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A critical story of change is a narrative with a series of stories exploring 

the changes taking place in the lives of people living and working in 

areas where WWF is striving to make a difference. A critical story of 

change does not have to be an example of good practices or explicitly 

test and validate WWF’s programmatic objectives.

Its stories, which are built upon the views 

of individuals and groups, offer a close-up, 

multifaceted view of a world in which reality 

is complex and messy, competing interests 

abound, happy endings are not assured, and 

where people’s livelihoods and well-being  

are critically and intimately connected  

to the natural world. Stories of change are vivid, individualistic and 

sometimes offer contrary perspectives. They provide WWF staff 

and other interested parties with rich insights into the complexity 

of social change. These stories demonstrate the challenges faced by 

organizations and their staff, who, while trying to facilitate change,  

are themselves subject to social and organizational pressures.

What Is a Critical
Story of Change?
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During the past 15 years, there have been significant changes in the thinking and 
practice of protected area management and governance. It is now widely accepted 
that there is a need to move away from fenced-off, protected areas that exclude or 
force out local people and other stakeholders. 

The environmental community, including WWF, has recognized that to be more 
effective, protected area governance requires participation from local populations. 
There is also ample evidence that protected areas are more likely to succeed when 
they combine support for sustainable livelihood options with conservation efforts.

WWF has been working in different protected areas in Brazil with support 
from the Gordon and Betty Moore Foundation, particularly in generating and 
systematizing knowledge on participatory approaches to conservation. Among 
the main lessons that have emerged from the experience of applying these 
participatory principles are the importance of the creation and implementation 
of management committees and the effectiveness of the collective design of 
management plans with local populations and other social stakeholders. 

The Cazumbá-Iracema Extractive Reserve, where this story is based, has been 
considered a paradigm from which many lessons have been drawn for other 
protected areas. This critical story of change strives to complement that learning 
by telling the story of the Cazumbá-Iracema Extractive Reserve from the 
perspective of the local population. 

Foreword by WWF
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Aldeci Cerqueira Maia  Community leader; Administrative Officer, Chico Mendes Institute for  
(a.k.a. Nenzinho)   Biodiversity Conservation (ICMBio) 

Alfonso Araripe da Silva  Vice President, Cazumbá Rubber Tappers Association (ASSC)

Antonio José  Community Leader; Member, Cazumbá-Iracema Extractive Reserve 
  Steering Committee 

Edivan Santos Maia  Youth Leader, Núcleo Cazumbá

Eric May  Senior Program Officer, WWF-US

Jair Gomes da Silva  Member, Cazumbá Rubber Tappers Association; Member, Cazumbá-Iracema 
  Extractive Reserve Management Committee 

Jilberto Maia  Artisan and Rubber Tapper, Nucleo Cazumbá 

Leonora Maia  Leader, Cazumbá Rubber Crafts Group 

Leudemy Alencar de Lima  Cooperiaco Agricultural Cooperative  
(a.k.a. Lila)  

Marció Maia da Silva  Youth Leader; Member, Cazumbá Rubber Tappers Association

Maria Maia  Teacher; Former President, Cazumbá Rubber Tappers Association

Moacyr Araujo Silva  Conservation Analyst, WWF-Brazil  

Raimundo da Silva   Community Leader; Former Member, Cazumbá-Iracema Extractive Reserve 
  Management Committee 

Tania Bloemer  Member, Nucleo Cazumbá Community Youth Group

PEOPLE INTERVIEWED
I would like to thank the following people for sharing their time, views and stories with me. I am particularly 
grateful to Eric May and Moacyr Araujo Silva for their help in making the visit a special experience. 
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This case study tells part of the story of the Amazon Headwaters Initiative, a  
10-year tri-national program managed by WWF and funded by the Gordon and 
Betty Moore Foundation to protect key forest areas in the southwest Amazon.  
As one of the longest and largest programs ever managed by WWF-US, there are 
rich veins of experience and learning within the individual sites and from the 
program as a whole. These could be of great value to the conservation community, 
but are too often hidden in the multitude of management reports or in the heads 
of the people working on and with the program.

In the middle of the 20th century, during the so-called second rubber boom, the 
Brazilian government encouraged workers from the country’s northeastern coast 
to migrate to the Amazon region. Government-sponsored posters promised “a 
new life in the Amazon,” a living to be made from tapping rubber deep in the 
Amazon rain forest. 

Those convinced by the slogan certainly came to live a different life than they 
probably had envisioned when they decided to move to the rain forest. Suddenly 
they knew what it was to live in semi-slavery; they knew poverty and scarcity; they 
understood that they could not easily return to the city if their “new life” didn’t 
work out. They also developed a new relationship with the rain forest and learned 
what it is to live in, and depend on, that forest. 

This story is about the sons, daughters and grandchildren of these economic 
migrants, and how they envision and continue looking for “a new life in  
the Amazon.” 

Introduction
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THE CAZUMBÁ-IRACEMA EXTRACTIVE RESERVE: 
PRESERVING AND IMPROVING OUR WAY OF LIFE

In 2002, an area of more than 1,800 acres along the Caeté River in the state of 
Acre, Brazil, was declared the Cazumbá-Iracema Extractive Reserve (CIER), one 
of nearly 70 such reserves in the Brazilian Amazon region. Cazumbá-Iracema is 
home to 179 different species of birds, 45 species of mammals and a rich variety 
of flora, including many types of palm trees and bamboo. It is also home to the 
main characters of this story—the 1,800 descendants of migrant workers from 
northeastern Brazil. Known as “rubber soldiers,” these migrants settled in the 
area beginning in the early 20th century to escape drought and find the new life  
in the Amazon promised by the government.

From his desk at the Sena Madureira office of the Chico Mendes Institute for 
Biodiversity Conservation (ICMBio)—the governmental organization managing 
the reserve—Aldeci Cerqueira Maia recounts the history of the reserve, of 
the Nucleo Cazumbá community and of his own life. Aldeci, known locally as 
Nenzinho, is a rubber tapper and the son of a “rubber soldier.” In the early 1990s, 
he led a struggle that ultimately resulted in the creation of the Cazumbá-Iracema 
Extractive Reserve in 2002. (See sidebar on opposite page.)

Nenzinho is a central character in this narrative; the story of the reserve cannot 
be told without taking into account his role. Thus, this is also the story of how 
a rubber tapper and community leader came to be involved in setting up and 
managing the reserve. It is the story of a man from the forest who—though it 
pained him deeply—had to leave his home and move to the city in order to follow 
his vision and fulfill a promise made to his community. 

For Nenzinho, the creation of the reserve meant protection: protecting a way of 
life, protecting communities along the Caeté River from the agricultural extension 
settlement projects and today protecting his community from different interests 
looking to make a quick profit from the exploitation of natural resources. 

Antonio José, another community leader from Alto Caeté, recalls the practices  
of loggers before the creation of the reserve and how they “threatened the future 
of our families.” Like Antonio, Nenzinho sees the reserve as a way to protect  
his community from a value system obsessed with competitiveness and property, 
which is alien to the rubber tappers’ culture and tradition. “We should be 
competing with ourselves only to improve, not to be better than others,”  
he explains. “A rubber tapper’s land has no limits.” 

Paradoxically, the creation of the reserve is seen not only as protection from the 
outside world, but also as a means to connect communities along the Caeté River 
to the modern world. And indeed, the creation of the reserve has resulted in the 

“We thought that guaranteeing the land would guarantee our ‘extractive’ 
way of life: living off what the forest produces and being able to sell  
in order to buy what we don’t have here.”

Aldeci Cerqueira Maia (a.k.a. Nenzinho), Cazumbá community leader

THE FOREST PEOPLE

“We are the ones who produced the rubber 
that brought progress to the Amazon 
region and to this country. Our parents and 
grandparents are the ones who inhabited this 
land when it was no one’s land. We are the 
ones who still inhabit this land today, making  
a living for our children and grandchildren. 
We, the forest people and traditional 
population, are the ones who cultivate the  
land and extract the forest products that still 
move the world today. 

“We are the real conservationists who, 
after 200 years, still live in the same places, 
preserving the forest around us. We are 
the ones who are truly responsible for the 
advantaged position of the Brazilian Amazon, 
which, as the lungs of the Earth, has attracted 
a lot of resources to our country. We are  
the ones who, even without a policy for the 
rubber industry and given the fall in [rubber] 
prices, still live in and defend the forest,  
in line with our constitution, for the present 

and future generations.”

Fragments of a letter written December 14, 2001,  
from Aldeci Cerqueira Maia (a.k.a. Nenzinho),  
of the Cazumbá Rubber Tappers Association, 
to the president of Brazil, requesting the creation  
of the Cazumbá-Iracema Extractive Reserve 

Aldeci Cerqueira Maia  

(a.k.a. Nenzinho)
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introduction of basic social investment and infrastructure by both the local and 
federal government and other institutions such as NGOs. 

Raimundo da Silva, a former member of the reserve’s management committee 
and a leader in one of the reserve’s most remote communities, reflects on the 
benefits of living in a RESEX. “I supported the creation of the reserve so as to 
have access to social programs,” he says. “We had no access to credit or to any 
governmental support before.” This echoes the long history of semi-slavery 
and isolation from the government that rubber tappers have suffered since the 
early 20th century. Leonora Maia, leader of the Cazumbá Rubber Crafts Group, 
strongly agrees. “The road changed our lives,” she says. “Before, if you got sick,  
all you could do was pray to God.” 

More than 30 miles upriver, in Alto Caeté, Antonio José does not hide his concern 
when he thinks about his 17-year-old son’s education and future. On one hand,  
he would like his son to go to the nearby city of Rio Branco to study. But on  
the other, Antonio is afraid that his son would not want to come back to live in 
the reserve and would therefore lose his right to extract—or, even worse, that he 
would be seduced by “city threats” such as alcoholism, drug addiction, crime  
or prostitution. 

Raimundo is also worried about future leadership in his community because 
he says that people remain passive and depend on him to find markets for their 
products. “People always think that Raimundo will manage to find partnerships,” 
he explains. “I don’t like to come to Sena Madureira either, but it is the only way. 
What will happen when Raimundo is no longer here?”

This critical story of change looks at the paradoxical relationship between the 
forest and the city and what each represents to people living in the reserve. It 
explores the mixed feelings of attraction and fear, dependency and autonomy, 
and ambition and austerity, all of which create a tension between tradition and 
innovation, between preserving a way of life and aspiring to a better one. 

It looks at what a new life, a better life and living off the forest mean to different 
people. This case study shows what various local perspectives reveal about 
different community organizations and leadership dynamics, identities and 
relationships between people in the reserve and outside actors. It also examines 
what all of this implies for the conservation of nature in the region and beyond. 
Finally, this narrative illustrates the extent to which livelihoods and conservation 
can be inextricably linked. 

Extractive Reserve 

An extractive reserve 
(RESEX) is, according to 
Brazil’s National System of 
Conservation Units (SNUC), 
a protected area inhabited 
by a traditional population 
whose livelihood is based on 
the extraction of products 
from the forest, subsistence 
agriculture and small  
animal breeding. 

The objective of a RESEX 
is twofold: to protect the 
livelihood and culture of its 
population while ensuring 
the sustainable use of natural 
resources. The presence  
of traditional populations  
in the reserve is considered  
a guarantee of protection  
of the forest: from invasion, 
deforestation, forest fires  
and illegal activity. 

WORKING TOGETHER TO PROTECT HOMES, LIVELIHOODS 
AND NATURAL RESOURCES

“Fifteen days before he was killed [in 1988], Chico [Mendes] was here, 
discussing the creation of an extractive reserve on this river. The creation 
of this and other extractive reserves was at the heart of the rubber tapper 
movement’s fight, and it is what inspired mine.”

Aldeci Cerqueira Maia (a.k.a. Nenzinho), Cazumbá community leader

Of the 350 families in the Cazumbá-Iracema Extractive Reserve, 40 live in Nucleo 
Cazumbá, making it the reserve’s biggest community. It is also the community 
nearest and most closely connected by road to the nearby city of Sena Madureira, 
and as a result, it receives the most social and other services. According to the 
residents of Nucleo Cazumbá, the history of the reserve cannot be told separately 
from the story of their community or the story of the Cazumbá Rubber Tappers 
Association (ASSC). 

In the early 1990s, the livelihoods and way of life—and even the very lives—of  
the rubber tapping communities of the Caeté River were under threat from illegal 
and uncontrolled timber extraction, which was exacerbated by a drop in rubber 
prices. At the same time, the government had plans, through official agricultural 
extension programs, to extend cattle ranching into areas previously reserved 
for rubber tappers. An initial expropriation order by the Brazilian Land Reform 
Institute (INCRA) threatened more than 200 local families with eviction. 

Inspired by the internationally famous rubber tapper activist and trade unionist 
Chico Mendes, Nenzinho founded the ASSC in 1993 to organize the community 
and confront threats to their homes. “From Chico’s fight, we learned that we  
had to be organized and united,” Nenzinho explains. “This is why we created  
the ASSC.” 

At the time, people were spread out in very small communities along more 
than 37 miles of the upper Caeté River. This physical isolation and the lack of 
organization among families worked against the communities’ own interests.  
The vision of the ASSC was to build strong community cohesion and organization 
in order to fight against the government’s establishment of a rural settlement 
and, eventually, create an extractive reserve that belonged to the community. To 
achieve this goal, the rubber tappers joined together to protest the expropriation 
order. After several joint actions and demonstrations, and with the support of an 
Italian Catholic priest, Father Paolino, the expropriation order was revoked, and 
200 families were saved from impending eviction. 

This initial victory was important but not definitive. Nenzinho and Father Paolino 
decided to create a community downriver, close to the city of Sena Madureira, to 
guard the other communities from new threats and to request public investment 
and services. This is how, in 1995, Nucleo Cazumbá was born. Nenzinho 
persuaded families along the Caeté River to move to the strategically located 
Cazumbá, which had been his own family’s settlement when each rubber tapper 

Rubber tapper in Brazil
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family worked its own area. Once the families moved to Cazumbá, all rubber-
tapping and Brazil nut harvesting areas were to be shared and worked by all 
community members. 

Creating a Reserve through Leadership, Faith and Strategy 
Father Paolino became the spiritual leader of the new community’s creation. As 
Nenzinho puts it, “He was and still is my North [Star].” According to Jair Gomes 
da Silva, an ASSC member, “Religion was the basis for everything that happened” 
as the movement gathered steam. Harmony, a sense of collectivity and spiritual 
union are, according to residents of Nucleo Cazumbá, crucial to understanding 
the process by which the reserve was established. In fact, as resident and rubber 
crafts group leader Leonora indicates, “Several biblical stories can be seen in the 
history of this river.”

Apart from encouraging political participation and attracting spiritual support, 
Nenzinho also had to learn to be strategic. He realized that being well organized 
was not enough to succeed in creating the reserve. With the support of the  
church, he started to build alliances with the local government in Sena Madureira. 

He also approached the Brazilian Institute of Environment and Renewable 
Natural Resources (IBAMA), which is responsible for implementing 
environmental policy. He proposed the creation of a RESEX that would protect 
the area from an increase in uncontrolled hunting and fishing. In 2001, before 
the creation of the reserve, Nenzinho also made contact with WWF and other 
potential partner organizations to secure support for ASSC’s fight and to explore 
common interests and potential alliances. 

Despite IBAMA’s interest in the proposed reserve, initial progress was hampered 
by the opposition of INCRA, which argued that a reserve could not be created 
on private land. This assumed that the area under consideration belonged to the 
rubber traders, who, according to Nenzinho, “not only had never stepped on this 
land, but had made us slaves for many years while staying in their sumptuous 
mansions built with our sweat.”

Nenzinho recognizes that the national and international impact of the  
1988 assassination of Chico Mendes, along with pressure from Brazilian and 
international conservation groups, made public institutions more open to his 
arguments and willing to reconsider agricultural expansionist policies. This 
created a favorable environment for the creation of the RESEX, which finally 
occurred in 2002. Support by WWF through the Amazon Region Protected Areas 
(ARPA) Program also contributed to catalyzing and funding the creation of  
the RESEX.

Chico Mendes  
and the Rubber Tapper 
Movement

Brazil’s rubber tappers 
formed trade unions in 
the 1970s in response to 
increased state support of 
deforestation to enable more 
profitable cattle ranching 
enterprises and make way  
for road projects. 

The tappers had successfully 
and sustainably tapped 
rubber from the threatened 
trees for generations. The 
Catholic Church actively 
supported the trade unions, 
which organized various 
nonviolent actions and 
demonstrations to confront 
deforestation and the plans of 
ranchers and the government.

Chico Mendes was the 
movement’s most famous 
leader and later became its 
international symbol when 
he was assassinated by a 
rancher for convincing local 
authorities to hold back  
cattle ranching projects in  
his community. 
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HUMANIZING CONSERVATION: 
THE CAZUMBÁ-IRACEMA EXTRACTIVE RESERVE FROM 2002-2007 

When the Cazumbá-Iracema Extractive Reserve was established in 2002, the local 
people finally felt safe from the threat of eviction. But it was not off to an easy 
start. The reserve fell under the system of extractive reserves managed by IBAMA, 
and relationships between this institution and the communities were not initially 
productive. Jilberto Maia, a former rubber tapper famous in Nucleo Cazumbá 
for his handmade rubber animals, recalls that he used to avoid encounters with 
IBAMA staff because “to me, they just represented trouble.”  

In Nenzinho’s opinion, IBAMA’s approach to conservation wasn’t practical:  
“After the creation of the reserve, institutions at the national level just talked 
about conservation using very technical language. No one talked about 
productivity.” 

The excessive focus on controlling and preserving natural resources made IBAMA 
forget about the presence of people, according to Leonora. “They only talked to 
the president of the ASSC,” she explains. “We had no voice.” People in the reserve 
had always lived from extractive activities such as hunting, fishing or harvesting 
non-timber forest products, and they could not understand how their livelihood 
could suddenly be illegal. 

“You can improve the relationship between humans and nature, but you cannot 
erase it,” Nenzinho says in describing the creation of Chico Mendes Institute for 
Biodiversity Conservation (ICMBio) under IBAMA management. “I think WWF 
understood this very well.” 

In the early 2000s, extractive reserves were still relatively new as instruments 
of conservation in Brazil. It took some time—and political changes—for the 
environmental authorities to understand that the collaboration with the reserve’s 
inhabitants would be integral to the success of its conservation goals. 

In 2003, under the government of Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva (a.k.a Lula) and the 
Workers Party, Marina Silva became minister of the environment. As the daughter 
of a rubber tapper, and as a colleague of Chico Mendes during the rubber tapper 
movement of the 1980s, Silva was very aware of the role and importance of 
extractive reserves. She established new environmental policies that included 
social participation for sustainability. 

Then, starting in 2006, policies swung toward a more participatory approach to 
RESEX management. In 2007, the IBAMA department responsible for managing 
protected areas, including extractive reserves, was split off and a new independent 
organization—ICMBio—was formed. 

“Before, we thought that it was IBAMA that ruled the reserve. Now we  
see that it is we, the people of the reserve, who rule; they only have a 
managing role. They are our partners.”

Jair Gomes da Silva, ASSC member 

Jilberto Maia
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With this change toward a clear intention of reinforcing political spaces opened 
by the rubber tapper movement in the 1980s and 1990s, the relationship 
between IBAMA and the communities shifted, allowing Nenzinho to move away 
from playing the role of a broker. To increase acceptance among the reserve’s 
communities, and to ensure that their interests were represented in the context  
of conservation, Nenzinho promised to negotiate for community participation in 
the management of the reserve. 

“If I hadn’t made that promise, people would never have accepted IBAMA,”  
he says. Nenzinho was recruited to work for ICMBio in Sena Madureira, which, 
according to residents of Nucleo Cazumbá, also helped change the relationship 
between their communities and the people in charge of managing the reserve.  
For Nenzinho, it has been the biggest sacrifice of his life.

The Management Plan  
Since its creation, the Cazumbá-Iracema Extractive Reserve has been managed 
according to a management plan that defines the basic guidelines for the reserve’s 
use, occupation and management. Just before the creation of ICMBio, the 
Brazilian Ministry of the Environment ordered a review of this management plan, 
and with the support of WWF, communities in the reserve were encouraged to 
participate in creating a plan of use. 

The plan of use is a set of basic agreements between ICMBio and the members 
of the different communities on the use of land and natural resources, including 
extractive activities and applicable sanctions. It also includes basic principles of 
cohabitation and cooperation between the communities. 

During the management plan review in 2007, a new management committee was 
established, ensuring the participation of the communities’ representatives in the 
management of the reserve. The management committee is the highest decision-
making body in the reserve and includes representatives from ICMBio, various 
NGOs and the reserve’s communities. 

“It was the community that made the plan of use,” explains Jair, who was 
involved in its creation and is a member of the reserve’s management committee. 
“Everybody in the reserve knows the management plan. Many copies were 
distributed in the communities. When people make the law, they start to respect 
it more,” he adds. Nenzinho believes that this participation increases people’s 
dignity, saying, “People feel that they are valued when they see they have 
rights and responsibilities.” This participation also improved the communities’ 
relationship with ICMBio: “We changed our perception of ICMBio,” Leonora says. 
“I now see them as allies.”

The Role of WWF 
In 2005, after several conversations with IBAMA and the ASSC that began in 
2001, WWF became actively involved in the management of the Cazumbá-
Iracema Extractive Reserve under the Amazon Headwaters Initiative. WWF’s 
role in supporting the design, elaboration and implementation of the reserve’s 
management plan has been crucial. 

Since 2002, WWF-Brazil has supported extractive reserve management in 
communities throughout the Amazon through the ARPA program, whose goal is 
to create and support a system of well-managed protected areas and sustainable 
natural resource management reserves. WWF-Brazil has focused on supporting 
the work of IBAMA in conjunction with state and municipal authorities and on 
building partnerships with local communities to ensure that management plans 
effectively integrate input from local residents. This has helped construct a more 
participatory approach to protected area management and conservation in Brazil. 

Using this approach, WWF-Brazil has supported IBAMA (and later ICMBio) 
in developing different management instruments similar to the management 
committee in Cazumbá. With WWF-Brazil’s support, IBAMA has also sought to 
build local management capacity in areas such as community organization and 
structures and in sustainable production chains (e.g., copaiba oil, Brazil nuts  
and latex). 

Other activities include drafting and communicating management plans, signaling 
and delimiting protected areas, and developing best practices for new production 
chains and then training people on these best practices. Nenzinho explains, 
“WWF knew how to play a neutral role in the eyes of the community. People did 
not see people sent by WWF as [though they were from] IBAMA. They were not 
afraid of them. That was the key for their participation in the management plan.” 

Members of the management committee from different communities also 
highlight the importance of WWF’s support in the creation and development  
of the committee. “Their support in, for example, taking us to meetings in Brasilia 
with members of management committees from other reserves made us and 
people in our communities respect and believe more in the role of the committee 
member as a representative of their communities,” explains community  
leader Raimundo. 

This also meant that young people were able to meet their peers from other 
reserves. Jilberto, the rubber artisan, sees that now “there is more communication 
with other reserves. We know more people in our situation.” This sense of 
solidarity has helped community members come to value the customs and 
traditions of their rubber tapper community and identity. 

Both Nenzinho and Raimundo agree that the training and capacity building 
provided by WWF help the members of the management committee become 
leaders in their own communities and encourage them to raise awareness about 
their collective responsibilities in the protection and conservation of their way  
of life. For Nenzinho, “Harmony between humans and nature depends on  
that awareness.”

A crocodile in the Cazumbå-Iracema 

Extractive Reserve in Acre, Brazil 

A frog in the Cazumbå-Iracema 

Extractive Reserve in Acre, Brazil 
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IN SEARCH OF THE RUBBER TAPPER IDENTITY
The participation of the reserve’s communities in deciding the rules that affect 
them in the plan of use has allowed a reinterpretation and reconstruction of the 
rubber tapper identity. This identity is based partly on the old rubber tapper 
social values and customs, which evolved from living in and off the forest. More 
recently, social norms have also incorporated new values that evolved from the 
community experience of Nucleo Cazumbá over the past 20 years.

At the same time, these rural social norms coexist with urban values. The more 
communities are connected to the city by state services or by serving different 
markets for the products of the reserve, the more people experience both fear  
of and attraction to modernity. 

Exposure to both value systems makes people struggle between two different 
ways of understanding development. Moreover, each system implies a different 
relationship between the reserve’s inhabitants and nature: one system sees 
humans as part of a wider ecosystem based on respect and mutuality, and the 
other sees nature as a utilitarian means to human progress in the short term. 

The Threat of Modern Values to Sustainable Forest Living 
As the reserve’s communities, especially Nucleo Cazumbá, become increasingly 
connected to the city—economically, socially and culturally—the renewed  
identity of the rubber tappers coexists with modern values such as competition 
and consumerism.

More than half of the families in Nucleo Cazumbá have a television now,  
and residents explain that other means of cultural integration with the city are 
prevalent. Moacyr Araujo Silva, of WWF-Brazil, notices that things have changed 
in the past few years, saying that despite the lack of mobile phone coverage in the 
community, “youngsters now need money to buy mobile phones even if it is just to 
play games. Kids want to get a haircut like [famous Brazilian footballer] Neymar.”

A youth leader from the community, Edivan Santos Maia, explains, “We think that 
good things are in the city; we always look for newness outside [our community]. 
We cannot see what we have here; we really live on a treasure. I only realized this 
after living in the city for a while.” 

ICMBio’s and WWF’s efforts to provide and support alternatives to migration 
and deforestation—such as sustainable production and income generation from 
copaiba oil or rubber crafts—compete with other income-generating activities, 
including cattle ranching. 

Moacyr concedes, “Breeding cattle gives you more profit and less work. Ranchers 
pay well and in advance. Plus, people have to breed calves for only a few months 
in their family’s deforested area [that is authorized by the plan of use]. This gives 
families the security and confidence to spend money on commodities or on their 
sons’ and daughters’ education in Sena Madureira or Rio Branco.” Moacyr does 
not conceal his concerns about these short-term benefits, which are encouraging 
some families to clear more forest for pasture if they are offered no income-
generating alternatives. 

Latex oozing out of a rubber tree, 

Acre, Brazil
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Furthermore, Raimundo explains, not everybody in the communities agrees with 
the conservationist principles embedded in the plan of use. In fact, he reveals, 
“Some time ago, one of the democratically elected members of the management 
committee was clearly against the reserve and the management plan. It is 
unacceptable that a member of the committee can be in favor of cattle projects. 
Fortunately, he was not re-elected.” 

According to people interviewed for this story, this opposition is sometimes 
actively supported by outsiders. It seems that old plans for transforming the old 
rubber tapping areas into big ranches are still alive. Nenzinho says he can’t count 
the number of times that different loggers and ranchers have approached him to 
offer sums of money or favors in exchange for promoting their interests in the 
reserve. “These interests work to introduce capitalist values in the communities,” 
he explains. “They want us to play their game. If we play their game with their 
logic of competitiveness, we are lost. We are going to be losing forever. We don’t 
want to condemn our people to misery, but I am certain that cattle breeding won’t 
bring development to our communities.” 

Do No Harm: The New Rubber Tapper Identity 

“A man without identity is so easily seduced by competitiveness. When you 
compete to improve what you are, it is fine. But this identity based on 
possession makes people compete with each other, knock each other down. 
This is the kind of competition that breaks the equilibrium between 
humans and nature.”

Aldeci Cerqueira Maia (a.k.a. Nenzinho), Cazumbá community leader

Nenzinho’s motto, “Live from the forest without harming it,” sums up the rubber 
tapper identity. With the support of stakeholders such as ICMBio and WWF, 
Nenzinho has been working to put this idea into action since the creation of the 
reserve. This identity is based on the preservation of the rubber tapper way of life, 
mixed with new values of solidarity that have emerged from the Nucleo Cazumbá 
community experience. 

Nenzinho saw the need to intentionally capture, strengthen and spread the 
identity and values of the rubber tapper in order to create a strong sense of pride 
in the community, strengthen unity, and resist the encroachment of modern 
attitudes and lifestyles that threaten the rubber tapper’s way of life. 

Nenzinho claims that conservation principles are at the core of old rubber tapper 
values. “The rubber tappers never got used to the extension programs,” he says. 
“The idea of having a limited piece of land to work on was not for them. The 
rubber tapper does not know the limit of his land. His land has no limits.” 

To Nenzinho, rubber tappers have shown over the course of 100 years of living 
in and off the forest that humans can live in equilibrium with nature. This 
equilibrium is broken when humans create “a world where people are valued only 
by what they possess. This is when people lose their identity,” he explains. “Money 
is just a means and not a goal in itself. It is just a piece of paper. I do not need 
money to empower myself. I need money for my family, and that is all. This is the 
way we used to see animals—as a necessity rather than property.”

Tania’s Story 

“I have been living in Nucleo 
Cazumbá for eight months.  
I started coming for one- or 
two-month periods because 
my boyfriend lives here. But 
then I decided to move here. 
It was not easy to convince 
my parents. They are 
ranchers. I grew up on a big 
ranch with all kind of services 
and a tarmac road at my door.

“Here, life is more difficult, 
but I like it more. Of course, 
one reason is that I am  
in love, but also I love seeing 
people here helping each 
other. On the ranch, I felt 
isolated. There, each family 
works for itself. Everything is 
much more individualistic.”

Tania Bloemer, Nucleo Cazumbá 
Community Youth Group

Values such as simplicity, self-sufficiency, and peace in and love of the forest 
were also shared by other people interviewed. Jilberto, the Nucleo Cazumbá 
rubber artisan, says that he prefers to have his workplace within the forest: “I love 
working in the forest; there I feel peaceful. Silence makes me feel safe. You feel 
you have enough space there.” Antonio José, from the Alto Caeté community,  
also refers to the forest as a peaceful refuge when he reflects on the benefits of 
living there. 

Besides reclaiming the old rubber tapper values, this vision also incorporates 
community values emerging from Nucleo Cazumbá’s almost 20 years of 
experience. For years, the isolation of families along the river had made them 
vulnerable to exploitation by rubber traders. The 40 families that moved to 
Nucleo Cazumbá are perfectly aware that solidarity and cooperation have 
made their life easier. These values have not only helped protect the reserve’s 
communities from the old threats of eviction, but also enhanced the families’  
well-being.

Nevertheless, the vast majority of the 350 families that reside within the reserve 
have not enjoyed this same community experience; most of them still live on the 
old rubber tapping posts. Antonio José needs to travel 30 minutes by river just 
to set up a meeting with other members of his community in Alto Caeté. WWF 
has helped ICMBio, through workshops and training sessions, spread the vision 
of community organization and its importance to the protection of Cazumbá in 
communities all along the river. 

These values also emerge in opposition to what the city represents to the reserve’s 
inhabitants. Almost all participants in this story have some personal experience 
of life in the city or have family in the nearby cities of Sena Madureira and Rio 
Branco. After the final “death of rubber” in the early 1990s when demand for 
natural rubber shifted to synthetic alternatives, a lot of families decided to look 
for another new life—this time in the city. 

Quite often, they found themselves yet again living in worse conditions than those 
they were trying to escape and with limited opportunities to progress. Without 
qualifications, and hardly knowing how to read and write, these former forest 
dwellers often found survival via drugs or prostitution.

“For me, the city means drugs, alcoholism and prostitution,” says Raimundo. 
“There are no other opportunities for us there. In my community, 10 families have 
left the community in the past 10 years. Half of them are back.” 

“After many years working in rubber with no rest, my parents moved to the  
city to look for a better life,” says Antonio José. “I have tried it. I lasted only one 
month. I am against violence. I prefer it here. I cannot raise a family there.”

Nenzinho explains, “I think our experiences in the city have helped some of 
us in valuing what we have here. There is no place in the city for us. There, we 
become misfits. The people from the forest see their relationship with the city 
as a necessity. I think this is nothing new; the same is true in other rural areas 
in different parts of the world. We don’t think that the people from the city are 
wrong, but we are not used to their way of living. The people from the forest  
need to hunt to survive.”

The City

“Hunting and fishing, 
plentiful in the past, were no 
longer. Families were forced 
to migrate to urban areas. 
People born and raised in 
the rubber tapping zones, 
who were accustomed to 
abundance and freedom, and 
who have never had contact 
with the cities, suffered on 
the outskirts of the cities 
in a deplorable state of 
misery. Cities, with neither 
infrastructure nor proper 
expansion and development 
policies, experienced 
socioeconomic collapse. 

“Those who decided to stay in 
the forest, trying to keep their 
traditions alive, could offer 
their children only hunger. 
Child mortality increased 
drastically as a result of the 
inhuman living conditions.

“With the fall of rubber 
[prices], the income of the 
rubber tappers was not 
enough to buy even basic 
products sold by the  
rubber traders.”

Translated from A Story of 
Faith, Solidarity and Sustainable 
Development, Sebrae, 2004
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A New Generation Seeks a Better Way of Life
The story of the Cazumbá-Iracema reserve suggests a permanent tension between 
two models. The modernity model is attractive to people, promising the goods 
and services that will help them get ahead in life, especially compared with their 
neighbors. The opposing model embodies the conservationist, community-
minded values of the rubber tapper identity, which were behind the creation of 
the reserve over 10 years ago. 

The rubber tapper values—that harmonize the relationship between humans and 
their natural environment—emerged in isolation from the outside world, born of 
the life of difficult conditions under which the rubber tappers labored for decades. 
The people participating in this story yearn for a better life. They feel they deserve 
the chance to seek better conditions than those of their parents and grandparents. 
They share their forefathers’ ambition for a new life.

The creation of the reserve provides some guarantee of protection for the rain 
forest and a development model based on these old rubber tapper values. 
However, integration with wider society may threaten to undermine this progress, 
adding pressure to the need for external support to keep this harmonious vision of 
development alive. 

ICMBio has been working, with the support of WWF and the leadership of 
Nenzinho, to make sustainable development an appealing option to local people 
and their government. On one hand, this collaboration has built capacity in areas 
such as community organization, leadership and recently, alternative production 
activities such as the extraction of Brazil nuts, copaiba oil and other non-timber 
forest products.

This push for sustainable development has also supported community and 
organizational structures that give people a greater voice in shaping their own 
future. Giving the community more opportunities to be heard has improved the 
management of the reserve and to some extent made things easier for ICMBio. 
The reaffirmation of the old rubber tapper culture and identity, along with new 
sustainable production techniques that are more in line with the communities’ 
former relationships with nature, is encouraging families and community leaders 
to stop comparing their reality with that of city life. 

Meanwhile, the local population has begun to feel more open and at ease working 
with WWF due to the organization’s transparent practices and long-term support. 
As Jair puts it, “WWF does not charge you. The government does. There is always 
a hidden interest in their help. WWF works with the community and within the 
community.” This support, however, has also created expectations about the 
community’s sustainability.

In all interviews for this case study, members of the reserve’s communities were 
asked about the future: how do people see themselves and their communities 
developing, especially should support from WWF and the Gordon and Betty 
Moore Foundation be discontinued? Some people are optimistic about their 
increasing ability to live a better life without harming the forest. 

Others plead for more support in certain areas of life, such as linking local 
products to different markets, an idea that reinforces this sustainable vision and 
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alternatives to traditional development. Still others have faith that more support 
will be provided. These different takes on the future raise issues about leadership, 
self-organization and confidence within these communities. These seem to be key 
issues in the struggle between the two models described and consequently, the 
protection of the environment. 

Cultivating Leadership 

“We are the future here. We are the ones who need to think differently. We 
need to show that it is possible to live a good life and create opportunities 
here in the forest, generating income and depending less on the city. This is 
not easy. Young people are seduced by other ways of thinking.”

Edivan Santos Maia, Youth Leader, Núcleo Cazumbá

Nenzinho and Raimundo are both leaders who have been instrumental in 
building the collective strength and capacity of their communities to protect the 
environment and their way of life. They also recognize that a strong community 
needs new leaders, however, and they feel keenly the burden of leadership on 
them as individuals. Both use the word “sacrifice” when they describe what it 
means to be a leader. 

Nenzinho has tears in his eyes when he remembers the enormous effort it took for 
him to move away from the forest and into Sena Madureira to work in the ICMBio 
office. He would love to return to life in Nucleo Cazumbá and be in the forest once 
more; instead, he is fighting for his community to enjoy that opportunity. 

Nenzinho is aware that new leaders need to take over. He knows that 
communities cannot rely on his personal sacrifice and charisma forever. In recent 
years, he has been working to spend more time back in the community, especially 
with young people, and to promote the participation of women in the ASSC and 
community leadership. 

Raimundo, too, has been working on finding successors. “Being a leader is not 
easy,” he says. “People don’t want to become one. Not many people want to go 
seven times in two months to Brasilia, or even come to Sena Madureira. Nobody 
likes the city.” Raimundo thinks that people have become very dependent on their 
leaders’ abilities to find projects and support. 

In fact, both men feel trapped in this responsibility and recognize that, in addition 
to a willingness to put forth great effort and make sacrifices, good community 
leaders require certain other characteristics. “To be a leader, you need to have 
the spirit of understanding the other,” says Nenzinho. “You cannot learn that at 
school or university.” 

Raimundo explains, “When I left the leadership position, I was happy because the 
new president was an honest person. I thought honesty was the most important 
value, because we have seen many presidents working only for their own interests. 
After some time, I realized that honesty is not enough to be a leader. I had to take 
the lead again.” 

The experiences of building the Nucleo Cazumbá community and developing 
participatory management have allowed the inclusion of voices that were not 
heard in the traditional rubber tapper culture. Women’s and youth groups today 
represent a new innovative force in Nucleo Cazumbá.

Maria Maia, a teacher, was the first female president of the ASSC. She realized 
that existing women’s groups were not active enough. “I reactivated the women’s 
group,” she explains. “They started to be organized again, so ICMBio supported 
them in their projects.” 

The main project of the women’s group was making crafts from rubber, which 
has been a great local success. Leonora, the leader of the Cazumbá Rubber Crafts 
Group, says, “Today, 24 out of the 40 families in Nucleo Cazumbá generate 
income from rubber crafts.” She speaks proudly of her trip to Milan, Italy, to 
participate in a handicraft fair to show her community’s work with rubber. Maria 
and Leonora agree that this is changing the role of women in the community. 
“Now we are the ones creating jobs for the men,” laughs Leonora.

During her mandate, Maria realized the importance of supporting young people  
in taking an active role in leadership. “The youth were so passive,” she says.  
“They did not care about anything. Through theater we started to discuss their 
role in the community. Together we wrote and performed different plays. They 
loved it and gained confidence. That led them to plan other projects like the 
greenhouse. Now they have more confidence in their future.”

Edivan and Tania, along with Marció Maia da Silva, are coordinators of the 
ICMBio- and WWF-supported Greenhouse Project to grow seedlings for local 
distribution and reforestation efforts. Twenty-three young people from the 
community are participating in the project. “This is very important for us,” says 
Tania. “We are happy to reforest some areas in the community, but we also think 
that we, the young people, need projects. This is voluntary. We give away plants 
for free, but we would like to generate income.”

Marció thinks that now young people are more respected and listened to: “They 
[adults] have benefited from our plants and advice. This makes us stronger.”

It also helps the younger generation believe that a good life in Nucleo Cazumbá is 
possible. Some of them have had the chance to study in Rio Branco, an experience 
that has revealed the value of what they have. Many report feeling more able to 
generate income while remaining in the forest communities. 

These young people also feel that this experience enables and inspires them to 
bring awareness of their culture and values to their peers. “Our culture is what we 
eat, how we speak,” says Edivan. “Our culture is also having time to talk to each 
other. Our culture is to sleep with our doors open.”

Rubber crafts made by the 

women’s group

Edivan Santos Maia, a youth leader 

in Núcleo Cazumbá, Brazil



WWF Case Study: Brazil |  2928  | WWF Case Study: Brazil

Organization Is Everything: The Old Motto Still Applies
It seems that the old motto coined during the fight for the creation of the  
reserve—“Organization is everything”—is still relevant today. Community 
organization is crucial for the management of the reserve and for meeting its 
conservation objectives. 

The threats are pressing: Antonio José, responsible for monitoring illegal 
activities in Alto Caeté, reported 37 invasions by illegal hunters in the six months 
previous to the time he was interviewed for this case study. For Nenzinho, 
community organization and structure are important for confronting different 
threats and various interests. He explains, “If communities are not organized,  
it is easier for wolves in sheep’s clothing to get what they want. I need to help 
people undress those wolves.” 

What’s more, the motto is still relevant to the aspirations of leaders and their 
communities. Raimundo explains, “Funds come if we are organized. Partners 
do not want to invest in our capacity if they don’t see organization. People in 
our communities don’t see this now. Some people are tired of attending training 
sessions on organizational issues, but I think we need more of them. They just 
think that it is ICMBio’s responsibility to bring projects, but in fact it is we who 
need to state our needs and bring in partners. ICMBio’s role is not to bring the 
market to us, but to take us to the market.”

In addition to the excessive trust the community has in its leaders’ abilities to find 
partners, some people are, according to Jair, overly dependent on WWF’s support. 
“Some people don’t think about going to the city anymore,” he says, “because  
even though we now see ICMBio as a partner, we are perfectly aware that WWF  
is behind them, supporting the management with funds.” 

For Nenzinho, what’s most important is the opportunity for collective 
management and income generation. He sees the threat as one from within— 
from those who are looking for a more individualistic means of livelihood— 
and thinks that letting this threat persist is the first step to being dominated  
by the interests of ranchers and loggers. “For income generation, we need to  
be organized,” he asserts. “Income without organization—it is so dangerous.”

Valuing Knowledge and Innovation
In addition to mentioning the need for organization, some interviewees 
highlighted the importance of valuing local knowledge. Antonio José recognizes 
that it takes time for people to change their habits. He is happy with the support 
of ICMBio and WWF in diversifying and increasing his income through the 
production of copaiba oil and activities such as agriculture and hunting. 

But not everyone has the same curiosity required to put new techniques into 
practice. “When ICMBio and WWF offered us a course on copaiba oil extraction, 
eight members of my community registered, but only one other person and I 
attended the course and put into practice what we learned,” says Antonio. He 
considers this a sign of local people’s aversion to innovation. 

But Nenzinho has different perspective. “A rubber tapper’s life is all research,”  
he remarks. Without innovation, the communities’ residents never would have 

been able to survive in the rain forest. Jilberto proudly states that the forest was 
his “only school.”

“Knowledge transferred from one generation to the next is so valuable,” explains 
Nenzinho. “We all know how to live from the forest. We have learned it from our 
parents. Our problem is that we do not record that knowledge. That’s why we 
think that our knowledge is not valid.” 

Other community leaders agree that people need to be encouraged to value the  
old attitude towards learning, which is part of their culture. Otherwise, according 
to the community leaders, people lack confidence in their own skills and 
knowledge, which makes them more dependent on external actors and support. 
“Partners are just partners,” says Raimundo. “People in the communities still 
need to understand this.” 

Maria and Edivan also feel that it is important for local knowledge and history  
to be taught to the communities’ schoolchildren. “Children should know about  
the history of this river, the history of the reserve, as much as they know about  
the history of Brazil,” says Maria. “They need to know what happened here and 
also what happened out there.” 

CULTURE, CONSERVATION AND THE CITY: A SYMBIOTIC RELATIONSHIP
In this story, a culture and the environment are inexorably intertwined in a 
symbiotic relationship—the conservation of one reinforces that of the other. The 
way Nenzinho talks about the importance of preserving the rubber tapper culture 
reflects conversations with WWF staff about the importance of conserving the 
Amazon. Each profits from the other’s success. 

In rubber tapper culture, interviewees explained, production systems are  
adapted to the cycles of nature and are based on community and family work.  
The objective is not profit, but the “reproduction of social and cultural values” 
(José Rego, 1998). In this relationship, humans reject a utilitarian understanding 
of nature and embrace one based on mutual respect and support. 

However, the balance struck with nature by isolated communities that have been 
marginalized by the state becomes more complicated when different actors with 
more utilitarian ideologies come into the picture, both inside and outside of 
the reserve. This story shows that finding a balance among sustainable natural 
resource use, the preservation of biodiversity and local culture, and the promotion 
of state services and economic participation in the market is not an easy task. 

Although at first glance it seems contradictory, this critical story of change shows 
that the relationship between conservation and development is quite complex.  
For example, among the people interviewed for this story, the ones with 
experience living in the city were the most fervent and creative supporters of an 
alternative model of development. Only by having that urban experience were 
they able to truly value the rubber tapper culture and identity as viable and 
preferable alternatives, and to recognize the potential for a better life in the forest.

The preservation of a culture and of natural resources does not necessarily require 
isolation. Like the leaders who fought for the creation of the Cazumbá-Iracema 
Extractive Reserve, the people of the reserve themselves need to be more strategic 

Antonio José explains how to 

extract oil from a copaiba tree

Maria Maia on the porch of her 

house in Nucleo Cazumbá, Brazil
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and better understand the logic of the lifestyle they reject. Paradoxically, living 
well in the forest requires them to engage strategically with the city, dealing with 
both the threats and the opportunities it offers. As Leonora says, “I need to go out 
to find a market [for my products] so that I don’t have to go out.”

While people need to sell their products, some of them don’t want to interact 
with the city. They tend to pass on this responsibility to their leaders and 
partner organizations, whose strengths vary when it comes to understanding 
and strategically dealing with the outside world. For example, honey producers 
want to sell their products in the market, but they are afraid of dealing with the 
intermediaries. Parents want access to better education for their children, but 
they fear that their children won’t come back to the forest. 

“My son needs to be well-educated to live with dignity in the reserve,” says 
Antonio José. Parents want to create attractive opportunities for their youngsters 
in the reserve’s communities, but the same road that brings progress and 
well-being also brings threats. The same state that doesn’t represent these 
communities’ interests is the service provider the communities rely upon. 

While some people accept, whether consciously or unconsciously, this paradoxical 
relationship, others become more passive the more they are helped by leaders  
and external support. Still, Nenzinho thinks it is only a matter of time before  
his people can “fly without help.” As he points out, “Most of the energy you need 
to fly is for the takeoff.”

Yellow-rumped cacique
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