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Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic has intensified historical inequalities in many countries. As 
of 5 September 2020, Brazil reported 125,521 deaths and over 4 million confirmed 
cases, with the USA the only country reporting higher numbers of deaths (Roser, 
Ritchie, Ortiz-Ospina, & Hasell, 2020).  One of the global epicentres of the 
pandemic, historical contradictions and socio-ecological inequalities in Brazil expose 
the cruelty with which access to public health and fundamental rights, like Mbembe’s 
universal right to breathe (Mbembe, 2020), have been unequally distributed (Oliveira 
et al., 2020a; Ortega and Orsini 2020). Risk of COVID death for black Brazilians is 
62% higher than for white Brazilians (Junior, 2020). In May, Fiocruz (2020) found 
that for white Brazilians, 28% of COVID-19 hospitalisations led to death while 48% of 
hospitalised indigenous Brazilians died and many more have died in their homes 
without being hospitalised. 

Inequity is further exacerbated by unequal exposure of certain social groups to the 
risk of death resulting from active omission of mitigation and protective measures 
that reflects the political posture of an authoritarian government. The health crisis 
has been aggravated by unprecedented impacts from the dissemination of 
misinformation and ‘fake-news’, the so-called ‘info-demic’, and contempt for the 
press and for science. The indigenous population is exposed to greater risk through 
the degradation of their territories, combined with a history of racist structural neglect 
(Milanez et al., 2019), particularly in provision (or lack thereof) of health services, 
which were further weakened since President Jair Bolsonaro took office in 2019. The 
indigenous movement has decried this “politics of extermination” - or, genocide 
(APIB, 2020; Silva, 2020; Milanez, 2020a). It is essential to highlight that in addition 
to mass killings, the term genocide also applies to cases where we see ‘a 
coordinated plan of different actions aiming at the destruction of essential 
foundations of the life of national groups’ and thus both physical and cultural 
destruction, and attacks on indigenous territories, can be genocidal (Short, 2010). 
Indigenous peoples in Brazil also face “genocide by omission” or “genocide by 
attrition”, when a group is stripped of its human rights and faces  “deprivation of 
conditions essential for maintaining health, thereby producing mass death” (Fein, 
1997, p10). In many cases in Brazil, inaction does not occur by accident but is a 
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political decision that leads to dire consequences for indigenous peoples and other 
marginalised groups (Milanez, 2020a). As indigenous leader and philosopher Ailton 
Krenak wrote, “In this moment, we are challenged by a form of erosion of life” 
(Krenak, 2020, p.95). 

The arrival of COVID-19 in Brazil sparked, in addition to panic and fear, an 
intensification of conflicts together with an increase in direct action and political acts 
of resistance. These include an increase in land invasions (Marshall, 2020) but also 
the closing-off of territories through community-led blockades (Milanez, 2020b). In 
this article, through a political ecology perspective, we analyse the effects of COVID-
19 on indigenous territories in two regions of Brazil: the Northeast and the Eastern 
Amazon - South/Southeast of Pará. As of 28 August 2020, indigenous peoples in the 
Northeast had suffered 47 deaths from COVID-19 and 2,547 confirmed cases 
(APOINME, 2020). For indigenous peoples in the South/Southeast of Pará, 29 
deaths and over 1888 cases were confirmed by 12 August (Rede de Apoio Mútuo 
Indígena do Sudeste do Pará, 2020). Nationally, as of 5 Sept 2020, there were 646 
indigenous COVID deaths and 22,489 confirmed cases in the Brazilian Amazon 
(COIAB, 2020) and 788 deaths and 30,301 confirmed cases nation-wide (APIB, 
2020). The coordination of attacks and local resistance occur concomitant to national 
level struggles for protection of constitutional rights. This political confrontation 
involves two sides: i) the indigenous movement organised around APIB (Articulação 
dos Povos Indígenas do Brasil, Brazilian Indigenous Peoples’ Network) and 
indigenous rights organisations and allies in Congress; and ii)the Bolsonaro 
government which has put forth anti-indigenous bills that seek to legalise illegal 
mining, land-grabbing, and other forms of expropriation of resources in indigenous 
territories.   

This paper draws on political ecology research focused on identifying the impacts of 
neoliberal development, and Bolsonaro’s policies of expansion of large-scale 
agriculture and resource extraction. We seek to respond to two central questions: 
how has COVID-19 spread surrounding development projects that affect indigenous 
peoples, and how have they responded in the face of active environmental conflicts 
and the spread of the disease. We look at the diversity of conflicts that impact 
indigenous peoples’ way of life in Brazil today, that go beyond the fight against 
ranchers and miners to include a much wider range of confrontations against 
colonialism that have a direct impact not only on the spread of coronavirus but also 
on collective action and community-led resistance strategies. First, we present the 
context of violence in which the pandemic arrived and spread in Brazil. Second, we 
note the impacts of the virus through case studies that indicate intensification of 
environmental conflicts and responses to the crisis via resistance strategies 
developed by indigenous peoples.   

Context of Violence 

  “We are in a situation of war: war for territory. We are at a crossroads: or go out 
and fight for territorial rights, and take to the streets to not be killed by these 
conflicts… it’s a crossroads, either you die by being shot… or you die from the 
virus...The recommendations of the health organisations, to stay in isolation, to wash 
your hands, is a privilege only accessible to a small elite. For most people, this is not 
an option.”  
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Sônia Guajajara (Guajajara, 2020) 
 

The coronavirus pandemic has been so extreme in Brazil in part due to ongoing 
political crises and President Bolsonaro’s attitude. He has denied the gravity of the 
virus, calling it ‘a little cold’ and responding to death statistics and record-breaking 
transmission rates with ‘So what?` (Prado, 2020).  He has fired one health minister, 
seen the resignation of another (Phillips, 2020a) and overseen the militarisation of 
the Health Ministry (Eisenhammer, & Stargardter, 2020). All have had a direct impact 
on the actions of SESAI (Special Secretariat on Indigenous Health) and coordination 
of efforts to combat the pandemic.  The effects were worsened by the political crisis 
at the end of April. Bolsonaro supporters held massive demonstrations against 
democracy, calling for closure of the National Congress and the Federal Supreme 
Court (Phillips, 2020b). Bolsonaro networks politicised the actions aimed at 
combating coronavirus, turning it into an ‘us vs them’, characteristic of fascist politics 
(Stanley, 2020).  They allowed evangelical churches to stay open because they were 
deemed ‘essential services.’ Evangelical churches ended up playing an important 
role in spreading the virus within indigenous communities (Ribeiro, 2020). Bolsonaro 
spoke out against quarantines and social distancing, influencing public opinion. In 
general, underestimating the gravity of COVID-19 served immediate economic 
interests and undermined efforts to combat the virus.  The number of cases 
continues to grow, and due to limited testing it will never be possible to establish the 
true scale. According to one study on the number of additional cases of 
hospitalization for acute respiratory syndrome, the number of actual cases of 
infection is at least 7 times the official number (Ribeiro, & Bernardes, 2020).  

The effects of COVID-19, which was brought to Brazil by members of the economic 
elite, have been distributed unequally amongst different races (Oliveira et al., 2020a, 
Ortega, & Orsini, 2020). Since the outbreak of the pandemic in the middle of March 
2020, indigenous organisations and allies have highlighted the degree of 
vulnerability of indigenous peoples (Ferrante, & Fearnside, 2020). One of the first 
groups affected by the illness was the Yanomami, due to invasion of their territory by 
illegal gold miners who spread the virus. A 15 year old Yanomami boy was the first 
confirmed indigenous case. The Yanomami launched an international campaign to 
raise funds to deal with the pandemic, specifically to bring oxygen compressors into 
local outposts. By September, the pandemic had spread quickly and reached 28 
villages. The Network Pro Yanomami and Yekuana, led by the indigenous 
association Hutukara, reported 704 confirmed cases with 8 confirmed deaths and 9 
suspect deaths amongst a population of 28,000. Fighting against illegal gold miners, 
denouncing invasions to the Supreme Court and the International Court on Human 
Rights, the Yanomami also called the shamans to fight coronavirus. Dário Kopenawa 
Yanomami, the son of Davi Kopenawa, posted in his network that the shamans were 
researching cures and they planned to isolate themselves in the forest, especially to 
protect Yanomami elders like Davi Kopenawa. 

Even though the Yanomami are vulnerable to the advance of the virus in their 
territories, they are removed from the urban context of 36% of Brazil’s indigenous 
population. SESAI does not account for cases amongst indigenous peoples in cities 
nor does it provide them with health services, putting them at greater risk as they 
compete for attention from a failing, over-stretched public health system. The first 
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COVID-19 death of an indigenous person was an elderly Borari woman living in Alter 
do Chão in Pará State whose death was not counted in the official statistics. The 
Public Defenders Ministry demanded that SESAI include cases from Alter do Chão 
because “the circumstance of indigenous people living in an urban context does not 
exclude the need for them to be attended to by a specialised public health policy” 
and that negating this support constitutes institutional racism (MPF, 2020). As of 30 
May 2020, SESAI recorded 51 deaths of indigenous people while civil society 
alliances registered 141 deaths in the Amazon (COIAB, 2020) and the National 
Committee on Indigenous Life and Memory of APIB reported 167 nationally (APIB, 
2020). On 1 September 2020, COIAB reported 629 deaths of indigenous peoples in 
the Amazon, APIB reported 780 nationally while SESAI records listed only 388 
deaths (COIAB, 2020b; APIB, 2020).  The difference between these reports, and 
failure to close the gap over time, are worrying: SESAI records are considered the 
official statistics, the numbers based upon which government support strategies are 
determined. Beyond numbers, as APIB (2020) highlights, “For us, they are not just 
numbers, they are lives” and in many cases, due to the higher vulnerability of elderly, 
they represent the loss of chiefs and elders; the loss of cultural knowledge and 
leadership.  

That so many deaths have occurred in such a short period of time is not by chance, 
but due instead to negligence. The federal government delayed in engaging in 
effective actions and establishing a contingency plan, despite studies showing the 
vulnerability of different indigenous territories that pointed to actions that could 
combat the spread of COVID-19 in indigenous territories (Azevedo et al., 2020; ISA, 
& UFMG, 2020). In fact, the government spent less on indigenous peoples’ health 
care month-per-month in April and May of 2020 than in 2019 and despite an 
increase in spending in June 2020, the April-June spending for 2020 was 11% lower 
than that of 2019 (Saraiva, & Cardoso, 2020). If government institutions were 
functioning as they would under normal conditions, these recommendations could 
have been implemented. Yet, faced with infected villages and the speed with which 
the virus spreads given the cultural norms of communal living, testing has been 
limited and is only carried out a week after presentation of symptoms. Within this 
period, high-risk populations begin to need ventilators, which are not available in the 
majority of regions in the Amazon and the Northeast. With the acceleration of 
COVID-19, necropolitics, defining those who can live (Mbembe, 2003), now 
determines who possesses the right to breathe (Mbembe, 2020), a right which is no 
longer experienced universally.   

In June 2020, allies in the national Senate were able to approve a bill for an 
Emergency Plan to Combat Coronavirus in Indigenous Peoples, Quilombolas and 
traditional populations (PL 1142) but in early July, Bolsonaro vetoed 16 of the 
measures. In August, Congress overruled Bolsonaro’s vetoes. However, in the 
meantime, hundreds of indigenous people had died of COVID and thousands more 
were infected.  

This lack of public policies for mitigation and prevention came at the same time as an 
intense wave of political actions aimed at revising the legal framework for territorial 
protection, with bills and ministerial ordinances regularizing the occupation of 
indigenous lands by land-grabbers and suspending State assistance to indigenous 
groups on lands to which title has not yet been legalised. Support for expansion into 
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the Amazon was further revealed by the Minister of the Environment, Ricardo Salles, 
in a ministerial meeting on 22 April 2020 where he was video-recorded saying “We 
need to make an effort while we are in this calm moment in terms of press coverage, 
because they are only talking about COVID, and push through and change all the 
rules and simplify norms” (Spring, 2020).  The infamous video, in which Salles also 
called for “passar a boiada” or “letting the cattle run”, revealed the depth of the 
governmental intentions to promote expansion of extractive industries and 
infrastructure projects in the Amazon.  

While Bolsonaro has systematically worked to undermine indigenous peoples’ rights, 
many government employees have continued their long history of working to protect 
these rights and of collaboration with indigenous peoples and indigenist 
organizations and allies such as the Indigenist Missionary Council (CIMI). This work 
continues despite cuts to funding (Saraiva, & Cardoso, 2020) and imposition of 
restrictions on FUNAI employees. For example, a regulation passed in late 2019, 
prohibiting them from visiting indigenous communities in undemarcated territories, 
thereby excluding a large portion of the indigenous population of Brazil from 
receiving their support. Working under increasingly precarious conditions, and with 
clear mandates from above to reduce support to activities that would further protect 
indigenous rights, the politics of extermination and intentional omissions of the state 
have created situations in which these employees face persecution and even death. 
Maxciel dos Santos, an ex-employee of FUNAI who was well known for his efforts to 
protect the isolated indigenous peoples in the Javari Valley of Amazonas State, was 
murdered in September 2019 in retaliation for his work (Milanez, 2019). More 
recently, two heads of enforcement for IBAMA (Brazilian Institute of Environment and 
Renewable Natural Resources) were fired shortly after undertaking actions to crack 
down on illegal gold miners active in Kayapó indigenous territories as preventative 
measures for further spread of COVID therein (Valente, 2020).  

Within this context of irresponsibility and negligence by the State, we see the 
emergence of grassroots initiatives and local resistance. Kothari et al. (2020) ask 
‘Can coronavirus save the planet?’ Confronted with the inability of neoliberalism to 
provide answers, they highlight initiatives that reveal the rebirth of radical democracy 
brought forth primarily by women and youth and based largely on Buen-Vivir 
(Gudynas, 2011). Our research has shown that some indigenous groups have been 
dealing with decades of conflicts arising principally from the fight for ancestral 
territories. For communities facing continuous conflicts, who organise themselves 
daily around these struggles, it was possible to react immediately through their own 
organisations and address the threat of the pandemic. Another aspect of the 
analysis, in respect to indigenous peoples in the northeast, is that their invisibility to 
the wider Brazilian society and the state also means that the urgency of the 
pandemic led to autonomous actions - they knew that any external support would 
arrive too late, if at all. As Dinamam Tuxá of APIB said “We had to compensate for 
the absence of the state, they didn’t have a platform of action. The blockades are 
one action within reach of indigenous peoples to help mitigate the impacts” (CIMI, 
2020).  

 Methods 

This paper draws on political ecology research focused on identifying the impacts of 
neoliberal development, and Bolsonaro’s policies of expansion of large-scale 
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agricultural and resource extraction. It centers around research in progress based on 
surveys of environmental conflicts carried out under the Another Sky Project which 
mapped violence against indigenous peoples in the Northeast of Brazil and Southern 
region of Pará State in the Amazon. Figure 1 shows the location of the indigenous 
territories referred to herein.  

 
With the onset of the pandemic, the research was redesigned to include gathering of 
information on the effects of the spread of coronavirus among different indigenous 
groups. We include observations based on methods that arose in the face of the 
health crisis: the rapid sharing of information through social media and messaging 
apps, as well as informal phone conversations with indigenous leaders. In particular, 
we draw from information shared on WhatsApp groups (Kanamari Campaign, 
Indigenous Mutual Aid in Pará, Direitos Indígenas; Ronda Indígena Yande), Twitter 
and/or Instagram by individual indigenous leaders (e.g. @guajajarasonia, 
@dariokopenawa, @eloyterena, @thyarapataxo, @dinamam_tuxa, @celia.xakriaba, 
@joeniawapichana) and indigenous associations and groups (e.g. @apiboficial; 
@coiabamazonia; @apoinme_brasil; @somoshahahai; @povopankararu, 
@novos_guerreiros_oficial, @institutoraoni, @mupoiba, 
@anai_associacaoindigenista, @remdipe, @fepoince,), NGOs and research 
initiatives that work with indigenous peoples (e.g. @cimi_conselhoindigenista, 
@socioambiental, @amazonwatch, @rainforest_foundation, @pineb, 
@projeto_um_outro_ceu) and accounts focused specifically on the impacts of 
COVID on indigenous peoples (@memorialvagalumes, @memorialindigena).  We 
also carried out telephone interviews / WhatsApp chats with indigenous health 
workers and indigenous leaders: 6 Mebengokrê (Kayapó), 2 Gavião, 4 Kanamari, 3 
Pataxó Hãhãhãi, 4 Tupinambá, 4 Pataxó,  1 Tumbalala, 1 Munduruku, 1 Tukano, 1 
Guajajara, 1 Tuxá, 1 Terena. 
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The interviews focused on the impacts of COVID-19 on their communities and what 
actions they had taken during the pandemic to protect themselves, including their 
territories and their health.  

We also draw on information shared during online events during the pandemic. In 
total, the co-authors participated (as speakers, facilitators and/or audience members) 
in over 100 hours of webinars and online discussions, also known in Brazil as a ‘live’. 
All four co-authors are ‘activist academics’ involved in supporting indigenous 
resistance movements and one is indigenous, of the Tuxá, Bahia. As a result, this 
article draws on decolonial academic research, on co-production of knowledge and 
analysis of the impacts of the pandemic undertaken together with indigenous 
peoples.  
 

Survival strategies in the face of politics of extermination   
“Indigenous peoples have been resisting for five hundred years... We resisted by 
expanding our subjectivity, not accepting the idea that we are all equal…The state 
machine acts to undo our society’s forms of organisation, seeking an integration 
between them and Brazilian society as a whole”  
Ailton Krenak (Krenak, 2020b, p. 31-39).  

Indigenous peoples in Brazil have faced a long history of struggles for autonomy and 
territory, dating from the early ‘wars of conquest’ in the 1500s (Milanez, & Santos, 
2021; Ribeiro, 2000). Those alive today are the survivors of those struggles, those 
who maintained or reclaimed their cultural identities despite concerted government 
efforts to promote policies of assimilation (Ribeiro, 1977; Rodrigues, 2002) and 
renewed interest in such policies under Bolsonaro (Menton, & Milanez, 2018). These 
histories of resistance have been important in shaping indigenous peoples 
responses to the current pandemic.  

Isolation as a political act of resistance: Javari Valley 

Given this long experience of violence, while the news of the coronavirus pandemic 
was spreading in Brazil, indigenous leaders began to build survival strategies. In 
mid-March, the Kayapo leader Megaron Txucarramãe, wrote: “this disease has the 
power of an anaconda, to kill by strangulation, the victim cannot breathe and dies. 
But you don’t see it, because eyes cannot see it” (Txucarramãe, pers comm). Many 
communities, like the Kayapo and the Yanomami, who live in close proximity to 
forested areas, have moved further into the forest, fleeing the virus (Kopenawa, 
2020).  

The decision to self-isolate has a long history among indigenous peoples. It can be 
both a pragmatic decision to protect themselves from disease and a political act of 
resistance to domination by outsiders. Much rhetoric surrounds the issue of self-
isolation, voluntarily isolated, or ‘uncontacted’ peoples.  Indigenous peoples who 
choose to remain outside of dominant society are framed as being isolated and 
‘uncontacted’, as if they are unaware of its existence, of some perceived ‘benefits’ of 
contact. Alternatively, it is as if they are the last ‘free’ people and should be ‘left 
alone’ - ignoring the nuances of their situation and that this decision to remain 
isolated is a conscious choice which often stems from historical (or present day) 
violence and invasion of their territories (Shepard, 2016; Milanez, 2018). As a 
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people, they make the choice to remain outside of the dominant system, to keep a 
distance between themselves and an external society that threatens their 
health, their way of life, and their very survival. As such, the decision to self-isolate 
during the pandemic is a political act of resistance to the onslaught. It represents a 
political perspective of distancing themselves from domination as a form of 
resistance, for peoples who are considered ‘contacted’ (a legal classification in 
Brazil) as much as those who are classified as ‘isolated’ by law. They make the 
decision to protect themselves knowing that the government would fail to do so.  

The Office of Isolated Peoples and Peoples in Recent Contact (CGIIRC) has 
suffered setbacks since the beginning of the year. Shortly before the pandemic, 
Bolsonaro named a missionary pastor linked to the New Tribes Mission, as the head 
of the CGIIRC, leading to international outcry. It represented steps backwards from 
decisions made as far back as 1910 for separation of church and state. The choice 
of missionary represented a threat of a policy change towards forcing contact and 
resulted in ramping up of pressure to protect the territories of isolated peoples.  APIB 
and allied groups began to demand prohibition of entry by missionaries and 
establishment of health blockades in these territories. In July 2020, UNIVAJA (Union 
of Indigenous People of the Javari Valley) and Eliesio Marubo, a lawyer and 
indigenous of the Marubo people, brought and won a court case prohibiting 
evangelical missionaries from entering the Javari indigenous territory during the 
pandemic. 

Yet, it is important to recognise that true isolation is not achievable. Illegal loggers 
and gold miners are active in territories home to indigenous peoples in voluntary 
isolation, like the Korubo in the Javari Valley Indigenous Territory. Neighbouring 
peoples, the Kanamari, have been infected by COVID. Leaders have denounced that 
the virus arrived when health-workers from SESAI did not quarantine before working 
with their community, thus spreading the illness. Kora leaders denounced the 
presence of illegal hunters and outsiders collecting turtle eggs within the territory in 
spite of Kora demands for assistance in preventing outsiders from entering the 
territory, APIB brought a case to the Supreme Court, demanding the government 
take effective action to protect isolated peoples from the spread of COVID. On 8 July 
2020, the Supreme Court ruled that FUNAI had 10 days to implement a plan. To 
date, no effective measures are in place.  

For communities living in forested regions of the Amazon, retreating further into the 
forest has been a common protective measure during the pandemic. Others, living in 
more densely populated regions, have had to pursue other options.  

  

Mobilized to resist: the south of Bahia 

The coronavirus arrived in Brazil brought by elites, and its spread to the northeast is 
linked to tourism. The tourist hubs of Ilhéus and Porto Seguro have the highest 
concentration of indigenous peoples in Bahia, including the Tupinambá, Pataxó 
Hãhãhãi and Pataxó. This is also where some of the most extreme cases of pillage 
and land conflict in indigenous territories of the northeast have occurred.  During the 
peak of colonisation, in the mid-15th century, colonists converted the Atlantic 
rainforests of indigenous territories to cocoa cultivation and, later, to cattle ranches 
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and eucalyptus plantations. The Tupinambá people are fighting for demarcation of 
the Tupinambá de Olivença Indigenous Territory in this region, but the demarcation 
process has been paralyzed since 2009, when FUNAI first published the 
demarcation report. Even while leftist governments of the PT (Workers Party) were in 
power, the report was not signed. The signing would have allowed for continuation of 
the demarcation process and cooling of conflicts that have now been worsened by 
the openly anti-indigenous policies of Bolsonaro.  Even so, in the midst of conflicts 
with non-indigenous land-invaders, everyday racism experienced regionally, and 
constant attacks on indigenous rights, the Tupinambá were able to make progress 
on the reoccupation of their traditional lands through ‘retomadas’ or land 
reclamations (Alarcon, 2019). 

Land retomadas are a form of self-organised socio-political organisation that 
engender different ways of reclaiming and managing a territory (Souza, 2019). In the 
case of indigenous peoples of Southern Bahia, the planning and execution of 
retomadas are seen as anti-colonial actions (Fanon, 2002). Retomadas aim to 
reconquer lands that were invaded and enlarge indigenous territories. They are also 
a form of retaliation or vengeance against enemies responsible for stealing the land. 
Following a self-organised structure, the retomada includes: 1. Preparation - ritual, 
supplies (planting of fields, raising of animals), bureaucratic processes to verify land 
titles of the farms on land stolen from them); 2. Action/Maintenance - guarding of the 
reclaimed area, appropriation of materials and natural resources on that land. 
Preparation for a retomada can take about a year and the maintenance stage 
creates a way of life based around territorial struggles such that they remain 
organised and ready for confrontation as an everyday reality.  

In 1999, people of the Pataxo and Pataxo Hãhãhãi reclaimed an area which had 
been designated as part of the Monte Pascoal National Park in Porto Seguro but 
was part of their traditional territory. They demanded the right to full access to the 
land and the park. The Pataxó has been organising a retomada since the year 
before, in response to government settlement projects installed on Pataxó lands. The 
retomada is not just a reclaiming of land but also taking back memories, animals, 
plants, songs and chants, encantados and the feelings of being a people. At the 
same time, the Tupinambá emerged on the national indigenous scene through the 
conformation of a unified indigenous territory in the south of Bahia. Mutual support 
and exchange, communication and coordination among the Tupinambá, Pataxó and 
Pataxó Hãhãhãi has allowed them to maintain a large territory (totalling 182,124ha 
and home to 21,390 people). Within this larger territory, only one is fully demarcated 
(Caramuru-Paraguassu, of the Pataxó Hãhãhãi) due to retomadas and a 2012 
decision by the Supreme Court that annulled land titles of stolen properties inside 
their territory. The Tupinambá and Pataxó are still waiting for the completion of their 
demarcation processes which began in the early 2000s. In this sense, struggle and 
resistance are recurring themes amongst these indigenous groups and become 
criteria for belonging to the community. It is expected that each member of the 
community is committed to communal causes, in particular to being involved in the 
preservation of reclaimed territories through participation in retomadas. As such, we 
see that the constant resistance strengthens community ties and creates conditions 
such that even under duress of the pandemic, bondsare strong.   
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The indigenous peoples in Bahia who were the quickest to self-organise to avoid 
infection by COVID,the Pataxó (Coroa Vermelha; Barra Velha do Monte Pascoal and 
Comexatibá indigenous territories) and the Tupinambá (Tupinambá de Olivença 
indigenous territory), are also those who live in the most vulnerable areas and who 
have strong movements built around the retomadas. In the second week of March 
2020, when social distancing and isolation were recommended in Brazil, the 
Tupinambá and the Pataxó Hãhãhãi set up sanitation blockades along all roads and 
means of access to their territories as the most effective means of self-organised 
protection. They quickly set up ‘sanitation blockades’ to prevent outsiders from 
spreading the infection, share health information amongst their community, and 
monitor and restrict their own movements to and from the territory. The Tupinambá 
blockade withstood attempts by the local government of Buerarema and police to 
tear it down. Weeks later, when the pandemic worsened and fear was rising, the 
Buerarema mayor himself set up blockades within the city. The Pataxó Hãhãhãi 
blockade did not face external pressures but experienced internal conflict, between 
those supporting the blockade and those who wanted to allow evangelical pastors to 
pass through the blockade. The Pataxó also set up blockades but were affected by 
mayoral and city council election campaigns that insisted on entering the territory to 
hold events. Shortly after one of those events, new cases were confirmed in the 
Pataxó territory. 

The lack of regularisation of their territories, slowdowns in demarcation processes 
and consequently invasion of those territories, but also proximity to highways, tourist 
areas and urban areas, led to high indices of COVID cases and deaths. In all, there 
have been 8 deaths among these two groups and almost 500 cases (ANAI, & 
MUPOIBA, 2020). Even so, Bahia has shown lower rates of infection amongst 
indigenous groups than other areas of the Northeast. The sanitary blockades and 
closures of access points were effective in slowing the spread.  

More recent data has revealed a substantial decrease in rates of the illness. 
However, new risks have arisen at the same time in the form of threats of eviction in 
the village of Novos Guerreiros in the Pataxó territory of Coroa Vermelho/Ponta 
Grande. A ruling filed by the federal courts to repossess land in the village called for 
removal of 24 indigenous families from the land that had traditionally been occupied 
by the Pataxó and was still undergoing the regularisation process. This situation 
allows supposed land owners to lay claim to the area. The judge's decision went 
against the decision of the Supreme Court, which supported a motion by APIB that 
would suspend any legal actions that would lead to forced evictions of indigenous 
peoples during the pandemic. The risks to the health of the community linked to 
these rulings are already being felt. It has become necessary to hold in-person 
meetings amongst the members of the Novos Guerreiros village with leaders and 
members of other Pataxó communities, leading inevitably to large gatherings, 
including one successful movement to block the road that crosses the indigenous 
territory in protest against the threats of eviction. Shortly after the ruling, under 
pressure from the Pataxó with support from national and international allies, the 
ruling was suspended and the community is now allowed to stay on their lands.  
 

Development and violence: extractivism and COVID-19 in southern Pará 
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The first registered cases of COVID-19 in southern Pará were in Parauapebas, 
where Vale S.A., a Brazilian multi-national mining company, has active mining sites. 
News of infected workers began to circulate at the beginning of April, while the 
company decided to maintain its operations, classified as ‘essential services’. On 11 
April 2020 a Vale worker died of COVID-19, and a second died on 20 April. As the 
month went on, Parauapebas became the principal centre of the pandemic in the 
interior of Pará state, with almost 2000 cases and 64 deaths (Nogueira, 2020). In 
response to the precariousness of local hospitals in the region, Vale brought high-
level staff to Belo Horizonte in Minas Gerais for treatment, actions which led to 
extensive backlash by the press. It took a month from the second worker’s death for 
them to install a temporary hospital in Parauapebas, with support from Vale, to treat 
infected people but still without the capacity to deal with severe cases and with no 
intensive care unit.    

  

Within a few weeks, COVID-19 arrived in full force in the villages of four different 
indigenous peoples of the region: Assurini, Mebengokrê-Xikrin, Gavião and 
Mebengokrê(Kayapó), the latter three having experienced direct impacts from Vale’s 
mining activities (Xikrin et al., 2019; Ferraz, 1998). In the second half of May alone, 
over a hundred cases and 11 deaths of indigenous people had been confirmed and 
two more died in the following weeks.  For the Assurini, who live close to the Tucuruí 
Hydroelectric Dam, four elders have died, representing the death of some of their 
key political leaders. Among the Mebengokrê-Xikrin, the indigenous group closest to 
Vale’s installations, there have been 257 confirmed cases and 7 deaths. Two 
villages of the Gavião people, Akratikatejê and Parkatejê, have been severely 
affected, with 10 confirmed cases in Akratikatejê and two dozen cases in Parkatejê. 
They live in the indigenous territory of Mãe Maria, which is crossed by the electricity 
lines of Eletronorte and the highway and the Carajás railway owned by Vale. The 
other 14 villages went into social isolation and quarantine, and managed to control 
the spread. Indigenous leaders tried to get support from Vale to combat the 
pandemic but the company has asserted that it will only provide assistance if that 
assistance is discounted from the compensations owed to the communities due to 
the environmental impacts of Vale’s activities. In its action plan, COVID-19 
Challenge, Vale does not mention any support to regional hospitals nor indigenous 
peoples, only to the Albert Einstein hospital in São Paulo, one of the most well 
resourced hospitals in the country (Vale, 2020). 

The Mebengokrê(Kayapó) territory has been affected in villages along the northeast 
of the territory, the region with the highest rates of deforestation, with the most land 
invasions, and illegal logging and gold mining. In May, two people of the 
Mebengokrê-Xikrin died in hospitals in the closest city, Marabá. In order to reclaim 
the bodies of the deceased and perform funeral rituals, they had to demand a court 
order against SESAI who was insisting on burying them in the city without the 
presence of their relatives due to the risk of contamination. Fear of being prohibited 
from carrying out funeral rituals provoked an unexpected response - the 
Mebengokrê(Kayapó) began to refuse treatment outside of their village because they 
no longer trusted State health officials. Subsequently three deaths occurred inside of 
two days in late May.  
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 Leaders of the village of Turedjam set out to close down the illegal gold mines 
operating in their territory in an attempt to protect themselves from the arrival of 
COVID (Takatkyx pers com). They were successful for a few weeks in March and 
April, including coming to a mutual agreement with gold miners to temporarily halt 
operations. Although villagers tried to set up sanitation blockades like those of the 
Pataxó and Tumpinambá described above, they were unable to do so successfully 
due to escalating violence and threats against them.  In nearby villages, including 
Goritore and others, the mining continued unabated. In June, despite the pandemic, 
invitations circulated on social media for festivals in the mining area of Cumaru. The 
key indigenous leader who tried to close down the goldmines around Turedjam 
received death threats and was forced to back down. He then became infected with 
COVID-19 and needed oxygen to survive. The village has since been severely hit, 
with 16 confirmed cases occurring within one week at the end of May and 52 cases 
by mid-August. Leaders of the village suspect that the infections spread to the 
Gorotire village during festivals and rituals held by evangelical churches, which 
continued to happen daily at dusk despite the social isolation 
recommendations.  The indigenous key informants we interviewed speculate it has 
spread largely through contact with the Mebengokrê-Xikrin, who may have brought 
the infection to the Gorotire village during a party and sporting event held there.   
 

In Gorotire, and in some of the Xikrin villages that were affected by Vale’s 
operations, the arrival and spread of COVID had devastating effects. For both the 
Gorotire and Turedjam villages, their location on the edges of the indigenous territory 
meant constant flux of people to and from the city, which increased their vulnerability 
and made it more difficult for them to achieve isolation. The areas of the Kayapo 
Territory that were worst hit, Badjonkore and Las Casas, suffered shocking racist 
attacks. The mayor of the town of Pau D’Arco decreed a lockdown exclusively 
directed at nearby indigenous villages, prohibiting them from entering the city 
(Phillips, 2020c).   

In comparison, the villages in the Xingu region did not have substantial death 
rates.  Mebengokrê villages that are part of the Baú and Kapot Territory had 
remarkably different experiences. They were able to avoid the spread of COVID until 
August. In part, they were successful in avoiding contamination due to the absence 
of illegal loggers and miners but also to their food sovereignty. The villages were 
able to remain distant from the cities and self-isolate until the month of June.   

Beyond strategies of self-isolation and blockades, the Mebengokrê also held 
protests. On 22 July, the Mebengokrê blocked access to Vale’s Onça Puma mining 
project in Ourilândia do Norte demanding receipt of compensation payments and 
emergency COVID-19 support.  On 10 August, protesters gathered in Redenção, 
Pará, demanding that Vale hand over the compensation funds owed to them. These 
demands are part of a longer history of protests by the Mebengokrê, demanding 
compensation. In the face of COVID, the protests take on a multi-faceted character 
and an increased sense of urgency.  

In the second half of August, the Mebengokrê-Mekranoti blocked the main highway 
used for transportation of soya and other goods. Calling for government support for 
their fight against COVID and against deforestation, they refused to leave the road 
until the demands were met. However, that support is still missing. In late August, 
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gunmen shot 30 bullets at the sanitation blockade set up by a Mebengokrê 
community in Mato Grosso. Despite the violence against them, they continue to 
stand firm. 

Anti-Bolsonaro campaigns and growth of the movement: social media and 
crowdfunding for COVID-19 support 

Since the announcement of Bolsonaro’s candidacy for president, social movements 
in Brazil have focused on the fight against him and his authoritarian politics. Faced 
with constant attacks on their territorial rights, health services, and cultural survival 
since he was elected, the indigenous movements in Brazil have strengthened their 
online presence and campaigning strategies. APIB and other actors have pushed 
back against stereotypes and racist tropes that mis-represent indigenous peoples, 
using indigenous-led media presence to fight for social progress (Lopes. & 
Sjolander, 2020). One of the coordinators of APIB, Sonia Guajajara, ran as a Vice 
Presidential candidate against Bolsonaro’s ticket during the 2018 elections.  

In recent years, a first generation of indigenous intellectuals concluded their 
academic studies as a direct result of affirmative action policies like the 2012 Quotas 
Law (Lei de Cotas de 2012) which guaranteed access to higher education for 
indigenous students. By 2016, ten thousand indigenous students were enrolled at 
Universities in Brazil and that number is estimated to have reached sixty thousand 
today (Cruz, 2017). In the span of a decade, the movement has been transformed by 
a cohort of indigenous professionals. Indigenous journalists and media specialists 
have improved the movement’s visibility. Indigenous lawyers and indigenous 
anthropologists have brought cases to the Supreme Court. Indigenous doctors and 
nurses have been able to provide health care adapted to the needs and realities of 
indigenous peoples. This combination of capacity and consolidation of the movement 
around the fight against Bolsonaro has meant that APIB and other indigenous 
organisations are in a much stronger position to combat COVID than they would 
have been in earlier years.  

The pandemic sparked a large number of media campaigns, both nationally and 
internationally, aimed at supporting efforts to mitigate the negative impacts of COVID 
on indigenous peoples in Brazil (and elsewhere). Webinars, online discussions, or 
‘lives’ proliferated, creating new avenues of access to participation in the movement. 
Many campaigns were highly successful in garnering signatures of support for 
petitions. For example, the minersoutcovidout.org campaign to support the 
Yanomami’s call to remove miners from their territory, received almost 400,000 
signatories to the petition. The SOS Rainforest Live, gathered high profile performing 
artists for an online concert and fundraising campaign. At a pan-Amazon level, 
national and international NGOs created a ‘solidarity circle’ to raise funds for an 
Amazon Emergency Fund (amazonemergencyfund.org) and raised $5 million 
between May and July. At the national and local levels, crowdfunding campaigns 
were numerous from May onwards, ranging from a national campaign by APIB 
(raised R$700 thousand) to family-led fundraising for medical supplies to help family 
members suffering from COVID.  

Although these efforts have raised funds, and raised awareness, they cannot, and 
should not, replace direct support from the Brazilian government. The national 
budget for indigenous health in Brazil fell 14% from R$1.78 billion in 2018 to R$1.48 
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billion in 2020 (Saraiva, & Cardoso, 2020), as part of the Bolsonaro government’s 
strategy to direct funds away from support for indigenous peoples. The fundraising 
efforts has, in some cases, depoliticised the pressure on the government to fund an 
emergency plan, creating factions and separate initiatives to raise funds instead of a 
united front of pressure on the government to provide the necessary resources. 
Some groups, like the Tupinambá, made the political decision not to engage in 
crowdfunding as they considered it a threat to their autonomy.  

The crowdfunding also showed trends towards disproportionately high rates of 
success for fundraising which highlighted the needs of certain indigenous groups, in 
particular those in the Amazon who are seen as ‘real Indians’ by many Brazilians 
and foreigners (Milanez et al., 2019; Arisi, & Milanez, 2017). Indigenous peoples of 
the Northeast and those in urban areas of the Amazon were (and are) marginalised 
(Oliveira, 1998; Almeida, & Santos, 2009). For example, the campaigns to support 
the peoples of the Vale do Javari territory were able to raise R$6 million compared to 
only R$6 thousand for the Terena people who live largely in urban areas.  

The visibility and attention garnered by these campaigns have helped put pressure 
on government offices and some successes have been won regarding court rulings. 
Eloy Terena wrote “We are obliged to compel the state to not let us die” (Terena, 
2020). APIB has brought petitions to the Supreme Court and representatives have 
spoken to the United Nations regarding their demand for government action. For 
example, a recent ruling by the Supreme Court ordered the government to come up 
with a contingency plan for combating COVID-19 in indigenous communities. 
However, highly visible campaigns have also come with some retaliation. In 
response to a campaign by APIB and others that called him out for his role in the 
fires in the Amazon, Bolsonaro said that he wants to ‘kill the cancer called NGOs.’ 
Days later, the Cabinet Minister for Institutional Security, General Heleno, posted a 
tweet accusing APIB and one of its coordinators, Sônia Guajajara, of treason. The 
strength of their responses further emphasises the success of the campaign: it was 
so widely visible as to have led the President and his ministers to take notice, and 
offense.  

Conclusions 

Structural and institutional racism against indigenous peoples accelerated the 
impacts of COVID-19. Extractive industries have contributed to the spread of 
COVID-19, but in another sense have also contributed to the building of ties among 
communities that face territorial conflicts that contribute to strengthening those ties. 
The Tupinambá and the Pataxó Hãhãhãe in Bahia are an example of communities 
that drew strength from this history of struggle and were able to react quickly and 
effectively to the threats brought by COVID-19 due, in part, to their long history of 
direct action. The Mebengokrê(Kayapó), who also have a long history of resistance, 
fought to expel gold miners from their territories and held protests that blocked roads 
and entry to mining projects, demanding payment of the funds owed to them for 
compensation. At the national level, APIB and other indigenous organisations and 
international allies mobilised national and international support through social media 
campaigns and crowdfunding initiatives. Strengthened in recent years by a new 
cohort of young indigenous professionals together with their experience fighting 
Bolsonaro before the pandemic, they have made impressive progress in raising the 
visibility of the urgency of the threat of COVID for indigenous peoples in Brazil.  
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In some cases, the fabric of community interrelations was broken by neoliberalism 
and individualism, and further exacerbated by harassment by the Bolsonaro 
government’s attempts to incentivise the division and commercialisation of common 
goods. In many cases, these policies have offered COVID-19 a first port of entry into 
indigenous communities: through contact with illegal gold miners and land-grabbers, 
through contact with urban centres due to lack of food sovereignty linked to loss of 
territory, and through active negligence of health services and support. Faced with a 
hostile environment of colonialism and racism, community ties represent strength 
from a long-term fight against the pandemic of conquest. Many communities have 
been able to mobilise around that strength.     
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