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The United Nations Population Fund predicts that by 2008, for the first time in 
history, more than half the world’s human population will be living in urban areas.  The 
pace of rural-urban migration has been rapid throughout the 20th century, but over the last 
few decades it picked up markedly and is expected to continue to surge in coming years. 
While cities around the globe are growing, populations in developing countries are 
urbanizing most rapidly. In the tropics the movement of rural people to cities, and the 
growth of those urban areas, are processes that are sure to have important impacts on 
forests and other rural environments. Social scientists have been exploring the impacts 
that rural-urban migration is having on rural communities and environments through a 
variety of mechanisms, including the remitting of funds to rural households, changes in 
rural labor availability and the gender composition of migratory flows, and the shifting 
demands urban consumers make on local agriculture and other rural resources. Just how 
urbanization will affect forest cover as well as other environmental features in many 
areas of the tropics remains, however, little explored and more difficult to understand and 
predict. We are engaged in a research-based effort at several sites in Amazonia to 
understand and model these effects. 

In much of the Amazon Basin, approximately 70% of the population lives in 
urban areas and significant rural-urban migration continues. Basing our arguments on our 
past and ongoing research at several sites in the floodplains of the Amazon and Ucayali 
Rivers in Brazil and Peru, we suggest that many assumptions about rural-urban 
movements, abandonment of rural lands and livelihoods, as well as about recovery of 
“natural” forests in the tropics may not be well-founded. We argue that present-day 
migration and urbanization in areas of Amazonia away from the often-discussed frontiers 
– and perhaps in other tropical regions – tend not to be simple events of rural 
abandonment and urban transformation. The urbanization of Amazonia, despite the very 
dramatic recent rates of growth of Amazonian urban places, as a process has not been 
simple, linear, or unidirectional. Demographic exchanges between rural and urban areas 
in recent decades have included shifts that have even temporarily reversed present 
urbanward trends.  Moreover, we suggest that many urbanward migrants in Amazonia are 
not really absent from rural zones; they frequently remain members of multi-sited or 
dispersed households that maintain livelihood activities in both rural and urban 
environments, and, wherever their primary residence, continue to participate in rural-
urban networks, have a voice in rural land-use decisions, maintain their rural-based 
(although often “citified”) preferences and needs, and retain their knowledge of rural 
resources and products. While multi-sited households are not new to Amazônia, recent 
changes in communications and transportation, markets and labour opportunities have 
greatly amplified the prevalence and importance of this residence and economic pattern. 
The majority of urbanward migrants may be poor, but as consumers, new city dwellers in 
Amazonia have already significantly changed, and will increasingly affect urban markets 
and consumption patterns. In the absence of a more general model (which we are still 
working toward), we present two cases: that of açai palm fruit in the estuary of the 



Amazon and of construction timbers in the Peruvian Amazon. The fruits of açaí (Euterpe 
oleracea) a palm native to the Amazon estuary and extensively managed in mixed 
forestry and agroforestry systems by farmers, have been an important human food since 
pre-Columbian times. Until the 1970s, however, when urbanward migration surged in the 
region, the consumption of açaí was invariably a sign of rural residence and rural tastes.  
Açaí consumption is no longer just a rural pattern. Rural folk brought and maintained 
their açaí habits when they established urban households. Reports indicate that 
consumption of açaí juice in Belém rose from 90,000 L/day in the late 1980s to an 
estimated 400,000 L/day in the late 1990s, an increase largely mirroring urbanization 
rates. This now decades-long boom in açaí consumption (and production) represents 
perhaps the most impressive case of a rural food both supporting a growing, low-income 
urban population, and spurring the intensification and expansion of a forest-based 
production system throughout the estuary. A so-called “açaízation” of the estuary is an 
effect of the importance that açaí as a food has gained during the last 30 years. Expansion 
of açaí production on estuarine ecosystems has had significant impacts. Over the past two 
decades, farming in the region has shifted from predominantly annual-crop agriculture to 
forest-based production systems centered on açaí fruit, heart of palm, and managed and 
unmanaged forestry. This region has, contrary to the rest of the Amazon, experienced net 
afforestation and decreasing rates of forest clearing over the past several decades. We 
also find changes in forest composition, and in the future we believe that we will 
increasingly see açaí and well as other “rural-urban” consumption patterns changing 
markets and in turn transforming the nature, structure and composition of tropical forests. 

At almost the other end of the Amazon Basin, along the Ucayali River in Peru, 
increasing urbanization, especially the growth of squatter settlements in the Amazonian 
city of Pucallpa and other Peruvian cities, as far as Lima, has created much demand for 
inexpensive construction materials.  Most of the timbers being used in this “poor-
peoples” construction are fast-growing species that have long been present in and been 
managed by smallholders living in and around the floodplains. Along the Ucayali, 
downriver from Pucallpa, we have documented a broad decline in the numbers of 
production units dedicated to agricultural cash crops as well as mature forests and a 
corresponding increase in units dedicated to complex agroforestry and managed 
secondary forest systems. Similar to the case on the Brazilian estuary described above, 
this trend has resulted in a net increase in forest cover in traditionally agricultural areas. 

The transformation of fallow timber to construction lumber useful in urban squatter 
settlements mostly occurs in rural areas, with the use of portable sawmills. The mills are 
usually owned and operated by rural residents, but their success depends on the political 
and economic backstopping of an urban associate. As such, the production and marketing 
of the fallow timber depends on complex networks of actors who maintain rural-urban 
identities and livelihoods. The dual knowledge base of recent urban dwellers – with their 
access to urban markets, and their knowledge of the location, use, and management of 
rural resources – is helping to drive the shift in land use and stocks of natural resources 
toward an emphasis on timber. 

Finally we suggest that models and predictions of demographic and environmental 
change that are based on past processes of urbanization in Europe and elsewhere may not 
apply to the current wave of immigration to tropical cities. 


