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Introduction

HE CONSTRUCTION OF a system of dams on the

Xingu River (Eletrobras and CENEC 1980) will

mean important alterations in the levels of the

area’s terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems—one
of the most complex (Golley 1983), least known
znd studied (Halle et al. 1978), and most threatened
cn the planet (Caufield 1984; USA NASA 1985).
Trze sum of the average discharges of the Danube,
Po, Rhine, Nile, Loire, Seine, and Ebro rivers
represents approximately the average discharge of
the Xingu In these circumstances, the building of
z system of dams—as well as the resulting
ecological impact in terms of area flooded, altera-
tions in the hydrological behavior of the river
Sownstream, and the development of economic ac-
vities inherent to construction—will have a
cruciz] effect on the future functioning of these
systems.

Ecological impacts are unavoidable in the con-
Struction of any dam, although its negative effects
¢ frequently presented after the fact as un-
Gleteeable when in reality they were merely un-
“leseen In Brazil, the procedures currently util-

10 measure the ecological impact of develop-
EDt projects are still little developed, and the per-
Em«;n; legislation is insufficient. In view of this
“Uation, legitimate concerns have been voiced not
%aly from 4] segments of Brazilian society but also
‘_‘f:m around the world: that the f:CO]OEical filmcn:
C;:rn:tin dam construction is belittled andhlns.;lua_

on ) Teated. This concern is justified; the STV
' bTings together, on the one hand, a large-sca o

regi ©in an ecologically complex and ;mle-l‘cnf:; ;
0 and, on the other, the tradition of $
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authoritarianism |Projeto 1987, Monosowski 1983
in the execution of such projects (Vieira 1984; Brasil
sd.). This chapter introduces some objective data
on this question.

_ The problem is not new—neither in Brazil nor
In the rest of the world Since the 1950s, planning
and political decisions in other countries have
sought to establish the real ecological implications
of d.tnmsv In the United States, the process has
specific characteristics (Legore 1984); in Canada,
others (Effer 1984), which in turn differ from the
procedures of the European Economic Communi-
ty (Lee and Wood 1984). But there are major points
of convergence. Our concern is not to condemn or
Justify a system or proposed project, but rather to
include an analysis of the dam's probable ecological
Impact relative to the project’s decision and
€xecution —the same as you would include analyses
of economic, social, and financial impact. This pro-
cess allows, through adequate scientific methods,
a detailed and precise dimension to the conflict ex-
isting between utilizing and conserving natural
resources. It is what is called the evaluation of
ecological impact (Canter 1984), or environmen-
tal impact, as some authors term it.

The term environmental suggests several reflec-
tions on the ambiguity and use to which this term
has been put. For ecologists, an environment
doesn't exist in strict terms, unless one clearly
defines one or several forms of adaptation. A single
phenomenon of ecological disequilibrium—the
eutrophication of a lake due to problems of pollu-
tion, for example —has distinct meanings depend-
ing on the environment considered. For the fish, the
results are tragic since algae proliferate in an almost
unlimited manner in the new context, to cite only
one example.

MANY AUTHORS SAY that when the effects of
humans are added to the evaluation of ecological
impact, the study becomes environmental. The
main reason stems from the fact that the human
population bears characteristics completely distinct
from other animal populations, including its rela-
tionship to nature. A human-nature relationship
does not exist; it is, rather, a relationship among
humans through nature. In this sense, nature ought
to be considered as the object of social relations,
not as an end in itself. Every crisis in the use of
pature is simply a reflex of a crisis in social
relations. S

In introducing “man” or “communities” into their
studies, the supposed envi.mnmcmnl impact
assessments seek to have projects determined by
restricted social groups acccptcd‘. Thcsc groups see
in nature an object capablc of aﬂlmm;g, cxlcn.dlmg‘
and perpetuating their own social position.
Preferably, these problems should be treated by
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