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XINGU: THE HEART OF BRAZIL 
A CLIMATE CHANGE PERSPECTIVE 

 
The Heart of Brazil expedition will explore one of the last great unspoilt wilderness 
areas of the Amazon rain forest. The expedition will take an open boat along the 
whole length of the Xingu River, travelling from its source in the cerrados of Mato 
Grosso to its confluence with the Amazon, 2,500 kilometres to the north.  

The Xingu River is bordered for most of its length by unspoilt rain forest, but today 
it is under serious threat.  

We will use the expedition to highlight the problems and dangers to the area, which 
is an important part of the Amazon forest system, one of the most significant 
climate change regulators on earth.  

Despite government claims to have reduced deforestation, the rain forests of Brazil 
are still disappearing at an alarming rate. Climate change scientists believe that the 
loss of the forests in the eastern part of the Amazon will cause the remainder of the 
forest and the whole of the south of Brazil to become increasingly dry, causing 
irreversible damage to Brazil’s agricultural production, and potentially leading to 
desertification. Despite this, the issue receives relatively little coverage in the 
media.  

By 1970, just 2.4% of Brazil’s Amazon forest had been cut 
down. Since then, the rate of deforestation has accelerated, 
with a further 15 to 20% disappearing. Recent years have 
seen huge areas taken over by industrialised agriculture to 
produce soya, maize and sugar, much of it for export. Three 
quarters of this deforestation has been illegal. The large 
profits resulting from these activities are putting increasing 
pressure on the forest, and the power and wealth of the 
lobbies which represent these industries mean that the 
threat to the forests today is unprecedented. 

The Amazon holds two thirds of the world’s tropical 
rainforests. It is a huge reservoir of carbon which, if 
released into the atmosphere as a result of deforestation, 
will contribute markedly to the amount of carbon dioxide in 
the atmosphere, and therefore to global climate change. 
Deforestation contributes 75% of Brazil’s total greenhouse gas emissions; despite 
Brazilian people having a relatively small individual carbon footprint, Brazil is the 
world’s fourth largest climate polluter.  

Occupation of land by indigenous people has been shown to be an extremely 
effective means of protecting the forest. A casual overview of the Amazon (see 
next page) readily demonstrates the contrast between the full forest cover which is 
typical of Indigenous Reserves and the patchwork pattern of deforestation which is 
found in many parts of the Amazon outside of protected areas. Even within 
National Parks it is common to see areas of deforestation, and with the Federal 
and State Governments unwilling or unable to provide a significant level of 
protection, it is likely that incursions into National Parks will continue.  

Deforestation of the headwaters of the Xingu have already resulted in reduced 
flows in the rivers, leaching of agrochemicals into the water, silting and interruption 
of the riverine ecology. Hydroelectric dams proposed for the area will exacerbate 
the situation dramatically. 
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Satellite image showing deforested areas (paler) and indigenous areas. 



All Photos © Sue Cunningham 13/12/2006 3

What Will the Heart of Brazil Expedition Achieve:  
Following the expedition, we will publish a book, richly illustrated with photographs, 
to celebrate the culture of the Indians and the vibrancy of the environment which 
they protect. The book will be published in both Portuguese and English. It will 
highlight the dangers and difficulties which the coming years present. 

Before the publication of the book we will be working on magazine and newspaper 
articles, and we expect to achieve some television coverage, both in Brazil and in 
the UK. There will be a travelling exhibition of photographs and artefacts, which will 
appear first at Gallery 32, at the Brazilian Embassy in London, in October 2007, 
and for which there is great interest in Brazil and the USA. There will also be a 
series of lectures and talks to raise awareness. 

Our message will be: the Indians of the Xingu have a vibrant and living culture. By 
their presence they protect the forest and prevent its destruction. Without the 
Indians, the forest will fall. If the forest falls, it will put at risk the entire agricultural 
economy of Brazil and have a major impact on the global climate. In its own self-
interest, the government of Brazil should halt deforestation in the Amazon, and 
since the Amazon is of global importance the international community should 
provide support for Brazil in its efforts to achieve this. 

The Heart of Brazil Expedition is also a fact-finding expedition which will identify 
further projects. One of these is to produce a television documentary to carry the 
story to a wider audience. Others will provide assistance to the indigenous 
communities in policing the boundaries of their land, and in developing appropriate 
sources of income to sustain their way of life without endangering the environment 
where they live. 

We will work with other NGOs in Brazil and elsewhere in any capacity which 
furthers the objectives of Indigenous People’s Cultural Support Trust. Since we 
believe that climate change is the most significant threat to Indigenous people and 
their environment, this will be a major focus of our work for the foreseeable future. 

For more details about the Heart of Brazil expedition, please refer to the full 
proposal which can be found at http://www.ipcst.org/images/HeartOfBrazil.pdf  

 

Contact: 
Patrick & Sue Cunningham Tel: +44 (0)20 8541 3024 
Indigenous People’s Cultural Support Trust Fax: +44 (0)20 8541 5388 
56 Chatham Road Email: patrick@ipcst.org  
Kingston upon Thames  
Surrey 
KT1 3AA 

 
 


