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In Northeastern Brazil,
A Long Cycle of Misery

Continued From Page Al
emment plans Lo hand oul subsist-
ence plots to the landless have fal-
tered,

"“You can‘t talk about land re-
form,” José Alcantara, a wiry farm-
hand, explalned after earning the
equivaleni of $1.25 for a day's work in
the care fields. ““Talk about land re-
form can ged you killed. The sugar
mill owners don't want to hear any-
thing about 11."

The [atest food crisis has hit hard-
est in this fertile aren around this
town south of Recife, the Pernam-
buce state capital, because a partial
drought last year reduced the supar
harvest and put cane cuiters out of
wark two months eartier thar usual.
With no other means of sustenance,
they must now depend on handouls
for their survival,

For the Landless,
Bare Subsistence

Bul In the seml-arid hinterlangs
known as the “'sertade,” where the
poorer-quality sail is now camou-
flaged by a carpet of green, there is
also hunger because most peasant
tarmers lack land on which o plant
their subsistence crops. And when a
plot can be rented, half the produce
goes Lo the landowner,

Even in coastal cities, where grim
slums have been swailen by a steady
exodus from the interior, widespread
mainutrition is now being aggravated
by rocketing inf3ation.

*'Most children only come to school
because we give them a snack of bis-
cults, eggs and milk,” said Edna
Freltas da Silva, who runs a state pri-
mary schoal in Fortaleza. “"When we
have po food, attendance drops to less
than half."

Cultivation of staple foods, though,
has never been treated as a priority
in this region. Rather, the military re-
gime that ruied Brazil between 1964
and 1985 sought to bring indusiry t¢
the main coasial cities of the north-
edast through a generous system of
tax deducticns and subsidized credits
that has attracted many new facto-
rigs 10 the outskirls of Recife and
Fortaleza. Their Impact on unem-
ployment, though, has been small.

And since the incentives were intro-
duced more than 25 years aga, they
have spawned enormous corruption,
with the expensive high-rise aparl-
ment and office blecks that line the
shores of many cities now seen as
monuments 1o what became known
cynically as *‘Lhe drought Industry.”

Spending Billions
With Little Success

Agricultural incenlives (ared even
worse because they were channelied
through political bosses who controt
the interior. Thus, they benefited
large landowners who used public
funds (o build reserveirs and Irriga-
tiong canals on their own estales and
even to speculate en financial mar-
kets. .

As a resuit, aithough billions of dal-
lars have beer spent on the region in
recent years, llving standards here
remain among the worst in Latin
America.

*'The misery of the northeast feeds
the poverty of the rest of Brazil,” said
Guv. Tasse Jereissati of Ceard stale,
"This is why it is & natlonal and not
just a regionel problem.’”*

Certainly, the 18 million northeast-
erners wha left the region in the
1560°s and the 24 million who followed

- them in the 1970°s largely explain the

chaotic growth of 530 Paulo, Rio de
Janeiro, Brasilia and other cities o
the south. Yet even now, while ac-
counting for only 5 percent of
Brazil's Gross Domestic Product, the
northeast still has 30 percent of the
papulation.

n every social indicator, the north-
east comparcs poorly with Brazilasa
whole. 1t has a 45 percent illlteracy
rale apainst a natlonal average of 25
percenl. [Infant mortality 1s 125
deaths for 1,000 children born, against
80 for 1,000 nationally. And life ex-
pectancy is 5t years, against 60 for al}

ol Brazil, When contrasted with the
developed south, the soclal gap is
even wider.

The end of the military regime in
1885, however, created an opportunity
for change, abave all since o politi-
clen from the northeastera state of
Maranhdo, José Sarney, became
Brazil's [irsl civilian President since
1864. But, with annual inflation now
exceeding 500 percent, the Federal
Government has been forced to cut
back its spending.

*“{ went 1o Brasilia Lo discuss a new
wellare program,” recalled a Ceara
state official, "“and found it only had
maney for pubticity.”

Az first, the President alse recog-
nized the need for land redistribution
in a region where 57 percent of the
population stilt lives in the country-
side, where 224 large [arms contral
more iznd than 1.7 million small pro-
ducers, and where 2 million pegsants
own no land at all. But resistance by
powerful landowners has paralyzed
the program, .

In fact, wilh the northeasl npw hav-
ing to import 30 percent of its food
from the rest of Brazil, officials say
that the siization in the countryside is
steadily  deterivrating,  with  Jand
more cuncentrated in fewer hands
than 20 years age.

*There has been a gradual disinte-
gration of a rural structure thal once
brought a certain stability,” Gever-
ner Jereissati said.

The Breakdown
Of a Feudal System

Although the northeast prospered
from sugar in the 16th and 171h cen-
turies, it remained trapped in a feu-
dal era after mining, cceffee and in-
dustry began medernizing the center
and south of Brazil after Lthe 18th cen-
tury. Even the abalition of slavery in
1888 had little impact here because
tormer slaves conlinued living and
working on large sugar plantations
much as they had dane before.

Compared 1o the day-laborers in
this region 1oday, though, these
'moradores,” as those who remained
on the plantations were known, were
relatively well off. Their minima? in-
come was spent in the farm supply
store, bul they were given a small
plat on which to grow corn and beans,
In the paternalistic (radition of a
slave society, many landowners also
provided them with basic health ¢are.

In the 1970°s, though, $his System
began o break down after new laws
required farm workers Lo be paid the
legal minimum wage and pew subsi-
dies stimulated sugar production. To
escape the wage law and (o plant
sugar cane on all available )and,
plantation owners started expelling
“'mgradores' [rom Lheir estales.

The resulting social convulsion,
above all in this coastal area, acceler-
ated migration 1o larger cities and
stripped peasanis ol all protection,
Forced to live in mud buts on the out-
shirts of small fowns like Ribeirao,
they now guther before dawn every
moraing on ncarby highways in the
hope of being picked up by trucks o
work inthe cane liglds.

“When | was a morader, I never
worried about hunger,” recalled Jose

Alves de Cliveira, a 39-year-old Rural |

Workers® Union official. '] even had
surplus food to sell in the market,
Now you either work or you starve,
which is why our annual strike for
higher wages never lasts more than
twoor three days.”

At Year's End:
No Food and in Debt

Officials say Lhat, because of the
land tenure system, poveriy is more
extreme in this rain-fed area than in
the semi-arid “"sertdo™ Lo the west.
But in the “serldo,” which was hit by
a prolonged drought bhetween 1979
and 1483, greater access W water also
depends on land distribution because
most dams are 10 be foundd on private
properiy.

Therefore, to survive, the landless
rent plots. "You have 1o give 30 per-
cent of the ¢rop o the landowner as
rent,” José Ayrion Vieira, a local
union official at Queixeramobin in the

Peasants' housing, at top, in Ribeirdo, in Brazil’s  children must live on an income of the eqs
sartheast, is modeled altér homes once built for
slaves. Severina Arruda Dos Santos, left, and her

“sertda’ af Ceard, explained. “But
you zlso have 1o caver bills for Tood
and other supplies, At 1he end of the
season, yau're cften stll in debl and
you have no faod stecked at home.”

Where Begging
Pays More Than Work

Landowners, in contrast, blame the
Government for the exodus of peas-
ants from the region. "It should do
more to keep people here because,
when we need them at harvest time,
we can’t find them,” said José Car-
neiro, who owns six large farms in the
area af Queixeramebin. “If the Gov-
ernment gives away feod and milk in
the cities, peaple will never want lo
work.” .

The Government’'s emergency pub-
lic works prejects, which in 1983 in-
volved over thre¢ million peaple, are
in fact aimed at slowing migration.
Yel, even living in the sordid slums
of, say, Fortaleza, most people con-
sider themselves better of( than in
the 'serldc.”

"A migrant may &arn more in one
day begging at a tratfic light than he
waould ina month in the interior," said
Tarcisio Nogueira, a welfare pfficer
in Ceard state. ""His kids may also go
to school and there'll be a hospltal
nearby. That's why he'll never ge
back.”

The Governor of Pernambuce
state, Miguel Arraes, whe held the
same post 25 years ago, even believes
thal urban poverty is now his main
Eroblem. “Expulsion from the land

as resulted in a savage, violent and
disorderly urbanization,” he said of
Recife, where more than half the 2.5
million inhabitants live in shanty-
:grvns. “No governtent can handle

S

With neither thé economic re-

sources to deal with Lheir social prob-
lems nor the pelitical sirength to con-
front local elites, the governors of the
northeastern states therefore spend a
Food deal of time in Brasilin begging
or help. Amid Brazil's worsL eco-
nomic erisis in decades, however, the
<hranle poverty ol the northeast has
failed 10 rate s a priority.

$1.25 a day. Jos¢ Alcantra, at right, a d:
said land reform is a dangerous subject int




