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CHAPTER 6

Brazil: Forever Informal

Marjo de Theije

6.1 Introduction

In June 2019, the Brazilian president Bolsonaro said that small-scale gold
mining (garimpagem, or more commonly garimpo, the worksite or vil-
lage) should be legalized. He added that he knows about ASGM because
his father was a miner (garimpeiro) for many years. “I know about the
effort and sacrifice” he added, and in a resource-rich country like Brasil,
people should receive licences to mine (Vieira 2019). It was his first visit
to Pará, the huge state at the mouth of the Amazon River where mineral
reserves (gold, iron, copper, bauxite and others) are abundant, since he
became a president 1 January 2019. The message was widely reported in
the media and received with broad approval.

Earlier, in 2017, Brazil’s then-president Michel Temer declared that
a vast area in Eastern Amazonia, the “National Reserve of Copper and
Associates” (RENCA), would be opened for corporate mining. Until
then, CPRM, the state Enterprise for Research on Natural Resources, had
the Exploration monopoly in the RENCA. The Reserve has large reserves
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of manganese, iron, tantalum and copper. It also encompasses many Pro-
tected Areas and Indigenous Territories; the RENCA was created at the
end of the military regime and was intended to keep the mineral resources
under state control and protected from foreign exploitation. Temer’s deci-
sion encountered an immediate international outcry and execution of the
plan was temporarily stopped by the Federal Court and then withdrawn
by the government. Nevertheless, mining activity is growing and occu-
pying more parts of the Amazon and its indigenous territories (Ejatlas
2017).

These recent examples show the turn to a positive attitude to gold min-
ing in Brazilian state politics. Rooted in the country’s 500-year colonial
history, the significances of gold mining are diverse. President Bolsonaro
evokes a spirit of heroism of the old bandeirantes, the colonial explorers
(literally flag planters) who took part in the expeditions and land occupa-
tions in the Brazilian interior. The garimpeiro is the adventurer braving
the interior, a celebrated figure in national folklore. Bolsonaro’s confi-
dentiality about his father’s tours in the garimpo should be seen in this
context. It is the self-made man, in the American tradition of the little boy
who started with nothing but in the end makes it far. This appreciation for
the small and individual is contrasted with the notion of progress of the
nation also ingrained in Brazilian culture. Temer built on the progress-
thinking that led the military government to their national integration
policy. However, the natural resources and mineral reserves of the Ama-
zon are no longer an asset for only Brazil, as is shown by the international
protests against mining in the Amazon.

The immediate political follow up on the promise of president Bol-
sonaro was more cautious, installing a “Workgroup to discuss the simplifi-
cation of the regulations for granting mining concessions” (União 2019).
The “legalize” was interpreted as “unconditionally allowed” by many, on
either side of the political spectrum, already started to water down. On
another occasion also in July, Bolsonaro affirmed that the project “will
marry the exploration with the environmental issue and make an end to
mercury” (Haubert 2019). In the meantime, reports of increasing illegal
mining activity reach the public ear and eye.

For the state, informal mining is a thorn in the eye because it takes
place outside its sphere of influence and Taxation. At the same time, ille-
gal or informal mining is not completely prohibited and destroyed, nor is
it always regularized when possible. Ambiguity also exists between garim-
pagem and industrialized gold mining, which sometimes compete for the
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same land to mine, but in many more cases cooperate in the exploration
of gold. The few large-scale gold mines are situated in old gold regions
where the garimpeiros have left long ago.

In this volume, informalization of ASGM is seen as a systemic response
to the growing scarcity of accessible gold ore and the reduced activity
of industrial mining. In this chapter, I will argue that informal garimpo
mining in Brazil is not completely explained by this rationality. Informal
mining is the oldest and most flexible form of gold mining that was mean-
ingful and workable under different political winds and economic waves.
And still is. In the following pages, I will first give an overview of the
historical importance of garimpagem in Brazil and its continuity to con-
temporary mining crystallizations. Then I discuss the present organization
of ASGM. In the last section, I focus on key elements affecting contem-
porary mining crystallizations.

6.2 History of Gold Mining in Brazil

It took the colonizers of Brazil two centuries to find the gold they had
been looking for all the time. Bandeirantes encountered rich deposits in
Minas Gerais and later also in Mato Grosso and Goiás, far in the inte-
rior part of the huge country. From the end of the seventeenth century
onwards, the deposits of gold attracted large numbers of migrants from
the already colonized coastal zone of Brazil, and from Europe, mainly
Portugal. The colonial government invested in roads and a network of
military garrisons to be able to oversee the gold production and trans-
port and ensure payment of tax, the quinto (20%) (Smith and Vinhosa
2013/2002). In the eighteenth century, Brazil produced half of gold
and diamonds of the world. From the onset, a considerable part of the
extracted gold was smuggled away, despite regulatory measures of the
Crown, foundry houses in the important mine areas of the province, and
the creation of a state enterprise to take over all gold and diamond mines
(Machado and Figueirôa 2001).

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, mining had lost its impor-
tance, due to the lack of more advanced mining technology and trained
miners. The alluvial deposits became depleted and miners needed to invest
in better techniques to produce more gold. In the twentieth century, the
mining industry diversified and Brazil became the sixth producer of min-
erals in the world. But the country didn’t owe this position to gold min-
ing. In fact, the investments were not done in gold mining. As argued
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in Chapter 1 of this volume, gold mining requires risky investments for
prospecting and infrastructure that Brazilian entrepreneurs did not want
to engage in. In an overview of the history of mining in Brazil, Machado
and Figueirôa conclude this continues to be a characteristic of the Brazil-
ian mining industry. They state there “is indeed a risk-aversion culture
hindering our geological potential” (Machado and Figueirôa 2001: 23).

6.2.1 Braving the Amazon

In the twentieth century, the gold frontier moved to the Amazon. There
are records that garimpagem sites existed in small numbers since the
1920s (Cleary 1990: 166) but after the discovery of gold deposits in
Tapajós in 1958 artisanal mining became more significant. However, the
region was difficult to access and the miners could only work the gold
that was easy to extract, and after ten years the mines were depleted
(Kolen et al. 2013). Around the same time, multinational mining compa-
nies became active in Amazonia, such as Meridional, a subsidiary of US
Steel, that discovered the Carajás iron deposit in 1967. By 1970 the state
developed an interest in mining and several state agencies, the public-
private CPRM and the Companhia Vale do Rio Doce (CVRD) worked
together in the geological research (Schmink and Wood 1992). The mili-
tary regime had started a national colonization programme, bringing set-
tlers to the Amazon to develop agriculture and cattle breeding. The Pro-
gram of National Integration in the 1970s included important infrastruc-
tural projects opening up the entire region for migrants from other parts
of the country (Schmink and Wood 1992).

The migrants came, but their farming projects were often not success-
ful. They received one-hundred hectares plots of forest that needed defor-
esting before planting could start, but there was no funding for invest-
ment in machines and money to bridge the unproductive time. Malaria
and hostile natives also contributed to the failure of the establishment of
a flourishing smallholder agricultural sector. But the project also brought
communication (radio) and airplanes and landing strips, and over time
roads were constructed that connected the area to the south and east
of the country. Together these ingredients contributed to the growth of
small-scale gold mining in the Amazon (Bezerra 1998). The workforce
was available, and the recent migrants were always looking for alternative
economic activities to make ends meet. For many garimpagem became
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one of these sources, next to agriculture, nut collecting and commerce
(MacMillan 1995).

Add to this the world economic (oil) crisis of the 1970s that caused a
substantial increase of the gold price and the Brazilian international debt
crisis of the 1980s and we have the ingredients for an Amazonian gold
rush in the 1980s. The economic crisis in which Brazil had landed meant
that the government needed the gold that the garimpeiros produced. The
Brazilian version of the famous nineteenth-century Klondike and Califor-
nia gold rushes overtakes these in numbers of miners and production1

(Cleary 1990: 2–3). Gold is dispersed over most of Brazil, with at least
ten regions with large gold reserves that can be exploited with reasonable
ease in the Amazon alone (MacMillan 1995). Serra Pelada is the emblem-
atic case of this period.

6.2.2 The Serra Pelada Gold Rush

The largest and best documented of the Amazonian gold rushes was that
of Serra Pelada (Bare Mountain), in Southern Pará, close to the Carajás
iron mine. At the end of 1979, gold was discovered on a ranch called
Tres Barras. The owner did not succeed in keeping the news secret and
became the “dono da fofoca” (owner of the gossip), built an airstrip and
assigned claims (barrancos) to arriving garimpeiros. Three months later,
there were already several hundred 2 m × 3 m pits and 5000 people
working in the place, and by May 1980 30,000 had arrived (Cleary 1990:
170–171). They worked on a very small space. The bare mountain soon
turned into a steep pit at the bottom of which the miners collected the
soil, filled it into sacks of 30 kilograms or more, and carried these up some
wood and rope ladders to the top, where the material then was sifted for
gold. On pictures the miners look like an incredibly choreographed group
of muddy ants walking up and down the mine walls. At its peak 80–
100 thousand garimpeiros worked in Serra Pelada. President Bolsonaro’s
father was one of them (Audi 2018).

A few months after the gold’s discovery, the Brazilian military gov-
ernment took over operations. Technicians from the National Depart-
ment of Mineral Research (DNPM) settled office in the mine, and
another agency began buying the gold. Nevertheless, estimates are that
garimpeiros smuggled most of the gold away. Government representa-
tives and politicians defended the intervention as a manner to protect
the mineral resources of Amazonia from control by foreign companies
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(Schmink and Wood 1992: 88). However, the DNPM was in favour of
industrial mining, and the Companhia Vale do Rio Doce and the associa-
tion of Brazilian mining companies wanted the garimpeiros expelled from
the mine (Hecht and Cockburn 2010).

The organization of Serra Pelada that was set up by the state agencies
after May 1980 was much to the model of the agricultural colonization
projects that were taking place in Amazonia. A number of services were
offered to the miners: medical care, a malaria control post, a telephone
office, and a store that sold food at subsidized prices (Schmink and Wood
1992: 223; Cleary 1990: 174). DNPM also introduced the technology to
separate the gold from the ore without the use of mercury (Cleary 1990:
175). There was strong opposition against these arrangements from the
side of DNPM and industrial mining companies (CVRD) because they
wanted industrial mining, and in 1983 the state tried to close the mine
for the garimpeiros. This proved to be an unhappy plan and heralded the
end of the state coordination that lasted only until 1984, when the min-
ers—after intense mobilization—took over the responsibility for the mine
again. Although the production figures soon went dramatically down, the
episode had shown that garimpeiros could confront the controlling efforts
of the state and the formal mining sector (Cleary 1990: 181; Schmink and
Wood 1992: 231).

Many people involved in the Serra Pelada and other gold rushes did
strike it rich. But many more did not. Some left the sector, but for most
small-scale gold mining remained their occupation. From 1983 on they
started to move on to other regions, notably Tapajós and South Pará.

6.2.3 The Politics of Gold Production

Brazil is a medium gold producer, responsible for 2.8% of the world
production (United States Geological Survey 2020). Most large indus-
trial gold mines are underground. They are located in the old mining
regions Minas Gerais and Goiás. The small-scale gold mines are mostly
placers or underwater. These are to be found mainly in the Amazonia
Legal region.2 Data from the DNPM indicate that production by small-
scale enterprises in 2015 was 49.9 t, which represented 60% of total
gold production (83.9 t). Production by garimpeiros has decreased over
the last decades after a peak in the 1980s. In the period prior to 1988,
garimpeira gold represented about 80% of the national production.
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In the past decades, national political decisions had a big impact on the
situation of gold mining. Many garimpeiros remember the crisis caused
by the monetary policies of the federal government, notably Plano Collor,
in March 1990. Bank savings were confiscated, and the devaluation of
the Brazilian currency in relation to the international market caused a
sharp fall of the domestic gold price while causing a rise in the price of
production inputs, such as fuel and machines. Most miners had to stop
working or else limited their activities and workers (Coelho et al. 2017:
7). Many stayed ten years or more outside the business, making a living
with other activities (de Theije et al. 2018a, b).

6.3 Organized Informality

The ambiguity in the relation between ASGM and state continued after
the gold rushes (historical) of the 1980s. The strategy to keep Amazon
closed for foreign companies remained the undercurrent of many poli-
cies for a long time. And although informal mining operations were at
some locations and some points in time closed down, overall the policy
has been to reframe and integrate garimpagem in the wider national min-
ing sector. As Coelho et al. (2017: 3) show, the discourse of the state
is not to eradicate garimpagem but to transform the informal situation
of the garimpeiros into formal work. The authors call this an “almost
agreement” between de state and the garimpeiros, with the approval of
the mining companies. The mining companies don’t seem to be bothered
by the garimpeiros, as long as they respect the territories of the mining
projects. A recent 2 million US$ research project to diagnose the largely
informal middle- and small-scale mining sector commissioned by the Min-
istry of Mining and Energy (MME) as part of a larger World bank loan
contract, also exemplifies that there are concerns and a desire to formal-
ize the informal mining sector (see summarizing final report Mathis et al.
2018).3 The ambitions of Temer and especially Bolsonaro described in
the introduction, express the desire to opening the territory for foreign
mining companies in the quest for large-scale exploitation of the mineral
riches of the Amazon. However, the inclusion of garimpagem in the dis-
course shows also a continuation of the aspiration to include small-scale
gold mining in the formalized economic sector.
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6.3.1 Garimpagem Is Autonomy

The term garimpeiro covers many different roles in the small-scale min-
ing culture and economy: the owners of mines (barrancos), rafts (bal-
seiros), dredges (dragueiros) or machinery to mine on land (máquinas);
the owners of land or a concession; the individuals who possess all means
of production together; and the percentistas who bring in manpower in
exchange for percentages from the extracted gold. Other actors may also
identify as garimpeiros, such as owners of small businesses in the min-
ing villages, who often become part of the gold economy as investors
through credit sales, and financiers of machinery for gold extraction such
as excavator machines and engines.

The detailed description Cleary (1990) provided 30 years ago of the
social organization of informal mining is largely valid in contemporary
Amazonia. At the core of the organization of a mining pit is the regime
of sharing profit between the owner of the operation and the work crew.
This relationship is called meia praça: the owner supplies food and a plot
to mine in exchange of half of the gold that the miners produce. The col-
onization of the region brought also small entrepreneurs to the region,
mostly merchants who have the miners as their clients, and who were
willing to invest (small) capital in the garimpo. The profits, but also the
risks, thus are shared between the investors and the workers (Araújo et al.
2008: 36–37). In the 1980s, the operational costs increased as the result
of mechanization and the share of the workforce decreased, but the sys-
tem remained intact with 40 or 30 or 20% of the gold that is extracted4

to be divided between the workforce. The processing of the gold is the
responsibility of the owner or a foreman who represents him, and usu-
ally all workers witness this and take their share at the spot. In periods
of low production, income is also small and may even be absent, but
at times of high production, a high income is guaranteed for all partici-
pants. Garimpeiros do not want to become salaried workers in the mine,
because they give much value to their autonomy and find that the posi-
tion of “employee” offers no opportunity for growth, in contrast to that
of mine owner or porcentista, which represents the chance for professional
autonomy and economic progress (Mathis and de Theije 2018).

Another aspect of the garimpo culture is the recognition of access
rights based on customary law. Without supporting documents, the posi-
tion of “owner” of land or mineral reserves is respected. “Whoever came
first is considered the owner of the land.” Finally, gold is money. For
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garimpeiros gold is also the most stable asset they can possess. In the
gold mining regions, garimpeiros can pay with gold, they do not need to
sell it for currency before they can purchase goods with it. And in times
of economic insecurity, it also has another important economic property:
it is a value reserve. When Brazil suffered most from the external debt
crisis during the 1980s, the central bank “literally went to the streets to
buy gold to compose Brazil’s depleted reserves and use it to honour the
most urgent debt payments” (Salazar 2010: 77). Garimpeiros interviewed
in the 1980s saw themselves as the ones who were “paying off the debt”
(Schmink and Wood 1992: 232).

6.3.2 The State

During the past decades, the state has taken different steps to integrate
small-scale gold mining in the formal economy. When they tried to close
Serra Pelada in 1983 two so-called garimpo reserves were created to
accommodate the garimpeiros: Tapajós and Cumaru.5 The goal was to
produce more gold, but also to have alternative locations for the tens of
thousands of garimpeiros who would lose their job (Araújo et al. 2008).
In the new Federal Constitution (1988) the state prioritized garimpeiros
organized in cooperatives to work in these reserves and profit from public
programmes (Macedo et al. 2016). Additionally, a law in 1989 created the
Authorization for Garimpo Mining (PLG), a simpler way to receive a min-
ing permit.6 However, the PLG requires a prior environmental licence,
comparable to the procedure for mining companies, and this proved to
be an impediment for many garimpeiros. Different administrative bod-
ies are involved in the issuing of documents to fulfil all obligations and
impose sometimes inconsistent rules and confusion and misinformation
(Mathis et al. 2018; de Theije et al. 2018a, b).

Another problem with the extensive bureaucracy of the licensing pro-
cesses is the distant location of agencies where the garimpeiros can find
information to formalize their mine. Miners of the district of Creporizão,
Tapajós, for example, until recently had to travel to Belem several times to
proceed with the processes. Much can nowadays be resolved in Itaituba,
a considerably closer city, but still 500 km from the district, passing roads
that are inaccessible in the rainy season (de Theije et al. 2018a). High
fees paid for licensing are also a problem. In 2017, the additional require-
ment for archaeological reports in Mato Grosso led to the stagnation of
80 licensing renewal processes, because the price for licensing increased
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by about 18,000 US$ which made it unfeasible. Even before the archae-
ological report was required, the cost of the licensing process was already
considered too high for the financial capacities of most garimpo mine
owners (de Theije et al. 2018b).

Notwithstanding the legal backing for garimpagem, miners express a
perception of insecurity regarding mining titles. They believe that even
when you have all licences in place, there is always at risk of losing them.
Rules are modified, governments change, and this can easily influence the
prospects of miners’ access to mining grounds. The installation of new
conservation areas or the redevelopment of the urban perimeter demar-
cation can block access for garimpeiros already working in these areas, as
happened in the Tapajós gold mining reserve (de Theije et al. 2018a). In
2019, Bolsonaro’s public support for the class of small-scale gold min-
ers on several occasions will give them more self-confidence and hope for
tenurial security. But the removal of mining operations without a per-
mit continues. The federal police have recently captured dozens of gold
miners and disarmed a large number of machines during an action in the
territory of the Yanomami (G1 2019).

6.3.3 Informalities

Garimpeiros are striving to comply with the rules and obtain licences to
ensure the legalization of their work, but often the requirements make
the goal unfeasible, such as in the case described above. Miners complain
that environmental legislation is created for the industrial mining com-
panies, not for the small ones. In the MME study mentioned above, we
found no formal operations that act in accordance with all the laws and
regulations have the necessary licences to carry out legalized extraction,
renew documents within the stipulated deadline, keep the mining plan up
to date and where labour relations follow labour laws. These operations
pay taxes and are quantified in government statistics, but even so are not
completely formalized (Mathis et al. 2018).

Most operations have at the same time traces of formality and infor-
mality. Many garimpeiros are involved in informal operations because they
have started but not completed the licensing process. In other cases, oper-
ations are licensed but do not meet one or more requirements of the
regulations. This is the case, e.g., of licensed miners who do not follow
the approved mining plan, or do the amalgamation process already in
the sluice-box, even though they possess a separate amalgamation centre.
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There are also cases of miners who are unaware of the need for licensing,
who keep a small operation in their backyards and produce gold along
with other types of income, such as some dairy cows and a family-owned
garden. Another form of informality is in the case of operations that have
a research permit but already benefit from extraction.

All these examples show that the division between formal and informal
operations is often unclear. This complicates monitoring and enforcement
actions, but also confuses actors involved in the sector. There are a wide
variety of possible positions between being completely up to date with all
documents, licences and regulations, and panning without any knowledge
about the process, registration or administrative procedures. However, we
also must consider that the informal situation in many cases is intentional
and aimed at limiting costs and the avoiding payment of taxes (de Theije
et al. 2018a, b).

6.3.4 Industrial Gold Mining, Junior Companies
and the Expansion of Garimpagem

There are no large-scale or mid-scale gold mines in operation in the Ama-
zon region. The medium-sized Canadian corporations Eldorado Gold
Mining in Tapajós and the Belo Sun Mining also in Pará both are waiting
for permits to start operations. Other mining companies working in the
gold mining are junior companies. Wanderley (2015: 167–168) counted
fourteen such companies, next to a few smaller national companies with
closed capital. The case of Belo Sun has caused many protests and already
years of delay before the mine is coming into production because the local
people made their livelihood partly of gold mining too. The indigenous
people in the region also protest, backed by environmental and social
national and international Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs).

Additionally, there are over twenty junior companies focusing on
research in the Amazon region. These juniors research several deposits
with potential for industrial gold mining, such as Tocantinzinho, Cuiu
Cuiu and Palito in the Tapajós Valley, all locations where garimpeiros
have worked for years. These companies are small, have an inconspicu-
ous presence and collaborate with the local miners. They are looking for
deposits that are too difficult for the garimpeiros to mine. The two activ-
ities complement each other. Exploration companies respect the owner-
ship claims of the garimpeiros and make agreements in the perspective of
future industrial mining operations (Kolen et al. 2018).
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More significant in the production and expansion of gold mining are
the garimpeiros who have increased operations, mechanized the extrac-
tion process, and still easily move around in the area. These operations
also involve many more mine workers and auxiliary personnel and sup-
port the livelihood the local population and the financial return of miners
and investors. The mines are bigger, but continue to be flexible in the
territory and organization of the work. These garimpeiros sometimes are
organized in cooperatives but many are not; the vast majority mine infor-
mally (Coelho et al. 2017; de Theije et al. 2018a, b).

6.4 Critical Characteristics
of Contemporary Mining Crystallizations

Informal garimpagem continues to be the dominant form of gold min-
ing in Brazil. Garimpeiros are the first to explore and exploit and only
in a limited number of cases junior companies follow them and eventu-
ally industrial mining operations too. At the risk of simplifying a complex
issue too much, in the context of the framework of this book, I want to
highlight three processes that shape today’s gold mining crystallizations in
Brazil: territorial dynamics, political and regulatory dynamics, and finally,
technological innovations.

6.4.1 Territorial Dynamics

As in colonial times and in the later political process of integrating the
Amazon into the nation, garimpagem is still an economic activity that
“makes territory.” Prospectors continually find new areas to mine gold.
The economic history of the region shows mining’s ability to create a
specific form of space occupation, replacing previous economic activities,
such as rubber tapping. Garimpagem contributed to the integration of
new territory, giving a new content to the agricultural colonization pro-
grammes along the highways that were laid out to open the immense
tropical forest for human occupation. And the garimpeiros did not stop
at the national borders. When it became too difficult to mine in Brazil
in the 1990s, the garimpeiros moved to the surrounding countries, such
as Guyana, Suriname and French Guiana, and made these parts of the
mining crystallization of Brazilian garimpagem (de Theije 2017). Only
when the gold price went up again, from 2005 onwards, the expansion
in Brazilian territory took new energy.



6 BRAZIL: FOREVER INFORMAL 129

By that time, nature conservation units and demarcated indigenous ter-
ritories, lands of maroons and traditional riverine populations had become
a chief obstacle in the expansion of mining and agriculture (Barbosa
2000). This also boosted rules and regulations for the exploitation of
gold. In the 2000s state and federal governments, policies for the Ama-
zon intensified the investments in infrastructure aiming at development
and economic growth through large-scale enterprise, including industrial
mining. Now garimpagem turned into an obstacle for “progress,” just
like indigenous territories and conservation areas (Coelho et al. 2017:
60). But the battles remained mostly local, around specific projects, and
never led to a total ban on small-scale gold mining. To the contrary, in
the case of gold the garimpeiros were necessary as the pathfinders in the
immense territory, to lead companies to the locations of rich deposits to
be able to develop industrial mining. Furthermore, the development pol-
icy to attract medium- and large-scale mining companies resulted in many
concessions but not in de facto prospecting or mining (de Theije et al.
2018b). In many cases, garimpeiros had their own operations in these
concessions, informally or illegally. Formal mining had become more dif-
ficult for them, because the vast majority of the land with gold had already
been granted to large companies.

6.4.2 Regulatory Dynamics

Territorial expansion of small-scale gold mining is still possible if regula-
tions permit. But if all the land is already occupied by the concessions of
mining companies, or nature conservation areas or indigenous territories,
it becomes very difficult for the garimpeiros to formalize their mining
operations. Garimpeiros (owners and workers) and businessmen (includ-
ing gold buyers) from the region of Peixoto de Azevedo (Northern Mato
Grosso) organized into a cooperative, the Cooperativa dos Garimpeiros
do Vale do Rio Peixoto (COOGAVEPE), to obtain legal access to land.
They fought against the companies that only occupied the research con-
cessions and did nothing with them but blocked the opportunity for
small-scale miners to obtain a PLG for these lands. The companies lost
the case, because they failed to comply with the legal obligations associ-
ated with the management of a research concession, such as performing
prospection activities. As a result, a large number of areas came available
for formalized small-scale mining in the Peixoto Valley in the 2010s.
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Further requirements for obtaining the mining permit were a hin-
drance to creating formal garimpagem. However, law enforcement is also
complex in a context where agencies constantly lack sufficient means and
personnel, and geographical distances are vast. Garimpeiros perceive the
acts of the state as an unnecessary regulation of their private affairs. In
the mining regions private agents in the local scenario, such as successful
entrepreneurs or cooperatives, have replaced state services and author-
ity. Much of the effective governance, e.g., concerning tax payments or
renewal of licences, is not organized by the government but by other
agents in the garimpagem universe, such as the gold shops and coopera-
tives. COOGAVEPE also offers a good example of this. The collective ser-
vices include technical support with application for licences, management
of geological information of the area, medical assistance in case of mining
accidents, lobbying for the category at regional and national agencies and
authorities, etc. To legally sell gold at the local gold buyers, one must be
a member of the cooperative. A 0.5% rate is discounted to maintain the
cooperative. This local governance system thus monitors informality by
crossing data between the sale of gold and the licensed production sites.
The system also acts as an incentive for formalization among garimpeiros,
as it is not possible to sell gold without the presentation of the member-
ship card (de Theije et al. 2018b).

6.4.3 Technological Innovation

The basics of garimpo technology have not changed much in the past
100 years. However, the introduction of high-powered water jets to mine
the alluvial gold in Tapajos and other parts of the Amazon impacted the
speed and work routines considerably in the 1980s and 1990s. The same
can be said about the introduction of excavator machines and later also
other big devices that made much of the work far less strenuous for the
miners. In Brazil, ASGM is developing into many forms due to mech-
anization and (partial) formalization processes, sometimes to the degree
that the garimpo operations turn into small industrial mines. Different
sizes then also demand new skills of the workers and lead to new agree-
ments about the sharing of production. The diversification of tasks in the
operation has changed one important aspect of garimpagem. Specialized
workers, such as mechanics and operators of excavators, don’t work for
a percentage of the produced gold but receive fixed amounts of gold on
a weekly or monthly base. Sometimes innovations are developed by the
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garimpeiros, sometimes a specialist with knowledge from industrial min-
ing starts modifying technology for the small-scale operations (Massaro
and de Theije 2018). Moreover, often garimpo owners make agreements
with junior companies who start prospection activities in their area, as was
the case in Cuiu Cuiu, Tapajós. The owners of the garimpos received a
yearly amount (about 15,000 euro in 2010) and could continue operat-
ing their own mine as long as it didn’t get in the way of the prospecting
work. The agreement included the promise of royalties in case an indus-
trial mine should be developed in the future.

The most significant concern for garimpeiros has to do with the chal-
lenges that the local geology, the extraction and the processing of the
ore present. To overcome these obstacles, they may need bigger equip-
ment investments in time. On the other hand, ASGM continues to be
an activity that demands low entry cost and does not require substantial
operational investment.

6.5 Conclusion

On the instalment of the national day of the garimpeiro (July 21) in 2008
a senator called the small-scale miners the contemporary bandeirantes
(Kolen et al. 2013). The model of the miner as the individual who con-
quers and reclaims the land for the benefit of the nation seems as vivid
in Brazilian culture today as it was in past centuries. Informality of gold
mining becomes a problem when it comes to the violation of laws and
social rules, especially when it concerns the intrusion in indigenous terri-
tory and environmental damage. Garimpagem has always been informal
for a large part, periodically and locally formalized to certain degrees, but
then again let loose in new political processes of regulating the sector or
necessitating support for electoral ambitions.

The dynamic between industrial mining and ASGM is different from,
e.g. the situation in Ghana or the Philippines. In contemporary Brazil,
they seem to have developed for a large part independent from each
other: large-scale gold mining in close connection to the Global expan-
sion of the industry, and ASGM as part of internal cultural and political-
economic processes. The expansion of informal small-scale mining is a
result of accessibility of gold reserves, the price of gold on the world
market and the availability of labour, without this labour force necessarily
being the ones fired by the big mines. Garimpagem is informalization of
what was never formalized. Rather than a process of informalization of the
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gold mining sector, in Brazil the formalization of informal garimpagem
continues to be the primary direction for public mining policies.

Notes
1. The California gold rush produced 80 tons annually between 1848 and

1856, Klondike a mere 42 tons total between 1896 and 1900, while esti-
mates for the Amazonian gold rush in the 1980s are 120 tons in 1987
alone.

2. The Legal Amazon was instituted to plan and promote the social and eco-
nomic development of the states of the Amazon region, which historically
share the same economic, political and social challenges. It corresponds to
61% of the Brazilian territory and comprises the entire Brazilian Amazon,
part of the Cerrado and part of the Pantanal. It encompasses the states
of Acre, Amapá, Amazonas, Mato Grosso, Pará, Rondônia, Roraima and
Tocantins and part of Maranhão.

3. The project goal was to “elaborate an analysis of the small-scale mining
sector and deliver a georeferenced databank, matched with formalization
policies, support and organization of the sector” (p. 17).

4. In case a landlord takes a part too, usually 10%, it will be deducted before
the division between machine owner and workers.

5. Later other garimpo reserves would be created, the last ones in 2013.
6. Small Mining Permission Act (Regime de Permissão de Lavra Garimpeira).
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