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ABSTRACT

In Brazil, indigenous peoples present a complex reality characterized by a marked social vulnerability that is
manifested in health and nutritional indicators. In this scenario, poor sanitary conditions prevail, with a high
burden of chronic noncommunicable diseases; infectious/parasitic diseases; and nutritional disorders, including
malnutrition and anemia. This situation is reflected in numerous aspects of food insecurity, placing this population
in a position of particular vulnerability to the coronavirus disease 2019 pandemic and its effects. The objective
of our study was to present a set of preliminary reflections on food insecurity and indigenous protagonism in
times of Covid-19. The pandemic has deepened the inequalities that affect the indigenous peoples, with a direct
impact on food security conditions. Amid the effects of the pandemic, indigenous protagonism has played a
fundamental role in guaranteeing these peoples’ rights and access to food, denouncing the absent and slow
official responses as acts of institutional violence, which will have serious and lasting effects on the lives of
indigenous peoples.
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RESUMO

No Brasil, os povos indigenas apresentam uma realidade complexa e caracterizada por uma acentuada
vulnerabilidade social, manifesta em indicadores de saude e de nutricdo. Neste cendrio prevalecem condi¢oes
sanitarias precarias, com elevada carga de doencas crénicas ndo transmissiveis, doencas infecto-parasitarias
e agravos nutricionais diversos, incluindo desnutricdo e anemia. Esse quadro se reflete em inimeras faces da
insequranca alimentar, situando-os em uma posicao particularmente vulneravel a pandemia e seus efeitos. O
objetivo deste trabalho é apresentar um conjunto de reflexées, em carater preliminar, sobre a inseguranca
alimentar e o protagonismo indigena em tempos de Covid-19. A pandemia vem aprofundando as iniquidades
que os atingem, com impactos diretos nas condicdes de sequranca alimentar. O protagonismo indigena tem
tido um papel fundamental na garantia de seus direitos e acesso a alimentacdo, denunciando a auséncia e a
lentiddo das respostas oficiais como acées de violéncia institucional, que terdo graves e duradouros efeitos nas
trajetdrias destes povos.

Palavras-chave: Infeccbes por coronavirus. Sequranca alimentar. Povos indigenas. Organizagdo social.

INTRODUCTION

Projections pointing toward the risk of rapid spread of coronavirus disease 2019 (Covid-19)
and its devastating impacts on the indigenous people of Brazil are being confirmed every day in the
ongoing course of the pandemic [1]. The epidemiological situation of the indigenous population
quickly transitioned from a situation of zero cases to community transmission, with infection, mortality,
and lethality rates, in some regions of the country, significantly surpassing those recorded among the
nonindigenous population [2]. In the northern part of Brazil, a region with the largest number of
indigenous people in the country, the mortality rate in the Distritos Sanitarios Especiais Indigenas
(DSEI, Special Indigenous Sanitary Districts) is estimated at 52 deaths per 100,000 people. The overall
mortality in Brazil is estimated at 21 deaths per 100,000 people [1]. According to EPICOVID19-BR [3],
an ongoing epidemiological survey on the situation of Covid-19 in Brazil, the self-reported indigenous
individuals living in urban centers are five times more likely to have Covid-19 compared with
the self-reported white population. Reporting of indigenous deaths and cases in other categories
of color or race, particularly in the category “pardo” (brown), is also an issue because it leads to
underreporting of indigenous cases in the statistical data [4].

In addition, the health profile of indigenous peoples in Brazil is characterized by poor sanitary
conditions, with a high burden of chronic noncommunicable diseases; infectious/parasitic diseases;,
and nutritional disorders, including malnutrition and anemia [5]. This situation is reflected in numerous
aspects of food insecurity, placing this population in a position of particular vulnerability to the
pandemic and its effects. The objective of this study is to present a set of preliminary reflections on
food insecurity and indigenous protagonism in times of Covid-19.

DISCUSSION

In Brazil, indigenous peoples present a complex social diversity, comprising 305 officially
recognized ethnic groups that speak 274 languages. According to the latest demographic census,
896,000 indigenous people live in urban and rural areas [6]. This segment of the population has
a marked vulnerability that manifests in social and health indicators, including high prevalence
of malnutrition, especially in children; anemia; and obesity [5]. The reported prevalence rates of
malnutrition and anemia in indigenous children are above 50% and 80%, respectively [7]. Conversely,
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the percentage of overweight individuals in this population, especially among adults, is higher than
the national average, indicating an increased risk for cardiovascular disease [8,9]. Food acquisition
profiles of indigenous people differ across the macro-regions of the country, showing that the existing
regional contrasts have a direct impact on food sovereignty [10].

This scenario of vulnerabilities has been aggravated in recent years by the dismantling of
public health policies for indigenous peoples. More recently, there also has been loss of social rights,
directly affecting access to food and the human right to adequate food, which is guaranteed by
the Federal Constitution. In this context, indigenous organizations play a key role. Even before the
pandemic, these organizations were already stressing the paramount importance of protecting the
rights and territories of indigenous peoples, with the aim of maintaining their lifestyles and access to
food. They have been denouncing the continuous and frequent violations of their rights, including
increasing invasions by land grabbers, loggers, and placer miners as well as the suspension of the
processes of identification, delimitation, and demarcation of indigenous lands by the Brazilian federal
government [11]. Since the publication of the “Map of Hunger among Indigenous People”, the
debate on food insecurity has broadened, even becoming a thematic axis in the last two national
conferences on indigenous health held in Brazil [12].

In coping with the pandemic and its impacts on food insecurity, indigenous protagonism has
played a fundamental role, whereas state measures have been criticized for their slow implementation
and inadequacy in indigenous contexts. The insufficiency and slowness of government responses
toward indigenous peoples have been denounced not only in Brazil but in other countries as well [13].

In the initial phase of the spread of the pandemic in Brazil, two major indigenous forums with
Covid-19 as the central theme were held within a span of 2 weeks, and the impact of the pandemic
on access to food was the topic of debate and of the demands. The “Acampamento Terra Livre 2020"
(Free Land Camp 2020) was reorganized in a virtual format at the end of April 2020 [14]. In May 2020,
as a response to the situation of “ineffectiveness of the public authorities in safeguarding the health
of indigenous people in the midst of the pandemic”, the National Assembly of Indigenous Resistance
took place. Again, threats to food security and sovereignty as well as invasions of indigenous lands
were denounced [15].

Throughout the last months of the spread of the pandemic, demonstrations and debates
have increased both in the traditional press and social media, highlighting the intense protagonism
of indigenous peoples in the most diverse issues related to Covid-19, with the worsening of food
insecurity being a central issue. In this context, indigenous leaders and organizations have been
working toward the preparation of a set of documents and manifests that have had important
social and political repercussions and will hopefully contribute to reducing the asymmetry in the
dialogues between the indigenous and nonindigenous people [16,17]. These manifestations have
often brought to light concepts such as structural racism and genocide risk that have been
increasingly leading contemporary debates on the relationship among ethnicity, indigenous
peoples, and health in Brazil.

One of the first measures implemented to counter the pandemic was aimed at social
distancing. For the populations in indigenous villages, the reduction in mobility between the villages
and cities has the additional consequence of affecting the essential dynamics of access to food,
which is already quite vulnerable. Thus, while social distancing is a fundamental measure in fighting
the pandemic, in the case of indigenous populations, it cannot be dissociated from negative effects
on food production, acquisition, and consumption.
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Emergency measures implemented by the federal government, such as the distribution of
basic food rations and an emergency aid of R$600.00 (Brazilian reais), are essential but are not
problem-free. Given the lack of or delays in the distribution of food rations by the state, which are
only provided to indigenous individuals living in villages, indigenous and nonindigenous organizations
have mobilized in virtual environments to collect funds for the acquisition and distribution of basic
food rations and personal hygiene products. The Socio-Environmental Institute (ISA) had counted
68 initiatives on its website till July 18, 2020 [18]. Access to emergency aid requires the recipients
of these benefits to travel from villages to urban centers, potentially exposing them to the risk of
infection in these environments. An evidence of the inadequacy of this measure in the indigenous
context is the fact that traveling to the cities for this purpose ends up being mentioned in narratives
that blame the indigenous peoples for the risk they are forced to take to access these benefits.

However, some remarkable advances have been made during this period, marked by indigenous
mobilizations and confrontations against the federal government regarding their demands. These
advances include actions by the Mixed Parliamentary Front for the Defense of Indigenous Peoples in
the National Congress and the drafting of Bill 1142/20, which, among other aspects, provides for the
guarantee of food security through various actions. In particular, the bill proposes the distribution of
food, seeds, agricultural tools, and financial and technical support for production for the duration
of the pandemic [19]. The formation of the front is in itself a milestone in the Brazilian political
scene, bringing together members of various parties in the fight for indigenous rights in the National
Congress, including the guarantee of the right to food.

Amid the rapid evolution of the pandemic in the indigenous environment and successive
denunciations of the insufficiency of federal action, the bill, whose rapporteur was indigenous
federal deputy Joénia Wapichana, was approved in the Chamber of Representatives and the Federal
Senate. Within the scope of the executive powers, it was systematically vetoed, hindering actions
considered fundamental for an effective fight against the pandemic [20]. At the time of drafting of
this manuscript, the supporters of the bill were still mobilizing to increase the pressure for overriding
the presidential vetoes in the Chamber of Representatives.

In parallel with these initiatives, the indigenous movement, through the Articulation of
Indigenous Peoples of Brazil (APIB), with the support of several political parties, has filed a complaint
of "“Arquicdo de descumprimento de preceito fundamental” (non-compliance with a fundamental
precept) before the Brazilian Superior Tribunal Federal (STF). The complaint was partially upheld by the
STF, which determined, among other measures, the “devising and monitoring of a Covid-19 Coping
Plan for the Brazilian Indigenous Peoples” and the participation of indigenous people in the process [21].

Indigenous peoples have played a fundamental role in these movements, which outline
an unprecedented framework in the national political scene. They bring indigenous voices to the
dialogue (and confrontation) with Brazilian society and politics. The debates on the situation of food
insecurity among indigenous people, in their numerous expressions, are being held in this complex
(and uncertain) political scenario, with profound implications for these peoples.

CONCLUSION

The indigenous peoples of Brazil are much more vulnerable to Covid-19 compared with the
remaining Brazilian population, and this vulnerability has been socially and historically determined.
The trajectory of the pandemic among the indigenous peoples has reaffirmed, if not deepened, the
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inequalities faced by them, with direct impacts on food security conditions. However, the necessary
and urgent actions required to address this situation have been led by indigenous movements and
collectives that have denounced the absent and slow official response as acts of institutional violence,
which will have serious and lasting effects on the lives of these peoples.
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