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Introduction

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the lives
of people is not limited to health risks, but also to
their livelihoods in nature, and consequently, to
uses of ecosystems. In Brazil, among the different
social groups, the quilombolas are even more threa-
tened during the pandemic (Polidoro et al. 2020).
Quilombolas are Afro-Brazilian descendants of
slaves who fled slavery, and Brazilian legislation
recognizes quilombola communities due to their
forms of territorial occupation and use of nature
according to their traditions, which are derived
both from African ancestry and from traditions
passed down from generation to generation (Leite
2015). The enslaved quilombola ancestors fled to the
forest to create small settlements (called quilombos)
as a strategy in their struggle for freedom. Over the
centuries, they have maintained a harmonious rela-
tionship of respect and protection of nature, guar-
anteeing their survival in their own territories.

In times of pandemic, the Brazilian government’s
actions are widely considered by the international
community as negligent with respect to scientific
guidelines to deal with COVID-19 (Polidoro et al.
2020). The effects of this negligence on quilombola
communities have been tragic (Ortega and Orsini
2020), as attested by the lethality rate among the
quilombolas (11.1%) being more than double the
national average (4.9%) (Brasil de Fato 2020). In
this context, there is an urgency to implement social
policies that minimize the impacts of COVID-19 on
quilombolas that safeguard not only the lives of these
people, but also their connection with their land, and
socio-environmental justice.

The threat to quilombola communities puts
biodiversity conservation at risk

Quilombolas are at the forefront of the struggles
against environmental destruction. The more than
5000 quilombola territories throughout Brazil protect
important ecosystems, such as the Amazon Forest,
the Atlantic Forest and the Cerrado (IBGE 2020).
However, due to historical pressures from Brazil’s
land structure, just over 6% of these territories are
legally delimited, corresponding to about 3 million
hectares (IBGE 2020). The remaining territories are
still in the land-tenure process, which puts them even
more at risk. The importance of quilombola human-
nature relationships in their territories is evidenced
by the recognition of the first World Heritage mixed
site in Brazil (‘Paraty and Ilha Grande - Culture and
Biodiversity’") in July 2019. However, Brazil’s current
president has instituted a series of policy setbacks
specifically affecting traditional peoples, including
the quilombolas (Ferrante and Fearnside 2019).
Quilombolas, as well as Indigenous Peoples, have
rights over their lands guaranteed by the Brazil’s
Federal Constitution of 1988. Nevertheless, they are
constantly threatened by political decisions, agribusi-
ness, mining, and the impacts of oil and gas exploita-
tion (Leite 2015; Polidoro et al. 2020).

The Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) recognizes
the contribution of indigenous and local knowledge
(ILK) to the conservation and sustainable use of biodi-
versity (IPBES 2019). Including the diversity of knowl-
edge systems (including indigenous and local knowledge)
can contribute greatly to global goals for sustainability
(IPBES 2019) and promote effective environmental
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governance (Brondizio and Tourneau 2016). Thus, a key
element in the IPBES conceptual framework is the notion
of nature’s contributions to people, which recognizes the
central role that culture plays in the links between people
and nature (Diaz et al. 2018). Ensuring the well-being and
human rights of quilombolas would help safeguard their
rich culture and traditional sustainable practices, since
their local knowledge can contribute to sustainable eco-
system management in their lands and sustainable use of
nature’s contributions to people (Teng6 et al. 2014).

Supporting quilombola communities to tackle
political threats

On 10 September 2020, the National Coordination for
the Articulation of Black, Rural, and Quilombola
Communities (CONAQ) filed a lawsuit® in the Brazilian
Supreme Court against the Brazilian government that
would require it to institute an emergency plan to address
COVID-19 in these communities. Through the lawsuit,
the CONAQ hopes that the Brazilian Supreme Court will
order the government to establish specific health policies
for these communities, a prerogative supported by the
World Health Organization and the Pan American
Health Organization. At the same time, national initia-
tives (such as the alternative platform for registration of
COVID-19 cases in quilombos’) and local initiatives
(Figure 1) are strategies adopted by social groups in the
face of the government’s negligence in caring for these
communities.
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Internationally, there are several urgent concerns
about protecting vulnerable groups, given the pro-
spect of further and ongoing infections in Brazil
that would mainly affect the Amazon region and
the southern region of Brazil, decimating hundreds
of Indigenous Peoples and quilombola communities
(Ferrante et al. 2020; Polidoro et al. 2020). Although
the Brazilian government has been denounced sev-
eral times to the International Criminal Court
(ICC) for its actions on COVID-19 and the envir-
onment, and these cases await the court’s considera-
tion, the government has taken no action to
safeguard the quilombola communities, their vul-
nerable societies and their role in conserving biodi-
versity (Ferrante and Fearnside 2019). Therefore,
we should resist the dismantling of the environmen-
tal and social policies promoted by the government
(Oliveira and Aragjo 2020).

For traditional communities, the death of elders
puts the traditional practices that relate with the
management of nature at risk, since these traditions
are passed on orally by the elders (Ferrante et al.
2020). Hence, the traditional management of biodi-
versity is also at risk. We here call for the presiden-
tial administration of President Jair Bolsonaro to
guarantee the well-being of quilombola commu-
nities, as well as Indigenous Peoples, who have
traditionally contributed to protecting our forests
and now are disproportionately suffering the
impact of COVID-19.

Figure 1. Traditional women from the “Cuidar é Resistir” (“Caring is Resisting” in English) campaign, that was launched by the Forum
of Traditional Communities in collaboration with the Oswaldo Cruz Foundation (Fiocruz) through the Observatory of Sustainable and
Healthy Territories of Bocaina (OTSS) to strengthen support for traditional territories of Angra dos Reis, Paraty, and Ubatuba heavily hit
by Covid-19. Among other measures, the initiative aims to raise funds for the acquisition and distribution of food and essential items
to traditional communities and enhance solidarity sharing of fish and agroecological products between Indigenous, caicaras (local
fishermen) and quilombolas. To see more, access to https://youtu.be/BAgYFrODw-k.

Photo credits @Eduardo Napoli (2020).


https://youtu.be/BAgYFrODw-k

386 M. G. COELHO-JUNIOR ET AL.

Notes

1. World Heritage List: Paraty and Ilha Grande - Culture
and Biodiversity, available via: https://whc.unesco.org/
en/list/1308/ [Last accessed September 2020].

2. Lawsuit in the Brazilian Supreme Court, available via:
http://portal.stf.jus.br/processos/detalhe.asp?inci
dente=6001379 [Last accessed September 2020].

3. Alternative plataform launched by CONAQ and Socio-
Environmental Institute (ISA) ‘Quilombo sem COVID-
19’, available via https://quilombosemcovid19.org/ [Last
accessed September 2020].
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