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Forest-dependent populations are affected by environmental
pressures that include deforestation and forest degradation.
Their lives and livelihoods have also been transformed by
political decisions in the countries where they live. In Africa,
the Pygmy peoples living in the dense tropical forests
(4 million km?) that span west—east along the central African
belt of the Congo Basin are made up of genetically and ethno-
linguistically distinct groups (Bahuchet 2014). They are
broadly subdivided into western groups, including Baka and
Aka, and eastern groups including Mbuti, Efe, and Asua. All
have a similar way of life associated with forest hunting and
gathering even though some have taken up some form of
agriculture. Additionally to their mode of subsistence, they
share distinctive cultural and phenotypic traits such as the
“Pygmy phenotype” of small adult body size (Perry and
Dominy 2009). The demographic and evolutionary split
between Pygmy and non-Pygmy populations is amongst the
oldest for modern humans with the divergence estimated
from genetic data to be roughly between 60,000 and over
100,000 years ago and the split between Western and Eastern
Pygmy groups about 20,000 years ago (Hsich et al. 2016).
The Baka in south-eastern Cameroon, formerly strict
hunters-gatherers, still practice a subsistence economy, but
also maintain a close association with sedentary Bantu-
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speaking swidden agriculturalists with whom they have a
complex social, economic, and symbolic relationship (Joiris
1998). Although less isolated than other Pygmy groups,
especially the Mbuti and Efe, the Baka, like other forest-
dependent populations in the Congo Basin, have been af-
fected by a plethora of environmental pressures that include
direct impacts from extractive industries (logging, mining),
conflict with conservation areas, encroachment into their
territories both peacefully along roads or aggressively by
poachers and militias, as well as the effects of resettlement
and sedentarization (Olivero et al. 2016). Such combination
of threats impacts their health and food security. Currently,
COVID-19 has reached Africa though apparently with an
overall surprisingly low prevalence and mortality (Mbow
et al. 2020). We argue that Pygmy communities may be si-
lently ravaged by the disease yet there is a lack of policies or
initiatives to monitor their health systematically throughout
the Congo Basin. Understanding the impact of COVID-19
on these forest-dependent peoples has never been more
important to develop ways of helping them.

The first fatalities of the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic
amongst Amazonian tribes have highlighted the potential
catastrophe that the novel coronavirus can bring to isolated
Indigenous Peoples (Phillips 2020). Pygmy health is pre-
carious, as exemplified by the Aka in Central African
Republic and the Twa in Uganda that have infant mortality
rates 1.5—4 times higher than the neighbouring non-Pygmy
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populations (Jackson 2006). Baka Pygmies in Cameroon
die on average 22 years earlier than their non-Pygmy
neighbours (Anderson et al. 2016; The Lancet 2016). It is
the example par excellence highlighting the health
inequality in which Indigenous People find themselves
(The Lancet 2016). A recent paper by Carson et al. (2018),
published in this journal, demonstrated that the Baka in
Cameroon have poorer health outcomes than the general
population due to the lack of traditional medicine usage,
health access, and indigenous health equity. Moreover,
some Baka also are suspicious to Western medicine.

Data available from five representative Demographic
and Health Surveys in sub-Saharan countries with Pygmy
populations also show that Pygmies are the poorest (Funk
et al. 2020). Linked to this, studies of Body Mass Index
(BMI), an indicator of nutritional status, demonstrate that
Pygmies are at the lowest end compared to their non-
Pygmy neighbours. Besides, there is a declining or stagnant
trajectory of Pygmy BMI over age that does not occur in
the other groups (Funk et al. 2020). This means that the
typically low BMI in Pygmies is linked to primary
immunodeficiency which in turn can explain an elevated
mortality and morbidity, even in mild forms of undernu-
trition (Bourke et al. 2016). The observed decline in adult
BMI with age in Pygmies may make the older cohorts
inordinately susceptible to the COVID-19 pandemic. On
the other hand, there is a greater magnitude of immune
activation and response in rural African peoples compared
to urban Africans and Europeans, highlighting the impact
of lifestyle and exposure to pathogens on the immune
system (Mbow et al. 2014). Moreover, the ‘“hygiene
hypothesis” (Yazdanbakhsh 2002) suggest that persistent
immune challenges in adverse environments might trigger
more adequate immune response to new infections such as
SARS-CoV-2 (Mbow et al. 2020). Whether the hygiene
hypothesis holds for Pygmy people considering their dra-
matically reduced life expectancy compared to their non-
Pygmy neighbours appears doubtful, but cannot be ex-
cluded for SARS-CoV-2. However, there are no data about
immune responses of Pygmy people to coronaviruses or
other infectious diseases.

Pygmies are possibly not only affected directly by the
pandemic itself but, because of their dispersion, and low
densities in forests, are unlikely to be protected by social
distancing and vaccination strategies. Intervention in iso-
lated Pygmy populations is not advisable because of the risk
of disease introduction. A worldwide ban on wild meat
hunting and trade as has been suggested because of the link

between COVID-19 and wet markets (Born Free Founda-
tion 2020), but will affect the food security and livelihoods
of millions of the poorest people. For Indigenous Peoples
and myriad rural communities, consumed and also sold
wild meat remains the backbone of their ways of life (Fa
et al. 2015) despite that numerous groups are no longer
fully nomadic but have been dragged into our economic
system. Hence, stopping short food supply chains can be a
blunt tool which will imperil vulnerable peoples even more.
This is not to say that urban wild meat consumption and
any illegal and unregulated wildlife trade that endangers
human health, animal welfare, and biodiversity should not
be banned, but extra care is required so that we can protect
the already precarious food security of vulnerable Indige-
nous People such as the Pygmies who rely on hunting and
consumption of wild meat. In the case of the Twa Pygmies
in Uganda, exclusion from their traditional land in the
1990s caused severe poverty and hardship and high mor-
tality rates amongst under-five year olds. Only after Twa
families were given land and hunting rights, mortality rates
dropped from 59 to 18%, demonstrating the crucial
importance of land for survival (Jackson 2006).

Pygmy populations in Central Africa right now face a
potential “double whammy” of the devastating impacts of
the COVID-19 pandemic as well as the potential restriction
of hunting and food provisioning to combat future zoo-
notic risks that will damage their food security and liveli-
hoods. Any rational solution to these issues must consider
the potential dangers of the COVID-19 pandemic as an
opportunity to take stock of the unprecedented pressures
on African Pygmy populations and other Indigenous
groups, and provide measured and adequate support for
these most vulnerable people on Earth. Actions to reduce
zoonotic risk by regulating wildlife hunting and con-
sumption need to step away from draconian measures and
steer closer to balancing human needs with animal welfare,
food security, disease risk, and traditional rights.
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the very helpful comments and suggestions by an anony-
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