
Flying high over the Amazon in a commercial jet plane grants the
traveler the illusion of limitless pristine wilderness. A brilliant and
majestic tapestry of blue and green stretches to the horizon.

From its headwaters high in the Andes, the Amazon River flows for nearly
4,000 miles before reaching the Brazilian coast and emptying into the Atlantic
Ocean. That journey creates the world’s largest river basin, covering an area larger
than Western Europe, generating a fifth of the planet’s freshwater, and feeding a
river network that irrigates half the continent of South America. The Amazon, by far
the largest and most luxuriant of extant rain forests, is one of the most biologically rich
places on Earth. 

THE BRAZILIAN
AMAZON

RICH
The extraordinary land-
scapes of the Brazilian
Amazon–from savannas to
flooded forests–harbor one
of Earth’s richest assort-
ments of wildlife. Residents
include thousands of 
plant species, over a million
insect species, more than
700 fish species, 1,000 bird
species, and over 300 mam-
malian species–plus millions
of species still unknown to
science. The Amazon pro-
vides goods such as building
supplies and medicines for
the entire world.

SUSTAINING
Traditional communities of
rubber tappers, river dwellers,
fishermen, and Brazil-nut
gatherers rely on Amazonian
forests for their livelihoods.
The cultural survival of Brazil’s
Amerindian population–which
practices age-old traditions 
in harmony with nature–
depends on the health of the
forest environment.

THREATENED
Amazonian forests suffer
more deforestation than any
other forests on Earth. In
2002 alone, 10,000 square
miles were deforested due to
logging, ranching, farming,
large-scale soy cultivation, and
infrastructure development.

A Treasure Threatened
At ground level, however, the reality is sober-
ing. Pushing inward toward the heart of the
Amazon basin from its eastern and southern
flanks, agriculture, mining, road building, set-
tlements, and deforestation due to logging mar
the landscape. The roar of chainsaws and bull-
dozers is now prevalent in forested areas never
before intruded upon. Once-clear streams now
run thick with sediments, while forest fires ravage
ecosystems that are being weakened by human
disturbance and losing their ability to resist.

The Amazon Basin, with its staggering biodi-
versity and unmatched natural resources, is
under siege. The need for land and economic
development alternatives in a country where
millions live in poverty is putting acute pres-
sure on one of the world’s most important nat-
ural areas. The loss of forests has devastating
consequences, both locally and globally,

wiping out rare plant species important to sci-
entific research and medical discovery, threat-
ening the habitats of rare and endangered ani-
mals, impoverishing local communities that
depend on forests for their livelihoods, releas-
ing massive amounts of stored carbon into 
the atmosphere, and gradually eroding the
Amazon’s vital function as a regulator of rain-
fall and climatic patterns. 

Despite the serious losses being sustained in
the Amazon, vast and remote expanses of the
Brazilian Amazon remain intact. A window of
opportunity is open for actions to safeguard
what may well be the most important natural
place on Earth. Taking this critical opportu-
nity, WWF and its partners have created and
committed to the Amazon Region Protected
Areas (ARPA) program.

Deforestation is taking a toll on the natural
resources of the Amazon region.
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Through an aerial fish-eye lens, the Brazilian
Amazon’s breathtaking terrestrial and freshwater
ecosystems appear limitless. 
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Safeguarding the Amazon:
Meeting an Urgent Need


