
Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Land Use Policy

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/landusepol

No man’s land in the Brazilian Amazon: Could undesignated public forests
slow Amazon deforestation?

Claudia Azevedo-Ramosa,⁎, Paulo Moutinhob,c

a Center for Higher Amazonian Studies (NAEA), Federal University of Para, P.O box 399, 66075-110, Belem, Para, Brazil
bAmazon Institute for Environmental Research (IPAM), 71503-505 SHIN CA 5, Bloco J2, Sala 309, Bairro Lago Norte, 71503-505 Brasilia, Distrito Federal, Brazil
cWoods Hole Research Center, Falmouth, MA 02450, USA

A R T I C L E I N F O

Keywords:
Amazon
Brazil
Conservation
Deforestation
Public forests

A B S T R A C T

Here we argue that a faster and more cost-effective way to reduce deforestation in the Brazilian Amazon would
be the immediate allocation of ca. 70 million hectares of still undesignated public forestlands to conservation
and social use. Currently, this massive block of forests is not under effective supervision by a designated public
agency, increasing the risk of continued land grabbing and predatory use. These undesignated public lands
accounted for 25% of recent deforestation, emitting 200 million tons of CO2. Under the current scenario of
deforestation growth in the region, the immediate allocation of undesignated forestlands to conservation or
social use by the government will reduce the availability of unsupervised public land, increase forest protection
and, therefore, decrease deforestation and carbon emissions. Additionally, the action would send an un-
mistakable sign to the international community of Brazil's will to increase governance of its large share of the
Amazon forest.

The conversion of Amazon forests into pasture and agricultural land
is the main source of Brazil’s GHG emissions (SEEG Brasil, 2016;
Moutinho et al., 2016). Despite high historical deforestation rates, the
Brazilian Amazon still stores 39 billion tons of Carbon (or ∼150 billion
tons CO2; CCAL, 2017) in 302 million hectares of forests (INPE, 2016).
Despite a 74% reduction in Amazon deforestation (from 19,014 km2 in
2005–5,012 km2 in 2014; INPE 2016), the annual rate of deforestation
has been stuck around 5–6,000 km2 y−1 since 2012 (Moutinho et al.,
2016) and it is now growing again (∼8000 km2 in 2016; INPE, 2016).
Amazon forests remain under enormous pressure from agribusiness,
mining, livestock, energy and land grabbing, among others − a sce-
nario made even more contentious by unclear land tenure and frequent
land disputes. Today, many of these conflicts occur in public lands,
most of which are still covered by pristine forests.

In Brazil, 92% (288 million hectares) of the 312.6 million hectares
of Brazilian public forests is in the Amazon (SFB, 2016). What is not
widely known is that 70 million hectares ha of that public land – an
area nearly twice the size of Germany (Fig. 1) – remains undesignated,
containing forests that store an estimated 25 billion tons of CO2 (SFB,
2016). The failure of federal and state governments to allocate these
areas to a specific use has led to inadequate supervision by a designated
public agency, making these forestlands an easy target for land

grabbing and other unscrupulous uses. The resulting land disputes has
increased Brazil’s deforestation rate and continues to hinder progress
towards achieving zero-deforestation targets.

A large proportion (25%) of recent deforestation has occurred
within undesignated public forests (Moutinho et al., 2016, Fig. 1). From
2010 to 2015 the accumulated deforestation in undesignated Amazon
forestlands reached 4000 km2 (Moutinho et al., 2016), resulting in
emissions of at least 200 million tons of CO2.1 This amount of CO2 is
equivalent to almost 50% of Brazil’s annual emissions from its energy
sector (∼430 million tons of CO2; ref. year 2016; SEEG Brasil, 2016).

Despite some challenges (Forrest et al., 2015; Pack et al., 2016),
several studies indicate that Amazon protected areas are an effective
deterrent to deforestation (Soares-Filho et al., 2010; Barber et al., 2014;
Spracklen et al., 2015; Porter-Bolland et al., 2012; Walker et al., 2014),
regardless of whether they are managed by federal or state govern-
ments, or indigenous people. The designation of public forests as pro-
tected areas (e.g., parks or national forests) or other social category
(e.g. forest rural settlements, community use and indigenous land) thus
has the potential to reduce illegal deforestation in these areas. Given
the critical ecological functions of these forests (Silvério et al., 2015),
such actions to control land grabbing and forest conversion should be
prioritized.
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1 Total area deforested multiplied by the carbon density adopted by the Amazon Fund – 499 tons of CO2 ha−1.
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In areas near deforestation threats, sustainable use areas may be
more effective in avoiding deforestation than strict protected areas,
since they encourage a local forest economy (Soares-Filho et al., 2010;
Pfaff et al., 2014) that increases local forest value, benefit sharing, and
revenues (Lima et al., 2006; Merry et al., 2009; Azevedo-Ramos et al.,
2015). In the process, these forest economies can create allies with a
vested interest in forest conservation, helping to promote active forest
stewardship.

To avoid the risks associated with a long, bureaucratic land desig-
nation process, we propose a staged approach, including a transitional
phase. For instance, large blocks of land could be placed under tem-
porary administrative boundaries and under the jurisdiction of the
appropriate government agency. Undesignated forestlands might thus
be split among the agencies responsible for protected areas, indigenous
people and agrarian reform, depending on their suitability for each of
these uses. Detailed studies and participatory consultation would de-
termine the best category for each area in the near future. Until that
time, there would be a moratorium on conversion of public forests to
other land uses. At the local level, such action would be perceived as an
increase in government oversight and protection of those lands, which
would inhibit the typical predatory behavior (land grabbing and illegal
use). A similar mechanism has been successfully applied during the
paving of Amazon highways, when population migration was expected.
For example, areas of the Cuiaba-Santarem highway (BR-163) in Pará
state were placed under “Provisional Administrative Limitation” as
were regions of the Manaus–Porto Velho highway in Amazonas State
(Fearnside et al., 2009).

With decisive action, the pool of undesignated forestlands in the
Brazilian Amazon represents an enormous opportunity to improve
protection of the Amazon ecosystem. Failure to act would render these

same areas as the Achilles heel of Amazon conservation – a conduit for
illegal activities and unchecked deforestation in the very heart of the
Amazon biome. The immediate allocation of undesignated public for-
ests for protection has the potential to be the fastest and most cost-
effective way to curb deforestation in the region. By setting aside this
extensive block of undesignated Amazon forestlands for social and en-
vironmental protection, Brazil would send an unambiguous signal of its
intent to increase governance and improve conservation of its outsized
share of the Amazon forest. In addition, the success of programs to
avoid forest carbon emissions in tropical countries depends mostly on
Brazil (Zarin et al., 2015). Through bold forest conservation projects
like those suggested here, Brazil could rapidly achieve its “Nationally
Determined Contributions” (NDCs) announced during the 21 st Con-
ference of the Parties to the UN Framework Convention on Climate
Change.
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Fig 1. Public forests of the Brazilian Legal Amazon and its 70 million hectares of undesignated forestlands (Source: SFB, 2016).
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