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. 1. Geography

1) Overview

Brazil is the largest of the Latin American countries. Covering nearly half (47.3
percent) of the continent of South America, it occupies an area of 3, 286, 470
sq. miles (8,511,965 sq. km). It is the fifth largest country in the world after the
Russian Federation, Canada, China, and the United States. Except for a small
number of islands, Brazil consists of a single, unbroken land mass. On a map of the
globe , it can be seen that the eastern bulge of Brazil conforms to the concave curve of
the west coast of Africa. According to the theory of continental drift, this is no
accident—Africa and South America once abutted each other, but drifted apart over
millions of years. The Equator passes through the north of the country near Macapa,
the Tropic of Capricorn passes through the south near Stio*Paulo. Brazil’s greatest
width, 2,684 miles (4,319.4 km) , is almost the same as its greatest distance from
north to south, 2,731 miles (4,394.7 km). Brazil has 10 neighbors ; the Department
of French Guiana and the countries of Suriname, Guyana, Venezuela, and Colombia
bound Brazil on the north. Uruguay and Argentina are on the south, and on the west
are Paraguay, Bolivia, and Peru. Ecuador and Chile are the only two countries of
continental South America that do not share a border with Brazil. The Atlantic Ocean

extends along the entire eastern side of the country, giving it a coastline of 4,578
miles (7,367 km).

2) Topography

The landscape of Brazil is dominated by two prominent features, the Amazon
River with its surrounding lowland basin of 1,544,400 sq. miles (4. 000,000 sq.
km) and the Central Highlands. Most of the Central Highlands consists of a tableland
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arying in altitude from 984 to 1,640 feet (300 to 500 meters) above sea level,
roken by a number of low mountain ranges and cut by deep valleys. The highlands
ascend steeply in the east forming an escarpment, where several peaks attain an
élgitude of 8,202 feet (2,500 meters) or more, and then drop precipitously to a
farrow Atlantic coastal plain. A network of high mountain ranges runs from the south
of the country to the northeast forming a continental divide between the Atlantic Ocean
and the interior. Brazil’s highest peak, Pico da Neblina, reaching 9,888 feet (3,014

meters ) , is in the north, close to the Venezuelan border.
3)Rivers

Brazil has one of the most extensive river systems in the world with eight drainage
basins. The Amazon and the Tocantins basins in the north account for 56 percent of
Brazil’s total drainage area. The Amazon River, the world’s largest river in volume of
water and second longest after the Nile, is 4,087 miles (6,577 km) long, of which
2,246 miles (3,615 km) are in Brazilian territory. The river is navigable by ocean
steamers as far as 2,414 miles (3,885 km) upstream, reaching Iquitos in Peru. The
Parana-Paraguai river system drains the area from the southwestern portion of the state
of Minas Gerais southward until it reaches the Atlantic through the River Plate (Rio da
Prata) near Buenos Aires, Argentina. Brazil’s two southernmost states are drained
through the Uruguay River also into the Prata. The Sto Francisco River is the largest
river wholly within Brazil, flowing for over 1,000 miles (over 1,609 km) northward
before it turns eastward into the Atlantic. It rises, like the Parana and the Tocantins,
in the Central Highlands of the country. The upper river is navigable for shallow draft
riverboats in some areas, but only the last 172 miles (277 km) of the lower river is

navigable for ocean-going ships.
4) Soils and Vegetation

Brazil’s tropical soils produce 70 million tons of grain crops per year, but this
output is attributed more to their extension than their fertility. Despite the earliest
Portuguese explorers’ reports that the land was exceptionally fertile and that anything
planted grew well, the record in terms of sustained agricultural productivity has been
generally disappointing.b High initial fertility after clearing and burning usually is
depleted rapidly, and acidity and aluminum content are often high. Together with the
rapid growth of weeds and pests in cultivated areas, as a result of high temperatures
and humidity, this loss of fertility explains the westward movement of the agricultural
frontier and slash-and-burn agriculture, it takes less investment in work or money to

clear new land than to continue cultivating the same land. Burning also is used
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,tfaditi,onally to remove tall, dry, and nutrient-poor grass from pasture at the end of the
ry season. Until mechanization and the use of chemical and genetic inputs increased
uring t}ge agricultural intensification period of the 1970s and 1980s, coffee planting
d farfning in general moved constantly onward to new lands in the west and north.
is pattern of horizontal or extensive expansion maintained low levels of technology
and productivity and placed emphasis on quantity rather than quality of agricultural
production.

The largest areas of fertile soils, called terra roxa (red earth), are found in the
states of Parana and Sao Paulo. The least fertile areas are in the Amazon, where the
dense rain forest is. Soils in the Northeast are often fertile, but they lack water,
unless they are irrigated artificially. In the 1980s, investments made possible the use
of irrigation, especially in the Northeast Region and in Rio Grande do Sul State,
which had shifted from grazing to soy and rice production in the 1970s. Savanna soils
also were made usable for soybean farming through acidity correction, fertilization,
plant breeding, and in some cases spray irrigation. As agriculture underwent
modernization in the 1970s and 1980s, soil fertility became less important for
agricultural production than factors related to capital investment, such as
infrastructure, mechanization, use of chemical inputs, breeding, and proximity to
markets. Consequently, the vigor of frontier expansion weakened.

The variety of climates, soils, and drainage conditions in Brazil is reflected in the
range of its vegetation types. The Amazon Basin and the areas of heavy rainfall along
the Atlantic coast have tropical rain forest composed of broadleaf evergreen trees. The
rain forest may contain as many as 3,000 species of flora and fauna within a 2. 6-
square-kilometer area. The Atlantic Forest is reputed to have even greater biological
diversity than the Amazon rain forest, which, despite apparent homogeneity, contains
many types of vegetation, from high canopy forest to bamboo groves.

In the semiarid Northeast, caatinga, dry, thick, thorny vegetation, predominates.
Most of central Brazil is covered with a woodland savanna, known as the cerrado
(sparse scrub trees and drought-resistant grasses ), which became an area of
agricultural development after the mid-1970s. In the South ( Sul), needle-leaved
pinewoods ( Parand pine or araucaria) cover the highlands; grassland similar to the
Argentine pampa covers the sea-level plains. The Mato Grosso swamplands is a
Florida-sized plain in the western portion of the Center-West ( Centro-Oeste). It is
covered with tall grasses, bushes, and widely dispersed trees similar to those of the
cerrado and is partly submerged during the rainy season.

Brazil, which is named after reddish dyewood ( pau brasil ), has long been
famous for the wealth of its tropical forests. These are not, however, as important to

o
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1 World_‘\markets as those of Asia and Africa, which started to reach depletion only in the
'1980s. By 1996 more than 90 percent of the original Atlantic forest had been cleared,
nmarlly for agriculture, with little use made of the wood, except for araucaria pine in
| Parand A
: The inverse situation existed with regard to clearing for wood in the Amazon rain
forest, of which about 15 percent had been cleared by 1994, and part of the remainder
had been disturbed by selective logging. Because the Amazon forest is highly
heterogeneous, with hundreds of woody species per hectare, there is considerable
distance between individual trees of economic value, such as mahogany and cerejeira.
Therefore, this type of forest is not normally cleared for timber extraction but logged
through high-grading, or selection of the most valuable trees. Because of vines,
felling, and transportation, their removal causes destruction of many other trees, and
the litter and new growth create a risk of forest fires, which are otherwise rare in rain
forests. In favorable locations, such as Paragominas, in the northeastern part of Para
State, a new pattern of timber extraction has emerged: diversification and the
production of plywood have led to the economic use of more than 100 tree species.
Starting in the late 1980s, rapid deforestation and extensive burning in Brazil
received considerable international and national attention. Satellite images have
helped document and quantify deforestation as well as fires, but their use also has
generated considerable controversy because of problems of defining original vegetation,
cloud cover, and dealing with secondary growth and because fires. Public policies
intended to promote sustainable management of timber extraction, as well as
sustainable use of non timber forest products (such as rubber, Brazil nuts, fruits,
seeds, oils, and vines) , were being discussed intensely in the mid-1990s. However,
implementing the principles of sustainable development, without irreversible damage to
the environment, proved to be more challenging than establishing international

agreements about them.
5) Geographic Regions

Brazil’s twenty-six states and the Federal District ( Distrito Federal) are divided
conventionally into five regions—North ( Norte), Northeast, Southeast, South, and
Center-West. In 2006 there were 5, 581 municipalities, which have municipal
governments. Many municipalities, which are comparable to United States counties,
are in turn divided into districts, which do not have political or administrative
autonomy. All municipal and district seats, regardless of size, are considered
officially to be urban. For purely statistical purposes, the municipalities were grouped
in 1990 into 559 micro-regions, which in turn constituted 136 meso-regions. This
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ouping modified the previous micro-regional division established in 1968, a division
at Wé& used to present census data for 1970, 1975, 1980, and 1985.

an':‘h of the five major regions has a distinct ecosystem. Administrative boundaries
not” necessarily coincide with ecological boundaries, however. In addition to
Wifferences in physical environment, patterns of economic activity and population
settlement vary widely among the regions. The principal ecological characteristics of
each of the five major regions, as well as their principal socioeconomic and demographic
features, are summarized below.

1=North

The equatorial North, also known as the Amazon or Amazénia, includes, from
west to east, the states of Rondonia, Acre, Amazonas, Roraima, Para, Amapa, and,
as of 1988, Tocantins ( created from the northern part of Goias State , which is situated
in the Center-West). Rondénia, previously a federal territory, became a state in
1986. The former federal territories of Roraima and Amapé were raised to statehood in
1988.

With 3,869, 638 square kilometers, the North is the country’s largest region,
covering 45. 3 percent of the national territory. The region’s principal biome is the
humid tropical forest, also known as the rain forest, home to some of the planet’s
richest biological diversity. The North has served as a source of forest products ranging
from “backlands drugs” (such as sarsaparilla, cocoa, cinnamon, and turtle butter)
in the colonial period to rubber and Brazil nuts in more recent times. In the mid-
twentieth century, non forest products from mining, farming, and livestock raising
became more important, and in the 1980s the lumber industry boomed. In 1990, 6.6
percent of the region’s territory was considered altered by anthropic ( man-made )
action.

In 1996 the North had 11. 1 million inhabitants, only 7 percent of the national
total. Its share of Brazil’s total had grown rapidly in the 1970s and early 1980s as a
result of interregional migration, as well as high rates of natural increase. According to
the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics published in 2007 population data
showed that the northern part of Brazil's relatively high birth rate. The largest
population concentrations are in eastern Para State and in Rondénia. The major cities
are Belém and Santarém in Pard, and Manaus in Amazonas. Living standards are
below the national average. The highest per capita income, US $2,888, in the
region in 1994, was in Amazonas, while the lowest, US $901, was in Tocantins.

1=Northeast

The nine states that make up the Northeast are Alagoas, Bahia, Ceard, Maranho
Paraiba, Pernambuco, Piaui, Rio Grande do Norte, and Sergipe. The former federal
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