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ABSTRACT

This study analyzed how the traditional communities of Sesmaria Boa Ventura and Agua
Branca see and respond to socio-environmental changes and public policies. These
communities are located in the municipality of Santo Anténio de Leverger, with a population
of 15 and 12 families, respectively, between the rivers Cupim and Agua Branca in the inland
region of Morrarias S&o Vicente, with the mouth in the Chacororé—Sinha Mariana lake
system in the Pantanal of the state of Mato Grosso, Brazil. The SWOT method (S -
strengths, W - weaknesses, O - opportunities, T - threats) served as a guide for the
semistructured interviews and data organization, and the Snowball method was used to
indicate participants. The participants were born and always lived in the region, had a mean
age of 71 years and 73% were male. The communities practice subsistence family farming,
their residents have a low education level and social habits. The 15 participants mentioned
19 strengths, 16 weaknesses, 10 opportunities, and 16 threats. The most mentioned
strengths were public security (15.48%), and peace and nature (11.90%), The weaknesses
were water (18.87%) and food insecurity (15.09%) and deficient health (11.32%). The
opportunities were electric power for everyone and the construction of roads (25.71%),
construction of schools (17.14%), and health centers (11.43%). The threats were
environmental (27.59%) and economic insecurity (13.79%), use of pesticides, and lack of
rain (10.34%). The communities responded to weaknesses and threats with adaptations
such as building and expanding wells (18.42%), changing the agricultural calendar
(15.79%), and using agricultural input (10.53%). Unused traditional ecological knowledge
was reincorporated as cultural adaptations in situations of high vulnerability, highlighting
oral transmission as a resilience mechanism.
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INTRODUCTION

In 2007, the Brazilian government published Decree n° 6040, which established the
National Policy of Sustainable Development of Traditional Peoples and Communities,
defining traditional peoples and communities as culturally differentiated groups that
recognize themselves as such. For this characterization, it recognized the existence of
particular ways of social organization that occupy and use territories and natural resources
as a condition for their cultural, social, religious, ancestral, and economic reproduction.
Furthermore, as a requirement, these Traditional Peoples and Communities must use
knowledge, innovations, and practices generated and transmitted through tradition, thus
reaffirming the social coexistence and ancestry as inseparable elements (Brasil 2007).

The traditional peoples and communities are bound to a territory as a geographic
occupation space. According to Castro et al. (2000), territory is a multifaceted and complex
concept understood not only as a delimited area or a space under the control of a state or
group, but also as an experienced space that incorporates social, cultural, political, and
economic aspects. It is dynamic, built, and transformed by interaction between the society
and the space, and in constant change due to human actions and power relations.

Due to the importance of these social groups, the Federal Government also created,
in 2016, the National Council of Traditional Peoples and Communities (Conselho Nacional
dos Povos e Comunidades Tradicionais — CNPCT) with the main goal of promoting their
sustainable development with assurance of territorialities and protection of their cultures,
uses, and customs, as well as the protection of traditional and ancestral knowledge and
practices that are inherent to them (Brasil 2016). This aimed to remove their social
invisibility, which predominated for centuries.

Although the CNPCT was extinct in 2019 by Decree n°® 9759 (Brasil 2019), it was re-
established in 2023 (Brasil 2023) as an advisory organ and part of the basic structure of the
Ministry of Women, Family, and Human Rights in the scope of the National Secretariat of
Policies for the Promotion of Racial Equality.

The state of Mato Grosso implemented, in 2016, the State Committee of Traditional
Peoples and Communities (Mato Grosso 2016 and 2021), which was raised to the category
of State Council by ordinary law (Mato Grosso 2023), which, in principle, assures increased
legal security because it cannot be revoked by a mere decree (as occurred in 2019 with the
CNPCT). Thus, Federal Decree n°® 9759 itself drove the members of the State Committee to

plead its transformation into a State Council.
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It is important to study and understand how these communities live and see
themselves in their own social, economic, and political context, how they face local and
external challenges, and the benefits coming from inside and outside the community. This
allows us to understand the changes and adaptations for their ecological, social, and
cultural resilience in a situation of vulnerability.

Cataloging and recording these variables with adequate methods allow us to identify
the perception of challenges, observed changes, and practices adopted by a transitional
traditional community.

The studied communities are located in the Pantanal Biosphere Reserve, recognized
by UNESCO (MMA 2000). The Pantanal biome is the largest wetland in the world and is
located in the Brazilian states of Mato Grosso and Mato Grosso do Sul (UNESCO 2024a). It
is a remarkable ecosystem characterized by its biodiversity, where hundreds of species of
birds, fishes, mammals, reptiles, and aquatic plants can be found (UNESCO 2024b, Nunes
et al 2020; Nunes et al 2023).

The traditional communities in Pantanal practice subsistence agriculture and
livestock farming, fishing, and plant extractivism and are subjected to environmental
pressures from driving forces related to large-scale agriculture, production of electric power,
and conflicts due to the disorderly occupation of soil and water (Da Silva et al. 2016; Da
Silva et al. 2014).

We aimed to analyze how the Pantanal’s traditional communities Sesmaria Boa
Ventura and Agua Branca see and respond to the socio-environmental changes and

implemented public policies.

STUDY AREA

The Pantanal is the largest flooplain in the world, a cultural landscape with a diversity
of microhabitats characterized by negative reliefs that accumulate permanent or temporary
waters with different forms and depths, known as lakes, which are, from a
geomorphological perspective, classified as lakes. Three large lakes or lakes stand out in
the Pantanal's landscape: Uberaba, Gaiva, and Chacororé, the third largest among them
(Nunes et al 2012).

The communities’ territory encompasses the Chacocoré—Sinha Mariana lake system
through the Cupim and Agua Branca rivers, which make the longitudinal hydrographic

connection between the plateau and the Pantanal's plain.
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In Pantanal, these communities are distributed mostly on riverbanks, lake margins,
feet of hills, or even floodable plains. Few studies detail these cultural territories, whether
associated with wetlands or not. Several ethnic groups, such as the Guaté, Terena,
Chamacoco, Kadiwéu, and Bororo, live in the Pantanal (Da Silva 2018). In the municipality
of Santo Antonio, 82 rural communities were identified, of which 27 are traditional
communities, including those of Sesmaria Boa Ventura, with 15 families, and Agua Branca,
with 12 families (Santo Antdnio de Leverger 2023).

The territory of the Chacororé—Sinha Mariana lake system is inhabited by the Bororo
people and several traditional communities with which the ethnobiological, anthropological,
and environmental education studies were conducted (Da Silva 2018). However, the
communities Sesmaria Boaventura and Agua Branca, which inhabit the valley of the hill
system of S&o Vicente and the margins of the Agua Branca and Cupim streams, which

drain into the floodplain of this system, have not yet been studied or even identified (Figure

1),

Figure 1: Location of the study area belonging to the drainage basin of the Chacororé—Sinha Mariana lake
system, Santo Antdnio de Leverger, Pantanal Biosphere Reserve, Mato Grosso, Brazil.
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Source: prepared by the authors.
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MATERIAL AND METHODS

This study follows the terms and has been authorized by the Ethics Committee of the
University of the State of Mato Grosso (CAAE no. 63695122.0.0000.5166) within the scope
of the Long-term Ecological Research Program (PELD, acronym in Portuguese) of the
National Council of Scientific and Technological Development (CNPq, acronym in
Portuguese).

To select the participants, we used the Snowball method, with a qualitative nature,
which identifies the way of living through participants that are representative of the
community (Goodman 1961; Biernacki e Waldorf 1981; Bernard 2006). Thus, each
participant indicated the next participants that had similar knowledge or experience
considered relevant to the object of study, expanding the network, which finished when the
rarefaction curve stabilized regarding indications for the interview (Andrade et al 2022;
Caulkins and Hyatt 1999; Richardson 1999).

The semistructured interview followed a plan with questions oriented by the SWOT
matrix, a strategic tool to diagnose, plan, and develop participatory actions. This analysis
was organized by its four components: the potential internal strengths, represented by the
letter S; the perceived potential internal weaknesses, represented by the letter W; the
potential external opportunities, represented by the latter O; and the observed potential
external threats, represented by the letter T. Therefore, Weaknesses and Threats were
presented as barriers that may be minimized or overcome by the qualities or favorable
conditions, represented by the Strengths and Opportunities (Faganha e Da Silva 2017;
Barbosa e Bicharia 2016; Gomide et al 2015; OPS 1994).

The interviews were conducted individually, without the presence of other family
members. We explained the set of variables of the SWOT method, grouped in the axes of
the four components of the analysis — Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats,
and, before applying it, we tested its comprehension by the community through 5
experimental interviews and adjusted the necessary changes to increase understanding.

The choice of the first participant occurred after informal contacts through which we
identified one of the oldest inhabitants considering the expertise on the subject and position
of leadership among his peers. Born in the community and 77 years old, he is the child of
people who lived there and raised their children. The participants’ data are confidential
because of the study's nature, including human beings. Descendants and people from the

same generation as this participant still live in the community.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The study stabilized with 15 participants, including four women and 11 men, in
communities Sesmaria Boa Ventura and Agua Branca, which were considered a single
community as they were neighbors and closely related, besides recognizing themselves as
such.

The communities of Sesmaria Boa Ventura and Agua Branca exist for more than 100
years. And all the participants were born and have been living in the communities. The
mean age of the participants was 71 years; 73% are male small-scale farmers with low
education levels and live in the community.

In category W (weaknesses) of the SWOT analysis, 16 variables were mentioned 53
times. Among these, water insecurity (18.87%, n = 10), food insecurity (15.09%, n = 8), and
deficient health (11.32%, n = 6) were the most mentioned. Unstable internet connection,
conflict for water, lack of union among the people, unstable electric power, deficient
education, rural exodus, and public insecurity had a frequency of 1.89%, with a single
mention each (Figure 3).

Water insecurity for the community is directly related to food insecurity because the
lack of water hampers family farming in the community, and this is its main activity, which
contributes to deficient health, even though this question is also related to the fact that the
community lacks or has little health equipment, which is a responsibility of the municipality

and the state (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Difference between the normal water flow in the Agua Branca River and during an ebb in 2021,
Santo Antbénio de Leverger, Pantanal Biosphere Reserve, Mato Grosso, Brazil.
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Source: recorded by the authors.

In this context of water availability, the participants remembered past times when the
temperatures were milder and the rainy season longer. In their account, they say: “Today
the streams and rivers don't have water anymore. The animals don't have water to drink”.

In the threats component, 14 variables were indicated, with a total of 29 mentions:
environmental insecurity (27.59%, n = 8), economic insecurity (13.79%, n = 4), lack of rain
(10.34%, n = 3) and pesticide use (10.34%, n = 3). The variables political instability,
restrictions of environmental laws, climate change, immigration, technology, deficient
health, supplies, time displacement, and public insecurity were only mentioned once,
representing 3.45% each (Figure 3).

Food insecurity is related to economic insecurity in traditional communities because
these groups depend on using the environment in which they are inserted, which,
associated with the lack of rain and pesticide use, reflects the insecurity and knowledge that
the group has regarding factors that threaten them (Da Silva et al 2016).

In the strengths component, 19 variables were indicated, with a total of 84 mentions.
Public security (15.48%, n = 13), peace (11.90%, n = 10), and nature (11.90%, n= 10) were
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the most mentioned, whereas food security, access to education, and freedom represented
1.19% each, with a single mention (Figure 3).

The communities also highlighted as strengths that the place is good for raising
children, planting, harvesting, fishing, and raising cattle. “We didn't use to have those pests
we have today. We didn't have to use poison to kill the pests”, said one participant. Another
reinforced that “there used to be more work, people helped one another. Whenever |
needed, a neighbor came and helped me plant, harvest, or finish another work, and
whenever he needed help, we went there to help. This isn't so anymore... now there is no
work. There’s not even weeding because the poison gets the job done”.

We highlight in the community a decrease in activities characterized as polycultural.
According to Costa (2007), polyculture is characterized by more or less diversified
production systems, with products from livestock and temporary plantations associated with
extractivism and the use of workforce restricted to the work capacity of the family. Da Silva
et al. (2018) also noticed this transition in the agricultural systems in the region of Guaporé,
where small farmers and quilombolas adopted different modes of land use in contrast to the
current model in the state of Mato Grosso.

Among the opportunities, 10 variables were mentioned a total of 35 times. The most
mentioned were the construction of roads (25.71%, n= 9), Luz para Todos (25.71%, n=9),
and the construction of schools (17.14%, n= 6). On the other hand, the least mentioned
were income improvement, a nearby university, the construction of churches,
mechanization of agriculture, school transport, and work partnership, each with one mention
(2.94%) (Figure 3).
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Figure 3: Frequency of mentions of variables in the SWOT matrix in the communities of Sesmaria Boa
Ventura and Agua Branca. S: strengths; W: weaknesses; O: opportunities; T: threats.
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Source: Prepared by the authors.

It is worth mentioning that most roads in the region were opened and maintained by

mobilization of the community itself, a cultural characteristic of Pantanal's traditional

communities. Later, the Public Power assumed the maintenance of the roads. The

participants highlighted that: “good roads and bridges are missing. In the past people were

more united, one helped the other”; “We made the roads, gathered a lot of people and we

fixed the road, made the bridges, then prepared lunch for everybody. It was very good.
Later the people moved away, changed, | don't know”; “The pe

ople from the government

now fix the roads and bridges, but their work is very poor. It is always full of holes”.

Another important opportunity mentioned by them, with a frequency of 26.47%, was
the program “Luz Para Todos” (Light for Everyone) of the Federal Government (Brasil
2003). The participants highlighted the difference between the programs Luz no Campo
(Light in the Countryside) (Brasil 1999) and Luz Para Todos (Brasil 2003):

There was the “Luz no campo”, but one had to pay. Only those who could afford to
pay could get electric power. Later there was the “Luz para Todos”, with free power.

That was in Lula’s time. The power from before was not affordable. But the one from
Lula we did not have to pay.

REVISTA ARACE, Sio José dos Pinhais, v.6, n.4, p.18652-18670, 2024

18660



*

Revista Py

AD ANC

IN7 VN

ISSN: 2358-2472

The Luz no Campo brought power to the roads and we had to pay to direct it to our
house. Those who had money did it, installed a post, a transformer. Those who did
not have were left without power.

Several members of this traditional community made similar comments, highlighting
their perception of the differences and possibilities of accessing electric power in both
government programs.

The program Luz no Campo was created by a decree of 2 December 1999, which
established the “National Program of Rural Electrification Luz no Campo” to promote the
improvement of socioeconomic conditions in rural areas of the country (Brasil 1999). On the
other hand, the National Program of Universalization of Access and Use of Electric Power,
known as Luz Para Todos, was created by Decree no. 4873 of 11 November 2003 in the
first term of President Lula, served more than 3.6 million families with free access to the
public service of power distribution (Brasil 2024). This program was extinct in 2019 by
Decree no. 10.087/2019 (Brasil 2019) during the Bolsonaro government, in an act known as
‘revogaco”, and returned in 2023 with the new term of the Lula government.

The participants remember that, besides the abundance of water, there were no
fires, “The green of Mato Grosso burned away and gave way to the gray of straw”, said an
inhabitant while referring to the fires that occurred in 2020, when at least 30% of Pantanal’s
territory burned down (Silgueiro et al 2021). These fires were the result of the worst
prolonged drought recorded in 2020/2021 (Silgueiro et al 2021; Shimabukuro et al 2020)
and lacked an efficient response by the government due to the understanding that the origin
of the fires were only natural causes due to the accumulation of biomass, without
considering the human-induced causes (Gonzaga et al 2022).

Regarding the main difficulties identified, the participants answered with adaptations
that indicate ecological and sociocultural resilience to overcome the challenges and return

to conditions close to the original ones (Figure 4).

REVISTA ARACE, Sio José dos Pinhais, v.6, n.4, p.18652-18670, 2024

- 18661



ﬁ

ISSN: 2358-2472

Figure 4: Scheme highlighting the Weaknesses and Threats, as well as the adaptations resulting from them, in
the communities Sesmaria Boa Ventura and Agua Branca, Santo Antonio de Leverger, Pantanal Biosphere
Reserve, Mato Grosso, Brazil.
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Associated with human well-being, we identified the rescue and revaluation of
traditional practices to maintain health, which were not mentioned as adaptations in the
interviews. They refer to the production, trade, and consumption of “pharmaceutical
products”, such as bottles with herbs considered medicinal or faith in deities expressed
through prayers, promises, and blessings.

The adaptations presented by the communities make up the SWOT matrix in the
components Strengths and Opportunities, as they identified cultural practices that, even if
they were not in use, were part of the cultural memory and could be reintegrated to solve
environmental and health challenges.

The opportunities were referenced through eight public policies, with 26 mentions,
including Health (26.92%, n = 7), Mobility (26.92%, n = 7), and Construction of Wells
(15.38%, n = 4). Family farming, access to credit lines, and internet connection had a
frequency of 3.85%, with one mention each (Figure 4).

Health has always been challenging for the community, as they had to move to the
state’s capital, Cuiaba, whenever they needed assistance. However, this situation improved
after the structuring of Agrovila das Palmeiras, 15 km away from the communities.

The construction of wells, especially semiartesian ones, is a recurrent demand in the
communities because the Cupim River became intermittent during the drought of 2020 and
2021. Drought events in the observed years affected the whole Pantanal and caused

ecological disturbance, such as the burning down of biodiversity, as well as socioeconomic

REVISTA ARACE, Sio José dos Pinhais, v.6, n.4, p.18652-18670, 2024

- 18662



ﬁ

Revista

ARACE

ISSN: 2358-2472

disturbance in the life strategy of small communities such as those of Boa Aventura and
Agua Branca, and of social groups with medium to large-scale production in the activities of
traditional livestock farming, fishing, and ecological tourism. Long-term studies indicate
tendencies of increasing drought in the Pantanal (MapBiomas 2022) due to changes in the
rain calendar, an increase in mean annual temperatures, and a decrease in water levels
(Marengo et al 2017), with a consequent decrease in water coverage and water column.

The adaptations highlighted the resilience of the community, which noticed the
environmental changes and their implications for their lifestyle. As a result, they indicated 13
types of adaptations with 38 mentions: construction or expansion of wells (18.42%, n = 7),
changes in the agricultural calendar, (15.79%, n = 6), and use of agricultural inputs
(10.53%, n = 4). Change in diet, rudimentary irrigation, food security, and alternative
occupations appeared each with a single mention.

Regarding the impacts of the community that led to the necessity of adaptation or
that generated the departure from the community, especially by young people, 25 mentions
included 8 items, of which the most common was dams (24%, n = 6), followed by pesticides
and deforestation, with 20% each (n = 5). Predatory fishing and the presence of outsiders
had one mention.

Regarding the place's vocation, the communities identified seven with 31 mentions,
of which the most mentioned were family farming (29%, n = 9), livestock farming (23%, n =
7), and pig and chicken raising (20%, n = 6). The least mentioned were traditional fishing

and subsistence agriculture (1%, n = 1) (Figure 5).

Figure 5: Frequency of mentions. PP: public policies, A: adaptations, |: impacts, V: vocation.
 Heath PP (26) Construction or expansion of wells T (38)

cccccccccccc

1(25) V(31)

xxxxxxxxxxxxxx

Source: prepared by the authors.
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However, these communities, notwithstanding their existence, are politically invisible
since there is no information about effective works for inclusion or promotion of public
policies that may benefit them. The State Council of Traditional Peoples and Communities
of the State of Mato Grosso is, according to the law that created it, a “consulting and
deliberative instance to coordinate the preparation of the Policy and State Plan of
Traditional Peoples and Communities of the State of Mato Grosso, as well preparing and
evaluating its implementation”.

However, regarding its prediction since 2016 (Mato Grosso 2016), this state plan has
not been sufficiently implemented and there are no representatives of the Traditional
Communities.

These communities remain invisible, and some characteristics are easily identifiable,
such as the fact that they are silenced by economic pressure, pressure from landowners,
and discriminatory processes, and they are excluded from the formulation and proposition
of public policies, and their existence does not appear in official databanks (Silva 2007;
Silva Junior e Souza 2009).

Costa (2011) and Rodrigues et al. (2011) state that each community, to be
considered traditional and have the right to effectively participate in the rights that they hold,
must make itself culturally as such and affirm its territoriality, which justifies the sense of
belonging to the collective subject of which they are constituted. They name this process
(un)invisibilization of traditional peoples and communities. However, although they are
politically invisible, this process of (un)invisibilization does not occur, either due to the
conditions in which they live or because the environment remains tense in the face of
omissions from the state to establish associated public policies.

Henceforth, they may undergo the process of (un)invisibilization with the results
obtained in this study, which aim to unravel their lifestyles, perceptions, and necessities in
territoriality and as subjects of granted rights, as stated in the Federal Constitution (Brasil
1988) and other laws (Brasil 2007 and 2016).

This work highlights the importance of traditional communities remaining in their
territory and seeks to give them proper visibility. The presented adaptations emphasize their
strengths to overcome weaknesses and even threats, strategies that show their ecological
and sociocultural resilience to remain in the occupied territories and, thus, balance

environmental conservation with sustainability. According to UNESCO (2024), one of the
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goals of the Biosphere Reserves is to promote economic and human development that is

socioculturally and ecologically balanced.

CONCLUSION

The traditional communities identified barriers to remaining in their territory’s
ecological and sociocultural systems. These were mostly characterized by water and food
insecurity and health deficiency as weaknesses. Furthermore, environmental and economic
insecurity, pesticide use, and lack of rain were identified as threats. However, they
recognize their strengths and use opportunities to adopt adaptive strategies represented by
the construction and expansion of wells, changes in the agricultural calendar, and input use.

Water was considered the main driver for storing traditional ecological knowledge in
the cultural memory to be accessible in situations of vulnerability, thus indicating its
transversality in every component of the SWOT analysis.

The study also revealed the invisibility of these communities, which still cannot
access public policies such as remaining in their territory of origin and keeping their lifestyle
and life strategy, a right assured by law. These policies have not yet been sufficiently
implemented for the potential of their good sustainability practices to guarantee their
permanence in the ecological and sociocultural system with environmental preservation.

The environmental and social challenges faced in the Pantanal biome are identified
in this region and provide elements to understand the potential of benefitting the strengths

and opportunities that emerge on this scale of traditional communities.
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