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 The Brazilian Amazon in Times of COVID-19: 
from crisis to transformation?

Abstract: The COVID-19 crisis is not a new issue. Conditions leading 
to it have been taking shape for decades. This pandemic is rather a 
symptom of much deeper challenges resulting from contemporary pro-
duction and consumption structures, social inequalities, nature dete-
rioration, and global connectivity. To think about the post-pandemic 
world is to envision solutions that tackle the root causes of the problem. 
Local communities and indigenous groups in the Brazilian Amazon are 
a source of much-needed social innovations that rely on alternative 
views of Nature and social relations. This essay aims to turn the at-
tention to these practices as starting point to rethink our present and 
reshape our future. New pathways are needed in order to overcome the 
region’s ‘old normal’ marked by destructive resource expropriation and 
social inequalities, and move to a ‘new normal’ that rely on transforma-
tions to a more sustainable and equity-based society. 
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Introduction

When the COVID-19 outbreak in China was first reported in late December 
2019, no one could imagine its global impact (WHO, 2020a). The virus spread rapidly 
worldwide, triggering disruptions in social, economic and political structures, and expos-
ing latent geopolitical tensions. Discussions and proposals around herd immunization 
revealed how human lives can be reduced to currency by capitalist logics (HARVEY, 2020). 
Data manipulation, fake news and infodemics (WHO, 2020b) showed how science can 
be overridden by vested interests (BRENNEN et al., 2020). Social distancing measures 
exposed the dilemma between individual freedom, family needs and collective solidarity 
faced by citizens (NAY, 2020). Ultimately, this pandemic reminded us that our relation 
with Nature and with each other has crossed the line of sustainability, safety, and justice 
(IPBES, 2019; DIAZ et al., 2020).

This pandemic is not a new process (VANWAMBEKE et al., 2019). Like almost all 
recent emerging infectious diseases, the evidences to date indicate that the corona virus 
is zoonotic in origin, transmitted from animal to human, particularly evident in frontier 
areas where wildlife is impacted by depleted natural habitats. It exposes the intercon-
nectivity between humans and its surrounding environment (DI MARCO et al., 2020). 
Human-led interventions on nature such as deforestation, environmental degradation, 
food and water contamination, animal husbandry practices and wildlife commercializa-
tion, increase the risks of interspecies cross-contamination. 

The current global crisis, however, goes beyond factors driving the emergence 
of this pandemic. It reminds us that we are interdependent societies and challenged to 
respond collectively and timely to global threats. The social and economic outcomes of 
the COVID-19 crisis have been one of the most damaging in this century. According 
to WHO (2020a), it has hit 216 countries, infected over 5.2 million people, and caused 
over 340 thousand fatalities to date, and continues to grow. These figures are underesti-
mated as many cases go unreported. This invisible enemy proves that military power and 
high technologies are not enough to ensure a country’s safety; rather science and proper 
leadership, provision of public goods, collective action, international cooperation, and 
widespread solidarity are the most effective weapons for this war. The message is clear: 
a major societal transformation towards socially just sustainability is needed, one that 
addresses our current relation with Nature and with ourselves. 

In this essay, we discuss the challenges and opportunities brought about by the 
COVID-19 crisis and ensuing responses. We focus on the Brazilian Amazon, a mega-
biologically and culturally diverse region where environmental depletion is fast-paced and 
social inequalities are high. The region faces a three-fold challenge in this crisis: prevent-
ing the virus to spread among densely populated urban areas marked by socioeconomic 
insecurity and deplorable sanitary conditions; rural populations living in ‘health service 
deserts’ with limited communication and mobility to already collapsing urban health 
services; and indigenous populations with equally limited support and immunologically 
vulnerable (PARRY et al., 2018). The latter two have been particularly invisible in this 
debate. After a brief presentation of the national political context, we discuss the potential 
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roles that Amazonian marginalized rural and Indigenous populations play, highlighting 
a range of innovative activities, mostly invisible, which can help build pathways to a 
‘new normal’ that reconcile production, conservation and social justice. We conclude by 
underlining the transformative opportunities for the region in a post-pandemic world.

Political Context of COVID-19 in Brazil
The first case of COVID-19 in Brazil was announced in late January 2020 and1, 

ever since, the number of infections soared, reaching one of the highest rates in the 
world (BHATIA et al., 2020). Brazil is now becoming an epicenter of the COVID-19 
pandemic (MELLAN et al., 2020). In 23 May the country moved to the second position 
in number of infections worldwide (WHO, 2020a), and the overall number of deaths 
exceeding 22 thousand.

This ‘tragedy foretold’ results from a combination of complete disdain and mockery 
from the national government with a highly vulnerable context of the urban and rural 
poor. Bolsonaro, who referred to the COVID-19 a ‘minor flu’2 and reacted to the rising 
death toll with a ‘so what? people die’3, not only rejected advices from renowned scien-
tists but himself became the main hurdle to fight this crisis (AJZENMAN et al., 2020). 
The president fired two Health Ministers in less than a month for following the WHO 
guidelines, clashed with state governors who implemented state-level lockdowns, incited 
his supporters to public gatherings and protests in front of hospitals, and vilify national 
institutions such as the Congress and the Supreme Court for positioning against his herd 
immunization strategy.

Although COVID-19 emerged among the middle-class population who travelled 
to Europe during the summer vacation, it spread quickly among Brazil’s densely popu-
lated poor neighborhoods. Residents in these areas cannot afford to follow lockdowns, 
as they depend on informal jobs for their livelihoods while the financial support from the 
government remain insufficient and ineffective. They rely on long commuting in packed 
public transportation and live in small houses with poor, if any, sanitation. The higher 
death rates in poor neighborhoods in São Paulo attest to their increased vulnerability due 
to socioeconomic insecurity. Furthermore, recent data reveal a higher death rate among 
Afro-Brazilian corona patients4. 

In sum, the COVID-19 has deepened the political crisis and exposed the deep 
socioeconomic divides in the country. In the next session we discuss how this multiple 
crisis materializes in the Amazon.

1 -  https://saude.estadao.com.br/noticias/geral,primeiro-caso-da-covid-19-no-brasil-e-do-fim-de-janeiro-diz-ministerio-
-da-saude,70003258394
2 -  https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-03-30/-little-flu-can-t-hurt-him-why-bolsonaro-still-shuns-lockdowns
3 -  https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/29/so-what-bolsonaro-shrugs-off-brazil-rising-coronavirus-death-toll
4 -  https://apublica.org/2020/05/em-duas-semanas-numero-de-negros-mortos-por-coronavirus-e-cinco-vezes-maior-no-br
asil/?fbclid=IwAR0InF5gpwssVq2h93W3lu6Fa5ltqO_EEiiQeYu1W89HZOS4rza1yvPFprM
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The COVID-19 in the Amazonian Context

The Amazon region has been one major target of the current national govern-
ment. Dismantling of environmental regulation and social policies, removal of staff from 
environmental and indigenous agencies, racist discourse and direct threats against ethnic 
groups, denial of climate change, and empowerment of actors associated with illegal 
activities, such as gold-mining, land-grabbing, and deforestation practices have fueled 
conflict and violence in the region (FERRANTE; FEARNSIDE, 2019). The COVID-19, 
therefore, adds to a list of increasing threats faced by rural and indigenous populations 
in the last years. 

The Brazilian Amazon accounts for 17% of corona infections and deaths in the 
country, mostly in the states of Amazonas and Pará, respectively ranked fourth and sixth 
in the national statistics. While much attention has been given to the critical situation 
within the state capitals – such as the early collapse of the health system in Manaus5-  
the tragedy faced by other states and social groups has been less visible in the national 
and international media. Amapá and Roraima, for example, are among the states with 
the highest number of infections per capita in the country (BRASIL, 2020). In addition, 
infections are progressively advancing to more isolated areas where access to health 
services is limited and reporting capacity is severely impaired. Intense mobility between 
rural and surrounding urban centers (ELOY et al., 2014) makes it challenging to monitor 
transportation (mostly boats). Although public transportation has been put to a halt, local 
collaborators informed us that private irregular passenger boats remain active. 

Indigenous population are particularly in extreme vulnerability as they are more 
susceptible to virus infections. Their realities vary from large to extremely small groups, 
some with intense interaction with urban areas, others in relative isolation. Death rate 
among this group is twice higher than the national average of 6.4%. As of 23 May, 1,140 
indigenous from 61 ethnic groups were infected and 131 have died, mostly in the Amazon 
(APIB, 2020). These figures contrast with official reports which do not account for the 
approximately 35% of the Indigenous population that live in urban areas. Cases in Indig-
enous Territories, however, are particularly worrisome because of a combination of low 
immunity and their social life based on collective practices. As the history of indigenous 
genocide associated with infectious diseases reminds us, eventual cases of COVID-19 
infection in indigenous territories could mean the extinction of a whole community. 

Vulnerability to COVID-19 is further enhanced by the rise in structural state vio-
lence through anti-indigenous and pro-land grabbing policies. The Normative Instruction 
09, issued in April 2020, and the Provisional Measure 910 currently in discussion in the 
National Congress open new opportunities for legalizing existing and encouraging new land 
grabbing tactics, empowering particular private actors to overtake Indigenous Territories 
and public land more broadly. Compounded by the neglect of the National Indigenous 
Agency (FUNAI) to confront intensifying threats from illegal activities in indigenous 

5 -  https://brasil.elpais.com/brasil/2020-05-08/a-beira-do-colapso-manaus-duplica-numero-de-mortes-com-escalada-de-
-coronavirus.html
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territories and their efforts to promote missionary interactions with ‘uncontacted groups’, 
the short- and long-term impact of the virus can indeed become devastating. 

Epidemic outbreak, racism and land invasion rekindle the collective memory of 
colonization and genocide among the indigenous populations. As survivors of a tragic 
history, this group has particular experience in resistance against the double threat of 
state and civil violence and pandemic (FAUSTO, 2020). Over recent decades, indigenous 
groups and a wide array of rural communities in the Amazon have proactively developed 
local and regional initiatives to address the lack of social services and economic oppor-
tunities while respecting human-nature relationships and cultural differences. In the 
context of the COVID-19 crisis, these groups have recently mobilized around a range of 
solidarity initiatives in order to provide health support, food, information and material 
to marginalized groups6 7. Their long process of struggles for gaining citizenship, building 
knowledge, and developing social innovations can give inspirations for possible alternative 
ways out of the main structural problems behind the COVID-19 pandemic, described 
in the next section.

The Power of (Invisible) Local Initiatives
The Amazon has been stage of numerous external interventions, some of them 

aiming at improvements of Indigenous and rural livelihoods and nature conservation. 
Over time, these interventions have changed in nature and scope (TOLEDO et al., 
2017), from state-based developmentalist projects in the 1970s to socioenvironmental 
and community-based initiatives during the 1990s and 2000s to market-based frontier 
expansion since 2010s. External motivations and design, technocratic-based management, 
highly subsidized funding, and limited attention to local realities are some of the factors 
leading to the frequent failure of initiatives (LE TOURNEAU; DROULERS, 2010) or in 
some cases, deepening conflicts, inequalities, and unsustainable practices. 

The accumulated experience from these external interventions also provides the 
foundation for a new era of local initiatives emerging from genuine participation and 
management, that reflect rural communities’ goals and visions of quality of life. In this 
sense, the Amazon has been not only a living lab for conflicts but also for innovations. 
These include transformation of production systems, forms of cooperation, gender em-
powerment, value-aggregation arrangements, application of local biodiversity knowledge, 
and alternative forms of relationship with Nature. Although much attention is paid on 
the conflicts and challenges, we believe that innovative experiences offer inspiration for 
new pathways to overcome the region’s ‘old normal’ of resource expropriation and social 
inequalities. 

Local initiatives are instrumental in identifying structural bottlenecks that constrain 
local opportunities perpetuate inequities, and impact local environments. In their own 

6 -  https://www.uol.com.br/vivabem/noticias/redacao/2020/05/02/covid-19-e-indigenas-os-desafios-no-combate-ao-novo-
-coronavirus.htm
7 -  https://www.brasildefato.com.br/2020/05/11/para-combater-a-pandemia-da-fome-mst-ja-doou-mais-de-600-toneladas-
-de-alimentos



CASTRO, LOPES and BRONDIZIO 

Ambiente & Sociedade n São Paulo. Vol. 23, 2020 n Debating ideas6 de 11

ways, initiatives can also be mutually-reinforcing in addressing multiple social, economic, 
and environmental goals. For the past year, the AGENTS project8 has been documenting 
and analyzing local initiatives in rural and peri-urban areas aimed at addressing jointly 
local social needs (e.g., economic improvement), structural problems (e.g., gender inequal-
ity, lack of market access, technical assistance), and environmental sustainability (e.g., 
agroecological transition). Through participatory workshops, field visits, and secondary 
data sources, our project has identified so far over 200 local initiatives in the state of Pará 
alone. Two patterns have become clear from this dataset - their invisibility in face of the 
dominant regional development narrative which favors agribusiness development; and 
their power to change local conditions, including individual sense of dignity and agency, 
and collective sense of belonging and autonomy through local innovations, experimenta-
tion, and mutual inspiration.

Although just the ‘tip of the iceberg’, these initiatives address three key aspects: 
production, market, and/or governance arrangements for sustainable production. From 
seed funds to women’s agro-ecological organization, from community-based agroforestry 
associations to forest products cooperatives, from farmer-to-farmer knowledge exchange 
to solidarity networks, they can all provide lessons to the current predicament of investing 
stimulus and recovery funds in post-pandemic efforts in ways that are just, meaningful 
and sustainable over the long-run. Below we elaborate on five key lessons emerging from 
this research.

First, a new investment model (e.g., state, funds, research grants) that addresses 
common structural problems that continue to plague the region. While highly diverse, 
local indigenous and rural communities share many common problems, such as social 
marginalization and lack of political voice, violation of rights (including property rights), 
limited infrastructure and credit lines, and impaired access to the rule of law and to social 
services. These shortcomings should be at the basis of public policy and private invest-
ment aiming at improving the reality on the ground.

Second, identify local needs locally. Initiatives based on local knowledge and 
resources must replace the model of externally promoted intervention, often based on 
panacea solutions across diverse local realities. While common problems should be ad-
dressed at the regional level, investments and policies aimed at improving local conditions 
and resilience to shocks, in a socially just and environmentally sustainable way, demand 
local participation, leadership and ownership.

Third, support the vast amounts of initiatives already in place in the region. They 
are built upon local goals, capacity and knowledge and offer opportunities to leverage 
on existing efforts. There is ample evidence on the power of local governance arrange-
ments, ecological knowledge and resource management systems to reconcile economic 
contributions and environmental sustainability. Supporting such initiatives not only 
helps to consolidate previous investments but also helps them to advance faster and be 
more impactful.

8 -  https://agentes.casel.indiana.edu/
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Fourth, promote synergies across multiple goals through strengthening of local 

economies. Local initiatives are usually conceived to achieve multiple goals, grounded on 
the interconnection of economic, food, health, climate, and personal security issues. At 
the same time, they equate sustainability with local values of a good life, gender equity, 
and intergenerational rights. Thus a range of practices can leverage one another.

Fifth, nurture a new vision of the future that comes from and that is for the Ama-
zon. The COVID-19 crisis has exposed the region’s position as among the poorest and 
politically disregarded in the world. Since colonial times, the Amazon’s most important 
sources of wealth have been regarded as a stock of commodities, carbon or biodiversity, and 
visions of sustainable development have usually been a product of centralized government 
ideology or elite groups advocating for specific interests. Confronting the post-pandemic 
reality of the region demands attention to structural problems emerging from this vision 
and empowering the people of the region as agents of change.

Pathways to a New Normal

The Amazon encapsulates the global transformation in human-nature relation-
ships during the past century. Expansion of large-scale land-use and extractive systems 
has driven deforestation, biodiversity loss, water contamination and carbon emission, 
further leading to land dispossession, violence and rural-urban migration. Such dynamics 
are driven by broader trends in a globalized economy and new patterns of consumption 
that raise demands for food, feed, energy and materials from ever more distant regions. 
During this period, the global economy has increased by four-fold and trade by ten-fold, 
significantly altering 75% of the land, 66% of the oceans, and 85% of wetlands, more 
than a million species are threatened with extinction (IPBES, 2019). This process has 
gone hand in hand with increasing inequality, as the world’s richest 1% holds more than 
twice as much wealth as nearly 7 billion people (OXFAM, 2020).  

The fact that the ‘enemy’ is the simplest micro-organism on Earth is both ironic 
and tragic. Ironic because, despite of all available technology, financial system, and 
military power, the most effective weapon for this threat is based on social and political 
behavior – distancing, coordinated action and solidarity, and a long-term solution to the 
problem is based on values shift, citizenship, and courage to change how we operate as 
society. Tragic because the fight against the virus is actually a fight against ourselves. The 
pandemic is only a symptom of a development model that makes us the most destructive 
virus for the planet!   

While the call for new development pathways is not new, the COVID-19 pan-
demic has rendered such need more explicit and urgent, as do the recognition that the 
root causes of the problem must be addressed. The saying ‘we won’t go back to normal, 
because normal was the problem’ captures the essence of this call for transformation. The 
COVID-19 pandemic is only one symptom of major structural problems (SETTELE et 
al., 2020), entwined with other global crises such as climate change, nature deterioration, 
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acute social inequalities, displacement and migration, consumerism, anti-democratic 
values, and financial market uncertainties. 

Previous calls for change, to address global challenges such as climate change and 
poverty, have failed to trigger transformation due to their varying long-term and notice-
able impacts across regions and populations. In contrast, the COVID-19 has spread 
worldwide concurrently and at similar pace. In addition, from the sick to the angry ones, 
the COVID-19 crisis has been embodied emotionally and economically in the lives of 
virtually every citizen in the world. 

Whether this crisis will create cracks in the solid structure of global capitalism for 
a transformative process to emerge remains to be seen. It will depend on whether eco-
nomic recovery stimulus will further promote perverse subsidies or will create incentives 
for transformation that account for the role of science in society, the role of the State in 
crisis management, the role of corporations in responsible and transparent innovations, 
and the role of citizens as politically actors and agents of change. 

In Brazil, class, race and ethnicity have shaped a very unequal distribution of risks 
to this pandemic. However, the country holds an important weapon to fight this crisis 
in the long-run – the wealth of the Amazon  and the creativity of its populations. Like 
many other forested systems in the world, the Amazon can be either the cradle of new 
pandemic if the ‘old normal’ of business as usual continues, or the stage for a new normal 
based on transformations to a more sustainable and equity-based society. Hopefully, the 
latter will prevail!
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