
The Social Costs of a Quarter-pounder.  

During my dissertation research work (1983-85) I began to investigate the 

Amazon’s rapidly expanding cattle ranching sector as an ancillary inquiry to the 

timber industry study. I made the acquaintance of the president of the 

Association of Amazon Entrepreneurs (AEA), a São Paulo-based membership 

organization comprised mainly of large private companies that were receiving 

regional development fiscal incentives from the Superintendency for Amazon 

Development (SUDAM). This led to a supervised postal survey of nearly 70 AEA  

members who were ranching in the Amazon region. The results of the survey, 

shared with my AEA sponsors, combined with follow-up personal interviews and 

selected field site visits to several member ranches, provided the data for the 

economic and financial analyses published in the WRI book (Browder 1988a).  It 

also sharpened my subsequent analysis of the social costs of forest conversion to 

pasture (Browder 1988b). This study revealed that for every US$0.26 it cost to 

produce a single quarter-pound of hamburger meat from Brazilian Amazon range-

fattened beef cattle ranches, the Brazilian people paid the equivalent of US$ 0.46 

per quarter-pounder in government subsidies. These “social costs” of  

government tax breaks for corporate cattle producers, ostensibly seeking to 

promote Amazon regional development, furtively lined the pockets of corporate 

supporters of an unpopular military authoritarian regime (1964-85) with long-

term tax breaks for these financially unprofitable ranching ventures. When word 

got-out that deforestation in the Amazon was primarily the result of beef cattle 

promotion,  environmental activists in the United States jumped on the fast-food 

chains (McDonalds and Burger King, were especially savaged, unjustly).  In 1989, 

when the “hamburger debate” was raging, a miniscule 0.007% (seven one-

thousands of one percent) of U.S. beef consumption (all processed beef products) 

is documented as originating from the Brazilian Amazon.   It is highly unlikely that 

anyone has ever eaten a Brazilian Amazon hamburger in the United States, at 

least during 1966-2005. Fresh unprocessed cutter meat imports, the beef product 

used in most fast-food burgers, from Brazil have been legally banned in the U.S. 

since 1965 for “sanitary reasons” (i.e. hoof-and mouth disease). However, that 



situation is changing recently, as Brazilian beef cattle producers clean-up their 

acts.  

SUDAM’s  (the government’s Amazon regional development agency’s) vision of 

the Amazon as a major supplier of beef products for domestic consumption, in 

the 1970s , was based on the premise that an unpopular military authoritarian 

regime might stabilize its uncertain political base, providing the disgruntled urban 

centers of the Southeast with cheap (highly government-subsidized) beef on the 

dinner table.   

Change happens fast in Brazil. Twenty years later, Brazil racing to expand its cattle 

industry, by 2005 became the world’s leading exporter of fresh beef product 

exports. Brazil, once the world capital of mahogany exports, was now the global 

hub of beef production and export. The outbreak of mad-cow disease expedited 

Brazil’s ascension to global dominance. Emerging beef markets in the Middle East 

and the western Pacific Rim (aka. China), strengthened the rising tide of Brazilian 

beef production, sending transforming repercussions through the Brazilian 

livestock industry. Even as the old model of Amazon development based on beef 

cattle production for domestic consumption slipped away, a new model of 

development, one led by private enterprise would reshape the Amazon’s 

agricultural economy. Still based on livestock production , but now driven by 

opportunities for national capital to profit from newly uncontested foreign 

markets, eagerly demanding the output of Brazil’s predominantly range-fattened 

(mad cow- free) beef production chain.   

 


