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Roberto Lamego

Roberto Lamego is creating alternatives for land use in the Brazilian Atlantic Forest region that provide farmers and community members with economic incentives for preserving the rapidly disappearing forests.  Roberto is promoting agro-forestry activities, which are both economically and environmentally sustainable and create a buffer to help protect the pristine forests.

The New Idea

Roberto Lamego, a homeopathic veterinarian with extensive experience in environmental protection, is promoting the spread of agro-forestry systems (SAFs, or sistemas agrosilvipastoris in Portuguese) directed at environmental, economic and social recovery in the Brazilian Atlantic Forest region. Farmers in and around this region have been practicing traditional agricultural models that degrade the land, decrease productivity and are leaving farmers looking for alternatives.  Roberto is replacing these models that are destructive to land and nature and developing ecologically sustainable alternatives that are economically attractive to growers.  By teaching farmers and cattle-raisers the economic benefits of growing forests for harvesting on degraded land, he is changing the relation between man and the forest from one of extraction to one of cultivation and conservation.  His systems involve species with both short- and long-term cycles to provide both current and future income to farmers adopting the model. The agro-forested regions also serve as a buffer for the old growth portions of the Atlantic Forest which are quickly being destroyed through burning and felling for coal production, conversion to pastureland, and agricultural activities.  

Roberto is creating the Center for Regional and Agro-forestry Technology (CETAR) in the Mid-Paraibá do Sul River Valley to serve as a convergence center for organizations and other entities interested in research, experimentation and the demonstration of more-sustainable and innovative models of land use. The promotion of SAFs will lead to the recuperation of degraded portions of the Atlantic Forest while allowing for a greater involvement of the producer in the conservation and protection of their properties.  Robert plans to use the spread of the agro-forestry systems to generate understanding about environmental conservation and sustainable development, demonstrating that it is possible to generate income using recommended methods without the destruction of natural resources.  Roberto is already attracting the interest of private companies and government entities that will be instrumental in spreading his model because of the innovative and economically attractive forestry technology he has developed and demonstrated as part of his model.

The Problem

According to Conservation International (1998), the Brazilian Atlantic Forest (Mata Atlantica) at the time of the 16th-century arrival of the Portuguese covered 1,227,600 km2 and extended between the 6o and 29o  southern parallels, representing .8% of the earth’s landmass.  The tropical and humid subtropical Atlantic Forest went from Rio Grande do Norte to Rio Grande do Sul, occupying large portions of six Brazilian states as well as parts of Paraguay and Argentina.  Today there are only 91,930 km2 of forest remaining intact, representing only 7.5% of the original area.

The officially protected area of the Atlantic Forest is 33,084 km2, or 2.7% of the remaining forests.  Of this protected area of the forest, only 1/3 is considered intact.  These portions possess a high level of biodiversity with 20,000 species of plans, 620 species of birds, 61 kinds of mammals, 200 reptiles and 280 amphibians.  Nearly half of these species are endemic to the region.

The Atlantic Forest is rapidly being deforested.  It is calculated that between 15-20% of the remaining area in different stages of conservation, mostly being secondary or tertiary-growth forests, are being deforested through traditional rural agricultural and extractive practices.  The region of the Paraíba river valley possesses vast areas of pastureland, which are burned annually to accelerate the growth of the pastures.  This frequent practice threatens the little remaining forest.  Roberto believes that if hundreds of trees with high economic value were planted on these lands, the property owners would have a great incentive to protect their land from fire and felling; the sustainable use of that reserve of wood could be converted into thousands of dollars in the future market. In addition, many small farms are becoming antiquated in terms of shifts in the global economy, which make their production level non-competitive in the open market, putting even greater pressure on growers to squeeze resources from the land. Agro-forestry systems represent potential solutions to the grave environmental, economic and social problems that the region is experiencing under the failure of the current model for land use.  

The Strategy

Over the course of years living and working in rural areas, particularly farms, Roberto became familiar with the exhaustion of agricultural lands and the degradation of the forests that has been occurring since the time of colonization.  This motivated him to look for alternatives to land exploitation and to create a model of social intervention in the degraded areas of the Atlantic Forest. As such, Roberto started to develop his model for implementing what he refers to as agro-forestry systems involving permanent cultivation of forests and other products that are more economically beneficial to the grower than traditional agricultural methods. 

In 1992, after receiving a piece of land passed down from his family, Roberto decided to create the Serra da Concórdia Wildlife Sanctuary in the Paraíba do Sul River Valley in the state of Rio de Janeiro as a space for developing and publicly demonstrating his systems for agro-forestry activities. Roberto has been working on consolidating these systems and demonstrating their viability among local community farmers for the past seven years.  He converted a portion of the sanctuary to serve as a demonstration site for the systems, attracting interest not only from local farmers but also from large companies and government entities. Drawing on an approach developed by Jean Dubois, director of REBRAF-Brazilian Agro-Forestry Network Institute, Roberto has developed many different systems (SAFs) at the demonstration site that enrich the forests and the underbrush in newly planted areas.  Currently, the projects are well underway and this year’s plantings and the winter maintenances are completed.  Roberto is now ready to implement the systems on a broader scale and is planning the creation of a Center for Regional and Agro-Forestry Technology (CETAR) to push forward this spread process. 

Roberto recognizes that forestry requires a different and longer time frame for growth and harvesting than traditional crops. He has therefore supplemented his forestry model for growing high-value, hardwood tree varieties with species of plants and brush that can be harvested within a normal growth season.  The dynamic system therefore provides income and incentives for farmers to adopt forestry models now in order to convince them to invest in land recovery and future income opportunities.  

To increase the access and visibility of his work, Roberto is using his own resources to open up a road to the base of the demonstration sites at the sanctuary.  This access will make it possible for transporting visitors to CETAR, particularly agriculturists from other regions and local farmers to spread the agro-forestry technologies being implemented.  Robert also wants to reestablish eco-tourism activities, which have been abandoned in the region. He also plans to increase agro-forestry production on the sanctuary land in order to further demonstrate the model and to pull together resources to replicate it in other areas.  He is designing training programs to transmit the new ideas and models to those who visit the center.

Besides the spread of his model to farmers and growers, Roberto believes that there is a need to simultaneously raise environmental awareness among the affected communities.  He is developing a Rural Environmental Education pilot program with the objective of increasing people’s understanding of the biodiversity of the Atlantic Forest and the importance of the forests for the production of water and maintenance of climatic equilibrium. The program will be executed through guided visits to the forests of the Serra da Concórdia.  Schools, resident associations, organizations and interested groups will be invited to participate in these events.

Roberto is developing partnerships with various entities to further his work and create CETAR.  The first partnership obtained by CETAR was with EMBRAPA, the Brazilian Company of Farming Research.  This prestigious company recognized Roberto’s innovative forestry technologies.  The company chose Roberto’s agro-forestry initiatives at the sanctuary as the base for the first research project in Brazil about the development of agro-forestry systems for land recuperation in the Atlantic Forest.  As part of the study, EMBRAPA will quantify, document and test the economic viability of Roberto’s agro-forestry systems.  In addition, EMBRAPA will provide funding to the program for the use of the land, permitting Roberto to spread the systems more rapidly.  

Roberto currently maintains, through his organization SALVEASERRA, an institutional partnership with REBRAF (Brazilian Agro-forestry Network Institute) and the Instituto IPANEMA (Institute for Advanced Research in Economy and the Environment), situated in Rio de Janeiro. Together with these partners, Roberto is presenting his model to other civil society organizations and institutions.  SALVEASERRA and REBRAF are starting conversations with the environmental division of a utility company called “Light” to develop a possible partnership allowing for the spread of his model to the Paraíba River Valley of the Atlantic Forest region where the company works.

The Person

Roberto graduated college with a degree in veterinary medicine.  He was trained in homeopathy, and received his masters in animal reproduction and artificial insemination.  For more than 20 years, Roberto worked in Brazil’s interior as a veterinarian treating livestock in various states. Roberto experienced first-hand the failure of the farming model practiced in Brazil, which was leading to serious environmental degradation while failing to provide the farmers with sufficient income to support themselves and their families.  As such, the necessity for searching for a new way for working with rural properties arose.  

A turning point for Roberto came about when he recovered a piece of land, the Santo Antonio da Aliança Farm, in the municipalities of Valença e Barra do Pirai in Rio de Janeiro state, which his family had abandoned many years before.  In 1992, he used this opportunity to create a place to develop and demonstrate his alternative models for land use and created the Serra da Concórdia Wildlife Sanctuary in conjunction with the Pro-Nature Foundation (FUNATURA). Roberto decided to abandon the lucrative profession of being a rural veterinarian (and the only homeopathic veterinarian in Brasilia) and moved to Valença in 1993 to follow the process of the creation of the sanctuary.  Though FUNATURA left the project, Roberto resolved to carry on the implantation of the sanctuary with his own funds.  In 1993, he founded the civil society organization called SALVEASERRA (Group for the Environmental Protection of the Concórdia Range), of which he is currently the executive director.  Roberto began developing political actions in Rio de Janeiro and the region of the Paraíba River Valley, promoting the new agricultural model, which is economically sustainable and based in agro-forestry. He has had an intense participation in the local communities, developing environmental-education programs that he conducts periodically in the Wildlife Sanctuary, and organizing programs for attending to and providing agro-forestry services for farmers and growers.  Roberto is a member of REBRAF and Instituto IPANEMA, besides being a counselor and founder of agricultural groups and defending the citizens in the Paraíba River Valley.  
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