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THE AG~ I CULTURAL ECO!WMY OF rWp.THEAST BRAZ Il

1/
Geraldo Magela Calegar

In t roduc ti on

\li th an arca of l,5Ij8.l1]2 K;n2. and an e s t irne t e d population of 35 mi l1ion

people in 1979. northeast Br az i 1 rep re s en t s one of t he poorest r eq r on s in latln

AmerI ca.

Many studics have becn done about this region. Several policies have

b en conducted by the 10(..)1 de ve l op l nq agencies in o r de r to improve the way of

l l fe , However what have bce n done is not enough yet to change the living s t andar

of the local society

Around 56~ af the porulation lives in the rural area, and 40% of the

domestlc incorne COf"l('S f rori ao underdcve l ope d and hazardcus aqr i cu l t ur e , w l cb ls

always subject to adverse climatic conditions

The purpose of this paper í s to present some general considerations

about the aqr i c u l t ur a l eC01l0fT'y o f thc Br az i 1 ian northeast and to dí s cus s some

ir p l I cat ions of the p re sen t si r ue t l on ,

The No r thc as t ín The Brazi l i an So c io-Economl c Situation

The northea~l r~gion is one af the five geographic arcas in with

Brazil is divided (Fic)_ I). It is composed o f nine States and t he "Território

ce Fernando de tloronh:)", oiak i oq up 18 2;' of he national t e r r i t o r v an d 30 3%

of the nat iona I popu l a ior.

Table I stl00JS some cha r ac te r l s t i cs of t he Northeastern Sr a t e s , as we l l

as data on the north~ac;t as a wncle and on o her regions of the country.

1/ M,S. i n Aqr i cu l t u r a l Lr or-om i cs , CPATSA/CMBRAPí\, Petral ina{PE), Brazí 1
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Population - Demographic Den s i Ly - 1970
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Table 1. Are a , Population, an d Derroq r aph i c Dens i t v o f St a te s and of the territory

of the No rt he as r and of th e o t he r Brazilian re qi ons , 1970.

Area Population
Dens i tyRegions

% of "the % o f the
22 People (people/Km

Km total total

Maranhão 328,663 3.9 3,037,135 3.2 9.36
Plauí 253.5l18 2.9 1 ,734,865 108 6.91
Ceará 148,016 1• 7 4,491.790 4.7 30.59
Ri o Grande do Norte 53,015 0.6 1,611.606 1.7 30.40
Pararba 56,372 0.7 2,445,419 2.6 43.48
Pe rnambuco 93,281 1.2 5,252,590 5.6 53.44
Alagoas 27.731 0.3 1,605.974 1.7 58.09
Fe rnando de Nor cnha 26 0.0 I,) 1\ 0,0 52.44
Sergipe 21 ,994 0.3 911,251 100 41.43
Bahia 561,02G 6.6 7j583,140 8,0 13.54
NORTHEAS T 1,548,672 18.2 28 ()75,081 30.3 18.59
SOUTHEAST 924,935 10.9 40 331 ,969 42.7 43.90
NO R.TH 3,581 ,180 li2" O 3 650,7)0 3.9 1. O3
SOUTH 577,723 6,3 166g3,551 17.6 23.68
MIODLE WEST 1,879,455 22.1 [- 167,203 5.5 2.75.)

B F<AZ I L 8,511,965 100.0 ')I~508.554 100,0 11.10

----- -------

From: P{·I'Jf\ (9)
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Tab l e 2 shows a cornp ar i s on between s orne socío-economic indicators of

the no r the as t and of t he wholc coun t r v • A b r i e f an a l v s i s of t ab l e 2 shows that

no r the as t Braz i l i s a p oo r o r e a in re l a t l on to o t he r p a r t s of Brazi L

Con si de ri nq t he Br,Jzi l i an e coriomy as dua l l s t i c , the tiortheast is a

part of the Tra dl c i or.a l Branch supplying man powe r and raw material to the

Modern Br an ch (southern po r t of the coun t rv ) an d serving as a rnar ke t to the

rnanuf ac t ure d p r o du c t s frorn t ho se re q ion s • As a result, severa! problems a r l se ,

llke emlgrations, drastic losses of the vaJue of the regíon products in

comercial t r ade s , capital e v as ion an d , consequently reduced index of the

l nve s t lment s l n the region.

To b re ak the v l c l ous c i r c l e of un de r de ve l oprnen t , the Brazilian

Gove rnment has sough t the deve I oprren t of the no r t he as t th rough Deve l oprnen t

Agencies (SUDENE, DNOCS, CODEVASF. CEPLAC) and Spe c I a l Program (PROTERRA, PIN,

POLONORDESTE, FINOR).

Bisides ali o f t h i « e vo l u t ion e rv e f f o r t , only now has t hc agricultura!

sector s t ar te d to be élwardcd, s pe c l e l l y wl th the Smi+Ar i d Programa (EMBRAPA,

Projeto Sertanejo, PF:OPf\STO, PROTERRA. P1N, POLONORDESTE, DNOCS ano CODEVASF),

and rural c re di to; of fe r e d h'f t he national banks (Boo co do Br as i 1, Banco do

Nordeste do Brasi I an d State 3anks).

Land Distribution and Jse

The northeaSl agrarian strueture is bascd on a :atifundiun-minifundium

complex i n e ve rv St a t e b ut p r i n c i p a l l v l n some a re as , like t he "aq re s te!' ~~ Thls

complex l s probably lhe tJrc;ile~)t re s oon s i b l e for r he low i n come l cve l s of the rural

population as well as for lhe h iqh in dex of uncruo l ovrre n t .

A v i CVI o f I a n d di s t r i b u t i on i n t he n: 9 i 'm i s s :101l'm i n Ta b 1e 3. The re

are 579. 327 p rope r t ie s (dbout ~)8t, o f t he t o to l nurnbe r ) w i t h up to 25 ha , These

I
I

p rope r t i c s •

---_._.---
11 According to t<\ELO \I) "Agres1e" i s ba s i c a l l v t ne re q i on betwe e n the v.e t co as t

en d the dry i n l an d dlt.';l':,.
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Table 2. Compa r is on be twe e n s orre s oc io-e ccnont c in d l ca to rs of the northeast and

ofBrazil.

Spccification Bras j 1 NOl'theast

2 I
1. Area (1,000 Km )_1

- Urban

8,5 i ! .6 1.548,6
1 '10% 12 L 5-

101.,243.3 31,260.6
100% 30 "O ~b

L.2 ,721 .5 17.499.5
100% 41.0%

61,521.8 I 3. 76 1• 1
100% 22.4%

520 ..8 254.7
100% 48. 9~

12,473.0 1,372.0
100% 1 1 • O J,

31,ILI3.0 7,288,0
100% 23 LI ,'~

1 ,? 1(. , O 79 .,(1 307,668,0
1009- 23,J?:

156,592.0 6,033,0
100% 3,:;' ,~

1I 19711 (1,000 lnh.)2. Population-- '

- Ru ra l

3 GDP P . 1\.172. I uc~)3J.; e r cap i ta,.J Jr

4. Encrgy productio,J/, 1911 (lOOO kvJ)

5. Ral 1I.,élyll, 1971 (:<m)

3/6. Ro ads-> • 1970 (Km

3/7. Nur-ber of Tr ac t o r s-> , 1970

---_._------_.

Frorn: li BRASIL (I);?J BRASil (3); 31 PAIVA (9)



Tab l e 3. Land d is t r l bu t l on i n no r the as t Br az l l ,

,---~----, -'---'

~,

Area

ClaS5

(i n area h a)
Si rnr 1e

le'5 ': t: c: r: 1 i 1"0" ~-:, ,

I to ~ - r- ,- -, ....•
-,' ,.t.. ):>,J!L~

2 to 5 1 1.3, 55:~ ~ i ç" -. ',..:.\

5 to 10 142,4?:.J 1·1.•.. 26
10 to 25 215 ,55 i ~ , ;:;Q'-I "v

25 to 50 i47.2}4 IL,74

50 to IOC 1 , c Q~c I -,. ...., • .,I' ,. 1.•• ./_' - -'Ire to ~oc 77 , ..
;, 1 _, ,~ v I •....

ZOO ~:) 500 r- ~ : .
) .. •.... ~ ;:,,8G to 1 ,:00 ' r • r 1it '''' ., .r-» :.

1S 20 t· •..." 2,COG G ':'- p . .."'''-..1 ,--,''''V ,

2000 ~o. 5,CO':' ... r'" - ...~
) Ojv"';_ ~.. "',

5000 to 10,OJO 615 0.06
10000 to 20 ,000 l8\ 0.02
20000 to 50,000 ( - [1, o Ic \ ~'1~-"
50000 to 100 .Oi.-O 16 :1.00
ove r 10'0',000 15 0.00

TOTAL C('JJ~ Q1.;:, IDO.CJ_ ..,J '-' ) ~ .•.•

--- ._-------

From: BRAS Il ( 2 )

of ~rc t o t i) 1 % o f the total

value
(ha) Sirnple

i
..• j i I :, '" c; r.. :' " 1 o 1, ~J -" • ,-

í " ti,. ,.52c. i :l S, " !~.J•..",.) ~ , .
..~'') j r l~7J ..5 IF. , !) ;·6 0.66LL . • u •

36, 4 I 1 ,OS} ,868,2 1 17 , 83i ,
57 9'1 ".( • 464 .29~=:' Q ~ ,.,., 5.36-' •U)

72. 73 5, 167,88,4.2 6.0 1 i 1 .37
SI.., : 3 7 .361 ,l·78,2 c A.- 21 i2~ .,.I~L-:;

:: ; 4 n .359 .568.4 !2 ' . )") 16! J
,; ...~

.o/_i.

~ :8 15 ,682, S18.6 1 - i "'r"'"
','

,
/ 5:::

cí.. '12 ,
1 ,:JG9 ,~O5 .6 ' -, ' , 1 ~

/ '
, ,L ~4 • 1)

'-''''''' ·61 9,259 0"1:; 1 I " 7(~ ,~ . 15- ~ , 4.,"

c r:: .'1 8.320 1 86.2 :2 ~~)
:;: 20..J. , , '- /

q c, ,,, .., 1;,091 165.8 ...• 76 33~J6_. -' . 7/ •99.99 2 ,375, 188,0 2. ·'71' O" 72/0 L.

! ", , ..• 2 .509 J 33.0 2. r- 9S.6~'.Iv l:U , ';J"':'

100. ::;.J 1 ,098, 147.6 1 27 9E .91,
100.00 2,659. 135. 8 3.09 100.00

86,030 .279.5 100.00
---"
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occupy only 5.86~ of the tola! a r ea • On th e o th e r h an d , the p r ope r t l c s beyond

200 ha rep re sen t ab ou t 8<; af thl' total nurme r , ,lnd 67/, o f the total a r ea ,

Tab l e 4 s hows the ChélPIJCS in land USl: f rorn 1960 to 1975, The relative

l ncre as e of pas t u re arcos (5 t l rre s greater than vii t 1 c r ops ) requi re s a detai led

analysls to define advan t oqc-, .in d di s avan t a qc s , s i n cc rcpl acerue n t of agriculture
"

by 1!vestock causes re dur t l on i n the t r ib u t a rv IJUU(Jct and increases

unemployrrent ( 4 ) u

The main c aus es ar these ch an qes seem to be the governmental Incentives,

(prlnclpally by subsidizing l n tc res t ta x) and t hc p rob l ems re s u l t I n q from the

establshment of the Ru r a l Worh.n~n Stature and Land Stature"

Man Power

The present ru r a l population o f the northeast is about 18,5 million

peop l e , o r app ro x i mat e l v 3 I rni l l ion f'arni l ies Cous i dc r ino that e ach famíly offers

a work power of 3 pc op l c zdov , U1C tO!::!1 man powe r supply IS of 1101 million

people/day. On th e o t hc r h ond , it is e s t i rne t e d t ha t thcre is a deficit of 3.6
million jobs, wh a t rre ans t ha t I.L rni l l l on f arni l i c s , or 1/3 of the no r the as t

popuJation, is unemp l oyc d or un dc r-cmp l ovc d ,

Hov/eve r , t h is e xce s s 01' rnan pé},·/er does not e xp r es s i ts e l f directly as

unemp l oyrre n t , It is maske d \;I:U"I t ernpo ra tv j ob s , scas on a l unemployment or, with

underemployn-cnts of the owne rs o I s rna l l f ar ms , \-lhG,sc p rope r t ies do not have

work for a11 of t he mernbc rs (d lhe I emilv , Fu r t he rrn o r e , the es t i rna te d supply

exece ss l s pa r t i a l Jy dele to lhe fem•.sl e populatian ano the young population from

10 to III y ea r s of age, i,j,-:Iuck'd into the ca l cu l a t ions , but that in fact only

occasionally t ak e p a r t in till' p ro duc tl on processo

Considering lhe prcscnt levei of exponsion af the cultivated are and

the popu l a r i on qrow th , p rob ab l v , in a very near future, there will be no more

ava i l ab l e a re as , and f r o.n thon on, t.he l nc re as e of production v.•• i l l only be

achieved through technological changes and increase in'productlvity. A recent
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Tab l e 4. Land USt; in no r the as t Brazi I, 1960-1975.

1960 1975 Va ri at ions
----_ .._-_.-;

Speci fi cat ion Absollite f:..bso 1ute Absolute
0/ ~ %-o

area are a are a
(1000 h a) ( 1000 h a) ( 1000 ha)

Annua 1 crops 6,/163 10.3 6t663 8.4 200 1.2

Perenl a l crops 2,266 3.6 3,952 5.0 1.686 10.0

Total Crops 8,729 13.9 10,615 13.4 1,886 11.2

Natural p as tu re s 17,660 28 ..0 21~ ,763 31.0 7,103 42.3
Artificial pas tures 3,998 6,3 6,~00 8.6 2,902 17.3

Total Pas tu res 21,658 34.3 )1 663 39,6 10 005 59.6

Others 32,60/1 51.8 37,)00 47. O 4,896 29.2

GP.EATTOTAL 62,991 I~O.O 79,778 108.0 16.787 100.0

---
F rorn: f3 RAS I L (4)
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paper by DORNAS (5) es t imate s th a t l n 1995 Lhe expansion of the agricultural

frontlers wi 11 be possible only in the States of Maranh~o, Piauf and Bahia.

Pro duct l on , Productivity an d Agricultura1 Te chno loq ie s
"'

Tab l e 5 s hovs the principal crops q r own in the northeast with the l r

respective production. valucs, and participation in the tot~l production value

in 1972.

Basically, co r n , be ans , ri ce , c as s ava an d cotton are cultivated a l l

over the no r t.heas t , SUJ.Jr canc , cccoa ano catton are t he principal crops for

expor t a r ioo .

Tab l c 6 p rcs en t s the p ro duc t l v i tv of some s e l e c te d crops in each of

the geograhic re q ions o f [}raziL Notice that corn an d be ans p re s cn t p ro duc t l vt t l es

much l owe r than t he national ave r aqe , whe re as ban an a presents p ro duc t iv i tv

re as onab l lv higher than th" national ave r a qe .

One o f tb e I'ldir, p rob l erns l n d rv l an d crops, as frequently ocurs in the

northeast, is re l a te d to the very unce r t a i n c l imat l c conditions, wich should be

considered as pa r t ia l l v re s pons ib l e for the 101'1 p ro duc t i v l t ie s ,

Cattle r a I s i n q in the no r the as t i5 characterized by an c x tens i ve s v s tern,

deficlent in mode rn te chn i c s , e xce p t ror restricted a re as in the south of the

region, or around largc urban arcas.

As shrwn in Tab l e 7, the majo r i ty of the l i ve s t ock population is

rep re s en te d by b ov ines Thc bov i ne popu l a t ior increased approximately 29% from

1970 to 1975. Dur i nq tne sar:'ê pe r i od , the total meat and milk productions also

increased 29 anel 36%, respectively, from 1970 to 1975.

Ncve r t he l c s s , <1 dc I i c l t of ne a t an d milk supply is ve t present

(]8,OOOtons of flLat an d 359,OOOliters of ml l k} , as sho.--ln in Table 8.
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Table 5. Pe r cen t a qe of P<.lrticipution of lhe Muin /\qricultural Products of the

northeast in Re l a t ion to the Total Production Value, 1972.

P roduct Un i t.
, r' j l' ~ t i UI \

,I uC
( 1. t , lJS S)

ReI a tive
Participation

( %)

Cerea Is
Rlce :')
Corn, (ti

T ube r and K\.),.:..t.,
Ca5sa~a' (tI
Polato it~

Swee t ro ta to \ t :

Beans
COflTl!OJ'l be an ( Ll
Fava bean ( t)
Soybean (t "

Frults
lemon
Banana
Orange
P[ne app l e
Avocado
Mango
Wate rrre l on
Me lon
Tanqe r i r.e
Grape
Cashew

Vege tab I E: 5

GarI ic
Onion
Black pe pj.r- :

Tomato
Oi I seed

Peanut
Coconut
Cas to rbe an

Fibers
Cot ton
Sisal ar 1\)

Other C rcps
Sugar CiJ'll'

Coffe~
Tobacca
Cocoa
TOTf\L

From: BnASIL (3)
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Table 6. Average productivity of sorre selected products, 1976-1977.

Produc.tivity (kg!ra)
Product s

No rth tio th('ast South South West Br az i r

Food Crops
Ríce 1285 11'06 1158 2576 I : 51 1486

- Banana '9, _,... r- lU3:.. ia6CO j 5949 8367 12317I ·f~l'~

- Beans 785 '52 518 732 529 :'53
- Cassava 10697 15176 13914 ,. Ib • 12098

- Corn 1058 563 1668 2027 1699 161"

Raw material

- Cotton 1090 235 1179 1379 1397 419
- Cocoa 296 5~9 327 594

- Suga r-cane 44736 4557) 55522 4 I.76 8 39620 50358

Fr on: BRASIL (4)
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"'"~f"", . ~ . ~-~---- ..... .._---_ ...._--_.. .- ._ ...._._._------- -------

.' II-\n I i: > I .)

Pc.pu l a t i ;, ..

\1,J01 l\.e()'~ \

MC':Jt Production
(t)

._.__ .._------
197~) J970 1975

- -._-----.-_._---

Bovine~ 13, ::OS. 193,656
22,633

8,595

250,933
30,177
10,236

10,525

5"1 ines

Cap ri ne

j,O:J5

).llb

Ov ine s ...l)

r OT /IL 233.1.:.1
--- ..•_. -_._--- ....

From: !3RASIL (4)
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Tab l e 8. No r the as t : [l,lJ. .. nce b e twe en Supp l v ,ll1d Dr-man d of Bo v t nr- , 5\.lÍne,

Cap r l ne , (',nd Ov i ne Meat, an d cow ~1ilk, jQ7Cl-7C:;.

'fC) r ,
Di s c r ; p I :'J.

1975

13.

---------

- P r ocuc ti on , ~")
o •. J )

. )'./

DE F i C : ~

Mi Ik "in n.i t o r a" (i, JU 1 I;

.• í' ro duc li 'Yl 1.11 Ü

1,li77

-359

From: BRASil r. \

302
3h
- 78
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Although hc nUlber af tractors has bcen reduced relativeJy to the

national total from 19'-iO ,0 1970, the ac t ua l ,b;'1lut.e number h as increased

con t l nuous ly 5 ince 1920 (l,lO Je 9).

Concerning ihe p c r c ap i ta Fe r t i l izc r consumption, apparent1y, there

was an 1 nc rease in th e 3!1,CUnt ut i 1 ize d i,n Ü'C northeas t. Th i5 i nc rease was,

however, much l owe r tnan the national ave r ane , wh e t can be aeduced from

Table 10. This s i t a t i on }1()\lld be as s oc i a te d w i t h the climatic and market

unce r t al n t l v , as p r opo s c d by IjiESQU!TA (~) an d DlJ!\RTE (6).

Final Considerations

As b r ie f l y v~scrii e o , s e vc r e l di 'le,L" p rob l e rrs contribute to the

unde rdcve 1opnen t o f t~e f:r',JZ i 1i .Jfl no r r he as r .

The higb cl il . t r c .:,r,d -na rke t r i s k s <11": re s pons i b l e for tne fact tha t ,

unttl no.l, only soue -f<1P, 1...:11 [)(' advan t a qc.ous p ro duce d in the no r the as t

instead of in o t.he r f)drl. o í lf"'; coun t r-, • Cove rr.a-r-n t a l incentivies w l l l be

able to cou t r i b ut e to ,t!:I.Ilo1te the de vc l oprc r t (,f lhe regional aqr i cu l ture , as

l t has occurred with i o dus t r i o l i z a t ion ,

Although the ,Hjí'dl'i,Hl structure an d l and use indicate high concentrations

of land pos s es s l ons i n cvr t o i n re q i ons , it s h ou l d bc considered th o t fe r t i l e

s o l l por t l ons are s c a rs c , rhi.:. i rnp l i es tb a t an agrarian reforrn would not totally

solve the p re s en t social p r ob l e ms ,

The c re a t i n an d/o r adap t o t ion and di ffusion of new technolo.gy to the

agricultura! sector af Arcas characterized by adverse climatic conditions,unsta~le

market ar rd p r ob lcms c aus e d by f re que n t dr ouqh t i n the s em l+ a r i d region wi 11

still continue for a l on q t i uv , even w i th the support that the northeast has

received through the tISerr,i-!',rid Program".
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Tab l e 9. Number of t r ac t o r s i n Brazi 1.

Reg i O" ';.
J970

r-l () • .
'f( . No. " No .
_ ... ,- ..- ,- -, ._---

Nor th " C. ! 26 C) • I 'J (, i :J·73 !130 O. ;0 1,0 13 0.65I , .

Northea'J: 72 .~. .. ? 'jo 7. til) lfL. i S·3P 3. i 31 S. 11 6,033 3,85
t\i dd le-\·h~:, t. -, r: I . 1.2. n.S3 I : 'I I ·6& 2,194 3.58 9,449 6.03r. J..'

Southeast b19 .' (: .,..) : . :H3 :;4.28 5 . I 'i~) C 1 ,SE 3i
1 J 114 :)5,(,3 79,564 50,30

South ! ,DOe ~}t "~;.7 IIC 3t: ' 77 ') r: 30·65 :'1, !,56 :54·98 ()O,533 38.66I .. •...., ...-'.)! i

.Total 1 ,706 1 [;L . rI!' ) ~7 :,\ 1 ao .uo ;~ •. ; Jj II)(J . n O Cl ,325 ISO • () O IS6,592 100.00
.._-_.~_._ ...- _. --- - • __ .__ . _ 4'_~ ___ o __ • ______ - - _._. __ .. ,-_._------_ .. _--_._--------

Fr oru; PAIVA (9)
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Tab l e 10. Pe r c ap i t a Fe r t i l i ze r Cons ump t i on in Braz i l • 1950-72Q (kg/inhabitant
of each regi on) .

-----------------TT
Re'gi onJ-

Years
No r t h Cen t r a l South Brazil

-----------------_._--

1950
1960

1970
.~.-. 1571

1972

. ,
• \..1 / 4 , i lJ

0.27
0.94
2.92
2.86
3·57

u 1 ~ /. , o.8S

G . j (.

. :

1950
1960

1970

1971

1972

I \ I•• _ J

0.98
5. 1L- 1·85

I! . Se 4-40
21 .73 5.02
23.115 7· 03

11
"'. J ,

- ._-----~----------------

1950
1960

1970

I ~71

1972

'. J I ~. jf)

0.45
I . 77. 1.50
7.: ,) 3.24
8 - / 3.60.)'.)

I 1.31 4.53i. }'.J . 7-'.,'. I

Fro'11: PAIVA (9)

1/ No r th : Frorn Amazon<"Js to Bahia (including northeast);

Central: são P.Jul0. Rio de Janeiro, GuanabariJ, Minas Gerais, Espírito

Santo, Paran5, Mato Grosso and Goi5s~

Sou t.h : Santa Ca t a r in a an d Rio Grande do Sul
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