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The Belo Monte dam is a hotbed of controversy currently in Brazil.  Situated in the state of Para, it is planned to be the third largest hydroelectric plant in the world, and the second largest in Brazil (Jagger, 2013).  Amidst the present drive to “green” the world, hydroelectric seems like a viable way to harness the power of South America’s many rivers and to fuel Brazil’s growing energy needs.  Unfortunately, this renewable source of energy comes at an extraordinary cost.  Discussion surrounding the Belo Monte project is thick with controversy about everything from economic viability to the impact on the environment; those who are leading the fight against it are the inhabitants of the area.  The dam, set to be fully functioning by 2015, will displace over 20,000 people in the Xingu river basin when completed (Jagger, 2013).  One area in particular known as the Big Bend, home to the Juruna and Arara people, will become dry land as a result of the dam, making it impossible for the people to trade with residents of the nearby town of Altamira (Amazon, n.d.).  As a result, Indigenous tribes who have made their livelihoods dependent on the Xingu are being forced from the homes they have occupied since before the New World was settled.  Those living in the town of Altamira will lose their homes due to flooding necessary for the production of a reservoir (Amazon, n.d.).  With so many people affected by the dam, a strong case is being made worldwide that questions its feasibility, and past experience has shown that those who are affected can make a difference.  
The Belo Monte dam is not the first project of its kind to be undertaken in the Amazon.  In 1984, Tucuruí dam on the River Tocantins displaced an estimated 35,000 people by flooding 2,500 square miles of jungle (La Rovere & Mendes, 2000).  Although compensation was attempted, it was a mostly halfhearted effort that resulted in much frustration from those who had lost their homes.  In addition to the Tucuruí dam, two other projects in the 1980s on the São Francisco River resulted in similar injustices for local inhabitants.  In all cases, social protests helped the displaced gain greater compensation in the areas of new settlements, infrastructure, and relocation benefits (Hall & Branford, 2012).  This precedent shows that social movements have been effective thus far in cases involving the people affected damming the Amazon, and as this analysis will describe, the ability to communicate in the globalized world can further a cause more so now than ever before.  Because of the remoteness of the Xingu Basin, the war of the Belo Monte dam is being fought through the media.  Each side is in a battle for the public’s support, and each is pursuing its mission of persuading the masses in their own unique way. 

The movement to stop the construction of the Belo Monte dam is composed of a loose affiliation of many different entities.  The main fighters in the battle are the citizens of Altamira and the Indigenous people of the region, especially the Jericoá, Arara, Juruna and Xikrin.  On their side are several national and global environmental organizations such as Green Peace, Environmental Defense Fund, Friends of the Earth – Brazilian Amazonia, Movement of Dam Affected People and several others.  The fight seems to be clearly divided, with the antagonists on the other side motivated by development and economic gain.  The Ministry of Mines and Energy, Norte Energia (consisting of the regional and Federal electricity authorities Eletrobras and Eletronorte), construction companies, and many consulting firms are major stakeholders with economic interests in the dam coming to fruition (Hall & Branford, 2012).  The portrayal of the two sides among different media outlets shows a dichotomous focus of attention on a micro and macro level – one being to the individual interests of the people living in the region, while the other being focused on the national identity of Brazil and its people as a whole.  Across many media outlets, the two sides make use of language strategies, visual images, motivational appeals, greenwashing, and celebrity endorsements to carry out the message that gains the most public support.  Also, while there is a seemingly lopsided distribution of power between the two sides, the less connected side has skillfully managed to level the playing field by recruiting powerful allies to aid in its efforts.  The battle of Belo Monte has become a war of information, and getting the right information into the right hands has become the true task.  Media has the ability to influence its audience by circulating its message through several different frames, and it is these frames that compete with one another for the support of that audience (Borchers, 2013).  

Much like the natives going to war against gun-toting Europeans, the Indigenous people are in a conflict they are inadequately prepared for.  In a war to persuade the public, one must have the ability to reach them.  Deep in the jungle of the Amazon, the voice of the indigenous are muffled due to their lack of communicative resources; however while one may think the seclusion of the indigenous people may restrict their efforts, they manage to fuel their fight for support with powerful allies.  The Belo Monte dam first received international attention in 1989 during a famous meeting known as the “First Encounter of the Indigenous Nations of the Xingu”.  The meeting drew environmentalists from all over the world, including British pop star Sting, but the most memorable moment was from a female indigenous leader who was photographed angrily waving a machete in the face of dam engineer José Antônio Muniz Lópes (Hall & Branford, 2012).  The photo depicts the bare-chested indigenous leader known as Tuíra brandishing her massive knife in the face of a well-dressed man who is sitting behind a desk dotted with microphones, tape recorders and other modern technology of the day (Figure 1).  The smug look on Mr. Lópes’ face shows a distinct lack of distress, while in the background, the audience displays a mixed reaction of both concern and pleasure.  The photo of Tuíra and her machete captures the struggle of the indigenous people from all angles – the fury of the natives in response to losing their homes, the heartless reaction of their aggressors, and the mixed feelings of those watching from the sidelines.  The bare-chested woman brandishing her primitive weapon in the face of a well-educated modern man surrounded by contemporary technology also depicts the clash of two very different worlds: the untouched Amazon and the industrialized modern world.  This iconic image became a catalyst for international attention and epitomizes the impending war between the indigenous people and the Belo Monte dam.  Nearly 25 years later, the image is still heavily used on the Internet as a symbol of the Belo Monte conflict on many different blogs and websites.  As a result of the circulating image, the indigenous people have gained a global spotlight in the media, a weapon much more effective than a machete.  
Given their nature, proponents of the dam are generally well connected to media outlets, and therefore, have no issues with getting their message into the hands of the public.  While this may serve as an advantage in gaining public support, it can also work against them, as their actions are more closely monitored than the opposition.  For example, the Plan for Accelerated Development (PAC) has come under heavy criticism as a result of its association with the Belo Monte dam.  Launched in 2007, PAC is an umbrella term for infrastructural projects throughout the country aimed at improving the lives of disadvantaged Brazilians, mostly those living in favelas, by reversing social exclusion that inhibits them from getting jobs, receiving mail, and applying for credit (Schaller, 2008).  Since the controversial Belo Monte dam is linked with a well-intentioned program to help the poorest in Brazil, media outlets have framed PAC as being associated with corruption and fraud.  Associations such as International Rivers have prioritized exposing irregularities, misappropriations of funds, political kickbacks and project flaws associated with PAC (Brazil’s PAC, 2010) in an attempt to discredit the program, consequently discrediting the decision makers.  Repercussions such as these are the unfortunate price of having high access to media channels.  While it may be true that supporters of the dam have greater access to media, and therefore, a greater chance of transmitting their message, their misdeeds hardly go unnoticed.  
When a persuasive message is being presented, one cannot help but be influenced by the feelings it provokes.  In the fight for the Belo Monte dam, both sides make use of motivational appeals in order to build relationships with the public, thus gaining their support.  One side of the battle wants the public to join the fight against Belo Monte, while the other wants them to see it as necessary for the future of Brazil, and by appealing to the public’s feelings, the messages portrayed help create emotions and needs that influence the audience to take action.  Emotions are critical in persuading since they influence a way of decision-making that is more qualitative than quantitative.  An audience must have passion for the message being portrayed, and this is more likely if the audience is emotionally invested in the message (Borchers, 2013).  This approach to persuasion is present in both sides of the Belo Monte fight, and each side makes uses of different tactics to stimulate action.  
Amazon Watch is an American based nonprofit organization whose goal is to protect the Amazon rainforest and the rights of indigenous people who inhabit it.  In addition to their campaign against Belo Monte, their website contains a wealth of statistics about the destruction of the Amazon and its potential effects on the planet and human population.  They draw upon many emotions to get their point across, but when speaking of Belo Monte, the emotions of anger and sympathy are more heavily weighted than any other.  In the opening section of Amazon Watch’s 19-page report on the Belo Monte project, it describes the dam’s background as “heralding from the era of Brazil’s military dictatorship”(Amazon, n.d.) in an attempt to show that the dam was spawned during one of Brazil’s darkest eras, and because of this, it brings with it the evil and transgressions that era contained.  It goes on to describe the many social impacts that the dam will have on the indigenous population such as forced displacement, cultural disintegration, sexual slavery, and economic unviability.  The entire report is punctuated with photographs of indigenous people, especially children.  One that stands out features a young boy reading by candlelight (Figure 2).  The caption describes him as a farmer’s son who is reading a poem he wrote about his family’s struggle, and although his home is located close to work camps that are connected to electricity, he must read by candlelight.  This image, coupled with the many descriptions of the social injustice endured by the indigenous people, is enough to bring many readers to tears.  It pulls out strong emotions from sadness to fury, and with those emotions, a message – join our fight.  
Further in the report, the focus shifts from the people to the natural environment.  It goes into detail about the destruction of fisheries in the Big Bend region and how proposed workarounds such as “fish ladders” simply do not work.  The report also states that rich forests surrounding the Big Bend depend on the water of the Xingu, and by damming the river, many species may go extinct.  Finally, the report tackles the issues of deforestation and how illegal logging and cattle ranching result from the Belo Monte project, and how these activities ultimately lead to global warming (Amazon, n.d.).  Much like the previous segment, this section of the report is completed by the use of images.  One such iconic image is that of a 2012 protest where 300 indigenous people gathered to dig a trench in a crudely made dam that partially blocked the Xingu.  Although the act was symbolic in nature, the point was shown that a unified people could restore the natural flow of the Xingu.  After having freed the river, the people gather together to form the words “PARE BELO MONTE” (STOP BELO MONTE) to be read and photographed from an aerial view (Figure 3).  
The entire report purposely pulls strong emotion from the reader in order to influence action, and as a result, becomes a powerful weapon for the indigenous in their fight against the Belo Monte dam.  The indigenous people are fortunate to have an ally as powerful and provocative as Amazon Watch.  As mentioned earlier, those who have the most to lose in this battle have neither the resources nor the knowledge to evoke emotion through detailed reports, pictures, and a wealth of quantitative data; with the help of nonprofits such as Amazon Watch, these details are made readily available to anyone with an Internet connection.  The focus of Amazon Watch’s efforts is the indigenous people, and while much of the report is focused on the environment, it always returns to the human factor.  This is one example of how the fight against the Belo Monte dam makes use of the concerns of the minority who are affected.  
Norte Energia, on the other hand, makes the argument that Belo Monte is for the good of the masses, and therefore, should be supported.  Norte Energia is a consortium comprised of state and private companies in the electrical, contracting, and investment sectors, and currently the main stakeholders in the Belo Monte dam.  While Amazon Watch’s motive is to elicit emotions, such as sympathy and anger as a means of influencing the public, Norte Energia strives to frame the Belo Monte project in a much different light by focusing on how it will fulfill much required needs of Brazil.  Much of their website is dedicated to promoting the benefits of the Belo Monte dam with the intention of selling the public on the positive aspects of the project.  While opposing views such as Amazon Watch focus their message on the injustices of the few, Norte Energia places attention on the overall economic value of hydroelectric power to country the of Brazil.  The website highlights the fact that 80% of Brazil is serviced by hydroelectric, and claims that it is cheap, reliable, environmentally feasible, and gives off less greenhouse gases than thermal energy, and with demand growing due to more people having access to electricity, Belo Monte is necessary.  The website also touches on economic advantages of building the Belo Monte dam such as the 20,000 jobs it will create and $200 million per year it will generate in revenue for the state (Norte Energia, 2013).  While Norte Energia is mainly focused on positive aspects at the macro level, it does not ignore the issue of displaced people.  Instead of “displacing” residents of Altamira, Norte Energia states they are “relocating” families whom already live in “precarious conditions” in stilt houses with no plumbing or sanitation services.  Farmers are said to be moved to organized farm settlements known as agrovilas, and city residents will be taken to houses with urban infrastructure and sanitation, in places which will offer public facilities such as schools and recreation areas.  They also state that no indigenous people will be relocated (Norte Energia, 2013).  
Since Norte Energia is looking to frame the Belo Monte dam in a utilitarian light by providing the most good for the most people, they aim to secure public support by taking advantage of lower level Maslowian needs, such as safety and security.  They do this by presenting themselves as a gleaming beacon of hope for Brazil by attending to its growing energy needs and creating jobs for the unemployed.  This is also evident in how they respond to the displacement controversy by using the dam as a means of improving the lives of those who are living in horrible conditions.  By exhibiting themselves as providers for the country, Norte Energia hopes to gain the support of citizens that have a strong belief that projects such as Belo Monte will provide for them.  In addition, humanitarian efforts such as moving poor farmers and shanty dwellers into hospitable living conditions help influence the public and gain the support of those who are motivated by the fulfillment of needs.  
In 2011, the Brazilian government released a fact sheet to be distributed to the press that draws on the same fantasy theme as Norte Energia.  Fantasy themes are described as the contents of stories that are retold by group members who share a common perception of reality (Borchers, 2013).  The document highlights all the key ingredients that make the project palatable to the public – sustainable development, clean energy, economic feasibility, ethical practices (Fleishman-Hillard Inc, 2011) – and in doing so, proponents of the dam form a rhetorical vision of Belo Monte as Brazil’s “green” saving grace.  This vision highlights the importance of the dam and its many benefits while downplaying the socio-environmental consequences, even at times making them into benefits themselves.  This shared vision of reality has become commonplace among proponents of Belo Monte.  It is this vision that is maintained as a key factor in gaining support, and the overall goal of proponents of the dam is to make this vision contagious to the public.    
To help with this campaign, Norte Energia has released a number of promotional videos and even started a television station with the help of Brazilian filmmaker Luiz Carlos Barreto called TV Belo Monte.  The videos stay consistent with the vision of a sustainable project meant to provide clean energy with minimal socio-environmental impact, all in response to the need of Brazil’s growing energy needs.  One such video called Belo Monte – Plant and Power House (2011), makes use of advanced computer generated images (CGI) to explain its innovative methods of generating electricity, preserving river navigation, and protecting fish migration practices.  It describes the way in which indigenous river navigation in the Big Bend region will be unaffected both during and after construction by use of a tugboat system aimed at guiding riverboats through the rapid currents caused by Belo Monte.  Also, it shows a computer-produced rendition of a lock system called a fish ladder said to aid fish during spawning migrations.  The video claims such systems have proven effective at other Brazilian power plants, and therefore, the audience should have nothing to worry about.  The high quality video production paired with the soothing background music evokes a feeling of calmness in the viewer, allowing them to feel confident that Belo Monte is doing the most good with minimal harm.  
Fortunately, having access to high quality video and well-known filmmakers is not reserved only to those with the most to gain; James Cameron has shown that it can be used to highlight the struggle of those who have the most to lose.  In 2010, the American filmmaker produced a 20-minute video to be released as a special feature on the extended collector’s edition of his blockbuster film Avatar.  The mini-documentary is entitled A Message from Pandora, and it focuses on the destruction that the Belo Monte dam would have on the people and the natural environment in the Amazon.  The film Avatar revolves around story of humans exploiting the natural resources of a distant planet, and A Message from Pandora draws many parallels between what happens in the film and what is happening in Brazil due to Belo Monte.  As James Cameron says in the film, “I wind up going to the Brazil and all of a sudden I was living in Avatar.”   He talks about Belo Monte as being a symbol of the collision of industrial society and the untouched world of the rainforest, and in order to fill the needs of the industrialized world, he explains, the untouched world is exploited.  The film also features American actors Joel Moore and Sigourney Weaver speaking on behalf of the struggle of the indigenous people, and this establishes credibility, particularly with American audiences, by use of celebrity status.  This use of celebrities and the association with the film Avatar gives it a certain amount of clout that is difficult to gain by other means, such as skillful use of CGI and a television channel named after a controversial project.  A Message from Pandora is yet another powerful tool for the indigenous fight against Belo Monte since it reaches such a wide audience unavailable to the indigenous people.  
Documentaries are a powerful channel for getting a message across, and A Message from Pandora is not the only one to feature Belo Monte.  Damocracy (2013) is a short documentary by Todd Southgate that tackles the claim that hydroelectric power is an environmentally clean source of energy.  It is part of a website (damocracy.org) whose aim is to protect rivers from destructive dams.  The short film focuses on the Ilisu dam on the Tigris River in Turkey, and Belo Monte on the Xingu, and documents the struggles of the people, the effects on the environment, and most importantly, the characteristics of hydroelectric power that disqualify it from being considered a clean source of energy. The film makes use of first-hand expert opinion in the form of interviews with environmentalists and inhabitants of the region.  The argument is that a source of energy cannot possibly be environmentally friendly when it requires the surrounding environment to be destroyed in order for it to be installed.  
While Damocracy claims to be an anti-dam campaign, it seems evident that the real mission is to debunk the myths of clean energy caused by greenwashing, and to educate audiences worldwide that blocking rivers to create energy is anything but green.  Greenwashing takes place when companies mislead consumers regarding the environmental practices or benefits of their product or service (Greenwashing, n.d.). In the practice of greenwashing, companies often take advantage of consumers’ good intentions to be environmentally conscious, and since there is little information to back up a company’s claim to the “green label”, consumers are left wondering if they are helping the planet or simply being lied to.  In the film, a leading scientist at the National Institute for Amazon Research (INPA) named Dr. Philip Fearnside states that “hydroelectric dams are presented as green energy since they don’t have any impact on global warming, people have heard it so many times, that they believe it.”  The reason they are considered clean is merely because they do not burn fossil fuels; yet the flooding that is necessary for a dam the size of Belo Monte causes enormous amounts of methane due to the decomposition that takes place on the floor of the reservoir.  Fearnside also says that because of this methane output, some tropical reservoirs put out more greenhouse gases than equivalent-sized coal power plants.  Hydroelectric dams have long been a centerpiece of greenwashing in the Amazon, and Belo Monte has made great use of this practice to influence the public.  Luckily, organizations such as Damocracy are present to inform the public of the true nature of dams as a source of clean energy.  

The use of information as a weapon in protest is not a new concept; within the mediated world of today, people who have never set foot in the Amazon can now be a soldier in human rights’ battles, such as the Belo Monte dam.  Modern communication channels, coupled with powerful allies, have empowered underdeveloped indigenous tribes and rural Brazilians in ways their predecessors could not imagined.  The Tucuruí dam era of the 1980s was a crisis of similar circumstance, yet the fight was fueled on a mostly national level due to the lack of communicative resources of the time (La Rovere & Mendes, 2000).  Activists had fewer ways of addressing the world of their cause; therefore, their cries often fell on deaf ears.  In the communication-intensive contemporary world, the democratizing of information allows previously voiceless people, such as the indigenous population, the ability to have their message heard in spite of the perceived power of their adversaries.  American organizations can easily get influential information into the hands of potential donors, celebrities can recruit the support of their fans, and environmental movements can educate people on the high cost of clean energy, all on the behalf of those most affected by such projects.  In the case of the Belo Monte dam, the uses of such communicative tactics have enabled the indigenous people to transmit a very convincing message to the world, despite their isolation in the Amazon.  As a result, public outcry and lawsuits have reduced the size, and even halted, the Belo Monte project several times since its inception (Hall & Branford, 2012); unfortunately, construction is currently underway.  
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Figure 2. A young boy writes a poem by candlelight about his family’s struggles.  Photo credit: Caroline Bennett (n.d.)                                                                                                     


              

Figure 1. Tuíra waves a machete in the face of José Antônio Muniz Lópes.
Photo credit: Unknown (1989)
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Figure 3. Indigenous protest restoring the flow of the Xingu
Photo credit: Atossa Soltani/ Amazon Watch/ Spectral Q 
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