown, who is in the capital, Rio 
Branco, for an update on the long-imagined “Road to the Pacific” and other projects and trends that could imperil the region’s remaining rain forests. 
Here’s what he wrote back: 

The heart of this region is where the Peruvian Department of Madre de Dios, the Brazilian State of Acre, and the Bolivian Department of 
Pando meet. This region is also known by the acronym MAP, based on the initials of the first letters of the respective political units. The 
MAP Region has some of the most biologically diverse rain forests in the world and a cultural diversity that includes indigenous tribes 
trying to avoid contact with industrial society. The region is about as large as the combined areas of New York State, Pennsylvania, New 
Jersey and Massachusetts, but with a combined population of less than a million persons. Several of the most important forces shaping 
development here are related to the recent surge in infrastructure investments.  

Until recently, the navigable rivers and roads came to an end in the MAP Region. When I first visited Acre in the late 1980s, a common 
phrase described the region as “the end of the world.” This was in this end of the world where Chico Mendes led a movement for land 
reform that also sought to preserve forest resources. But he was also involved in the issue of highways; Mendes’ pointed questioning about 
the environmental and social impacts of the IDB-funded [Inter-American Development Bank] paving of the BR-364 highway to Rio 
Branco, Acre contributed to his international prestige.  

Major infrastructure investments are now transforming the respective ends of the world for Brazil, Bolivia, and Peru into an expanding 
transportation and energy corridor. While there are definite benefits for regional development, the rate and magnitude of these investments 
may produce significant colateral damage to regional ecosystems and societies. The investments planned for the next five years in MAP 
and neighboring regions are on the order of 10-20 billion dollars and will involve the migration of tens of thousands of persons. Let me 
sketch out some of the most important investments. 
 
Roads 
Three major road networks are planned to link this area with ports in the Pacific. The most advanced network is the Interoceanic Highway 
connecting the Brazilian all-weather road system through paving highways in Acre and Madre de Dios to the Pacific ports of Matarani and 
Ilo. Initially budgeted at 800 million dollars, the costs now exceed one billion dollars.  

More from Dr. Brown on roads and deforestation: 

Paving in Acre was done in 2002 and now the paving from the Brazilian border has covered 180 kilometers and only lacks another 40 
kilometers to reach Puerto Maldonado, the capital of Madre de Dios. Within a few years, high-speed road access will be possible between 
Brazil and the Pacific coast. 

The second highway is in the advanced planning stages. The Brazilian government has recently signed an agreement to finance over 200 
million dollars of road improvements between Guajara-mirim in Rondonia and La Paz, as well as a bridge over the Mamoré River that 
separates Brazil and Bolivia.  

The third highway is more speculative. The Brazilian government is paving the highway between Rio Branco, the capital of Acre, and 
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Cruzeiro do Sul, Brazil’s westernmost city with plans to finish by the end of President Lula’s second term in 2010. It would take less than 
200 kilometers of further highway construction to link BR-364 with Pucallpa in Peru and to the road network that goes to Lima. If and 
when such a construction would occur is as yet not clear, but the on-going paving in Acre may well stimulate deforestation along the road. 

Dams 
Simultaneous with the hundreds of millions of dollars being invested in highways, several major hydroelectric dams are in the planning or 
initial construction phase. The Madeira River Hydroelectric Complex has two major dams – Santo Antonio and Jirau – in Rondonia, within 
200 km of Pando, that will cost an estimated ten billion dollars, although the global financial crisis may create problems for this 
investment. More recently, feasibility studies have begun for a five-billion dollar, 2,500-megawatt hydroelectric project for the Inambari 
River, 140 km southwest from Puerto Maldonado. A Brazilian consortium of OAS, Eletrobras and Furnas plan to export most of this 
energy to southern Brazil, creating an energy corridor through Madre de Dios and Acre to link up with the power produced by the Madeira 
River Complex.  

Any one of these mega-investments would be a challenge for societies to manage for regional development; the combination of several 
investments occurring simultaneously multiples the challenge, one that also includes increased logging, mining, migrations, and enhanced 
climate vulnerability. From Chico Mendes’ time to now, it has never been dull in the MAP Region, nor will it likely to be so in the near 
future. 
 
- Foster Brown 

Nearly 20 years ago, when I was interviewing a cattle rancher about the efforts by rubber tappers to keep making a living scratching tree bark for latex 
and collecting brazil nuts and the like, he advised me to keep track, saying, “Scratch the skin of a rubber tapper and you find a rancher.” 

Over all, the best protection for the Amazon so far has been its vastness. But as roads become weatherproof, distances shrink, and faraway markets 
become tenable, could the balance finally tip?  
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