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Since the late 1990s Brazil has become a key global supplier of mineral and agricultural 

commodities. To maximize the trade of its natural resources and agricultural production, the 

Brazilian government has launched the Growth Acceleration Program (PAC) to modernize 

the country´s infrastructure. In addition, both federal and state governments have increased 

public funding for private mega-projects through public/private partnerships. The 

combination of these initiatives resulted in the encroachment of large corporations (both 

national and multinational) on territories occupied by traditional communities (i.e., native 

Brazilians and descendents of Black slaves) and peasants. A strategy often used to expedite 

the displacement of these communities from their territories is the mechanism known as “land 

expropriation in the public interest”. Despite the fact that the Brazilian Federal Constitution 

has several articles stipulating steps to be taken by the State to preserve the rights of 

landowners, the law is not being followed and thousands of families are being displaced from 

their territories without due compensation. This paper will discuss the startling case 

happening in a coastal area located northern Rio de Janeiro state where hundreds of small 

farmers families are being forcefully removed from their land to allow the construction of the 

Açu Superport Industrial Complex.  

Keywords: mega-projects, expropriation, State, Brazil, land grabbing 

 

Introduction 

 Land grabbing has become a catch phrase that is used to define a myriad of processes 

involving the massive acquisition of land in different parts of the planet, but mainly in the 

developing world (Borras Jr and Franco, 2012).  Different authors have associated land 

grabbing with globalization and, more specifically, to issues related to food and biofuels 

production and rent extraction (Cotula, 2012; Robertson and Pinstrup-Andersen, 2010, 

Zommers, 2010). More importantly, land grabbing has been characterized as a process in 

which large capitalist groups encroach into territories traditionally occupied by family farmers 

or/and other traditional communities to introduce large-scale monocultures plantations 

(Schutter, 2011).   

 In many countries the issue of land grabbing is highly sensitive because of a perceived 

threat to national sovereignty and the impression that it represents a new wave of Imperialism. 

This is the case in Brazil where the acquisition of large tracts of land by foreign individuals 

and enterprises, namely for the establishment of soybean and sugarcane plantations, is 
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perceived by many as a direct threat to national sovereignty (Sauer and Leite, 2011). 

Although there are voices of dissent with regard to the magnitude of the land grabbing 

problem (Oliveira, 2010), there is dominant agreement that large portions of the Brazilian 

territory are being acquired by foreigners (Alvim, 2009; Fernandes, 2011; Pretto, 2009; Sauer, 

2010). 

 This paper, however, is based on the principle that in countries like Brazil, land 

grabbing is happening in more subtle ways which have not yet been properly addressed and 

are not merely linked to efforts towards increasing agricultural production. In fact, the 

premise of this paper is that some of the most acute cases of land grabbing are happening in 

large infrastructure and industrial projects that are being built as part of the ongoing effort by 

the Brazilian State to connect the country´s economy to global markets. This situation in 

Brazil resonates with other examples in other parts of the planet where the State is pursuing 

aggressive policies to displace entire communities in the name of economic development 

(Badhuri, 2007). Although the contemporary effort to improve Brazil´s industrial and 

infrastructure capacities can be traced back to the military government of 1964, a more recent 

push occurred in the second mandate of President Fernando Henrique Cardoso under the 

ambitious “Avança Brasil” Program (Fearnside and Laurance, 2002). Although Avança Brasil 

was not fully implemented, it provided a strategic base for the “Programa de Aceleração do 

Crescimento”, the Growth Acceleration Program, or PAC, which was launched by President 

Lula with the active help of his successor President Dilma Rousseff to improve Brazil´s 

capacity to export agricultural and mineral commodities (Teixeira, 2007). With an initial 

budget of roughly 250 billion dollars over a period of four years, PAC was organized to 

resolve a series of bottlenecks (i.e., logistics, energy, housing, sewage treatment and water 

resources) that are seen as hurdles delaying Brazil´s full participation in global markets 

(Brasil, 2007).  

 A particularly important aspect of PAC is related to the assimilation of the Public-

Private Partnership (PPP) model in which the State, state-owned companies and private 

corporations become partners in a broad array of economic initiatives. Another important 

feature of this hybrid form of development is ironically the return of a hybrid form of the 

traditional industrial location models such as the ones formulated by Alfred Marshall in the 

late nineteen century (Belussi and Caldari, 2009, Santos and Sousa, 2012). As a result, in 

different parts of Brazil, with an emphasis on the Atlantic coast, a series of large industrial 

districts are being established and presented by the State, private corporations and the media 

as the latest panacea to resolve ongoing regional inequities. The problem is that in many cases 

these new industrial districts are being created on territories that are already occupied, mostly 

by fisher communities, smallholders and descendants of African slaves.   

 It is important to note that the PPP development concept does not represent an attempt 

to return to past development policies where the State played the leading role both as financer 

and entrepreneur. Instead, in this new development paradigm the State acts primarily as a 

supplier of large amounts of funds and also as an enforcer of corporate interests in sensitive 

areas such as strategic planning, environmental licensing and the removal of land rights.   

 This paper will address the specific case of the Complexo Industrial do Superporto do 

Açu, the Açu Superport Industrial Complex, (CISPA), that is being built on the northern coast 
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of Rio de Janeiro State by the EBX Group
2
, which is owned by Brazilian multibillionaire Eike 

Batista, with the direct involvement of the three different levels of Brazilian government (i.e., 

municipal, state and federal). More importantly, the CISPA was included as one of the 

showcases for federal investments in the PAC Program (AGB, 2011). Therefore, the decision 

to discuss the CISPA case is justified by the fact that it is a perfect example of how the PPP 

development model is effectively implemented on the ground. The main goals of this paper 

are: (1) to unveil some of the key aspects of a particular form of land grabbing (i.e., State-

driven land grabbing), and (2) to address the main difficulties faced by the communities that 

try to resist being removed from their territories in the name of economic development. 

 

CISPA: an industrial district going global 

 There is no doubt that the CISPA is an ambitious project when it is seen on the 

drawing board. With an initial budget of US$ 40 billion and a declared potential to create 

235,000 jobs between 2008 and 2025, the CISPA is being presented by the EBX Group as the 

largest transportation and industrial hub under construction in the Americas. The so-called 

Industrial District of São João da Barra where the industrial component of the CISPA is going 

to be located will encompass a total area of 7,036 hectares (AGB, 2011) 

One of the stated goals of the CISPA is to offer a safe passage for a high grade pellet 

feed that will be transported through a new 525 km long pipeline that is being built by the 

steel giant Anglo American to bring the production from its mines in the state of Minas Gerais 

to the Açu Superport for transport to its consumption markets (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Map showing the location of the CISPA in the municipality of São João da 

Barra and the Anglo American slurry pipeline, Source: AGB (2011) 

 

 But in addition to being a future exportation hub, the CISPA is expected to host a 

series of industrial and energy installations that should include at least two steel plants, a 

shipyard and two thermoelectric plants (Figure 2).  

 
Figure 2. Map showing the location of different projects that form the CISPA. Source: 

AGB (2011) 
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 Another justification for the location of the CISPA is its proximity to the large 

reserves located in the Pre-Salt Layer
3
 in which the OGX, a subsidiary of the EBX Group, has 

significant oil rights. In this regard, the CISPA should become a major logistic hub which will 

prove useful to the oil industry over the coming decades. 

An overarching theme of the CISPA is the strengthening of Brazil´s access to global 

markets. A recent move of the Brazilian government highlights the importance given to the 

CISPA as a prime location for the exportation of commodities. This move came with the 

launching of a new federal program designed to increase and to improve the existing road and 

railway networks. The so-called “Programa de Logística para Rodovias e Ferrovias, 

“Logistic Program for Highways and Railways”,  was launched by President Dilma Rousseff  

in August of 2012 with an initial budget of US$ 65 billion . Despite being formally a private 

enterprise, the CISPA was included in this network, thereby connecting it by railway to 

soybean and sugarcane production areas located in the Brazilian Midwest. 

 

 

When the State becomes the land grabber: overstepping constitutional rights and 

using force as guiding principles 

 Despite the CISPA´s grandiosity, the transition from drawing board to actual 

implementation had to overcome the basic fact that the territory targeted to host it was already 

occupied by hundreds of smallholders, mostly family farmers who have been living and 

working in the region for several generations. Moreover, it is important to note that the 

project has been expanded over time. The initial project only included the construction of a 

large port to allow the exportation of iron reserves owned by EBX in the state of Minas 

Gerais. The first piece of legislation relating to the CISPA was the Municipal Law 035/2010 

that created the “Zona Industrial do Porto do Açu”, the Açu Port Industrial Zone (ZIPA), 

with an area of 1,500 hectares. However, the increase of economic and political influence of 

Eike Batista after the privatization of the Pre-Salt Layer in 2007, combined with the 

preference of the federal government to allocate large amounts of economic resources in the 

PPP-related initiatives, lent themselves to modifications in the CISPA project, which assumed 

the much more ambitious framework it presently occupies. In order to supply the additional 

land the EBX Group needed to make the CISPA a reality, the Governor of Rio de Janeiro 

issued Decree 41585/2008 to expropriate land needed to create the Distrito Industrial de São 

João da Barra, the Industrial District of São João da Barra (DISJB).  

The enlargement of the CISPA project faced legal, constitutional and environmental 

problems. The area selected to build the DISJB was assigned as rural in the municipal zoning 

law of São João da Barra. Another layer of difficulty was the fact that land property in Brazil 

is clearly protected under the Federal constitution and stripping land ownership is not an easy 

task. Finally, compounding the legal quagmire was the fact that the region contains several 

sensitive terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems which are protected under Brazilian 

environmental laws. On this regard, the CISPA is a showcase of prompt and ruthless 
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intervention of the Brazilian state to guarantee the access to cheap land by private 

corporations in the name of economic development. 

A first step to remove the pending obstacles against the implementation of the CISPA 

was taken on the evening of December 31 of 2008. When most Brazilians, including the 

hundreds of small farmer families of São João da Barra, were celebrating the arrival of the 

New Year, the Câmara de Vereadores, the City Council, held a special session to approve a 

new zoning ordinance that changed the legal designation of its Fifth District from rural to 

industrial.  In practical terms, Municipal Law 115/2008 opened the way for the Government 

of Rio de Janeiro State to publish several decrees that expropriated the entire area of the Fifth 

District using a Federal Law of 1941 (Law 3365/1941), which it is still used by the different 

levels of government to expropriate private land in the “public interest.” After that a series of 

decrees were issued by the state government to progressively increase the area being 

expropriated for the implementation of CISPA (e.g., 41915/2009, 4196/2009, 42675/2010 and 

42676/2010), thus legally placing around 7,200 hectares under the control of the Companhia 

de Desenvolvimento Industrial do Rio de Janeiro, the Industrial Development Company, 

(CODIN) (AGB, 2011). In practical terms, the application of these decrees meant that once 

one farm was expropriated, it would be passed by CODIN to the EBX Group. It is important 

to note that these decrees are in direct contradiction with the Article 185 of the Brazilian 

Federal Constitution, which adamantly forbids the expropriation of land that is being used 

productively.  

 Armed with the necessary legal mandate to execute the process of land expropriation, 

CODIN started to sue smallholders individually to remove their land rights. Despite the fact 

that CODIN had previously made a complete inventory of landowners in the Fifth District, 

many processes were filed against “absentee or unknown” owners. This strategy was clearly 

designed to expedite the judicial decisions that are constitutionally required from the State 

when a given piece of land is targeted for expropriation. But this tactic was not the only dirty 

trick used by CODIN to diminish the resistance from the smallholders.  

The method used to remove farmers from their land resembled small 

counterinsurgency operations. In these operations, whether in the presence of a representative 

of the courts or not, an assemblage formed of police officers and private security personnel 

hired by the EBX Group was used to inhibit any attempts aimed at resisting the land eviction. 

Moreover, CODIN often sealed all access to the targeted farm and would then employ force 

and physiological distress techniques to persuade residents to leave their farms (Figure 3).  
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Figure 3. Police blocking the entrance of a farm during an expropriation operation. 

Source: http://ralphbraz.blogspot.com.br/2012/02/reintegracao-de-posse-em-sao-joao-da.html 

 

 Once a family was removed from the targeted farm, homes were immediately 

bulldozed and crops completely uprooted. To complete the land takeover, signs would be 

placed to indicate that the land was now State property (Figure 4). 

 

 
Figure 4. Ruins of a home in an expropriated farm with an advertising board indicating 

that the land will be used to build a steel plant in the São João da Barra Industrial 

District.  

 

This process involved in several documented cases the illegal use of judicial decisions 

to evict farmers from properties other than those that had been authorized by the courts. In 

http://ralphbraz.blogspot.com.br/2012/02/reintegracao-de-posse-em-sao-joao-da.html
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this process, CODIN also blatantly disregarded Article 265 of the Rio de Janeiro State 

Constitution, which dictates that expropriation will only occur subsequent to payment of the 

land and physical infrastructure existent on a given farm.  But in most cases, CODIN 

managed to conduct most of the evictions without conducting any form of payment through a 

series of legal maneuvers. This situation has led to inevitable conflicts between farmers and 

the State representatives which will be discussed in the next section. 

 However, force and intimidation were also used against farmers that had not yet been 

stripped of their land rights by the courts. A common practice was to destroy fences and 

remove cattle from the farms without any prior consent from the farmers. In few cases 

farmers that were seen as leaders of the resistance were called to the police station to provide 

statements in cases in which they were being prosecuted either by CODIN or directly the 

EBX Group, supposedly for invading public or private land in the Fifth District. In an 

interesting twist, in some of these cases farmers went to these hearings with their land titles 

and fiscal documents proving that they were still paying their property taxes to the federal 

government.  In any case, these tactics resulted in loss of working time and stressful living 

conditions for the farmers and their families.  

 

The Fast-track environmental licensing approach at its prime 

Another aspect that makes this case emblematic of the PPP development paradigm 

applied at the local and regional levels is related to the changes made by the Brazilian federal 

government in the environmental licensing process. The establishment of environmental 

regulations in Brazil can be traced back to 1974 when the military government created the 

Special Secretariat of the Environment basically as a means to respond to the pressures 

created by the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment held in Stockholm two 

years before. After that Brazil started to adopt environmental legislation intended to regulate 

the licensing of economic projects very similar to what were already practiced in the United 

States. CONAMA Resolution 237 of 1997 established the conditions under which the 

environmental licensing process would occur and also established the parameters for the 

emission of licenses.  

 Despite effective resistance towards the full application of the EIA process as a 

mechanism overseeing the authorization of new economic projects, the situation remained 

almost unchanged until President Lula went to office in 2003. In an event held at the Parintins 

Festival, a few weeks after assuming power, Lula made a passionate speech against what he 

perceived as an unfair burden posed by environmental regulations against the process of 

economic development in Brazil, especially in the Amazon (Pedlowski, 2003).  One of the 

direct consequences of the positions held by Lula was a slow but steady decrease in the role 

of the Instituto Brasileiro do Meio Ambiente (IBAMA) on the enforcement of environmental 

protection and in the execution of EIAs. The role of IBAMA was clearly undermined in 2007 

by the Medida Provisória N
o
 366 that led to the creation of the Instituto Chico Mendes de 

Conservação da Biodiversidade (ICMBio), whose specific mandate was to enforce the 

protection of conservations units.  
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 Although the official discourse behind this dismemberment was to diminish the 

workload of IBAMA and to accelerate the emission of environmental licenses, other practical 

steps were taken to decentralize the EIA process. As a consequence of this decentralization 

process, state agencies started to replace IBAMA in the responsibility of issuing 

environmental licenses. In spite of the official discourse towards sustainable development, the 

most direct consequences of the state agencies in issuing environmental licenses for projects 

that were previously overseen by IBAMA have been twofold: a) licenses have been issued 

quite expeditiously, and b) there has been a fragmentation of the EIA process in which it 

becomes almost impossible to foresee the synergistic interactions among the different 

activities. 

 In the case of the state of Rio de Janeiro, the authority to issue environmental licenses 

was given to the “Instituto Estadual de Meio Ambiente”, the State Institute of the 

Environment, (INEA), which was created in November of 2007. The development of a state 

licensing system was solidified by State Law 42159/2009  which created the “Sistema de 

Licenciamento Ambiental”, the Rio de Janeiro Licensing System, (SLAM) (Valinhas, 2010).  

Coincidence or not, all licenses required by the EBX Group were issued in a very expeditious 

manner. However, speed was not the only peculiar characteristic of the licensing process done 

by the INEA. The approach used by the INEA included the analysis of each project submitted 

by the EBX Group (or other corporations interested in participating in the CISPA) separately. 

The public hearings were required by law to follow the same individual pattern. This strategy 

clearly favored the interests of the EBX Group because it became impossible to carry out a 

more comprehensive evaluation of the social and environmental repercussions created by the 

different projects. In addition, the hearings were held mostly at night and none was conducted 

in the Fifth District, also precluding broader public participation. 

 Therefore, the CISPA licensing process synthesizes a series of changes that occurred 

in Brazil in the name of a more decentralized process of environmental oversight of large 

development projects.  

 

The rise of Farmer’s collective resistance 

 In a study in three localities in the Fifth District, Pires (2009) demonstrated that 

economic development ideals were being internalized by the local population. Despite 

anticipating losses at the local level, the prospects of economic growth associated with the 

CISPA were sufficient to create an ambiguous position in which most people believed that the 

project would generate development for the region as a whole.  This ambiguity was amplified 

by a general disbelief that the State would remove farmers from pieces of land which their 

families had been actively working for several generations. The fact that most farmers held 

land titles or other types of documents proving their land rights was also seen as another 

assurance against land expropriation. In addition, the fact that the Fifth District generated 

most of the agricultural production generated in São João da Barra was seen as another 

guarantee against land expropriation. This perception derived from the common sense 

knowledge that productive land is protected from expropriation by the Brazilian Constitution. 

It is important to note that despite the predominant sandy soils, the area was historically a 
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major regional producer of cash crops such as pineapple, okra, pumpkin and maxixe (a 

vegetable very similar to cucumber which is most likely originated in Africa). 

 The recognition that land expropriation was a real threat was also delayed due to the 

absence of political organization at the community level, where most farmers conducted their 

daily routine based on the family blood ties. Nevertheless, the first response occurred in 

August of 2009 after the State government issued Decrees 41915 and 41916. Hundreds of 

farmers brought food and cattle to a protest in front of the City Hall located in the historical 

center of São João da Barra. However, the assurance offered publicly by the city mayor, Carla 

Machado (from the same political party as the State governor), that she would talk to the 

government and ask for a revision of the two decrees was sufficient to demobilize the farmers 

that returned to daily activities in the Fifth District. 

However, a lack any formal change in the State government forced the farmers to 

return to action. In August of 2010 another public protest was held in São João da Barra with 

the presence of a political opposition member inside Assembléia Legislativa do Rio de 

Janeiro, Paulo Ramos. The congressman made a strong public speech attacking the State 

government in which he indicated the need for political organization among the farmers to 

stop the land expropriation process. When the State government issued two additional decrees 

in September of 2010 to increase the size of the area to be expropriated (42675/2010 and 

42676/2010), a small group of farmers decided to create the “Associação de Proprietários de 

Imóveis e Agricultores de São João da Barra”, the Landowners and Farmers Association of 

São João da Barra (ASPRIM), to organize community resistance.  From the start, ASPRIM 

established two main demands: (1) the revision of the expropriation decrees to exclude areas 

in which community members were not willing to be resettled, and (2) the establishment of a 

system of fair prices for the land under expropriation. 

A major problem faced by ASPRIM was the effective lack of political experience not 

only of its general membership but also of its leaders. Another difficulty faced by ASPRIM in 

organizing the reaction of the community was the fact that only a few members were formally 

educated and capable of reading or willing to speak in public. A final hurdle faced by 

ASPRIM was the lack of economic resources to pay for the expenses related to its many 

political and legal activities. 

 The solution engineered by the ASPRIM leadership was actually very clever. The 

strategy involved seeking support from faculty and students from three public higher 

education institutions located in the municipality of Campos dos Goytacazes and also from 

two major social movements operating in the Brazilian countryside (the “Movimento dos 

Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra”, the Landless Rural Workers Movement (MST), and the 

“Movimento dos Pequenos Agricultores”, the Movimento dos Pequenos Agricultores, the 

Movement of Small Farmers (MAP). In addition, ASPRIM was also able to attract the support 

from state chapter of the Brazilian Association of Geographers.  The final knot in this network 

of external support was to hire a lawyer associated with a non-governmental organization, the 

Instituto de Justiça Ambiental, which had participated in a successful lawsuit against the EBX 

Group that prevented the construction of a similar project in the state of Santa Catarina. 

 The result of this networking approach was very positive in terms of the learning curve 

of the ASPRIM leadership regarding its own capacity to organize the political resistance 
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against land expropriation.  A first demonstration of force was given in April of 2011 when a 

blockade organized by ASPRIM closed the road leading to the Açu Port and effectively 

stopped construction activities for two days. This blockade was very similar to the “empates”
4
 

made by the rubber tappers in the Amazon and attracted the attention of the national press 

(Figure 5). 

 
Figure 5. Front page of the Jornal O GLOBO of April 26, 2011 with the headline “Fire 

on the road”. 

 

 In addition to road blockades, ASPRIM was able to organize a series of events held in 

different parts of the Fifth District to educate the families on their rights and to galvanize 

support both from inside and outside the community.  In one of these events, the participants 

went to the entrance of the Açu Port construction site to hold a lecture on the negative social 

and environmental impact of the project under the tense and vigilant surveillance of the same 

private security that often are involved in the eviction process (Figure 6). 

 

                                                           
4
 Empates (or stand-offs) were peaceful demonstrations by rubber tappers communities against 

deforestation in their rubber extracting areas.  They simply walked to the areas being destroyed and 

blocked the camping sites before operations began. 
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Figure 6. Public lecture on the negative social and environmental impact of CISPA at 

the entrance of one of the construction sites. 

 

 Dissemination of the ongoing conflicts in the Fifth District was fostered by the use of 

virtual social networks such as Facebook, Twitter and blogs. This component of the struggle 

was possible because of the involvement of faculty and students from the public universities. 

However, ASPRIM also produced videos that became available for publication on websites 

like Youtube. The diffusion of information in virtual communities also helped to attract the 

attention of the national media who responded by producing a series of articles and reports 

that exposed the conflict at the national level.  

 The final layer of resistance adopted by ASPRIM materialized within the judicial 

system.  The key piece of this component was a lawsuit filed by ASPRIM and a group of 

supporting organizations in a federal court requesting the suspension of the environmental 

licenses issued by the INEA (Federal Process 2012.51.03.000149-3). The key assertion 

included in the lawsuit was the claim that IBAMA, and not the INEA, should have been in 

charge of the license approval process regarding the EBX Group. The assertion was based on 

the assumption that the CISPA operations will impact not only municipalities located in the 

state of Rio de Janeiro, but others located in Minas Gerais and Espirito Santo.  Although this 

lawsuit has not yet been fully analyzed by the judiciary, it represents a critical rebuttal of the 

entire concept of a decentralized and fragmented environmental licensing process. 

 Although none of ASPRIM’s demands has been met, progress has been made in the 

emergence of a small cadre of endogenous leaders.  More importantly, ASPRIM has been 

able to slow the pace of evictions in the Fifth District.   

 

The State´s against its people with a little help from the private partner 

 Since the conflict emerged in the Fifth District, both the State officials and 

representatives of the EBX Group have adopted tactics that at a first glance were developed to 

create serious hurdles for the struggle led by ASPRIM. A first element was the public denial 

by the EBX Group of any participation or responsibility in the eviction process. The 
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company´s formal position expressed in many press releases was that the land expropriation 

process was being conducted by the State government and not by the EBX Group. Therefore, 

any issues or grievances should be addressed directly to CODIN. On the other hand, the state 

secretary of Economic Development, Júlio Bueno, portrayed ASPRIM’s claims as being 

merely the work of nonlocal politicians who are opposed to the government.  Moreover, Júlio 

Bueno argued that any opposition to the construction of the CISPA would be the loss of a 

great opportunity for economic development. In an interview in the “O Estado de São Paulo”, 

Júlio Bueno was quoted as saying that the “increase of steel production is much more 

important than planting maxixe.” 

 The already mentioned synergy between the actions of CODIN and the EBX Group 

during the eviction operations also became clear in relation to the resettlement of the 

displaced families. The official line is that all legitimate farmers had been resettled in a brand 

new rural village built by the EBX Group called “Vila da Terra” (i.e., the Land Village). 

According to EBX Group publicity, the Vila da Terra adheres to United Nations resettlement 

model recommendations.  On the other hand, when confronted by ASPRIM accounts of the 

virtual conditions of homelessness that many farmers were experiencing after being evicted 

from their farms, CODIN released a note saying that all displaced farmers were resettled in 

the Vila da Terra under the great conditions provided by the EBX Group.  However, field 

visits to the Vila da Terra have shown that only 36 families had been resettled there. This 

number is much lower than the 151 farms that were already expropriated and above the 

number of 16 families that were cited in an official statement released by state Secretariat of 

Economic Development as living on the land. During the interviews, farmers complained 

about the complete lack of, or the intermittent provision of basic services such as water and 

electricity. However, the fact that Vila da Terra was built on a farm whose owner is neither 

CODIN nor the EBX Group synthesizes the contradictory nature of this forced resettlement 

process. Farmers complain that they have been moved from farms to which they held titles 

and placed on a land without any formal documentation. Moreover, farmers are being 

prohibited from planting perennial crops or building permanent structures without the prior 

authorization from the EBX Group. This situation leaves the families resettled in the Vila da 

Terra totally dependent on a monthly stipend provided by CODIN to survive.  

 Another critical aspect of the low level of accountability involved in the land 

expropriation process in the Fifth District has to do with a basic question: how much is being 

paid for the land and by whom? Article 184 of the Brazilian Constitution dictates that land 

expropriation is within the power of the Union when based on social interest, for purposes of 

agrarian reform, when the rural property is not performing its social function, against prior 

and fair compensation in agrarian debt bonds with a clause providing for maintenance of the 

real value, redeemable within a period of up to twenty years computed as from the second 

year of issue, and the use of which shall be defined in the law. In addition, the paragraph adds 

that all useful and necessary improvements shall be compensated in cash.  

Setting aside the fact that the case of the Fifth District does not follow strictly the 

conditions imposed by the Brazilian Constitution regarding the fulfillment of the land´s social 

function, the evaluation process was essentially carried out by CODIN without any 

participation of the farmers or their lawyers, which is a clear breach of the law. In addition, 
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the estimates given by CODIN are seen as totally unfair by the farmers, especially when 

compared with the values paid to the EBX Group by companies that rent space in areas that 

were formerly farms and became part of the CISPA after the land expropriation process. 

Estimates released by Roberto Moraes Pessanha, faculty member of the Federal Fluminense 

Institute, indicate that while the EBX Group was paying US$ 0.45 per m
2
 to acquire small 

farms in the Fifth District, the annual cost for rent the same unit area inside the CISPA was 

US$ 36.00.  

This sort of unequal valuation stresses another important aspect of the land grabbing 

that is occurring in the Fifth District, which is land rent.  But to worsen the situation, most 

expropriated farmers have yet to be paid. CODIN has alleged that the funds were deposited 

judicially until the farmers can provide the proper land titles.  In many cases, although 

farmers had the proper documentation, they held titles belonging to their parents or 

grandparents which do not entitle them to receive the proper compensation under the law. The 

fact is that the local “Cartório de Notas e Registro de Imóveis”, the Real State Registry, is 

essentially refusing to conduct the actions required by law to issue new land titles until 

farmers settle their differences with CODIN. This situation creates a legal vacuum which 

traps farmers and holds them at the mercy of CODIN, the EBX Group and other corporations 

that interested in grab their land.  

 

Conclusions 

In spite of the small amount of affected farmland, the CISPA land expropriation and 

related land-grabbing case presented in this paper provides a series of potential answers to 

critical questions raised by Borras Jr and Franco (2012).   

First, not all land grabbing is done by foreign actors. More importantly, it reveals that 

the State can occupy a key role in conducting land grabbing. The arbitrary use of the law 

combined with the excessive use of force to impose land expropriation is a trademark of the 

State-led land grabbing approach being used in Brazil. Second, the overall impacts of the land 

grabbing can be significant when it does not involve large areas. Although the amount of 

farmland grabbed was relatively small, the consequences for the affected communities were 

very negative because most farmers were displaced from their land without any of the 

guarantees existent under the law and essentially from their means of production. Third, the 

present case shows that the motivation and justifications for land grabbing is not always 

related to the production of agricultural commodities and biofuels. The main argument for 

displacing farmers from their land was based on the need of accelerating economic 

development through the establishment of new industrial districts and transportation hubs for 

mineral and agricultural commodities produced elsewhere in Brazil. Therefore, land grabbing 

is definitely a more complex enterprise that one can envision at a first glance. As a matter of 

fact, this case is a good example of a land grabbing event that eradicates agriculture as an 

economic alternative.  Fourth, although the economic development argument has already been 

widely used in the past, the novelty in this case was provided by the intimate interaction 

between the State and a large private corporation under the PPP approach.  This proximity 

was seen not only in changes made to simplify the environment licensing, but also in the 
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actions taken to accelerate the displacement of farmers from their land through decrees and 

the use of police forces.  

 Meanwhile, this case is also a good example of how affected communities can rapidly 

learn to organize in order to resist land grabbing.  The wide array of measures adopted by the 

farmers to respond to land grabbing provides a good illustration of how ordinary people can 

increase their level of political organization to respond to highly adverse conditions. This case 

also shows the importance of the interaction between urban actors and farmers that are 

resisting to land grabbing. The speed of political awareness was clearly increased by 

cooperation with people living in the cities that possessed the necessary networking 

capabilities. The use of virtual social networks is also another aspect of how farmers were 

able to gather more support for their resistance. This aspect is one that may surface in other 

cases in different regions in which resistance to land grabbing is being carried out.  

 It is important to stress that the CISPA case is not just an anomaly in the efforts being 

made by the Brazilian State to strengthen the country´s role as a major supplier of mineral and 

agricultural commodities to the global economy. The argument being made here is that at this 

point in time there are plenty of other cases in which this form of State-led grabbing is 

occurring in different parts of the Brazilian territory (and in other parts of the planet) with 

similar results in terms of violent displacement of entire communities. Thus, it seems we are 

on the brink of readdressing the old question of how to balance economic growth initiatives 

with the rights of the communities living and working on territories targeted for development. 

This case also shows that the impact of land grabbing on food security cannot be 

reduced to a problem of how much land is being taken from small farmers. In Brazil, the 

official statistics (IBGE, 2009) show that national food production is highly dependent on 

small farms that hold less than 2% of the land used for agriculture (more than 70% in the case 

of rice, beans and manioc). As a result, when land grabbing occurs in areas dominated by 

small but highly productive farms, a significant reduction in the production of food crops is 

unavoidable. Food security may be a crucial element jeopardizing social and political stability 

in regions where the State actively pursues and promotes the replacement of farmland with 

mega-projects like the CISPA. 

Finally, we must also look at the major role the CISPA case has in the future of land 

grabbing as a global phenomenon. In this case, we are witnessing a small land-grabbing event 

expected to become an export hub for mineral and agricultural commodities for global 

markets. At least part of these commodities will themselves be produced in large land-

grabbed areas owned by private corporations and individuals elsewhere. These connections 

may hold an important explanatory power of the land-grabbing evolution in countries like 

Brazil. 
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