


 

of Mines and Energy, Brazil will aim to increase hydropower capacity by 27 GW by 2024 
(Minas e Energia, 2017). With the Belo Monte Dam, this will not be a challenge.  
 
Energy Challenge 

Today, the controversial hydroelectric challenge Brazil is facing regards the Belo Monte 
Dam that is currently under construction in the Xingu River Basin. On February 17th 2016, the 
Belo Monte Dam tested its first turbine (Southgate, 2016). With a planned finish date in 2019 
and an installed capacity of 11,233 MW, the Belo Monte Dam is projected to not only catalyze 
economic growth, but to also expand access to electricity into isolated regions (Southgate, 2016). 
However, a host of economic, political, social, and environmental concerns associated with the 
construction of the dam have gained prominence.  

With the future of Amazonia and all of the actors involved at risk with the continuing 
construction of the Belo Monte Dam, Brazil must try and find a harmonized balance between the 
three sustainability pillars: economic/political, social, and environmental. The dilemma is as 
follows:  
 

1. Is the compromisation of one of the sustainability pillars inevitable in the construction 
and eventual generation of the Belo Monte Dam?  

2. If so, do any alternatives to hydropower exist? 
 

In order to contextualize these questions, the political, economic, and social environment 
of the Belo Monte Dam project must be examined. As an important stakeholder, “Movimiento 
Xingu Vivo Para Sempre” is uniquely situated to focus attention and resources into the best 
approach to addressing this energy challenge.  
 
History of Belo Monte Dam  

The timeline of the Belo Monte Dam has shifted the landscape of this contentious project 
for over five decades. Plans to dam the Xingu River date back to Brazil’s military dictatorship in 
the 1970s. As democracy was being restored to the nation in the 1980s, Brazil's state energy 
company, Electrobrás, announced an ambitious plan to build six large dams on the Xingu River. 
The dam project was predicted to cause massive flooding of indigenous lands. As a result, the 
World Bank suspended funding for the project, crediting protest efforts by indigenous people.  

In 2003, the Brazilian government unveiled a revamped version of Belo Monte and 
Brazil’s president at the time, Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, urged his ministers to approve it. The 
project was authorized by a legislative decree, but lacked prior consultation with indigenous 
groups. Subsequently, indigenous groups fought back.  

In 2008, indigenous activism forced the government to write and sign a resolution that 
would not only reduce the number of dams, but also promise no future upriver dam projects. 
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