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«Where Back to Nature

= Is Wave of the Future
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XAPURI, Brazil — Valetio da Silva
o 8lit an ancient tree trunk with his
n kaife and quickly hooked a cup into
yt.4he bark to catch the white latex ooz-

1 A man who makes podt Culs gets
no# terribie name,” he sald. “‘Te dam-
peage a tree is &s bad as killing a preg-
ynant animal or not paying your
+. debts.”
5= The rubber tappers who once
telped advance the Industrial Revo-
1 lution of more than & Ceatury Sg0 are
“ still collecting latex deep inside the
.+ Amazon raitn forest. There is no
leager much demand for thelr naw-
ral rubber, bt envircimentalists see
"'these forest people &s bearers of a
” message ever.more pressing in a
“."world where nature is widely abused.
' As the race for development and
. Guick profits consumes vast swaths
.of Amazon forest, forestry experts
" and economists argue that the esti-
=" mated 300,000 people wha live off col-
’. lecling wild rubber, nuts, resin and
“ other forest produce have demon-
. strated that expioiting yet preserving
¥ the rain forest can go hand in hand
¥, andd even be profitable. :

The kitling last December of Fran-
“cisco Mendes, leader of the tappers,
v, at first had seemed to fracture their
* ‘movement and Itd bastle agatnst land

- The Mew Yoek TirsersAped |, 1559
w:9%0 Luis do Remanso was de-
? clared & reserve bast june.

1ators and catile ranchers, But
now, three months iater, the tappers
seem even more determined to gain
reserves for extraction only. Theit
opponents, the landowners, have used
more anonymous death threats to in-
timidate them,

“How can we $iop now,” Maris 43
Silva sakd, scurrying about the small
family farm in the heart of the ferest
and hanging some deer meat to dry in
the sun. 1T B wasn't for Francisco
Meades, she added, “alt this forest
wouid have been destroyed.”

A union mecting was coming uf
and Mr. Mendes’s brother, José, and
other tappers were visiting the Silvas
in their forest clearing, & three-hour
walk from the mud road to Xapuri
gpronounced shah-poo-REE),

Unlike the tappers farther west
who continued laboring under the old
system = like serfs forever in debt 1o
landowners for taxes and goods —
these were independent people work-
ing a {orest that their parentt or
grandparents had divided up. They
now defended these lands on the basis
of the squatter rights recognized by
Braziltan law.

More Battles Ahead

Soon the conversation tumed to
battles still awaiting their movement.
With thelr great knowledge of the ter-
tain and the advantage af surprise.
they séem to gperate mere like anun-
armed guerrilla movement than a
peasant unton.

Pedra Rocha, one of the visitors,
was recalling the tight for the reserve
of Santa Fe that began one day as tne
tappers saw workers measuring the
1and on behall 6f & man who clamed
to be fes owner,

“They were gelling ready to cut,”

said Mr. Rocha, *'se we had to maobi-
laze fast. Five of us lelt al sunsel. We
went through the whole ferest to wart
everyone."”

The next moming. he sald, “we
were 64 men, seven women and & 10f
of children and we 5(00d in front ¢f
the men with the chain saws and we
tatked with them.”' The forest dwell-
ers were arrested. But months later,
after a eourt hattle, Santa Fe was de-
clared ar extractive reserve.

Of the 45 or st blockades, Mr.

- Rocha thought, the movement had

T ol .

Valerio da Silva, a rubber tapper, collecting latex
from a rubber tree in S2o Luis do Remanso, a forest
region near Xapurd, Brazil, with the help of his wite,

Maria. Environmentalists say the industrial world
could learn something from the rubber tappers, who
exploit resources without damaging the rain forest.

managed 10 $t6p the chain saws and
the bulldozers about 15 times.

Other nearby lands, now stripped
and sprinkled with cattle, repre-
sented battes lost, An estimated
10000 tapper families have been
driven off the land inte the towns
since 197¢ when targe companies and
private speculators first moved into
this part of the western Amazon.

Even the majestic growth around
the Silva farm had come ¢lose to
being destroyed when & eompangr
claiming ownership threatened 1o seil
it and break it up into farming plots,
But this tand, known as Sac Luls de
Remanso, was declared a reserve
last June, after long pressure on the
Government from Mr. Mendes.

Free Water and Medicine

Valerio da Sllva now works his own
four tralls that wind past the wild
rubber trees ~ more than 1,000 of
them == naturally scattered amid
dozens of other species. He cotlects
the latex, smokes it and Jeis it coagu-
iate inte blocks, Sometintes he works
at might witte & Rerosene ight, like a
auner’s lamp stuck on his head. The

lamp, he says, helps to scare off most
animals, except snakes,
Adults and children seem 10 have

the ease of shoppers in a supermar-™

ket as they move argund the jungle.
“Have z drink,” José Mendes said as
he climbed on some falien trees and
reached for a vine overhead. He

slashed It and let the water pour out.

The nasty sting of an ant was soon
soothed with & piece of bark,

Valerio da Silva pointed to feaves
that could pumb a teothache and a
tree whose resin could seat a skin
wound or an ulcer, Most families, the

s said, colleeted wild honey and
had access to soursop, cashew, ba-
nana and jackfruit trees. Men hunted,
wormen grew beans, corn and manioc,
Moreover, they explained, from Janu-
ary 10 March, rubber tappers collect

- brazil nuts, which account for almost

half of their income.
‘1t Ralns Death Threats®
Stephan Schwarizman, an Amer-
ican eavironmentalist who kas made
extensive studies of rubber tappers'
lives, has said that with a visible -

come of close to $1,000 per year, sup-
piemented by planting and hunting,
tappers often carn almost 1wice the
minimum salary on which many paid
workers in Brazil must survive,

The government of Acre State has
now conceded four “exiractive re-
serves” 1o the tappers. Both the
World Bank and the Inter-American
Development  Bank, whose road .
projecis have caused forest destruc- -
tion i this region, are now looking at -
Ways 0 promole mere reserves and
form cooperatives Lo commercialize
forest produce.

“R is the best alternative for the
fragile soil in the Amazon,” said Ra-
phael Negrete, a bank official. “It
beats disastrous cattle and coloniza-
tionschemes.*”

Amid such support, the rubber tap- :
pers of the Xapur region are thank- |
ful But wary. "We have some very
powerful enemies.” said Mr. Rocha.
“The ranchers want empty land. We
want more jorest reserves, Bt still
rains death threats in Xapuri”




