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SITUATION OF THE YANOMAMI INDIANS OF BRAZIL 

A SUMMARY 
August 28, 1989 

The Yanomami Indians in the remote rainforest of Brazil are 
dying, and their villages are disappearing as a r~sult of 
invasion, violence, disease and the denial of medical care. The 
Yanomami people are literally being destroyed physically as a 
consequence of a massive gold rush, an invasion by more than 
50,000 gold miners. 

There are about 9 - 10,000 Yanomamis in Brazil, primarily in 
thé State of Roraima, near the border with Venezuela. The 
Yanomami are the largest group of Indians living, until recently, 
in almost complete isolation. They live by hunting and fishing 
over a well-established area. Only a handful, probably fewer than 
six, speak Portuguese. 
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In August, 1987, gold miners began to overrun the Yanomami 
lands by the thousands. The Government at the sarne time expelled 
the medical personnel and missionaries who had been assisting the 
Yanomamis. The Government barred observers, private doctors, 
journalists and others. With very few exceptions, all observers 
and others including private medical personnel are still barred 
from the area. 

The Government has constructed at least one airstrip in the 
Yanomami area, which is not used by the Government but only by the 
miners to enter the area and to bring in equipment and supplies, 
according to a recent report by a Brazilian group, Açao Pela 
Cidadania. The Government polices such airstrips to keep out all 
but the miners. 

The invasion of the Yanomami lands is by all accounts illegal 
under Brazilian law, but the Government has dane almost nothing to 
remove the miners or to stop their entry. The Government has 
removed only about 200 of the 50,000 or so miners, according to 
reports we have receiv.ed. 

Over the past year, the Government has taken steps to 
demarcate the Yanomami land in such a way that the Yanomamis are 
deprived of more than 70% of their territory -- the area 
traditionally regarded as Yanomami land. The Government, on 18 
November 1988, demarcated 19 separate areas as Yanomami areas and 
designated the remainder of the Yanomami lands as two national 
forests. Further steps are now reportedly being taken to make 
lawful the continued mining of the Yanomami lands. 
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The invasion has lead to violent and fatal clashes between 
the miners and the Yanomamis. The miners are armed with firearms, 



including automatic weapons. The Indians are armed, for the most 
part, with just bows and arrows. We have received reports of 
several deaths of Yanomamis, including the killing of a two-year 
old girl. There are unconfirmed reports of many other killings, 
but there is no access to the area to permit confirmation. 

Widespread contact with the miners has spread diseases to 
which the Yanomamis have no natural immunity or resistance. 
Because the Government has barred almost all medical service in 
the area, many Yanornamis have died. According to reports received 
last year, at least two villages have been abandoned because of 
the deaths of most of the inhabitants. The United States State 
Departrnent Hum.a.tL.R..i.9.h:t_s_ .. .F.(~P_o.c:t for 1988 reports a substant ia 1 
increase in deaths of Yanomamis in 1988 dueto epidemies of 
infectious diseases. Malaria, influenza, venereal diseases and 
tuberculosis are reported. According to the recent report of Açao 
Pela Cidadania, 90% of the village of Paapiu has "oncocercose", 
described as a serious disease that cannot be treated in the area. 

Despite the rampant spread of diseases and deaths of 
countless Yanomamis, the Government has barred most medical 
service from reaching the Yanomamis. Doctors and other personnel 
who once treated them are now excluded. 

According to last reports, the Government has just one 
doctor, sometimes two, responsible for treating all the Yanomamis 
as well as the 25,000 other Indians in adjoining areas. Last year 
two Government doctors entered the Yanomami area just three times, 
for a total períod of no more than two months. Certain medical 
services provided by religious missions reach only a small 
fraction of the Yanomami population. 

Two separate reports, one by the Government's own Council for 
the Defense of Human Rights and the other by Açao Pela Cidadania, 
conclude that the Government agency responsible for Indian 
services, FUNAI, has utterly abandoned its responsibilities and at 
least one of its posts in the Yanomami area. This is particulariy 
true in regard to medical services. 

Even in the town of Boa Vista, FUNAI medical facilities are 
reported to be inadequate and even dangerous. According to a 
recent report, adequate and effective treatment cannot be provided 
there. Moreover, Indians risk contracting other diseases and 
later spreading them in their villages, dueto the unhygienic 
conditions at the FUNAI facility. 

Mercury is used in extracting gold and is washed into the 
rivers. Many Indians are reported to have died as the result of 
mercury poisoning, and many are sick. Fish and wildlife are also 
reported to have been killed. 

The mining has also resulted in pollution of the rivers with 
mud and motor oil. The forests along the r1ver banks are 



destroyed in many areas. A recent report states that in some 
areas malnutrition is resulting from destruction of fish and 
wildlife upon which the Yanomami depend. 

CONCLUSION 

There is now a substantial body of consistent and reliable 
evidence that the Yanomami people are being destoyed -- actually 
being killed in substantial numbers by direct violence, disease, 
denial of medical care, mercury poisoning and related causes. 
-This is the natural and expected consequence of government 
policies that have failed or refused to curb the illegal invasion 
of the Yanomami lands and that have for more than two years denied 
needed medical services to these Indians. 

The most urgent steps toward correcting this gross situation 
are to open the area immediately to all available medical 
services, both public and private, and to permit access to those 
prepared to assist the Yanomamis and to human rights observers. 
Real solutions will require the removal of the miners from the 
Yanomami lands, including the lands upon which they depend for 
subsistence. 
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