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Project
“Social and Environmental processes that follow 
the implementation of Large-scale Projects: a 
socioenvironmental study of the hydropower 
plant of Belo Monte, Amazon” (5 years) 

General Objectives
• Map the socio-environmental impacts of large 

projects 
• Observe how people respond to major life 

changes 
• Goals: understand human adaptability and 

make meaningful contributions as to how 
projects are implemented in the region, 
reducing adverse impacts 

Specific focus on Riverine Population
• How have the displaced riverine population 

been adapting to these socio-environmental 
changes? 

• Were there significant changes to their eating 
behaviour?

Location
Altamira, Xingu River 
Pará, Brazil



The Riverine People
• Ribeirinho or “caboclo” people mentioned by the literature since the 1950s, 

but relatively neglected as topic of study compared to indigenous peoples 
despite being more numerous and having developed a highly adaptable 
way of life to the Amazonian environment (Wagley 1953; Galvao 1955; 
Moran 1973; Chibnik 1994; Padoch and Pinedo 1989; Nugent 1993; Moran 
2000) 

• origins: miscegenation of indigenous with waves of colonisers, former 
enslaved populations brought from Africa and more recent waves of 
internally displaced peasants from Northeast and South (draught, rubber 
boom, TransAmazonian Highway) 

• Traditional regional profile marked by subsistence systems mix of fishery, 
hunting, small scale agriculture, forestry (seasonal), combined with 
emerging situations of wage labor (Murrieta et al 2008).  

• In recent years, becoming more urban in both residence and subsistence 
(Moran and Boanada 2016). 

• More connections to urban centers: growth of urban perimeters, 
dismantling of aviamento systems (former role of the regatao), access to 
market, public services, wage labor - double housing concept



Objective of first year of fieldwork (2015-2016)

- “Recognition”
• June-August, 2015  
• re-build contacts from 2011-2013 
• Visits to Altamira, Belo Monte, Volta Grande communities, and islands along the Xingu River. 
• Participant observation, participatory research meetings, fishing expeditions 
• Identify and classify affected “riverine” communities 
• Catalog the immediate impacts and changes in ways of life (during the works) 

- “Follow up”
• October 2015  
• Visits to families displaced by the dam and self-identified as “ribeirinhos” 
• Observation and semi-structured interviews 
• Visits to the Jatobá Urban Resettlement 
• Narrowing down the sample of “urban riverine” families (41 families) 

-  “First Impressions of the Adaptation process”
• March 2016 
• Life-story interviews with 40 riverine families living in urban resettlements  
• First level of analysis: 

• Cataloguing of key elements that “characterised” a riverine way of life (according to their own words and 
life stories); 
• Earlier migration/adaptation patterns 
• Changes in livelihoods before, during and after the Belo Monte Dam. 
• Life changes, expectations and frustrations regarding the resettlement 
• Strategies to cope with new life 

Second Level of analysis: Is there an “urban ribeirinho” way of life emerging in the Amazon? How is an urban 
lifestyle affecting eating habits? 



• Islands 
• River side (beiradao) 
• City (igarapés) 
• Rural plots

The Riverine People



Affected and Displaced Riverine People
- People living in “palafitas” along the margins of the Xingu river and in tributaries 

close to the city of Altamira (focus of this paper) 
- People living in islands upstream 
- People living in islands downstream
- People living in rural plots alongside the river upstream and downstream 

- Riverine people were not recognised as having a particular way of life during the 
studies of impact assessment.  

- Therefore, the double-housing lifestyle of most riverine families was not taken into 
consideration for the purposes of relocation and compensation. (Ex. Most families 
had a house in an island - where they would fish, plant a “roça” and live part time, 
and also another house in the city to have access to services - such as healthcare 
and education - and to the market to sell the fish and agriculture production. The 
ratio of time spent in the city or in the river depends on the age of the family 
members, gender, their health situation, etc.) 

- Riverine families had to “elect” their location of main residence (the house that 
would be considered for the purposes of relocation and compensation). Houses in 
islands were mostly considered to be “support locations” and no compensation 
other than the value of construction material was granted (indemnifications varied 
from 2.000 to 15.000 Reais - approximately 500 to 3.750 USD)



Livelihoods and main sources of nutrition:  
the river as the “supermarket” 



• Main source of income and also protein 
intake: fish  (around from 30 - 60%) 

• market and individual preferences: ex: 
tucunaré and acurimatá



Hunting

• Paca, Porcao, Tracajá



• Also: manioc, beans, corn, different 
sorts of spices and herbs, cacao and 
other fruits 

• “Rancho”: salt, sugar, coffee, pasta, 
oil, gas, rice and beans





Immediate impacts on riverine livelihoods: 
during construction



Main concern: 
Sustainable, short and 

and long-term 
Food Security and 

autonomy



Impacts on Fishery 
• Decrease in fishery (quantity and quality) 
• Navigation made more difficult:  

• vegetation suppression and its relation to strong sudden wind 
blows (“banzeiro”) in the lake zone 

• transposition system: longer travel time, and lack of autonomy: 
“feeling dependent, dishonoured”, 

• strong light from the worksite 24/7 confuses the fish and change their 
behaviour 

• noise from dinamites used in the worksite, also during the night, “scares 
the fish away” 

• dirty mud coming downstream compromises navigation, visibility, and 
quantity/quality of fishery 

• forms of impact assessment (consultancies calculate the amount of fish 
arriving at ports) does not include the time spent fishing and the social 
network involved. 

• impact assessment does not evaluate quality of the fish caught (remoso) 
• Growing competition with imported (and cheaper) fish production 
• Social networks destabilised  
• Leading to: food insecurity (temporary?) and changes in the diet



Long term Impacts: 
 Resettlement process



Focus: Riverine people living along the 
tributaries of the Xingu River,  

city of Altamira 
- Not all the people living in “palafitas” along the 3 tributaries (igarapés) of the city of 

Altamira self-identify as being “Ribeirinhos” 
- The ones who do are mostly those who have the “double-housing” as a key 

component of their riverine life-styles 
- Depending on the distance to the island, fishing location and on the age of the family 

members, one or more of them would spend on from 8 consecutive days to 2 months 
away from the city 

- Not having taken into consideration the specificities of the ribeirinho lifestyle earlier on 
into the process of impact evaluation, made the riverine people invisible. The Socio-
economic records compiled by the Belo Monte Dam developers considered them to 
be regular urban slam dwellers.  

- As a consequence, the process of relocation of these families to one of the 5 planned 
urban settlements in Altamira placed them in a landlocked situation: without direct 
access to the river tributaries, more expensive and depending on road transportation 
to reach (bus, car, moto), increased fishing costs, problems for storage and 
transportation of boats. 

- A sample of 41 ribeirinho families was found in similar situation living in the Jatobá 
Urban Settlement and selected to take part in our study.



Urban Settlements: forced and voluntary 
displacement and adaptation

- The developer and government deal with social demands as they come, trying to remedy individual 
situations ad hoc. Meanwhile, the larger picture shows riverine families adapting (or not) to their new 
houses, location, and lifestyles, deepening a historical movement of urbanisation of the “ribeirinho” 
way of life.



Process of adaption:  
an urban ribeirinho way of life?



First 50 hours of visits and interviews in the resettlement area reveal

- Earlier migration patterns from a more isolated riverine lifestyle to a more recent 
pendular city-river lifestyle,  

- Explained mostly by need to access public services and market, and also by the 
competition for land (considering the creation of protected areas). 

- The adaptation process to an even more urban life, without direct access to the river, is 
ongoing.  

- Adaptation involves different processes of transformation of the space, of the self, and 
of expected futures. It differs from family to family, depending on individual members 
age groups, particular aptitudes, social networks, past family history, etc (still ongoing 
study). Some common experiences were, nevertheless, found: 



• Distance from the river, price of “fresh food” and increasing reliance on 

industrialised goods: mercadinhos

Adaptation to the Urban Setting



• Replication of herbarium and edible gardens (“roças”, very common in ribeirinho 

houses and islands): for own private use 

• Construction of water wheels for “clean”, free  and “reliable” source of water (not 

allowed by regulation)  

• More than one nuclear family inhabiting the same house (plot). Extension of the 

houses using left-over material (mostly wood) from island houses or palafitas

Adaptation to the Urban Setting



• Persistence of fishery Partial transformation of family house-unit into commercial area.



Herbs, edible plants and manioc 
(backyards) 



Almost 10% of the sampled families have 
decided to move away from Jatobá to rural 
plots or to unknown locations (selling or 
renting their houses). The regulation 
concerning resettlement states that the 
relocated beneficiary cannot sell the house, 
because the process of land regularisation 
will be concluded in the name of the originally 
displaced person.    
Future property disputes are to be expected. 



Adaptation, transformation and  
expectations of future

Different groups/ reactions to the relocation to Jatobá (or ideal-categories)              *All names used are fictive 

Ex. of resistance to adaptation: Mr. José is “feeling like a prisoner” whenever in Jatobá. The house is under the care 
of his daughter (now she lives permanently in an urban setting). He thinks the house is too hot and the food in the city 
tastes badly. He has managed to keep a double-house lifestyle due to the fact that his “other house” at Iriri river was 
not directly impacted by the Dam. He plans to go to Altamira only for healthcare now, and prefers to spend all his time 
in the Iriri river region (a tributary of the Xingu River). 

Ex. of adaptation: Mr. Mario is pleased with his new urban life, he is a versatile retired “rubber soldier” and former 
fishermen (for 20 years).He does not need direct access to the river anymore. He is satisfied with the new house (that 
does not suffer from seasonal floods). Only worries about the distance to the center and the bills that have to be paid 
now (i.e. property tax). He has adapted his backyard, planted herbs and other eatable plants. However, given the 
choice, he would prefer to live by the river (he misses the wind, climate and the sound of water). 

Ex. of transformation: Mrs. Sonia has rented out her house in Jatobá and bought a rural plot further away from 
Altamira. The plot does not give direct access to the river, but has access to a small water streams (córregos). The 
family has some experience with agriculture and prefers a rural lifestyle. Expects to invest in cacau, a profitable 
commodity in this region. Her children will go to rural schools and access to other public services will be granted by the 
proximity to Altamira. 

Ex. of apathy (neither adaptation, resistance, nor transformation)



Research directions
• Riverine people who lived relatively isolated in the Amazonian forest have 

been experiencing a movement of increasing connections with the urban 
environment - from isolated to “urban ribeirinhos” 

• Riverine practices related to fishery and agriculture and food habits were 
being kept by the “double housing” lifestyle, even if consumption of new 
goods increased with the proximity of urban markets (industrialised 
“rancho”: sugar, salt, rice, beans, gas) 

• Maintenance of riverine practices, despite proximity to town, explained both 
by “preferences” (taste), access and economic behaviour (ex. tucunaré vs. 
acurimatá) 

• The invisibilization of riverine populations in impact assessments (EIA/RIMA): 
not specifically addressed as a group with particular characteristics or 
needs (unlike the indigenous). Consequence: no conditions for maintenance 
of traditional way of life or slow adaptation to urban setting. Adaptability, 
then, becomes a matter of individual responsibility not public policy.



• Sudden displacement to urban settlements without direct access to the river 
may represent a rupture with the riverine traditions and have consequences for 
their food habits (in less than one generation) 

• Strategies to cope with displacement may include: (i) resistance breaking the 
“law” and selling the house to move back to remaining areas close to the river or 
rural plots; or (ii) adaptation of the urban setting, including adoption of mini 
“roças” in the back and front yards, and hortas, construction of water wheels, 
etc. 

• Consequences for the nexus health-eating habits? Too soon to tell (parameters) 

• changes of eating patterns are not only due to the construction of the dam - 
longer term historical process 

• But, less access to river or forest as “supermarket”, perceived decreasing 
quality of the fish and increasing prices have apparently reduced the total 
consumption of fish and red meat. 

• more access to information (proximity to hospitals and public awareness 
campaigns, ex: diabetes) 



Thank you!
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