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The Yanomami population in Brazil consists of an estimated 

8,000 to 10,000 Indians, who live in the state of Amazonas and in 

the federal territory of Roraima, in the frontier region between 

Brazil and Venezuela. The largest indigenous population in South 

America still living in relative isolation from non-Indian com 

munities, the Yanomami inhabit a territory consisting primarily 

of tropical rain forest. A large amount of gold, cassiterite, 

radioactive minerals and other resources has recently been found 

on that area. Powerful economic sectors of the Brazilian society 

have been calling for immediate exploitation of those minerals. 

The Yanornani territory has not been demarcated yet. In 

January 1985, FUNAI (National Indian Foundation - the government 

bureau for Indian affairs) issued an administrative act delimit 

ing an area of about 9 million hectares for the Yanomami Park. 

During the sarne year, in March, the Inter-American Commission on 

Human Rights adopted a resolution urging the Brazilian government 

to finalize the demarcation procedures. Despite the President's 

premises to create the Park by decree, a military and economic 

development program to be carried out on the Brazilian border and 

national security issues have been used to prevent the final 

demarcation. 

Meanwhile, massive invasions of the Yanomami territory by 

prospectors are taking place. Some 15,000 miners are said to be 

in the area now, and this number seems to increase every day. 

Armed conflict has already occurred between Indians and 

prospectors, resulting in deaths on both sides. The Yanomami 



situation is extremely precarious. The risks to their health are 

increasing dueto the acceleration of interaction with non 

Indians. Moreover, medical care or protection provided to the 

Yanomami by professionals and religious groups has been suspended 

since August, 1987 by decision of the president of FUNAI. 

While certain sectors of the government study the possi 

bility of creating a Yanomami reserve and the way in which it 

might be done, the safety and cultural survival of the Yanomarni 

people are at stake. 

Resolution 12/85 and the Brazilian governrnent's position 

The Inter-Arnerican Cornmission on Human Rights adopted a 

resolution in March 1985, concerning the Yanomarni people in 

Brazil. Resolution 12/85 recognized sorne governrnent efforts to 

protect the Indians in Brazil but strongly recomrnended that the 

Brazilian government adopt rneasures to prevent health problerns 

caused by interaction among Indians and non-Indians, and also 

that the government finish the procedures for the establishrnent 

of a Yanornami Park, according to a proposal rnade by FUNAI in 

Septernber, 1984. 

FUNAI is an agency within the Brazilian Ministry of Interior. 

On January 8, 1985, shortly before resolution 12/85 was passed, 

FUNAI issued "Portaria" 1817, an adrninistrative act which estab 

lished, in principal at least, an area of 9.419.108 hectares for 

the Yanomarni Park and prohibited access by non-Indians to that 

area. However, this action had yery little practical significance. 
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The Brazilian Constitution (article 198) and the Indian 

Statute /1/ (article 25) recognize Indians' right to permanent 

possession of their territory as an aboriginal right. This 

right, thus, precedes official recognition by the State. Never- 

theless, official definition and recognition of indigenous lands 

are legally necessary to obtain protection from the government 

and to guarantee the defense of Indian rights to exclusive use of 

the lands. Currently, state recognition of Indian land is to be 

conducted at the initiative of and under the guidance of FUNAI. 

Indian lands are to be delimited in accordance with a process 

established by an executive decree. This process, which was 

recently modified by Decree 94.945 of September, 1987 of 

President Sarney, is a long one, involving four different steps: 

1) Identification. FUNAI carries out preliminary studies, 

taking into consideration elements such as how long Indians have 

occupied the areas in question, the presence in these areas of 

non-Indians, as well as the existence of governmental projects or 

private property. Having completed the studies, an official 

proposal identifies the lands, sometimes interdicting or 

prohibiting access to them. 2) Delimitation. FUNAI's 

proposal is submitted to a working group co-ordinated by a 

representative of the Ministry of Interior and made up of 

representatives from the Federal and State institutions 

/1/ The Indian Statute (Law 6001 of December 19, 1973) is a 
compilation of Brazilian legislation concerning Indians. 
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concerned. This is as far as the Yanomarni case has gone. The 

working group rnay suggest re-studying the proposal dueto public 

interest reasons. Once exarnined and approved by this working 

group, the proposal is brought to the attention of the Ministry 

of Interior and the Ministry of Development and Land Reforro. 

Delirnitation is cornpleted when they issue an act, which has the 

force of law, establishing the physical lirnits of the indigenous 

area. 3) Demarcation. The delirnitation docurnent is finally 

sub-rnitted to the President of the Republic for ratification by 

decree. The physical, on-the-ground, rnarking of the boundaries 

of the area then takes place. 4) Regularization. This is the 

official registering of the demarcated areas in federal and local 

land registry offices. 

The Yanornami had their land identified and the access to 

them prohibited by Portaria 1817, the administrative act issued 

by FUNAI in 1985. However, since Decree 94.945/87 was issued, 

that act has been seen as a rnere proposal - anda proposal has no 

binding effect. Therefore, both the size and the physical bound- 

aries of the Park are still under discussion. The process has 

not advanced since 1985. 

According to information received frorn the Cornmission for 

the Creation of the Yanomarni Park (CCPY}, /2/ in June, 1985 

President Sarney confidentially approved plans for the Calha 

Norte Project, a military and econornic developrnent program that 

would be carried out at the Brazilian border from Colornbia to 

/2/ CCPY is an independent, non-profit Brazilian organization, 
founded in 1978 and financed by the Norwegian governrnent, a 
British charity and sorne Brazilian individuals. 
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French Guyana - an area of 6,500 square kilometers. The project, 

whose main goal is to occupy the "demographic vacuum" along the 

international frontier for national security reasons, includes 

hydroelectric, highway and mineral development, under the 

supervision of the National Security Council. 

In August, 1985, after the disclosure of the approval of the 

Calha Norte Project, the National Security Council announced its 

position against the creation of any indigenous park in frontier 

areas. In December, 1985, President Sarney authorized the 

actual work to begin on the Calha Norte Project. Air strips and 

army posts began to be introduced into the territory previously 

delimited as the Yanomami Park. 

Senator Severo Gomes, aware of the Yanomami situation and 

the policy that had been adopted by the government, also in 

December presented a project (Legal Project 379/85} to Congress 

for the creation of the Yanomami Park under the terms of FUNAI's 

initial proposal. On January 14, 1987, a year later, President 

Sarney announced bis decision to create the Yanomami Park by 

presidential decree. At the sarne time, the National Security 

Council said that there would not be any indigenous park created 

alonga 150 km strip on the Brazilian border. The Council 

admitted only the establishment of forest reserves in frontier 

areas. Whether the National Security Council has the authority 

to make this decision or not is uncertain - the National Security 

Council is the executive branch in charge of all matters concern 

ing national security. The fact is that up to this day the Park 

has not been created, and the government position has changed 

considerably. 
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Senator Gomes' legal project supposedly got the support of 

President Sarney. However, the President himself had already 

authorized the implementation of the Calha Norte Project inside 

Indian territory. Not only that, he also gaveto the National 

Security Council, which carries out a policy that does not bene 

fit the Indians, supervisory power over the Project. According 

to the position announced by the Security Council, the entire 

area proposed by Senator Gomes and by FUNAI is within the region 

where the Security Council has said no indigenous areas may be 

created. The 150 km strip on the Brazilian border covered by the 

Calha Norte Project contains the territory of alrnost all the 

Yanomarni people. 

In February, 1987, President Sarney reaffirmed bis intention 

to create the Park by presidential decree. He announced that an 

area extending for 60 km along the border would be set aside as a 

perrnanent area of environrnental protection. On the sarne day, the 

prospectors' association and representatives of the state of 

Roraima declared their intention to work together to prevent the 

creation of the Park by President Sarney. For six rnonths nothing 

was accornplished. 

In September 23, 1987, President Sarney issued a decree 

(Decreto 94.946/87) establishing so-called indigenous areas and 

indigenous colonies. Indigenous areas are defined as areas 

inhabited by unacculturated Indians, while indigenous colonies 

are the areas occupied by Indians under an advanced stage of 

acculturation. CCPY fears that, pursuant to that decree, srnall 

disconnected areas will be created wherever there is a 

significant concentration of Yanornami population within regions 
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that will be considered natural forest for future development. 

Instead of a continuous Park including the severa! different 

Yanomami villages, the territory would be parcelled out into 

small Indian reserves, surrounded by land corridors opened for 

mining and other activities. This interpretation foresees not 

only the acceleration of a disorganized interaction process, but 

also an imrninent relocation of the Indians and disruption of 

their life style. This would certainly be a threat to Yanomarni 

survival. 

According to decree 94.945/85, a working group including 

some mernbers of the National Security Council was forrned to 

analyze the issue of Yanornami lands. The group is to rneticu 

lously survey all the indigenous comrnunities in Roraima in 

order to finalize the land demarcation procedure. This survey 

was to have begun during the final months of 1987. The survey 

gives the impression that the official process of recognizing the 

Yanornarni land is finally moving forward. Unfortunately, it also 

confirms CCPY's worst fears. The National Security Council has 

never shown any intention to allow the creation of the Yanomami 

Park as conceived by FUNAI and the Inter-American Commission on 

Hurnan Rights. With the National Security Council having some of 

its mernbers on the working group to decide the future of the 

Yanomami territory, it is very unlikely that the Park will be 

created. 
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Invasions of the Yanomami Territory 

While endless discussions and surveys concerning the 

Yanomami Park take place, the Yanomami territory has been invaded 

by gold miners and prospectors. Early this year, a Brazilian 

newspaper reported that 10,000 miners were already in the area. 

It said that gold miners want to stake their claims to the terri 

tory before the government finalizes the procedures for land 

demarcation. The report affirmed that prospectors can doso, 

because it is well known that FUNAI and its small staff working 

in that region have no means to control the invasions. FUNAI's 

delegate to the federal territory of Roraima has himself admitted 

the agency•s weakness in this situation. 

In April, 1988, newspapers reported that the number of 

propectors had already gene up to 15,000. Apparently, neither 

FUNAI nor the government has been able to control the situation. 

In October, 1987, a military operation, supported by the federal 

police, failed. Prospectors are said to have taken over the Serra 

Couto de Magalhaes area and are moving toward the Serra de 

Surucucus area in the territory of Roraima (now called the "New 

Mineral Eldorado"). In surn, non-Indians are attacking the heart 

of the Yanomarni territory. 

In May, 1987, the Yanomami people expressed their concern to 

President Sarney about the growing invasions of the area. Davi 

Kopenawa Yanomami, the Yanomami Indian head of the Dernini Indian 

Post inside Yanomami territory, wrote a letter to the President 

reporting on the situation and requesting effective rneasures to 

prevent the "disappearance" of his people. A month later, 

President Sarney answered the letter saying that he was aware of 
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the problern and that the governrnent agencies were working 

intensely to find effective solutions against the invaders. In 

July, the head of the Paapiu Indian Post, located in the Serra de 

Couto de Magalhaes region, on several occasions alerted the 

Regional Adrninistration of FUNAI to the proxirnity of prospectors 

to the Indian Post and to Yanornarni villages. In response, FUNAI 

clairned that it was impossible to intervene in such cases. Then, 

the Federal Police prohibited the airlifting of food supplies to 

the gold prospectors in the Yanornarni area in order to force thern 

to leave the region. The lawyer for the prospectors' associ 

ation, however, succeeded in getting the prohibition suspended 

through civil court action. The judge in charge of the case 

mentioned that although Indian rights have been violated, the 

means of stopping the invasions should not be the starvation of 

the prospectors. 

Supporting the prospectors are the government of Roraima, 

which sees the gold rush as the only hope for the econorny of the 

territory, and the Roraima Press, which has lately engaged in a 

strong campaign to build public opinion against the Indians. 

The invasions have resulted in armed conflicts. In early 

August, 1987, the first signs of discord occurred between Yanomami 

Indians and prospectors. A group of Indians frorn the Mucajai 

region was prospecting at Couto de Magalhaes. They had left the 

area to visit Mucajai, and when they returned, their camp was 

occupied by prospectors. The Yanomami demanded that the 

prospectors abandon the area, but they refused. On August 15, 

tbe Yanomami, arrned only with bows and arrows and two shotguns, 
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went back to the camp seeking to resolve the question. Davi 

Kopenawa reported later that the Yanomani were not painted 

black /3/, indicating they had not prepared to fight. The 

prospectors, armed with rifles and revolvers, opened fire on the 

Yanomami. Three Indians died at the campsite anda fourth fled, 

but was found dead not far away. He died of wounds received in 

the attack. One prospector was shot and found dead in the woods. 

According to a police official who was present at the autopsies 

of the Indian bodies, the scene was one of the most shocking he 

had seen. The bodies of the Yanomami victims were completely 

mutilated - "gun wounds, knife wounds, blows, a real picture of 

human perversity," he said. 

Health situation and medical care inside Yanomami territory 

ln August, 1987, following the incident between the Yanomami 

and the prospectors, all the activities and medical work per- 

formed by CCPY in the area were suspended by decision of the 

President of FUNAI. This prohibition was extended to all re- 

search professionals and religious missionaries working with the 

Yanomami. Although Yanomami lands continue to be invaded by a 

variety of people, CCPY and the missionaries have been kept out 

of the territory since then. The reason for this, according to 

the government, is the need to protect national security. Both 

CCPY and the missionaries (who are mainly Americans and 

Europeans) were said to be inciting the Indians against the 

prospectors. The government decided to keep foreigners out of 

domestic affairs. 

/3/ The Yanomami paint their bodies with a dark ink whenever 
they are preparing to fight. The color means anger. 
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CCPY had their activities suspended on the pretext that 

FUNAI would imrnediately take over responsibility for providing 

assistance to the Indians. CCPY had an agreement with FUNAI to 

provide medical assistance to the Yanomami. No reasonable 

explanation was given for the breach of that contract. CCPY 

believes its staff was forced to leave so that the government 

could avoid CCPY's interference with or pressure about the new 

procedure of land demarcation and the implementation of the Calha 

Norte Project. However, the crucial problem is that FUNAI has 

neither specialized staff nor enough staff members to fill the 

gap, and tbe Yanomami are on their own. 

CCPY has reported that the health conditions of the Yanomami 

who live near the gold miners are disastrous, with 28% infant 

mortality rates among children up to four years old. The risks 

are growing dueto outbreaks of flu and the spreading of tuber 

culosis and malaria. Related to the outbreaks of fluis the 66% 

increase in cases of complications resulting from respiratory 

infections as well as an increase in the mortality rate in gene 

ral. Nurnbers of deaths are unknown since the CCPY medical team 

left the territory. The CCPY medical team, working in the Suru 

cucus region, had to abandon the area, despite a flu epidemie 

with serious pulrnonary cornplications. Missionaries were also 

taken out of the area, both frorn the Catrirnami Mission and the 

Mucajai Mission, despite a malaria epidemie affecting Yanomami of 

the Catrimani area. A military operation supported by the fed 

eral police took the missionaries out of the region. Although 

sorne vaccine was provided, there is, still, a large population of 

Yanomami to vaccinate. 
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Previous reports from the Yanomami area include a 50% 

mortality rate and even reports of the disappearance of entire 

communities dueto the outbreak of epidemies during the construc 

tion of the Northern Perimeter highway in the 1970's. Should the 

Yanomami continue to be deprived of health assistance, the sarne 

sad events rnight be repeated. This time, the Yanomami rnay have 

to face an irreversible situation. 

The Yanomarni Indians, who have inhabited the Amazon rain 

forest since time irnrnernorial, are in danger. The likelihood that 

a Park will soon be created, if ever, to guarantee Yanornarni 

safety and their cultural survival is very remete. Yanomarni 

rights have been continously violated and their health situation 

is deteriorating. Hopefully, their suffering will get public 

attention and the necessary support to overcome this situation. 

The information provided above was obtained primarily from 

the Commission for the Creation of the Yanomami Park - CCPY, the 

Institute for Socio-Economic Studies - INESC, The Economic Center 

of Documentation and Information - CEDI, the Consolata Mission 

aries from the federal territory of Roraima and the Roraima 

Diocese. All of which was corroborated by reliable sources. 
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