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The Balancing Act: Brazil’s Need for Profit and Preservation

As the global population continues to expand, the question of the planet’s carrying capacity begins to
arise. It becomes apparent that the food supply cannot sustain these new demands under the current
systems. This, however, is not just a problem of food supply, but also of production and distribution
methodology. For instance, despite Brazil’s economic development and major agricultural exports, a large
portion of Brazilians currently experience food insecurity. The constant expansion of global commodity
crop trade has resulted in the overexpansion of agricultural land, resulting in habitat fragmentation across
the nation. Meanwhile, massive ships full of food exports seem to leave little behind for Brazilians
themselves. Trade, community dynamics, and agricultural practices must all be considered in order to
prioritize land conservation without sacrificing economic growth. Incentives to encourage sustainable
agricultural practices by commercial farms can help Brazil to utilize its rich supply of natural resources to
promote prosperity in future generations.

Brazil is the largest country in South America by area, and, as of 2023, the population of Brazil is
estimated to be just under 219 million (Central Intelligence Agency). Brazil’s population growth rate has
been steadily declining over the past fifty years, and it now sits at around 0.5% annually, under the global
average (“Population Growth”). The majority of Brazilian citizens reside in urban areas, as most
communities have developed away from agrarian lifestyles. For the past half-century, Brazil has been
experiencing a rapid demographic transition and subsequent decline in fertility. The total fertility rate now
sits around 1.75 children per woman (Central Intelligence Agency), making the average family size only
2.8 people (“What the Latest Census Says”).

Brazil has the largest amount of arable land of any country, and, as of 2021, agricultural land accounts for
29% of the country’s total land area (“Agricultural Land”). As the largest net exporter in the world
(Valdes), Brazil’s main agricultural commodities include soybeans, coffee, sugar, and cotton (Barron). At
present, 70 percent of Brazilian farms are 500 or more acres. In comparison, 85 percent of farms in the
United States are 500 acres smaller (“U.S.-Brazil Farm Size Comparison”), which indicated a dominance
of factory farms. The country is dominated by tropical and equatorial climates, with some subtropical
regions. A large portion of Brazil is occupied by the Amazon rainforest, as well as some grasslands. Much
of Northern Brazil experiences high temperatures and large amounts of rainfall as part of a tropical
climate, while Southern Brazil is more temperate (Central Intelligence Agency).

As Brazil has gone through increased industrialization, typical diets have shifted to include more
processed and prepared foods. Traditional Brazilian diets contain lots of rice, black beans, fresh beef, and
vegetables, however an increasing proportion of the population is shifting to consume more processed
bread, soft drinks, and ready-to-eat meals (Andrade et al). Strong economic growth in Brazil has allowed
many families to rise out of poverty and form a new working middle class. Unfortunately, this new social
class remains economically vulnerable, as most jobs are service sector occupations that pay little more
than the minimum wage (Clément et al). Although public healthcare is accessible to all citizens in Brazil,
private providers are generally known to have higher-quality resources (“BRAZIL | Summary”).



Currently, the biggest agricultural challenge Brazil is facing is maintaining high levels of productivity
while working toward global sustainability goals. Poor large-scale farming practices have left large plots
of land degraded and unfit for long-term growing. In addition, although 70% of the Brazilian population
is fed by family farms, small farms make up only 23% of the arable land in Brazil (Thomas). It is possible
that this imbalance could lead Brazilian families to feel unsupported by their government. Most
family-run and subsistence farms grow a variety of crops to feed their families and to be sold locally.
However, the land around these small farms continues to be colonized by proponents of large-scale
agribusiness (Gibbs). A conflict between economic growth and protection of family farms arises, and the
desire for nationwide profit at the expense of sustainability unfortunately wins most of the time. Brazil
continues to grow its agricultural exports, particularly soybeans, which are a major component of the
growing processed food industry. This trend has led to the expansion of large factory farms, most of
which employ industrial farming practices, such as mechanical plows, synthetic fertilizer and pesticide
use, and concentrated animal feeding operations (CAFOs). These agricultural practices ultimately degrade
the land by causing soil compaction, reduced water infiltration, nutrient runoff, and eutrophication.
Another one of the main problems that emerges is a loss of biodiversity, as forests are converted into
cattle ranches and soy cultivation fields. Brazil now accounts for 50 percent of the global trade of
soybeans (Mousseau and Gaitan-Uribe), and this number is only growing. As rich, carbon-sequestering
portions of the Amazon Rainforest are converted into monoculture fields, the area loses valuable habitat
and species diversity. In addition, though they are extremely profitable, monoculture farms are vulnerable
to pests and disease. Since there is no crop rotation, they also often leave soil depleted of specific
nutrients, leading farmers to increase their use of synthetic fertilizers and pesticides to keep up the
productivity of their crops.

The mechanization of agriculture ultimately disadvantages small organic farmers, who may not have the
means to compete with mass-producing farms in this manner. Brazil’s crop market is slowly being
overtaken by export-focused industrial farms, and attention must be brought back to conscious organic
farming in order to manage land responsibly for the long term. Pesticides are responsible for hundreds of
worker deaths every year, as well as the deaths of mnon-target species, and Brazil has seen a 700 percent
increase in pesticide use over the last 40 years (Silva). In addition, the lack of species diversity means all
plants are harvested at once, which leaves soil vulnerable to erosion (Balogh). Eroded soil and the
fertilizers and pesticides in it can contaminate waterways, leading to negative health effects in the
surrounding communities. Furthermore, degraded soil will eventually become unfit for growing.
Commercial farms will move onto new forested land to convert into crop fields, while community
members are left with large areas of unusable land.

Additionally, the rise of mono-cropping in Brazil has significantly reduced the diversity of foods in
people’s diets. As the food trade becomes controlled by large companies invested in soy cultivation,
staples in Brazilian diets are replaced by ultra-processed foods (Huber). The replacement of fresh produce
with processed grain products ultimately contributes to malnutrition and a higher prevalence of obesity.

The issues of land conservation and protecting local agribusiness go hand in hand. While small farmers in
Brazil can make strides toward implementing sustainable agricultural practices, they do not have nearly
the scope of resources as industrial farms. Economic incentives are generally the most effective in
promoting sustainable practices, as they compensate farms should they need to alter their infrastructure.
For instance, the Brazilian government might offer reduced corporate taxes to farms that can prove
implementation of environmentally conscious practices. This would have to be a dramatic shift from



Brazil’s current climate of tax-exempt pesticides and taxes on native seeds, but it is possible with enough
public pressure. There have already been some steps taken to encourage high productivity on existing
land. Some possible methods of increasing biodiversity and reducing pesticide use on large farms without
reducing profit include utilizing crop rotation, planting cover crops, and implementing biological controls
with species such as wasps. Soybeans are natural nitrogen fixers, and they can be extremely beneficial to
the soil if planted correctly.

In the United States, farms have primarily attempted to reduce chemical pesticide use by adopting
insect-resistant crop varieties, such as Bt corn and cotton (Fernandez-Cornejo et al). This strategy is
economically advantageous because it increases crop yields without the need for more acreage of
farmland. When crops have their own insect-resistant genes, the area of land needing to be treated with
pesticides decreases drastically, specifically for crops such as corn and soy. However, this solution does
not come without its challenges, as genetic modification actually reduces biodiversity within species.
Although these crops are more resistant to pests, they are also vulnerable to environmental change due to
their continuing lack of genetic diversity. In addition, the health effects of consuming genetically modified
foods are not yet conclusive. Thus, it becomes clear that utilizing genetically modified crops would not be
appropriate for promoting long-term organic farming and sustainability. Many sellers of genetically
modified seeds, such as Monsanto, do not allow farmers to seed-save. As a result, producers become
dependent on corporations for their livelihood, which would again hurt small farmers disproportionately.

The problem of pest management in an organic farm system still remains. In Brazil, there was a massive
effort to implement integrated pest management in the cultivation of soybeans from the 1970s to early
2000s, but the initiative has since seen a reduction in popularity. Biological controls were used to control
insects around soybean plants, but insecticide use soon increased again due to their low costs. As long as
the demand for soybeans is high, Brazil will naturally continue to invest in their production. The solution
has to involve shifting from mono-cropping soybeans to integrating cover crops and companion crops. By
doing so, the soil will be able to retain more nutrients, and soybean growing may actually become more
productive. Additionally, the inclusion of a more diverse range of crops in one field attracts more native
animal species that serve as a natural source of pest management. Incentivizing the protection of
biodiversity over purely national profit not only increases the resilience of the farm amid environmental
change, but it also promotes long-term food security.

The proposed solution would involve a revitalized integrated pest management program for soybeans, tax
incentives for increased diversity and organic methods of crop cultivations, as well as protections for
small farmers who sell locally. Similar resources for small farmers have been established in the United
States, such as the Farm Storage Facility Loan, which provides capital for small farming businesses with
diverse productions to store and clean their produce (“Resources for Small and Mid-Sized Farmers”). This
idea can be achieved in Brazil through the AGRI3 Fund, a network of commercial financial institutions
aimed at helping farmers invest in sustainable agricultural practices (“The AGRI3 Fund”). If loans and
grants from the AGRI3 Fund are directed toward soybean farms that utilize biological controls and
intercropping, larger producers will be encouraged to shift away from pesticide and fertilizer use and
embrace more organic practices that support the local ecosystem. The healthier soil that comes from
reduced mechanization and chemical use will reduce the need for agricultural land expansion, thus
protecting Brazil’s rich forests from destruction. Furthermore, with the money continually coming into the
country via soybean exports, the government can offer tax breaks to farms which practice intercropping.
Incentives could be provided when farms integrate endemic tree species or native cover crops into their
fields. Not only does this practice increase the biodiversity on agricultural land, it also helps soils retain
nutrients and stability. If carried out properly, this plan would encourage large farms to contribute to



efforts to revitalize the species diversity in crop fields, increase longevity of farmland, and protect
rainforest habitats from further development. Ideally, this plan would be taken on board by the Brazilian
Institute of Environment and Renewable Natural Resources, alongside the Ministry of Agriculture,
Livestock, and Food Supply. All of this being said, this plan can only be successful and sustainable if the
livelihoods of family farmers are placed at the forefront. Policies that prioritize local farms in supplying
food to schools and nutrition assistance programs can help offset the costs of adopting new agricultural
practices.

It is vital to remember that family farms are the backbone of any agricultural economy, as they provide for
local communities in ways that large businesses cannot. Encouraging sustainable agricultural practices
will assist in protecting small agricultural operations and their land. For instance, land trusts can ensure
that subsistence farmers’ working lands are protected and not subjected to further development or
industrialization ("Family Farms and Ranches”). If the availability of organic crops increases across the
country, the prices of buying organic produce will decrease, making healthy foods more accessible to
ordinary citizens. It is only a matter of empowering communities to embrace the potential of their
agricultural economy to feed Brazil itself, not just other wealthy countries.

Brazil, with its rich supply of natural resources, holds an unlimited amount of potential if leadership is
focused on promoting sustainable agricultural business. By utilizing capital from commercial banks to
support the transition away from monoculture farming, small farmers can rest assured that their efforts
will be fruitful. Ordinary citizens should be empowered by their political representatives to take
ownership over their food sources and recognize the impact that a shift in demand can make on
sustainable production. A reduction in pesticide use via revitalized integrated pest management efforts,
alongside subsidized intercropping and empowerment of Brazilian family farmers, will promote the
conservation of existing land and ultimately lead to a greater array of foods on citizens’ plates for years to
come.
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