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PROJECT SUMMARY
Founded in 1998 by Brazilian NGOs, the Federal University 
of Pará, and international donors, and in partnership with 
private sector companies, Bolsa Amazônia is a regional 
initiative dedicated to developing sustainable enterprises 
in rural forest communities of Amazonia. With a focus on 
sustainable agriculture and agro-industrialization, Bolsa 
Amazônia assesses market demand for locally-produced 
goods such as banana flour, frozen fruit pulp, honey, 
oils, and hand-made paper and handicrafts. By linking 
producers and buyers directly through an online marketing 
system, the initiative guarantees a fairer price for forest-
based communities and empowers local actors to build 
sustainable enterprises. 

Building from its successes in Pará, Bolsa Amazonia now has 
representative offices in Ecuador, Colombia, Bolivia, and 
Venezuela, as well as in four Brazilian States (Pará, Amapá, 
Rondônia and Acre).

KEY FACTS
EQUATOR PRIZE WINNER: 2002

FOUNDED: 1998

LOCATION: Amazonian region of South America

BENEFICIARIES: Forest-dependent communities

BIODIVERSITY: The Amazon rainforest
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Bolsa Amazônia is a regional program for the Amazon Basin 
countries of Brazil, Ecuador, Colombia, Bolivia, and Venezuela, that 
is dedicated to the sustainable development of the region’s forest-
dwelling communities and the conservation of its abundance of 
natural resources. The project was begun in 1998 in partnership with 
BioTrade, an initiative of the United Nations Conference for Trade 
and Development (UNCTAD) and the Brazilian program on poverty 
and environment in the Amazon Basin (Programa Pobreza e Meio 
Ambiente na Amazônia – POEMA).

The diversity of life within the Amazon

The Amazon River Basin occupies the entire central and eastern area 
of South America, lying to the east of the Andes mountain range 
and extending from the Guyana Plateau in the North to the Brazilian 
Plateau in the South. The basin covers more than 6,100,000 km2, or 
44% of the land area of the South American continent, extending 
into Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Guyana, Peru, Suriname, and 
Venezuela. Elevations range from sea level at the river’s mouth, to 
an altitude of 6,500 m in the Andes. Most of the basin is covered 
by tropical rainforest, accounting for more than 56% of all broadleaf 
forests in the world. Its ecosystems are characterized by great 
biodiversity, with more than 30,000 plant species, nearly 2,000 fish 
species, 60 reptile species, 35 mammal families, and approximately 
1,800 bird species.

The population of the Amazon River Basin is estimated at 
approximately 10 million (2005), mostly concentrated in urban areas 
along the river and its main tributaries. A high percentage of the 
total population consists of indigenous communities settled mainly 
along the banks of the river and belonging to a variety of ethno–
linguistic groups. These communities rely on the forest for their 
livelihoods. Non-timber forest products such as nuts, fruits, oils and 
resins provide income but have traditionally been harvested using 

unsustainable methods. The ability to market these Amazonian 
products successfully, taking into account consumer preferences 
for sustainable production, can make a significant difference in 
improving the wellbeing of these communities.

Connecting rural producers and urban consumers

The objective of the Bolsa Amazônia program is to promote the 
sustainable use of Amazonian natural resources while reducing 
poverty among indigenous people. Products are promoted that 
bring producers and processors improved incomes, and provide 
environmentally sustainable products for urban consumers. 
The initiative has established close links with communities, the 
private sector and governments through partnerships that foster 
community development and ecological conservation in the region. 
Bolsa Amazônia has offices in Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, and 
Venezuela, as well as in four Brazilian States (Pará, Amapá, Rondônia, 
and Acre), and several overseas to promote its products.

Background and Context
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Key Activities and Innovations
The initiative works with forest communities at every stage of 
the production process. This includes providing skills training in 
improved methods of cultivation, small-scale processing, packaging 
and marketing, and the identification of suitable markets. Specifically, 
capacity building is provided in: 

• Marketing, including business planning, costing, packaging and 
forecasting;

• Processing of fish, banana and dairy products, including hygiene 
and safety;

• Organization and management of co-operatives, including 
administration and accounting; and

• Sustainable resource use, including sustainable agriculture, 
subsistence cropping, seed production, and cultivation and 
collection of forest products.

An online marketing system

The Bolsa Amazônia program builds linkages between small-
scale producers and buyers of Amazonian products. Products are 
processed and marketed in accordance with fair trade and organic 
certification schemes, taking advantage of consumer demand for 
environmentally and socially sustainable products. These goods are 
then marketed to an international audience on a wide scale. Bolsa 
Amazônia coordinates an online marketing information system 
called Sistema de Informação Mercadologica da Bolsa Amazônia 
(SIMBA). Operating as a large marketplace of producers and 
buyers, SIMBA functions as an exhaustive database of products and 
companies. This uses technology to build an information bridge 
between the producers and buyers of sustainable Amazonian 
products, facilitating an efficient two-way flow of market-related 
information. Approximately 350 products, 100 buyers, and 100 
producers are registered on the SIMBA database. Products registered 
on the database are divided into categories such as raw materials, 

including fruits and seeds; handicrafts; paper; cosmetics; oils; natural 
medicines; coconut fiber products; and processed foods, including 
fruit pulps, fruit juice, flour and honey.

The organization also promotes a number of ‘star products’ that meet 
specific ecological and developmental needs, and are produced to 
high standards of hygiene required by the market. These products 
are promoted at national and international fairs, with all profits from 
sales returning to rural producers’ associations. These products have 
prioritized the açaí palm, green bananas, coconut fibers, latex, and 
hand-made paper produced from the curauá plant.
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Impacts
BIODIVERSITY IMPACTS
Bolsa Amazônia has had significant biodiversity impacts through 
combating processes of deforestation and unsustainable harvesting 
of resources by demonstrating the economic potential of various 
key species. 

Açaí Poema da Amazônia

The açaí palm (euterpe oleracea), for instance, is found throughout 
the Amazon region, growing naturally in várzeas and igapós 
(flooded areas of forest), or in higher terrain when cultivated. 
Within Brazil, major production takes place in the state of Pará, 
where concentrations of the species are greatest. This resource 
was under threat due to the extent of palm-heart consumption, 
which involves cutting whole tree specimens to extract the heart. 
The açaí ecosystem can instead be managed in a sustainable way 
by harvesting the açaí fruit. Traditionally this was collected and sold 
in its natural state in local markets, but low economic returns made 
this an unprofitable activity. Processing açaí berries into fruit pulp 
for use in a naturally nutritious drink has made this a more profitable 
enterprise. 17 Brazilian communities, each numbering approximately 
30 to 40 families, formed a producers association and became the 
joint owners of a modern processing plant where the Açaí Poema 
da Amazônia beverage is produced. Açaí provides a high amount of 
energy – around 182.4 cal/100g – and also has high levels of calcium 
and phosphorus, making the beverage extremely nutritious.

Amazon Paper project

A second example of the successful conservation of natural resources 
is that of the Amazon Paper project. The consumption of paper is one 
of the leading causes of global deforestation. This project illustrates 
the possibility of finding non-wood alternatives and promoting uses 

of non-timber forest products such as fibers, particularly as a means 
of substituting synthetic products. Amazon Paper brings together 
Japanese ancestral art and traditional Amazonian knowledge 
to produce hand-made paper that is entirely made from natural 
resources: fibers, dyes, fragrances, leaves and flowers. The main 
fiber from which the pulp is extracted is curauá. It is mixed with 
other materials to obtain a wide array of papers in a range of colors, 
textures, and thicknesses.

The cultivation of the curauá plant (ananas erectifolius), and the 
extraction and paper-making processes involve many communities 
as common production units. Paper production, from cultivation to 
the final product, is performed in a sustainable manner, and income 
generated from the sale of the fiber benefits local families through 
improved incomes and wellbeing. 

Integrating conservation and development

Bolsa Amazônia is founded on understanding the links between 
biodiversity conservation and poverty reduction. Conservation of 
tropical forest is encouraged through a combination of agroforestry 
systems, natural resource management, and the development of 
sustainable production chains. Forest peoples’ livelihoods have 
improved through the development of economic activities that 
generate income by adding value to products. Local employment 
has increased, producers are being integrated into larger production 
chains and trade is being conducted on an equitable basis. By uniting 
local knowledge of the forest, simple management techniques and 
appropriate technologies to regenerate degraded areas, further 
destruction of forest has successfully been avoided.



SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS
As well as the sustainable production of açaí pulp and paper, various 
other resources have been identified as suitable for establishing 
small- and medium-sized enterprises. 

Farinha de Banana Verde

In one of the poorest and most degraded areas of the state of Pará, 
16 rural communities are involved in the cultivation and processing 
of tropical fruits using sustainable agricultural methods such as 
agroforestry to produce banana flour. Farinha de Banana Verde is 
banana flour made from dehydrated green bananas. This is ground 
for preparing porridge, milkshakes, cakes, pancakes, and cookies for 
lunches in schools, hospitals, restaurants or snack bars. Banana trees 
are grown sustainably using agroforestry systems that combine 
crops in the same areas, enabling the recovery of degraded land 
through reforestation and soil protection. The dehydration process 
used to make banana flour involves washing the fruit, immersing 
it in a heated tank, removing its skin, slicing the bananas, drying 
them on trays, grinding the fruit into powder, and weighing and 
packaging. The commercialization of this process has contributed to 
the improvement of the livelihoods of these rural communities. The 
production of banana flour reduces post-harvesting losses of fresh 
bananas and creates a value-added product with higher returns for 
producers.

Processing coconut and latex

A coconut-fiber and latex production chain, located in the 
unique ecosystem of the Island of Marajo in north-eastern Pará, 
employs more than 5,000 families in the various steps of managed 
fruit collection, fiber extraction, transformation, and industrial 
production, providing refined products for a number of industries. 
Organized within producer associations and seven agro-industries, 
they sell the products directly to POEMATEC Industry, a partnership 
between POEMA and the motor company, DaimlerChrysler. The 
product is used in the manufacture of car seats and other technical 
pieces as well as gardening, agriculture, construction, and decoration 
products for other markets.

Traditionally, coconut husks were burned or discarded by local 
producers. Their re-use has demonstrated the diverse potential of 
using forest resources while providing numerous sources of income. 
The use of coconut fibers also contributes to the preservation of 
the giant samambaia, an endangered plant species. Coconut fiber 
and latex (produced from rubber trees) products are biodegradable 
and can be recycled. In Brazil, rubber tappers have been widely 
recognized for their struggle to preserve the Amazon by ensuring 
that rubber extraction is a sustainable activity. The demand for latex 
as a raw material for various industrial applications has given a new 
impetus to the production of latex in a sustainable fashion by many 
indigenous communities.

Empowering marginalized communities

Beyond increasing household incomes, the formation of producer 
associations has brought additional benefits for many producer 
communities. In the case of the Açaí Poema da Amazônia fruit pulp 
association, the 17 communities have formed a cooperative owned 
entirely by the communities. Through the formation of cooperatives 
and other legally-recognized small companies, communities 
previously marginalized from access to credit can receive credit from 
banks, based on the success of their enterprises.

The rural communities that are the beneficiaries of the Bolsa 
Amazônia initiative include traditional forest dwellers, subsistence 
farmers, and riberinhos – people living along riverbanks. These 
communities are typically extremely socially marginalized, often 
lacking basic services such as healthcare, potable water sources, 
sanitation and education. These communities tend to consist of 
isolated family units in remote locations, relying on agro-extraction 
and fishing for survival. Projects supported by Bolsa Amazônia 
contribute to improved food security as agroforestry encourages 
crop diversification. Some crops are used for home consumption, 
while others are processed and sold. Income generated through 
these means has been re-invested in local housing, electrical 
appliances and other amenities, leading to improved wellbeing and 
quality of life.
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Partners

The creation of close working partnerships among public institutions, 
non-governmental organizations and private enterprises has been 
fundamental to the success of the Bolsa Amazônia project. It has also 
been effective in influencing public policies, presenting new models 
for credit and investment programs and providing opportunities for 
foreign direct investment in sustainable development initiatives. 
Some of the partners of this initiative since 1992 include:

Regional and national partners

Beraca Ingredients - founded in 1956, with headquarters in Sao 
Paulo and branches in six Brazilian states, this private company 
operates in three divisions producing sanitizers, raw materials for the 
food and drug industry, and cosmetics. The company has partnered 
with indigenous and riparian communities in Pará in extracting, 
processing and refining non-timber forest species and developing 
agricultural activities.

ECOART-Amazon: specializes in research and innovation in design 
and development of high quality Amazonian products developed 
by communities registered with SEBRAE-Pará (Support Service for 
Small and Medium Enterprises in Para).

CAMTA: the Cooperativa Agrícola Mista de Tomé-Açu, is a tropical 
fruits pulp producer that produces and sells agricultural products 
from the producers of the community of Tomé-Açu in Pará. 

COOPFRUT: brings together small farmers in an agricultural 
cooperative that produces fruit pulp in Igarapé-Miri.

Coped: a producers’ cooperative in Moju, working primarily in the 
processing of coconut fiber for POEMATEC.

POEMATEC: a partnership between POEMA and DaimlerChrysler; 
manages a factory that produces artisanal products from coconut 
fibers and latex. 

International partners

Netherlands Organization for International Assistance (NOVIB), part 
of the Oxfam International Confederation. 

United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD): 
Biotrade Initiative - since 1998, this initiative has focused on training 
and activities to facilitate trade in local Amazonian products.

The European Commission, Division of Environmental and 
Sustainable Development: has consolidated the production of 
sustainable supply chains in Brazil and Ecuador through training 
activities, technical assistance and business promotion.

United Nations Foundation: a partner of UNCTAD’s Biotrade Initiative 
for regional development programs in the Andean and Amazon 
region.

DaimlerChrysler: a partner of POEMA since 1992; has worked to 
promote sustainable development through the use of natural fibers 
for application in industry.

International Finance Corporation (IFC): training activities 
and business promotion, including a pilot project for carbon 
sequestration, have been supported by the Department of Micro 
and Small Enterprises. The newly created Grassroots Business 
Organization is also working to open markets for Amazonian 
products.

Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA): provided technical 
assistance for the development of the Amazon Paper Project, 
based on the technical production of handmade Japanese paper. 
Cooperation has also included the establishment of sustainable 
productive chains in Tomé-Açu.
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