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Indian Express Editorial Analysis 

 

 

Why Amazon fires are worrying 
[GS3: Environmental Conservation] 
 
• Over the last several days, the Amazon rainforest has been burning at a rate that has 

alarmed environmentalists and governments worldwide.  
• It is mostly caused by farmers clearing land.  
 Where are the Amazon fires happening?  
• Started in the Amazonian rainforests, the fires have impacted populated areas in the north 

blocking sunlight and enveloping the region in smoke.  
• The smoke has wafted thousands of miles to the Atlantic coast and São Paulo, according to 

the World Meteorological Organization. 
• Brazil’s National Institute for Space Research (INPE) has reported that forest fires in the 

region have doubled since 2013, and increased by 84% compared to the same period last 
year.  

 

Why the Amazon are fires a cause for concern?  
• The dry season creates the favourable conditions for the use and spread of fire, but 

starting a fire is the work of humans, either deliberately or by accident.  
• The Amazon fires are so large that they are visible from space.  
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• The Amazon rainforest is a repository of rich biodiversity and produces approximately 
20 per cent of oxygen in the Earth’s atmosphere.  

• It is also home to indigenous communities whose lives and homelands are under threat due 
to encroachment by the Brazil government, foreign corporations and governments with 
economic interests in the resource-rich region, and local farmers. 

• A National Geographic report said the Amazon rainforest influences the water cycle not 
only on a regional scale, but also on a global scale.  

• The rain produced by the Amazon travels through the region and even reaches the Andes 
mountain range.  

• Moisture from the Atlantic falls on the rainforest, and eventually evaporates back into the 
atmosphere.  

• The report said the Amazon rainforest has the ability to produce at least half of the rain 
it receives. This cycle is a delicate balance. 

 

What environmental protections do Brazil’s laws provide, and what has 
changed in recent times? 
 

• Under Brazil’s Forest Code of 1965, farmers could purchase Amazon land but could farm 
only 20% of it.  

• Following the collapse of the military dictatorship in 1988, a new constitution gave 
indigenous populations legal ownership of their land and the right to reject development of 
their land.  

• Bolsonaro, the President of Brazil, had promised during his election campaign that his 
government would open up the Amazon region for business.  

• The Amazon has large reserves of gold and other minerals.  
• Along with aggressive policies of promoting agribusiness, Bolsonaro has opposed 

protections for indigenous tribal land. 
• Since the 1960s, the Amazon has witnessed large-scale deforestation because of cattle-

ranching, logging, power projects, mining and farming.  
• Agribusiness products in 2016 represented 46% of Brazil’s exports.  
• Conservationists believe that for Brazil’s government, short-term economic interests pushed 

by lobbies take precedence over environmental concerns. 
 

What are Amazon Rainforests? 
• The Amazon rainforest, also known in English as Amazonia or the Amazon Jungle, is 

a moist broadleaf tropical rainforest in the Amazon biome that covers most of the Amazon 
basin of South America.  

• The majority of the forest is contained within Brazil, with 60% of the rainforest, 
followed by Peru with 13%, Colombia with 10%, and with minor amounts 
in Venezuela, Ecuador, Bolivia, Guyana, Suriname and France (French Guiana). 
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Amazon Rainforests map 
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What is the tropical rain forest?  
• The tropical rain forest is a forest with tall trees in a region of year round high 

temperatures where an average of 50 to 260 inches of rain falls yearly. 
• Rain forests belong to the tropical wet climate group.  
• The temperature in a rain forest rarely gets higher than 34 °C or drops below 20 °C, average 

humidity is between 77 and 88%.  
• Rainfall is often more than 100 inches a year.  
• There is usually a brief season of less rain.  
• Almost all rain forests lie near the equator. 
• Within the World Wildlife Fund's biome classification, tropical rainforests are a type 

of tropical moist broadleaf forest (or tropical wet forest) that also includes the more 
extensive seasonal tropical forests.. 

• High temperature and abundant rainfall support a luxuriant tropical rain forest. 
• In the Amazon lowlands, the forest is so dense that it is called ‘selvas’.  
• Unlike the temperate regions, the growing season here is all the year round-seeding, 

flowering, fruiting and decaying do not take place in a seasonal pattern? 
• The equatorial vegetation comprises a multitude of evergreen trees that yield tropical 

hardwood, e.g. mahogany, ebony, dyewoods etc. 
• Many parts of the tropical rain forests have been cleared either for lumbering or shifting 

cultivation. 
• In the coastal areas and brackish swamps, mangrove forests thrive. 
 
 Canopy 
• From the air, the tropical rain forest appears like a thick canopy of foliage, broken only 

where it is crossed by large rivers or cleared for cultivation.  
• All plants struggle upwards (most ephiphytes) for sunlight resulting in a peculiar layer 

arrangement. 
 Epiphyte: An epiphyte is a plant that grows harmlessly upon another plant (such as a tree) 

and derives its moisture and nutrients from the air, rain, and sometimes from debris 
accumulating around it. 

 

Agriculture in rainforests 
 

Shifting Cultivation or Slash and Burn Cultivation. 
• This type of cultivation is followed in many parts of the world where dense forests are 

common [In India, it is called Jhum cultivation]. 
• Tribes cut the trees in a plot, burn them and cultivate the plot till the fertility is exhausted. 
• Once the fertility is exhausted, the clearing is abandoned and they move on to a new plot. 

Such farming practices are becoming more and more widespread even among backward 
tribes. 
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• In the clearings for shifting cultivation, crops like manioc (tapioca), maize, bananas and 
groundnuts are grown. 

Plantation Boom in Rainforests 
• With the coming of the Europeans, many large plantations have been established, especially 

in Java, Sumatra, Malaysia, West Africa and Central America.  
• Other important crops include coconuts, sugar, coffee (Brazil), tea, tobacco, spices, etc.  
• The plantations resulted in the destruction of nearly half of equatorial forests. 
 

Mineral resources in rainforests 
• Gold, copper, diamonds, and other precious metals and gemstones are important resources 

that are found in rainforests around the world. 
• Extracting these natural resources is a destructive activity that damages the rainforest 

ecosystem. 
• Examples are gold mining in the Brazilian and Peruvian Amazon, rare earth mining in 

the Congo, and gold and copper mining in Indonesia and Papua New Guinea. 
• Some of the world’s most promising oil and gas deposits lie deep in tropical rainforests.  
• Oil and gas development often takes a heavy toll on the environment and local people (This 

happens in Ecuador). 
• More than 70 percent of the Peruvian Amazon is now under concession for oil and gas. 
 


