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Programme 
 
 
COFFEE BETWEEN THE SECRETARY GENERAL AND SEBASTIÃO 
SALGADO 
 
Other participants: Gabriela Ramos, Director of the Office of the Secretary-
General; Luiz de Mello, Deputy Chief of Staff; Simon Upton, Director of the 
Environment Directorate; and Mario Lopez-Roldan, Speech Writer and Advisor 
for Special Projects, OSG. Room G 15.30 – 17.00 
 
SEMINAR WITH OECD STAFF 
 
Presentation by Sebastião Salgado on Instituto Terra, followed by a screening 
of his photographic project, Genesis. 17.30 – 19.00 
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Short Bio 
Sebastião Salgado 
 
Born in Aimores, M.G., Brazil in 1944, Salgado studied economics in both São 
Paulo and Paris, and worked from 1968 to 1973 as an economist in both 
Brazil and England. It was in the early 70s, while on a tour of Africa as an 
economist for the International Coffee Organization, that Salgado began 
photographing seriously. Appointed a UNICEF Special Representative on 3 
April 2001, he has dedicated himself to chronicling the lives of the world's 
dispossessed, a work that has filled ten books and many exhibitions and for 
which he has won numerous awards in Europe and in the Americas. 
 
Working entirely in a black-and-white format, Mr. Salgado's respect for his 
subjects and his determination to draw out the larger meaning of what is 
happening to them, has created an imagery that testifies to the fundamental 
dignity of all humanity while simultaneously protesting its violation by war, 
poverty and other injustices.  
 
Over the years Mr. Salgado has collaborated generously with international 
humanitarian organizations including UNICEF, the Office of the United Nations 
High Commissioner on Refugees (UNHCR), the World Health Organization 
(WHO), Medecins Sans Frontières and Amnesty International. With his wife, 
Lélia Wanick Salgado, he is presently supporting a reforestation and 
community revitalization project in the Brazilian state of Minas Gerais. 
 
For the past seven years he has been working on a series entitled Genesis, a 
collection of photographic essays that look at the landscape, wildlife and 
human communities that live with what he describes as their ancestral values. 
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Seminar 
Presentation of project Genesis and  
Instituto Terra 
 
Full transcript1 
 
OECD is very close, in a sense, to my life. When I was a young economist — I made a Master in 
Economics in Brazil, and then I came to Paris to do a Ph.D. in Economics — the first place I 
came to study was the Ecole Nationale de Statistic. I was doing mathematical models for 
economics. And one of my teachers, when I was close to finishing my classes for my Ph.D., was 
an economist at the OECD and he helped me start my career in London at an international 
organization. And a few years later, I became a photographer. When I was just a young 
photographer, I came here (OECD) to work for the magazine. Silvia, who was the head of 
photography back then, made the most important contact for me to jump from just amateur 
photography to becoming a professional. She linked me with Sygma agents.  
 
I want to speak a little bit about environment today. We have an environmental project in Brazil 
we started in 1990. I was born in a small town in the Atlantic coast in Brazil. Brazil has 2 big 
ecosystems of forests. One is Amazonas—which everyone knows. And the second is the Mat 
Atlantic, or the Atlantic Forest. This Atlantic Forest used to be 2 ½ times the size of France, about 
1,350,000 km2. Today, 93% of this forest has been destroyed—just 7% of it remains. When you 
see all that is modern in Brazil, it has been developed over this forest. That means Rio de 
Janeiro, Sao Paulo—every town on the Brazilian coast. When you consider that 80% of 
Brazilians live on the coast, you can understand how this forest was destroyed.  
 
But I was born there. When I was a child, the farm was covered 60% by the rainforest. I was born 
in a paradise. I grew up beside crocodiles, jaguars, birds. When I was about 15 years old, I left to 
do the second part of secondary school. From there I got married and moved to São Paulo. From 
São Paulo we came to France, and then to London. I came back to Paris to do photography. I 
had some problems with the dictatorship in Brazil, so we stayed 11 years out of Brazil. When we 
came back to Brazil in 1980, this farm was completely destroyed. We went from 60% of rainforest 
covering the farm to just 23%. In the entire region, the water shelf was destroyed. We destroyed 
everything. First we took the wood to export, and second, we took it to burn for energy.  
 
In 1990, my father wished to transfer the rights of the farm to us. Because I have 7 sisters, and I 
am the only man in the family, my wife and I accepted to take the farm. My wife had the idea of 
replanting the rainforest that was there before. We went to see a friend of ours who is a forest 
engineer and we started the project. It was necessary to plant 2.5 million trees in order to rebuild 
the forest. This was a big task. I started to travel all over the world, asking for donations, making 
speeches and going to conferences, working with companies.  
 
Now we are about to complete this forest. We have 1,960,000 trees in the ground. We have 
animals that came back. We have birds that came back. We recently, from this past year, started 
to have jaguars again. And this is fabulous, because this is an area that used to have nothing. 
We do not introduce any species to the forest—they came by themselves. From far away, but 
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they came. If you have a jaguar that means we have the entire food chain. Because it is a big 
predator, it cannot survive inside a forest that does not have the entire food chain.  
 
But we had to fight hard for all of this. We use the best technology but we also understad that it is 
important to show and teach people this technology. We created an educational centre. Today 
we have students coming from the School of Agriculture who stay with us for 2 years and 
graduate as environment technicians. We have educational programs for young students, for 
peasants. In reality, we became a huge centre for ecosystem restoration and education. Today 
we have the biggest nursery for native plants for the state of Minas Gerais. We can produce 1.2 
million trees a year of more than 100 different species of trees. This is a very complicated 
nursery. When you have a nursery for 1 species producing 1.2 million trees this is complicated, 
but when you have it for 100 different species it is much more difficult. But now we have the 
ability to expand the nursery to produce 5 million trees a year because the demand is growing. 
To have a nursery of 5 million seedlings per year of 100 different species, we need 10 hectares 
of land only for the nursery; we must employ more than 120 people to take care of this nursery.  
 
My friends, we can rebuild the planet. We can do it—it‘s not so expensive to do. We see a lot of 
meetings to discuss the problems, like the one that will happen soon in Rio. But we have ZERO 
solutions for all these problems. Each time it becomes more complicated. It is necessary to 
change our approach—I don‘t know how, but it is necessary. We must not just go to discuss, we 
must go with the intention to rebuild the planet.  
 
We are located very close to the seaside, which is about 200 km away. As you can see from the 
map, we have just 7% of the original forest. But you can understand how we got here because 
the first act  of the Portuguese when they came to Brazil in 1500 was to cut one tree to make a 
cross, and from there we started cutting and we never stopped, for 500 years.  
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Our Institution works like an enterprise. We have a Board of Directors. The people come from the 
World Bank and other big companies in Brazil. Myself, I was an economist, my wife was an 
architect—and we deal with this Institution as if it were a company. It is very organized with all 
the targets and principles outlined much like a company. We value transparency, equity, ethics, 
and sustainable development.  
 
There are a lot of lies going around about what it takes to plant a tree. Many companies are 
saying, ―Give me 1 Euro, and I will plant a tree.‖ That‘s not true. Go to a peasant and ask him if, 
for 1 euro, he could plant a tree. He cannot, because to plant a tree you must put the tree in the 
ground, we must protect it against the ants, the weeds, fire. If you allow the weeds to grow, it 
would take all the food from the small tree. You must protect the seedling for 5 years for it to 
become a tree. For 1 euro, you can put the seed in the ground, and you walk away. You don‘t 
take care of it, so its 100% sure that this tree will die.  
 

We developed a system to redevelop a tropical ecosystem. There are plants that you plant in the 
first year. There are some trees that can grow in the shadow, and others that need to be planted 
when there is more nutrition in the ground. This means that there are 4 different families of trees 
that must be planted in sequence in order to have a tropical forest. We have today more than 400 
different species that we planted. Plus, when you produce seedlings, you don‘t produce the same 
species of tree every year. All trees do not produce seeds, as we imagine, every spring. There 
are some trees that produce seeds every 3 months; every 6 months; every 2 years; every 5 
years. Of the 100 different species we produce in our nursery, from one year to another, about 
70% of the trees are not the same. So there is a big variation inside this forest. It is a very 
sophisticated ecosystem.  
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In the first few years, we lose a lot of the trees that we plant. In the first year, we lose more than 
70% of the seedlings. It is important to plant trees only on days where it is raining. Through our 
research we discovered that if you plant a tree right after it has rained, the humidity in the hole 
can keep the tree alive if the following week is dry.  
 
We have a very large educational programs for children—we work with thousands of children in 
the region.  
 
When we started this project, we had no more water. Today we have a lot of water. You know the 
only source of water is the trees. When you take a shower and you have a lot of hair, it can take 
2 or more hours for your hair to dry. For me, it only takes 1 minute to get dry. It is the same when 
you have no forest. Because when you have trees, the water comes. The roots and the branches 
and the leaves collect water. When you have millions of trees, this is millions of litres of water 
that is collected. And this water is liberated slowly, so the rivers have water all year long because 
when the rain comes, the trees collect water. When there are no trees, the water runs into a 
small river in 5 minutes, in 1 hour it‘s in a bigger river and we have lost all the water. And all the 
erosion that comes from this fast movement destroys the water. This is the exact comparison 
between your hair and the trees.  
 
The other day I was flying over India—this is 
a place where they don‘t have trees 
anymore. In a country with more than 1 
billion people, they are going to have serious 
problems with water in a few years. They are 
already starting to have problems because 
the water from the Himalayas is beginning to 
disappear as the glaciers melt. So it is 
important that we start to plant trees there 
now, to collect the water from the rains and 
to make the source of water alive again. This 
is a very important point that we must 
emphasize to protect our planet.  
 
We can rebuild the planet. But we must 
imagine one point—if we start today, it will 
take 20 or 30 years for the forest to be 
rebuilt. There is no way to speed up this 
process.  
 
When we started Instituto Terra, I was 
working on a project called Exodus, which 
was showing around the world. When I 
finished this project, I didn‘t believe in the 
possibility of the survival of the human species. I was very disappointed. It was a hard moment in 
my life. When we started to plant trees through Instituto Terra, we started to realize that hope 
exists.  
 
In a land that was completely dead, it became possible to rebuild the forest. And we started to 
become so close to the environment that we started to think of another photographic project. And 
from there came the idea of the project Genesis, which I just finished photographing.  
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The first idea of the project was to denounce the pollution, the destruction of the forest, the 
destruction of the water—but slowly we came to the conclusion that we should instead show 
what was pristine on the earth, what was pure. And we started to do research, working with many 
different institutions. We discovered that more than 40%--more than 45% of the earth—was still 
like the day of the Genesis. That was a very good message for us, so we thought, ―Why not 
transmit this message through photography?‖And from there came the idea to go all over the 
planet and to photograph a sample of about 32 stories—4 stories a year, with 2 months being 
spent on each one.  
 
We wanted to cover Antarctica to Africa to Asia — to everywhere on the planet. We chose the 
points that were important, and built a kind of new presentation of the planet. This project also 
came from the idea that we live today in towns —  in my country, in 40 years, came from 80% of 
a rural population to having now 90% of a urban population. We have China that has become a 
completely urban country. India is following. Europe has more than 95% of people living in urban 
areas. We are very far away from our planet.  
 
About 200 years ago, most of us lived in the fields, close to the planet, close to nature. And when 
we moved to towns, we lost touch with the planet. We became very far away. To the point that 
we have come to consider ourselves not as animals. If you go to a guy in the street and say, 
―You are an animal,‖ he would beat you. He believes he is a superior being. He believes he is the 
only rational species. But this is a big lie. I discovered through photography that each species 
has it‘s rationality. It‘s incredible how the species have all adapted, are all intelligent. And the 
idea was to go and take pictures to do a kind of homage to the planet.  
 
And for the first time I went to go photograph the landscape, which I had never done before. 
Before this I had just photographed one species — us. I finished the last photographs in 
December 2011. After 8 years of photographing, we are about to produce two books, and a 
series of shows that will start running next year. Our son came with me on many different stories 
and now with a German filmmaker Wim Wenders, and they are now preparing a film that will 
come out with the show next year. We wanted to create something that will allow us to know 
again our planet. If we go back to the planet—just a little bit—we could probably find solutions to 
a lot of our problems.  
 
QUESTION AND ANSWER SESSION 
 
QUESTION 1 
 
Thank you very much, and compliments on your work in Brazil and the wonderful photo 
projection. But it raises the question that in Brazil we are now experiencing the exploration of oil 
in the Atlantic and the emergence of the economy how this can be balanced—the efforts to 
rebuild the ecosystem and at the same time the destruction of ecosystems and the emergence of 
Brazil as an economic powerhouse. Do you think that your efforts to rebuild can be sustained in 
such an environment? 
 
SEBASTIÃO SALGADO 
 
This is a complicated question—not only for Brazil, but all over the planet. When you see that in 
India they are launching a car that cost 2-3,000 dollars, you imagine the 10‘s of millions of cars 
that we are buying now. Brazil exploiting oil 6,000 meters down. Imagine if you have a small 
movement of the tectonic plates that can have how many of these fields will be destroyed. It is 
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difficult to control these things. There are so many questions that go together that the problem is 
not how the Brazilians are doing things, but how we as a species have been doing things.  
 
I‘ve seen so many critics against companies, people destroying forests, but it is us who are 
destroying these things. To build this room, look at how much wood we had to use. Look at the 
walls, the chairs. Look at how many cars we are driving. We cannot point the finger at just one 
company. And we don‘t allow anyone to touch our comfort. We need comfort—each time more. 
The size of the cars is getting bigger. We don‘t deserve what we are doing to the planet. It all 
goes together.  
 
Going back to your question about Brazilians—we have 25 million people in the middle class. 
This means 25 million consumers. Development for us means consumption. We have a lot of 
stuff that we don‘t need. After we use things, we just throw it in the garbage. We expend a lot 
more energy to get rid of our cars than to build a dam. When you build a modern building like you 
have here, it is completely closed. You cannot open the windows. During the winter you must 
heat it, during the summer you must make it cold. And we consume, in a small sized building, 
more energy than what is used in my village of 20,000 people. Because in those houses, we can 
open the windows. If we don‘t change our behaviour, we will destroy the planet.  
 
We speak a lot about the environment. It has become a bit of a fashion. Nothing serious is 
happening. We go to Rio to discuss these things, but the problems are the same. We must 
accept to reduce our comfort, to live in another way. The OECD is a respected, and serious 
institution, and you can add a lot to the discussion.  
 
QUESTION 2 
 
Bonjour M. Salgado, je suis très sensible à votre engagement et le travail de votre institut, mais 
historiquement je suis très sensible à votre œuvre photographique. Ça m‘intéresserait de savoir 
dans quel sens ça s‘est passé, si c‘était votre travail comme photographe qui vous a amené de 
créer cet institut ou si c‘est après la création de cet institut que vous avez décidé de faire ce 
travail photographique. Dans votre travail photographique est-ce que vous avez passé au 
numérique ?  
 
SEBASTIÃO SALGADO 
 
C‘était entièrement par hasard qu‘on a créé ce projet environnemental. On a utilisé la ferme 
familiale où j‘ai grandi. On voulait utiliser la terre autour de la ferme qui était complètement 
détruite et on a décidé de replanter la forêt. Comme ce projet a été un succès il a complètement 
changé nos espoirs pour l‘avenir de la planète. En plus, ce n‘est pas cher ! Ça coûte quatre ou 
cinq mille dollars pour replanter un hectare, et ça coûte 200 millions de dollars pour acheter un 
avion rafale qui sera obsolète dans 20 ans. Vous pouvez donc imaginer combien de forêts on 
peut replanter avec un avion rafale. Les fonds existent et on peut faire des projets qui sont 
importants pour l‘environnement. 
 
J‘espère qu‘avec ces photos je peux présenter notre planète autrement. Je voudrais montrer que 
les paysages et les animaux ont aussi une énorme dignité tout comme la nôtre. On ne peut pas 
réussir à photographier un animal si on ne le respecte pas et si on ne respecte pas son territoire. 
La tentative avec ces photos alors est d‘aider les gens à avoir une conscience de la planète. 
 
Toutes ces photos étaient faites il y a 4, 5 ans sur négatifs de format moyen. Depuis 2008, j‘ai 
commencé à travailler sur le numérique parce que j‘ai eu d‘énormes problèmes de qualité avec 
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les négatifs quand ils passaient les contrôles des douanes et les rayons X dans les aéroports. 
J‘ai failli abandonner le projet car il était techniquement très difficile de continuer. Aujourd‘hui 
avec le numérique j‘ai une meilleure qualité qu‘avant et j‘ai aussi introduit dans les images 
numériques le même grain de film. J‘ai donc une uniformité avec le travail que j‘ai fait avant et la 
présentation reste la même. 
 
QUESTION 3 
 
During your discussion on Instituto Terra, I was wondering about the foresty regulations in Brazil 
and how they are trying to change it. It is interesting to consider the polyemics between the 
agricultural and farming sectors, the industrialists, and the environmentalists, and how they are 
trying to change things. I am curious to know how they can learn from Instituto Terra.  
 
SEBASTIÃO SALGADO 
 
There is no law currently in Brazil that states trees which are being cut down need to be 
replanted. How can we protect a territory which is eight times the size of France? This would 
simply be an impossible feat today even for a rich country. The only way to begin acting and to 
generate discussion is through education and through changing the existing mentality. This is 
also difficult however, especially since many who are in a position to act and who were was 
present at the Rio+20 meeting were there in order to attract media attention rather than focus on 
the real problems.  
 

If we really want to we can replant the forests and 
the land which has been destroyed, nature will take 
care of the rest, such as the regeneration of natural 
habitat. However, the institutions which have 
received funds to replant forests must act. The first 
step to real change must be made inside us and we 
have to act together. After all, we are the greatest 
consumers of the forests which are being cut down, 
for example, the Mitterrand National Library, was 
built from thousands of trees cut down in the 
Amazon rainforest.  
 
The OECD is a large and respected Organisation 
providing policy advice for many governments on 
many issues. You must work together with all 
actors, as a community, to promote change.  
 
QUESTION 4  
 
It is interesting to see that your projects are 
merging art and economics. You mentioned 
education which is central in raising awareness 
about the current problems we face. You have used 
art and the visual media in communicating your 
messages. In your opinion, how could we better 
communicate and convince today‘s decision-
makers? 
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SEBASTIÃO SALGADO 
 
Education for everyone is the key to this. Not only for children, for university students and young 
adults but particularly for policymakers, officials and politicians. Education can be provided 
through radio, television and through the economic reports being drafted in this Organisation. 
People are not inherently bad, we have a survival instinct which automatically leads to the 
protection of our species, our current mentality can therefore change through the provision of 
accurate information and an efficient educational system. 
 
QUESTION 5  
 
My perception is that the change you aim for will only be made when the public understands how 
serious a threat we currently face. Policymakers however do not usually look into the long-term, 
visionaries are the ones who look 10 and 20 years ahead. If we want to achieve this new way of 
life and behaviour, we need to alter perceptions at grass-roots level. Have your projects triggered 
examples of similar initiatives in other parts of the world? Is there a demand for similar projects 
outside Brazil and by other communities? 
 
SEBASTIÃO SALGADO 
 
The main point which you have raised is very important. We need to look into the long-term, and 
society right now is very much based on short-term outlooks.  Medium and long-term 
projects do not interest anyone. Governments are usually in place for short-term periods and they 
act within that timeframe. Even when I go to present my work and hold meetings with magazines 
I have noticed that meetings have gradually become shorter. Unfortunately all the environmental 
action which is currently needed is long-term. The challenge therefore is how to introduce long-
term ideas in our society. Today, the daily life in urban centres has become very fast; I believe it 
would be more beneficial to simply reflect and give ourselves more time.  
 
When I was in Saudi Arabia recently for a photographic expedition I was asked by the Chief of a 
Nomadic Tribe how long it would take me to drive back to Riyadh and I responded about 6 hours. 
He was surprised and asked how I filled my remaining time? It usually took him 6 days to arrive. 
Society is used to absorbing quick facts, such as ‗pay one-Euro to plant one tree‘. This is a great 
misconception; of course you can buy the seeds for 60 pence and therefore plant a tree with one-
Euro, should you not take care of it however for a number of years the tree will die.  
 
Numerous societies have asked us to work with them on similar projects and we are of course 
more than willing. But when I stress that in order to plant a tree and ensure its survival 8 Euros 
are, in fact, needed, they no longer want to cooperate – they wish to stick to their advertisements 
which state that one euro plants one tree and that is a simply not accurate. Many large 
environmental projects have failed because of similar misconceptions. We need to focus on 
changing the perceptions of politicians and policymakers after all they are no different than us.  
 
Thank you. 
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Notes 
 
1
 The original transcript of Sebastião Salgado‘s presentation has undergone minor editing to 

ensure that the text published in this brochure is presented in a reader-friendly format. 
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