
SAO FELIX DO XINGU, Brazil: Something is
wrong. Holed up in her lab, Brazilian atmospheric
chemist Luciana Gatti crunches her numbers
again and again, thinking there is a mistake. But
the same bleak conclusion keeps popping up on
her screen: the Amazon, the world’s biggest rain-
forest - the “lungs of the Earth,” the “green
ocean,” the thing humanity is counting on to in-
hale our pollution and save us from the mess
we’ve made of the planet - is now emitting more
carbon than it absorbs.

Splashed across South America in an exuber-
ant blob of deep green, the Amazon basin is one
of the world’s great wildernesses, a place where
life teems in the heat of the tropics, fed by the
myriad rivers criss-crossing the jungle like blue
blood vessels. Home to more than three million
species, the rainforest bursts with lush vegeta-
tion, which absorbs huge amounts of carbon
through photosynthesis - a key fact as hu-
mankind struggles to stop heating the planet
with greenhouse gases.

As carbon dioxide emissions have surged by
50 percent in 60 years, to nearly 40 billion tons
worldwide, the Amazon has absorbed a large
amount of that pollution - nearly two billion tons
a year, until recently. But humans have also spent
the past half-century tearing down and burning
whole swathes of the Amazon to make way for
cattle ranches and farmland. Gatti, who works at
Brazil’s national space agency, has been tracking
how much carbon the region emits and absorbs,
watching for signs of a looming nightmare: that
the destruction could push the Amazon to a “tip-
ping point” where much of the rainforest dries up
and turns to savannah.

Climate scientists say passing that point would
be catastrophic: instead of helping curb climate
change, the Amazon would suddenly accelerate it.
Plummeting rainfall would cause its trees to die
off en masse, releasing up to a decade’s worth of
worldwide carbon emissions back into the atmos-
phere - and dooming our efforts to hold global
warming somewhere near a livable limit. When not
in her lab outside Sao Paulo, Gatti can be found
training bush pilots to collect her samples, by div-
ing in a downward spiral from 14,500 feet, suck-
ing up little flasks of air.

The bespectacled 61-year-old, who needs mo-
tion-sickness pills before each flight, has watched
those flasks tell a steadily worsening story over
the past decade. In July, she and her team pub-
lished their grimmest findings yet, in the journal
Nature. First: the Amazon is now a net carbon
source, mainly because of humans setting it on
fire. Second: even subtracting emissions caused
by fires, the southeastern Amazon is now a net
carbon emitter.

That part of the Amazon - the heart of cattle
country in Brazil, the world’s biggest producer
and exporter of beef and soy - no longer needs
our help to spew carbon into the air. It has started
doing so all by itself. “We’re killing the Amazon.
And that’s not something our climate models have
taken into account. As bad as the predictions are,
they’re actually optimistic,” says Gatti. “The Ama-
zon has become a carbon source way sooner than

anyone thought. That means we’re going to reach
the horror-show scenario way sooner, too.”

Gatti’s is one of several recent studies to
sound a blaring alarm on the Amazon. It is based
on data from 2010 to 2018. Since then, the de-
struction has accelerated - especially in Brazil,
home to 60 percent of the Amazon, where far-
right President Jair Bolsonaro took office in 2019
with strong backing from the farm lobby, pushing
to open protected lands and indigenous reserva-
tions to agribusiness and mining.

Under Bolsonaro, deforestation in the Brazil-
ian Amazon has surged from an average of 6,500
square kilometers per year during the previous
decade to around 10,000 - an area nearly the
size of Lebanon. Scientists say it is impossible to
be sure just how close the rainforest now is to the
tipping point. But Gatti’s findings suggest we are
teetering on the brink - if not tumbling over it al-
ready, at least in part of the Amazon. How have
we come this close to killing one of Earth’s most
vital resources — one our own survival may de-
pend on?

It is, in some ways, a story of evil: of bad guys
exploiting a lawless frontier, festering corruption
and their fellow human beings to rip riches from
the land. But it is also the story of all humanity:
our troubled relationship with nature, our endless
appetites, our seeming inability to stop. This is a
series of snapshots of how we got here, and
where we go next.

Welcome to the jungle
Today, driving through the southeastern Ama-

zon, there is little sign left of the rainforest. It is a
land of cowboy hats, boots with spurs and out-
size belt buckles, of dusty towns packed with
agricultural supply shops and Evangelical
churches, of billboards advertising cattle auctions
and rodeos, or welcoming visitors with the dec-

laration: “Our town backs Bolsonaro.” Vast plains
of pasture and soybeans stretch to the horizon,
dotted by grazing cattle and the occasional patch
of forest or solitary tree.

It is almost hard to imagine it was once cov-
ered in jungle. But when Jordan Timo Carvalho
moved here, in 1994, clearing the rainforest was
still a massive, dirty job for would-be ranchers.
Timo, who grew up in Minas Gerais, in southeast-
ern Brazil, had just graduated with a degree in
agricultural engineering when his father bought
some land for him to ranch from a World War II
veteran-turned-Amazonian pioneer in Sao Felix
do Xingu county, in the state of Para.

Then 24, Timo instantly took to the Wild West
spirit in this frontier outpost of fortune-seekers,
riffraffs and poor migrants looking to turn around
their luck. Brazil’s military dictatorship (1964-
1985) had launched the large-scale “colonization”
of the Amazon in 1970. In a country then mod-
ernizing so fast its economic growth was dubbed
the “Brazilian Miracle,” the regime saw the Ama-
zon as backwards, and created a “National Inte-
gration Plan” to build roads across the rainforest.

It mounted a publicity campaign to attract pi-
oneers, promising “Land without men for men
without land” - never mind the indigenous peo-
ples who had lived in the Amazon for millennia.
But the state had little presence on the ground,
leading to a chaotic free-for-all that still reigned
by the time Timo arrived - and lingers to this day.
Timo, a charismatic swashbuckler with a brown
hat that looks part cowboy, part fedora, remem-
bers slaughtering cows to trade them for gold
with hungry wildcat miners, stashing the pro-
ceeds in a film canister in his shirt pocket and
sleeping with his rifle in his hands, a pistol tucked
into his waistband.

He cleared the 3,000 hectares for his father’s
ranch using the same method everyone in the re-

gion did, he says: slashing and burning the rain-
forest, often with forced labor. “It was all done
with what they now call ‘modern slavery.’ That
was the only way to do it back then,” he says.
The 51-year-old tells of a time he and his neigh-
bor decided they needed 200 workers to clear
new land. So they did the rounds of the local
brothels, picking up down-and-out drunks and
paying their tabs.

They locked them in a shed with a supply of
food and alcohol, posting four gunmen outside.
When they had enough men, they loaded them on
a ferry - with help from the police - and shipped
them six hours down the Xingu River, a tributary
of the Amazon, to the place they were deforesting.
“Those were crazy times,” Timo says. He is un-
abashed telling these stories, which he paints as
the reckless adventures of youth - his and the re-
gion’s. But he has had a change of heart about the
destructive, violent process of turning the rainfor-
est to pastureland.

Now a proud dad of one, he founded a con-
sulting firm in 2009 to help slaughterhouses en-
sure they source cattle from ranches that do not
deforest. These days, he fights the environmental
destruction he once took part in. “The Amazon’s
big issue is lawlessness,” he says. “When you can’t
apply the law, the bad guys win.” It remains a
pressing problem.

Cattle capital
According to one widely cited study, the

Amazon will reach the tipping point when 20 to
25 percent of it is deforested. We are currently
at 15 percent - up from six percent in 1985. Most
of that destroyed rainforest - an estimated 80 to
90 percent - is now pasture for cattle. Sao Felix
has led the way. The sprawling county, which had
200,000 cows in 1994, has become Brazil’s beef
capital, with over two million head of cattle -
more than 15 for every inhabitant. It also leads
Brazil in emissions, releasing the equivalent of
nearly 30 million tons of carbon dioxide in 2018,
more than Sao Paulo.

In fact, seven of the 10 counties with the
highest emissions in Brazil are in the Amazon, the
result of burning down the rainforest and replac-
ing it with methane-emitting cattle. The destruc-
tion isn’t as senseless as it might seem: many
ranchers say raising cattle in the Amazon is one
of the easiest ways to make money there is. The
process is simple. First, cut the old-growth trees
from a plot of land and sell them for timber. Then,
burn what’s left.

Next, plant grass, put up fencing, bring in some
cattle and let them graze. A truckload of fattened
bulls brings in around 110,000 reais ($20,000).
The soil wears out quickly with this method. But
it is easy enough to clear new pasture every few
years, especially for those who have no qualms
about occupying public land. Environmentalists
say the destruction has grown more brazen under
Bolsonaro, a 66-year-old former army officer who
jokingly calls himself “Captain Chainsaw.” A surge
in fires in the Amazon in 2019, his first year in of-
fice, caused a global outcry and drew backlash
from investors. — AFP 
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Amazon teetering on the brink
Amazon - the ‘lungs of the Earth, the green ocean’

TAILANDIA, Brazil: A boat speeds on the Jurura river in the municipality of Carauari, in the heart of the Brazilian
Amazon Forest. — AFP 


