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Protect Brazil’s Indigenous peoples from COVID-19

As coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) spreads through Brazil, President Jair Bolsonaro
has repeatedly denied the severity of the pandemic and broadcasted misleading information
and mixed messages about how to respond, advocating for hydroxychloroquine use and the
end of quarantine (1). Current scientific evidence contradicts these recommendations (2, 3),
and the president’s speech puts the population of Brazil at risk. Belying Bolsanaro’s
optimistic assessments, the public health system in Brazil’s state of Amazonas has already
“collapsed,” according to a statement by the mayor of the state’s capital city (4). The
Bolsonaro administration must immediately reverse its current posture of minimizing threat
of COVID-19 and take steps to protect Brazil’s vulnerable populations, including its
Indigenous and traditional peoples.

The standard risk groups for COVID-19 are elderly people and those with comorbidities
(3), but in Brazil it makes sense to expand the risk group designation to include Indigenous
peoples. Pathogens have historically been one of the most powerful factors in decimating
Indigenous peoples in South America (5, 6). COVID-19 poses a particular threat to these
communities given that Brazil’s federal government has marginalized and neglected
Indigenous peoples even when their rights are guaranteed by law or by international
agreements (7, 8).

Indigenous and traditional peoples can be expected to be especially vulnerable to severe
acute respiratory syndrome—coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2), the virus that causes COVID-
19. In addition to their history of susceptibility to epidemics (6), many of these isolated
communities lack medical posts, doctors, and basic medications, to say nothing of the
ventilators that would be needed to treat a COVID-19 outbreak. Bolsonaro’s administration
recently dismissed 8000 Cuban doctors who served small communities in the country’s
interior (9), which has been especially harmful to Indigenous and traditional communities in
the Amazon region.

Brazil’s government must take action in the Amazon to protect these people. Instead of
allowing evangelical missionaries to enter into contact with isolated Indigenous groups
(10), all means of transport to these areas should be restricted. The first Indigenous case of
the disease was confirmed on 1 April (11). In line with international guidelines (11),
Brazil’s government should ensure isolation and monitoring in Indigenous areas as well as
for all those who have contact with them. The government must act quickly to provide
doctors, personal protective equipment, and testing capabilities in these areas. On the
national scale, Brazil must maintain a nationwide quarantine to mitigate the disease’s
impact. Measures favored by Brazil’s president, such as “vertical isolation” or a partial
breach of isolation (1), conflict with World Health Organization recommendations and
scientific studies (3, 12) thereby putting Brazil’s entire population at risk. The effectiveness
of hydroxychloroquine is not confirmed, although its risks are (2). Protecting Indigenous
and traditional peoples from COVID-19 by acknowledging their increased risk and acting
accordingly will protect public health for all Brazilians as well as safeguard the
sustainability of the Amazon.

L. Ferrante™* and P. M. Fearnside®



'Ecology Graduate Program, National Institute for Research in Amazonia (INPA),
Manaus, Amazonas, Brazil. >Department of Environmental Dynamics, National
Institute for Research in Amazonia (INPA), Manaus, Amazonas, Brazil.
*Corresponding author. E-mail: lucasferrante@hotmail.com

REFERENCES AND NOTES

[1]. Fernandes, T. & F. Fabrini. 2020. Em pronunciamento, Bolsonaro defende
cloroguina e retoma embate com governadores e prefeitos. Folha de Sdo Paulo, 8 April
2020. https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/poder/2020/04/em-pronunciamento-bolsonaro-
defende-cloroquina-e-volta-a-responsabilizar-governadores-e-prefeitos.shtml

[2]. Derek, L. 2020. Hydroxychloroquine Update for April 6. Science Translational
Medicine.
https://blogs.sciencemag.org/pipeline/archives/2020/04/06/hydroxychloroquine-update-
for-april-6

[3]. Bedford, J., D. Enria, J. Giesecke, D.L. Heymann, C. Ihekweazu, G. Kobinger, H.C.
Lane, Z. Memish, M. Oh, A.A. Sall, A. Schuchat, K. Ungchusak & L.H. Wieler; 2020.
COVID-19: towards controlling of a pandemic. Lancet. 395: 1015-1018.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30673-5

[4]. Veja Redacao. 2020. Prefeito de Manaus afirma que satide do AM entrou em
colapso. Veja, 6 April 2020. https://veja.abril.com.br/brasil/prefeito-de-manaus-afirma-
gue-saude-do-am-entrou-em-colapso/

[5]. Diamond, J. 1997. Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies. W. W,
Norton, New York, NY, U.S.A. 528 pp. https://wwnorton.com/books/Guns-Germs-and-
Steel/

[6]. Pringle, H. 2015. How Europeans brought sickness to the New World. Science 348.
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aac6784

[7]. Ferrante, L. & P.M. Fearnside. 2019. Brazil’s new president and "ruralists” threaten
Amazonia’s environment, traditional peoples and the global climate. Environmental
Conservation 46(4): 261-263. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0376892919000213

[8]. Ferrante, L., M. Gomes & P.M. Fearnside. 2020. Amazonian indigenous peoples
are threatened by Brazil’s Highway BR-319. Land Use Policy 94: art. 104598.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2020.104548

[9]. O Estado de Minas. 2019. Bolsonaro diz que médicos cubanos queriam implantar
guerrilha no Brasil. O Estado de Minas, 1 August 2019.
https://www.em.com.br/app/noticia/internacional/2019/08/01/interna_internacional,107
4176/bolsonaro-diz-que-medicos-cubanos-queriam-implantar-guerrilha-no-brasi.shtml

[10]. Branford, S. 2020. Bringing Christ and coronavirus: Evangelicals to contact
Amazon indigenous Mongabay, 17 March 2020.
https://news.mongabay.com/2020/03/bringing-christ-and-coronavirus-evangelicals-to-
contact-amazon-indigenous/



[11]. Borges, T. & S. Branford. 2020. First COVID-19 case among indigenous people
confirmed in Brazilian Amazon. Mongabay, 2 April 2020.
https://news.mongabay.com/2020/04/first-covid-19-case-among-indigenous-people-
confirmed-in-brazilian-amazon/

[12]. World Health Organization. 2020. Critical preparedness, readiness and response
actions for COVID-19. https://www.who.int/publications-detail/critical-preparedness-
readiness-and-response-actions-for-covid-19



