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In November 2015, the failure of the 
Fundão tailings dam at the Samarco´s 
iron ore mining site in the State of Minas 
Gerais, Brazil, resulted in 19 deaths and 
severe environmental, economic and 
social damage. The tailings spill ran 
approximately 650 km through the  
Rio Doce to the Atlantic Ocean. It is
referred to as one of the worst 
environmental disasters in Brazil’s 
history.
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What is the issue?  
 
A number of issues still challenge the recovery of the 
Rio Doce Basin, including the future of livelihoods that 
depend on the river to thrive, especially fishers, who 
represent a considerable part of the affected populations. 
As of December 2018, Renova Foundation has registered 
21,864 families who practiced fishing activities. Of this 
number, 11,002 families indicated practices of fishing 
activities in Minas Gerais and 10,862 families in Espirito 
Santo. Those who declared ancillary professions linked 
to fishing represent 12,750 in Minas Gerais and 14,272 in 
Espirito Santo, totalling 27,022 people.1 Since 2016, their 
economic activity has been hit with fishing bans with no 
perspective of resuming.

A few months after the Fundão Dam failure in 2015, the 

http://www.fundacaorenova.org/en/program/registration-of-the-impacted-parties/
http://www.fundacaorenova.org/en/program/registration-of-the-impacted-parties/
http://www.jfes.jus.br/noticias/2016/arq20160226165843_Justica_Federal_de_Linhares_proibe_pesca_em_trecho_
http://www.jfes.jus.br/noticias/2016/arq20160226165843_Justica_Federal_de_Linhares_proibe_pesca_em_trecho_
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This complex scenario resulting from both current and 
historical problems, as well as the challenges posed 
by a massive disaster, scientific uncertainty and lack of 
trust, raises some key questions: What should be done 
about fisheries affected by the Fundão Dam failure in 
the short and long term other than the financial aid and 
compensation set up by Renova Foundation? Should the 
current fishing bans remain in effect, and if so, what are 
the triggers to lift them? 

Why is it important?
 
Fisheries in Brazil are economically important and 
contribute with BRL 5 billion10 to national GDP, mobilising 
800,000 professionals and employing 3.5 million people 
directly and indirectly (Government of Brazil, 2014).

Inland fisheries in Brazil are mainly artisanal, while 
estuarine and marine ones are both artisanal and industrial 
(Ruffino, 2014). It is estimated that there are one million 
fishers in Brazil, of whom 99% are artisanal fishers (Da 
Silva, 2014) and one out of three is a woman (FAO, n.d.a.).

The artisanal fisheries sector has characteristic features 
– it is firmly rooted in local communities, traditions and 
values, where women have a significant role. Many 
small-scale fishers are self-employed and usually provide 
fish for direct consumption within their households or 
communities. The small-scale fisheries serve as an 
economic and social engine, providing food and nutrition 
security, employment and other multiplier effects to local 
economies while underpinning the livelihoods of riparian 
communities (FAO, 2015). 

The precautionary measures taken by the governments, 
both at the state and Federal levels, proved to be 
necessary, as revealed by the results of some of the 
published scientific studies commissioned for the Rio 
Doce Basin and marine adjacent area. 

The long-standing fisheries bans, despite being relevant, 
held the fishers population in abeyance pending their 
return to their economic activities and traditional way of 
living2 (f1.4 Tdopulatio)fal92  charitinsthemnd uect cniine in a(
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and the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable 
Small-Scale Fisheries (FAO, 2015) reinforce the approach 
of sharing responsibilities in decision-making processes 
among users of fishery resources (Da Silva, 2014; FAO, 
2018).

A consultation with the fisher's communities about 
fisheries status together with the use of scientific data 
should be prioritized. This process could become the 
basis for the development of a community management 
scheme that could help monitor and improve the fish 
stocks (Pinheiro and Joyeux, 2007). The same approach 
should be used at the marine area, including the creation 
of a new protected area at the mouth of Rio Doce, as 
proposed in the TTAC.

In line with amelioration of the Rio Doce Basin 
environmental conditions, another alternative for the 
improvement of the freshwater biodiversity restoration 
and to engage fishers is the development of a native 
fish species restocking program. In this respect, 
it is necessary to guarantee that potential future 
reintroductions12 have clear objectives, identification and 

12 As a conservation tool, reintroduction seeks to restore viable populations of native species within their former ranges (Seddon et al., 2007).

assessment 
of risks, as well as measures of performance (IUCN/SSC, 
2013; Cochran-Biederman et al., 2015; Fernandes et al, 
2016; Seddon et al., 2017).

There are rivers in the Rio Doce Basin which keep 
important native freshwater species, such as the 
cascudo-lage (Delturus carinotus) and the curimba 
(Prochiloodus vimboides). The Santo Antonio River Sub-
basin is perhaps one of the best examples since it is 
one the most preserved areas within the Rio Doce Basin 
(Vieira, 2009) and deserves to be protected, particularly 
its fish populations. Studies of the rivers and their 
biodiversity should be prioritized as a way to indicate their 
potential capacity to become sources of native freshwater 
biota reintroduction in other rivers of the Rio Doce Basin. 

More than three years after the Fundão Dam failure, it is 
vital to bolster the precautionary decisions formulated 
by government institutions in the form of fishing bans to 
restore the freshwater biodiversity of the Rio Doce and 
its tributaries, prevent the consumption of unhealthy 
fish, and address the uncertain situation of the fishing 
communities in Minas Gerais and Espírito Santo.

 
Fishers in Linhares, Espírito Santo, Brazil, 2019. 
© IUCN/Jorge Pennington
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Work closely with the Inter-Federative Committee (CIF) to devise a unified decision framework andscnhedule that would permit removal of fishing bans, including the gathering of freshwater biodiversity andsfish toxicity indicators, andsan integratedsanalysis to re�ect the concerns of affectedsparties, regulatory agencies andscnientists.  Engage women andsmen fishers assan integralspart of the monitoring network to measure the indicators that would permit removal of the fishing bans andsthe start of a sustainable fishing programme.Communicate the results of the overall assessment on freshwater biodiversity andsfish toxicity, andsthe results of the integratedsanalysis to affectedscommunities, government authorities andsthe media.following actions:23
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