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Abstract
This paper analyses direct management of COVID-19 in Brazil, Colombia and Peru, 
the three largest countries in the Western Amazon region. Using information gath-
ered from different sources and analysing them through comparative case studies 
and content analysis, this study reveals the scale of disruption endured by Indige-
nous communities living in the region caused by COVID-19. While findings identify 
several shortcomings and failures in policies adopted by national and local govern-
ments in dealing with the pandemic, they also highlight how some Latin American 
countries used the crisis to introduce reforms to deepen neoliberal New Public Man-
agement (NPM) policies and practices.
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Introduction

At the time of writing almost half (66 million) of the confirmed COVID-19 cases 
worldwide were recorded from the Americas with many Latin American countries 
having fatality rates higher than the global average of 2.1% (Lei-Ravelo & Cor-
nish, 2021). Inadequate health systems and additional risk factors, such as obesity, 
increase rates of both infection and mortality (JHU, 2021). The standard risk groups 
for COVID-19 are elderly people and those with co-morbidities. In Latin America, 
42 million Indigenous people fall within a defined risk group, particularly vulner-
able to COVID-19, given their already impoverished living conditions (Ferrante & 
Fearnside, 2020). The delivery of healthcare services for Indigenous ethnic groups 
faces distinct challenges due to high levels of marginalization, discrimination, land 
dispossession, social exclusion, and cultural differences from the majority, alongside 
high levels of malnutrition (Ferrante & Fearnside, 2020).

The Western Amazon region across Brazil, Colombia, and Peru has been heavily 
affected by COVID-19. Indigenous communities are particularly in danger due to 
their spatial remoteness and lack of access to hospitals. These Indigenous commu-
nities have recorded the highest number of cases and deaths per capita within their 
respective countries (JHU, 2021). Beleaguered by poverty and still reeling from a 
recent dengue fever outbreak in 2018, the region and its major cities such as Manaus 
(Brazil), Leticia (Colombia), Iquitos (Peru) are not easily accessible by road and rely 
on air deliveries for medicine, equipment, and oxygen. The hot climate, crowded 
living conditions, geographic isolation, and poverty, provide a perfect combination 
of deadly factors. As a result, many Indigenous people died while others decided to 
self-isolate in the forest (Zavaleta-Cortijo et al., 2020).

The Amazon areas in Colombia and Peru suffered severely due to remoteness, 
poverty, ill-prepared and under-staffed health care systems, while in Brazil, the lais-
sez-faire approach adopted by the federal government to COVID-19 resulted in an 
unprecedented catastrophe. After a 6.8% decline in economic performance 2020, 
Latin America and the Caribbean are not expected to return to their pre-crisis output 
levels until mid-2022 (Oliveros-Rosen, 2021). In the meantime, more than 30 mil-
lion people could fall into poverty without adequate policies to protect or substitute 
income flows to vulnerable groups.

This paper aims to investigate the direct management1 of the response to COVID-
19 on both the national and sub-national levels. The paper addresses the following 
research questions: (i) How have governments in the Western Amazon region across 
Brazil, Colombia, and Peru responded to the COVID-19 crisis? (ii) On the subna-
tional level: why the areas comprised within the Western Amazon region have been 
most affected by COVID-19 in their respective countries? and (iii) Which are the 
ongoing economic and social impacts in the sample region?

The paper comprises of five sections, including this brief introduction. Sec-
tion  Literature Review discusses the key theoretical foundations by focusing on 

1  Direct management implies no intermediary organizations and/or agencies in the process.
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Indigenous communities and explaining main concepts such as new public manage-
ment and sustainability. Section Methods illustrates the methodology and presents 
the case studies. Section Analysis and Discussion of Findings examines the findings 
gathered from case studies, expanding on possible implications for policies and ini-
tiatives. Section Conclusions concludes the paper.

Literature Review

COVID‑19 and Public Management

Researchers investigating COVID-19 responses argue for robust governments and 
criticize recent neoliberal approaches to reduce the state as a static bureaucratic 
organization only needed to correct  market failures, leaving entrepreneurship and 
innovation to the private sector (e.g. Andrew et al., 2020; Ansell et al., 2020; Maz-
zucato & Kattel, 2020). During the COVID-19 pandemic, the welfare state played a 
fundamental role, but neoliberalism restrained the ability of governments to respond 
to crises through budgetary action (Andrew et  al., 2020). A strong government is 
needed during this crisis with the capacity to adapt and learn, align public services 
and citizen needs; govern resilient production systems; and manage data and digital 
platforms (Mazzucato & Kattel, 2020).

Ansell et  al. (2020) identify COVID-19 as a game-changer for public adminis-
tration management and leadership styles, with the public sector facing simple and 
complex problems characterized by a surprising emergence of multiple, highly 
unpredictable and uncertain events. These problems call for robust governance solu-
tions that are sufficiently adaptable, agile and pragmatic to achieve a particular goal 
or function in the face of continuous disruption.

Sancino et al. (2020) state that individuals and organizations were affected dis-
proportionately by the impact of COVID-19, both for the better (e.g. higher profits 
for technology companies) and for the worse (e.g. higher mortality rates in minor-
ity ethnic populations). The authors argue that new management solutions empower 
politicians and public managers to take more equitable decisions by analysing the 
effects of public decisions and public services on those experiencing them in order 
to visualize trade-offs in shared values and co-create more efficient and effective 
strategies.

Fukuyama (2020) identifies state capacity, social trust, and leadership as the 
main factors responsible for successful responses to COVID-19. Countries with all 
three—a competent state apparatus, a government trusted and supported by its citi-
zens, and effective leaders—have performed well with limited the damage caused 
by the pandemic. Conversely, countries with dysfunctional states, polarized soci-
eties, or weak and ineffective leaders performed poorly, leaving their citizens and 
economies vulnerable. However, Domingues (2020) states that while the virological 
facts of COVID-19 are the same worldwide, responses across countries differ due to 
their particular culture, leadership, and attitude toward both individual responsibility 
and the collective good. China, in an extremely authoritarian way, and the Euro-
pean Union, more democratically and liberally, have mounted somewhat effective 
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responses (Domingues, 2020). In the Americas, however, many counties lacked and 
still lack the resources to respond to the crisis.

Latin American Perspectives on Reforms in Public Management

Broadly, New Public Management (NPM) refers to reforms defined as a ‘business-
like’ approach used to run public service organizations at both sub-national and 
national levels, in which citizens are viewed as customers and where privatized 
service delivery is pursued. This mode and pattern of public service management 
emerged in the 1980 (Ott & Boonyarak, 2001) in a context of accusations and frus-
tration with the inability of the welfare state to solve multiple governance problems 
(e.g. Osborne & Gaebler, 1992). While politicians, policymakers, and public manag-
ers in many countries have strived for NPM-like ways to make government bureau-
cracies less expensive and more flexible (Ott & Boonyarak, 2001), the approach has 
been justified by some researchers (e.g. Greve, 2015), others moderately criticize it 
(e.g. Dunn & Miller, 2007), while others have largely rejected it (e.g. Farazmand, 
2017a).

Several scholars applied NPM theoretical approaches to understand Latin Amer-
ica (e.g. Farazmand, 2017b; McNulty & Guerra Garcia, 2019; Ospina et al., 2004; 
Peci et al., 2008). Ospina et al. (2004) state that NPM reforms in the region not only 
seek efficiency and performance, but often have the potential to enhance political 
accountability and representative democracy. Haque (2007) claims that organiza-
tional restructuring is primarily about downsizing the public sector, which is evident 
in Latin America, and involves the disaggregation of government departments into 
agencies with managerial autonomy in financial, personnel and recruitment matters. 
Farazmand (2017b) puts forward NPM reforms as a managerial model that allows 
governments of developed countries to expand their trajectories of globalization and 
privatization.

In Latin America, systemic privatization has structurally altered public–private 
sectors’ configurations, with profound implications for governance, administration, 
and citizens, with recent policies inclined towards managerial flexibility and cost 
efficiency and less concerned with fairness, equity, transparency, and accountabil-
ity (Farazmand, 2017b). The dominance of NPM principles is evident in the cur-
rent Brazilian context of re-democratization and post-privatization (Peci et  al., 
2008). However, political interests reduce the effectiveness of public policy reforms 
(McNulty & Guerra Garcia, 2019), In Colombia, governance reforms based on 
NPM principles need to focus more on public responsibility rather than solely on 
business-oriented targets.

Rodriguez (2019) notes that political instability, corruption, government trust, 
the rule of law, and nascent democracy complicate the definition and practice of 
governance in Latin America. Common to all these countries is that governance is 
not sufficiently collaborative and innovative in designing democratically responsible 
solutions to complex twenty-first-century problems. Their governance still depends 
on highly hierarchical structures, and is rule-driven.
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Indigenous People in Western Amazon Countries

In the 2010 Brazilian Census, about 869,000 people (0.4% of the population) self-
identified as Indigenous, representing 305 ethnic groups that speak 274 different lan-
guages (IWGIA, 2021). In 2020, approximately 58% lived in one of the 505 Brazil-
ian Indigenous lands,2 covering 12.5% of Brazilian territory (IWGIA, 2021). The 
Northern region, which comprises the Amazon rainforest, comprises 54% of Indig-
enous lands and 65% of the Indigenous population.

With 87 ethnic groups and 65 different languages (26 at risk of disappearing), 
Colombia is the second most ethnically diverse country in the Americas after Brazil. 
Colombia’s Indigenous population has grown from 1.4 to 1.9 million between 2005 
and 2019, accounting for about 4.4% of the current total population (IWGIA, 2021). 
Approximately 78.6% of the Indigenous population is concentrated in rural areas, 
almost one-third of the Colombian national territory is categorized as Indigenous 
reserves and faces serious environmental conflicts due to extractive activities.

Peru has the third largest share of Indigenous people in Latin American after 
Bolivia and Guatemala; almost 6 million people from 55 different Indigenous groups 
account for about 26% of the total population (IWGIA, 2021). Peru is also believed 
to have the highest number of uncontacted tribes worldwide. About a fifth of Peru’s 
territory consists of mining concessions, granted upon 47.8% of lands occupied by 
Indigenous communities. Similarly, oil and gas concessions cover about three-quar-
ters of the Peruvian Amazon region (IWGIA, 2021).

The European colonization in the sixteenth century imposed its cultures and 
destroyed a significant part of the Indigenous people and culture in the Western 
Amazon region. In 1973, Brazil introduced the Indigenous Law, which formally 
recognised Indigenous people as Brazilians requiring the state to protect their com-
munities by respecting their culture, traditions, and customs. One way for the state 
to comply was through demarking Indigenous land as imposed in the 1989 Constitu-
tion. However this task has never been completed, even though the Constitution set a 
five-year deadline for completion.

Colombia recognised Indigenous people as culturally and legally distinct socie-
ties within the greater national society in Act 89 of 1890. The Act granted Indig-
enous communities collective property rights over their lands within a marked juris-
diction, free from civil ordinances, guaranting their right to set up their own forms 
of government under the name of cabildos (Indigenous councils; Ng’weno, 2000). 
In 1982 the National Indigenous Organization of Colombia (Organización Nacional 
Indígena de Colombia, ONIC) was founded. In the following years various areas 
in the country became Indigenous reserves. Many new local Indigenous organiza-
tions were formed, resulting in a massive expansion of the national organization. In 
2007 ONIC was constituted as the National Authority of the Indigenous Govern-
ment (Autoridad Nacional de Gobierno Indígena). It campaigns to defend Indige-
nous autonomy and territory, and the recovery of usurped property and more control 

2  There is no clear data about the intersection of Indigenous lands and rural areas. From the information 
and maps available, it is evident that most Indigenous lands are in rural settings.
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of natural resources, pushing forward their own community economic organizations, 
education and health programs (ONIC, 2021).

In Peru, the government introduced the Law of Native and Peasant Communi-
ties in 1974 granting native communities rights on lands they traditionally claimed 
and providing Indigenous people with communal possession titles. In 2015 after 
demanding autonomous regional governments, the government created the first 
Autonomous Territorial Government (GTA) in the Peruvian Amazon region, others 
followed. The primary function of GTAs is to protect autonomous territories from 
resource extraction by foreign entities, and to enhance the dialogue between the 
Peruvian state and Indigenous communities.

The Study Area: Sub‑National Western Amazon Regions

Figure 1 shows the study area, identified within the shaded layer on the map, and 
reports numbers of COVID-19 cases and deaths recorded up to March 2021. In the 
last two decades the Brazilian government made some progress in halting deforesta-
tion in the Amazon region but this recently increased mainly due to the current Pres-
ident administration withdrawing from the Paris Agreement and Millennium Devel-
opment Goals (IWGIA, 2021). Recently, the monitoring of deforestation issues was 
transferred from the Ministry of the Environment to the Ministry of Agriculture, 
the latter being strongly aligned with large farming corporations who aim to expand 
their crops and cattle in the region.

In the period 2017 to 2019, the Colombian Amazon region also registered a sig-
nificant reduction in deforestation rates from its highest levels (CONPES, 2020). 
However, in 2020 deforestation increased due to relaxed environmental monitoring 
activities caused by the pandemic. Reduced monitoring seems to have encouraged 

Fig. 1   COVID-19 cases in Western Amazon region. Source: Authors’ elaboration from JHU (2021)

746 G. Weber et al.



1 3

armed groups and regional crime syndicates to further engage in unauthorised min-
ing and land grabbing (Selibas, 2020). The region has poor health services with no 
intensive care facilities. Indigenous communities in rural areas often have no access 
to essential services and must travel along rivers for several days to access medi-
cal centres. Many leave their villages for peri-urban areas, where they face addi-
tional difficulties such as food insecurity. Overcrowding, the loss of informal jobs 
and lack of access to clean water put them at greater risk of contracting COVID-19. 
Approximately 80% of the population in the area is poor, most people earn low and 
uncertain incomes and live in run-down settlements, often with no electricity, water, 
and sanitation access. Few children in these Indigenous communities continue their 
education after primary school, and many do not have access to education.

More than 60% of Peruvian territory is covered by the Amazon rainforest, more 
than any other country in the region. Indigenous  communities’  poverty rates are 
among the highest in Peru, with these communities being historically neglected 
from investments made in public services. Many local health centres have only one 
health worker and minimal intensive care capacity. During the peak of the pandemic, 
90% of the region’s Intensive Care Unit (ICU) beds were occupied by COVID-19 
patients, who brought the health system to collapse (PAHO, 2021). The Peruvian 
Amazon has been heavily affected by extractivism, a structural feature of capital-
ism supported by the Peruvian state without considering its socio-ecological impact 
on the territories alongside the Amazon river. As a result socio-ecological conflicts 
abound in Peru, with 22 of the 91 environmental conflicts currently listed in the 
EJAtlas, a global map of environmental conflicts, identified in the Amazon regions 
(ejatlas.org, 2021). Most are related to logging and oil drilling, palm oil plantations, 
hydroelectric dams, unauthorized gold mining, and building roads. Indigenous peo-
ple and their organizations, such as the Interethnic Association for the Develop-
ment of the Peruvian Amazon (AIDESEP) have heavily protested and actively cam-
paigned, promoting the Indigenous notions of “good living” (Peredo, 2019).

Methods

To address the three research questions, the authors applied a qualitative, multi-
case study approach investigating information gathered from the Western Amazon 
regions across Brazil, Colombia, and Peru.

A case study method was considered suitable to describe and interpret complex 
human phenomena such as government authority or control (Yin, 2003), when the 
objective of the study is to explore socially meaningful actions through direct and 
detailed observation of people in natural settings. In this study, a multiple case study 
approach was considered the most suitable research strategy given the complexity of 
the economic and social impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and the diverse direct 
management approaches applied by respective national and subnational govern-
ments, including those used by ministries, national and supranational health organi-
zations, NGOs, and Indigenous organizations.

A case study approach enables researchers to address the multiple complexities 
created by COVID-19 in the targeted region. The richness of data behind multiple 
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case studies provides the opportunity to examine the micro-dynamics of the phe-
nomena (Yin, 2003) at the national and subnational levels. The authors conducted 
a review of national and regional online newspapers and content analysis of official 
reports and media sources and insightful information received from regional net-
works of experts and researchers between March 2020 and April 2021.

The choice of methods was heavily influenced by the challenges imposed by the 
pandemic, the remoteness of the region and the complexity national and subnational 
governments, health sector institutions, NGOs, and Indigenous organisations. As 
COVID-19 made in-person interviews and travelling difficult, the authors relied on 
their previous work and expertise (e.g. Córdoba et  al., 2021; Ometto et  al., 2021; 
Peredo, 2019; Weber & Cabras, 2021) combined with those provided by activist 
researchers in the region.3

The authors performed document and archive research searching for 
"Covid + Indigenous" (Covid + indígena) in multiple databases focused on Indige-
nous issues provided by international, national, and regional agencies (see Table 1). 
The search also included the most important Indigenous campaign organizations 
such as ISA (Instituto Socio Ambiental), APIB (Articulação dos Povos Indígenas do 
Brasil) and ONIC, alongside other organisations such as COIAB (Coordenação das 
Organizações Indígenas da Amazônia Brasileira). Next, the authors identified media 
reports using the same search terms in the Press Reader database. This exercise led 
to the collection of 61 reports and 3,599 news articles. All data was collected in 
Spanish, Portuguese or English.

All reviewed sources and documents from each country were coded through 
deductive content analysis (Myers, 2019), a systematic and objective means of 
describing phenomena and a widely used method of analysing documents (Elo & 
Kyngäs, 2008). The content analysis included a preparation phase used to select the 
unit of analysis to understand the data, and identify a structured analysis matrix to 
facilitate data coding according to the categories developed. Information filtered dur-
ing this phase was then compared and cross-examined with four main themes identi-
fied in the literature, which the authors deemed important to answer research ques-
tions: (i) Amazon Region and Local Deforestation; (ii) COVID-19 Responses; (iii) 
Public Sector and Reforms; and (iv) Crisis-Management.

All sources were separately and independently analysed by three different coders 
(the first, second and third author) to enhance the level of reliability of the content 
analysis. At the end of this process, specific aspects and features associated with 
the direct management of pandemic responses were evaluated by counting how fre-
quently an item related to deforestation and extractivism, pro-active governmental 
COVID-19 action, public sector engagement and reforms, and responsive crisis 
management appeared. The three cases were then compared and cross-examined to 

3  Activist research is a type of research which changes material conditions for people or places in its 
conception, conduct, or completion (Hale, 2006). In their analysis, the authors align themselves with a 
community of people, the Indigenous groups in the Amazon region, engaging with experts studying them 
to shape each phase of our analysis. By doing so, the authors engaged with five experts from national and 
international NGOs, Indigenous organizations and local and international media.
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further enhance the quality of this investigation. Finally, the authors performed a 
triangulative correspondence comparison with earlier studies (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008).

Analysis and Discussion of Findings

Findings from the exercise illustrated in the previous section are summarised in 
Fig. 2, which highlights the strengths and weaknesses of national and subnational 
responses to COVID-19 and related public sector reforms and crisis management.

National and Sub‑National COVID‑19 Responses

Indigenous communities in the Amazonian regions suffered significantly from 
COVID-19. At the time of writing the fatality rates in Brazil among Indigenous 
people was 6.8% higher than both the national and regional North (5% and 4.5% 
respectively), while the Amazonian municipalities in neighboring Colombia and 
Venezuela registered the highest rates among national counts (Fellows et al., 2020). 
The vulnerability of Indigenous communities was exacerbated by the several log-
gers, gold and mineral extractor companies invading their land and increasing risks 
for locals, with studies identifying a positive relationship between the most affected 
COVID-19 areas and unauthorized activities such as deforestation, logging, and 
mining (Fellows et al., 2020; APIB, 2021).

The UN Refugee Agency identified four Indigenous groups particularly affected 
by COVID-19 in Colombia, three of these groups live in the Amazon region 
(UNHCR, 2020). Their remoteness and proximity to the Brazilian border made 
them more vulnerable to infection from poachers and unauthorised loggers. Here 

Fig. 2   National and Sub-national Responses to COVID-19 in Brazil, Colombia and Peru
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the COVID-19 mortality rate has been 50% higher than the rest of the country (JHU, 
2021). National and local governments made efforts to support education and health 
services in the region. However conflicts within local communities have increased 
mainly due to criminal activities but also as a result of poor decisions made by the 
government in terms of economic and infrastructural development, which favoured 
business interests over the well-being of Indigenous groups (Amador-Jiménez et al., 
2020; Ferrante & Fearnside, 2020; Montag et al., 2021).

In Peru, the government was fast to declare a state of emergency introducing 
strict measures such as closures of borders, lockdowns, and curfews, with police and 
military checkpoints set up to restrict peoples’ mobility across the country. Never-
theless, Peru’s health and economic systems collapsed mainly due to deeply rooted 
socio-economic inequalities, with the high morbidity and mortality rates among 
Indigenous peoples, highlighting historical neglect from the Peruvian government. 
For instance, in many villages of the Ucayali, while half of the population presented 
symptoms and most tested positive, the government failed to supply basic medicines 
such as paracetamol (Alberts, 2020). In addition, the government decided to re-
open mining, logging, industrial agriculture, oil activities in the region while several 
Indigenous communities tried to isolate themselves, exposing uncontacted tribes 
who had no previous immunity against even common infectious diseases to COVID-
19 (Alberts, 2020). Although the government introduced sanitary regulations for 
businesses, most extractive activities such as gold mining and logging are conducted 
with no legal authorization with those involved likely to pay no regard to the rules.

Public Sector and Reforms

COVID-19 significantly impacted Brazil’s socio-economic situation, hindering 
GDP growth, increasing unemployment, and worsening food security (Barbosa 
et al., 2020). Brazilian regions with higher poverty rates were those most affected 
(de Amorim, 2020). Between 2000 and 2015 the country experienced steady social 
and economic development characterized by higher GDP and diminishing rates of 
poverty and inequality. However, many argued that no significant fiscal and politi-
cal reforms were introduced during this time to strengthen the economy and create 
social justice. In particular, successive governments failed to simplify taxation for 
goods and services, to lower taxes for productive activities and to introduce a pro-
gressive tax system for individual incomes and rents (Silveira et al., 2018).

Much of these failures are due to the political system in Brazil, where parties 
heavily depend on private donations to fund their campaigns with a substantial lack 
of accountability for leaders, national and local administrators (Leonel Júnior & 
Geraldo de Sousa Júnior, 2017). Many other reforms, including fiscal reforms, are 
needed to increase citizens’ participation to public life, transparency and account-
ability. These reforms could help Brazil’s recovery from the recession and bring 
about needed structural changes (PPRSP, 2021).

In Colombia COVID-19 has led to higher levels of inequality and poverty, revers-
ing years of improvement. Addressing infrastructural deficiencies and increas-
ing regional inequalities, enhancing training programs for high quality jobs, and 
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expanding social programs for vulnerable people is needed to support those living 
in rural regions (OECD, 2021). However, in some parts of the Colombian Amazon 
region, the national government have limited presence. This leaves room for armed 
groups and criminal networks, making it more difficult for civilian government 
agencies and NGOs to operate. For the first time in 2020 armed groups threatened 
the Amazon Vision program, a government program for sustainable development 
in the Amazon established in collaboration with other environmental organization, 
development agencies and NGOs affiliated with international development schemes 
(Amador-Jiménez et al., 2020).

In April 2021 the Colombian government proposed a fiscal reform which was 
firmly opposed by broad segments of the society as it would have meant higher taxa-
tion of staples, basic commodities and public services (Idrovo, 2021). In May 2021 
several protests erupted within the Amazon region and across the country. Many 
Indigenous people joined the protests against the fiscal reform, voicing their dissent 
to the government’s corruption, poor handling of the pandemic, and the discrimi-
nation and violence exercised by state and non-state actors (Chang & Rodriguez, 
2021).

Twenty years after Peru’s democratization and decentralization processes began, 
the country continues to struggle with significant shortcomings affecting the qual-
ity of democracy and governance. High levels of crime exacerbate the severe prob-
lems with the rule of law. Support for democracy has declined, and citizens report 
high levels of corruption and low levels of trust towards public officials (McNulty 
& Guerra Garcia, 2019). Neoliberal policies and successive governments’ gross 
mismanagement have resulted in chronic under-investment in public services, par-
ticularly in healthcare, where austerity measures significantly undermind the provi-
sion of intensive care units (ICUs). At the beginning of the pandemic, Peru had only 
1,656 ICU beds, fewer than Bogota, the capital of neighbouring Colombia, while 
having four times the population of Columbia (Kelly-Linden & Newey, 2021). The 
pre-pandemic availability of ventilators was also very limited with 1 per 100,000 
people, a rate much lower than that of Brazil and Colombia (30 and 11 respectively; 
The Economist, 2020). For example, in Iquitos, the main regional hub, there were no 
ventilators. Since the early 2000s, successive governments tried to improve access 
to healthcare, especially in Indigenous areas, producing more than ten official policy 
reports on intercultural health, although very few of these have been implemented 
(Montag et al., 2021).

Crisis‑Management

In the Bloomberg COVID-19 Resilience Ranking, Peru, Brazil and Colombia 
rank 49th, 51st, and 52nd respectively, out of 53 (Hong et al., 2021). Despite the 
daunting situation, the Brazilian federal government did little to stop the spread 
of the virus, with President Bolsonaro comparing COVID-19 with the common 
flu, failing to secure adequate vaccine supplies (O’Kane, 2021). In these cir-
cumstances, regional governors unilaterally established mask mandates and pro-
cured vaccines for their populations. In contrast, on the economic front, Brazil 
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introduced financial support for those companies seeking to reduce employees’ 
working hours or furlough them. Despite this support to the business sector, 
unemployment still grew, and the conditions of the poor and minorities in the 
country deteriorated. Violence increased mostly in metropolitan and urban areas, 
with homicides peaking at the highest rates in 22  years (Front Line Defenders, 
2021).

More importantly, newly introduced policies targeting Indigenous populations 
were palliative and not what was needed. In Brazil the National Foundation of the 
Indigenous People (FUNAI), a federal government agency, opted to prioritise food 
distribution instead of demarcating the indigenous land, fuelling protests at a local 
level and raising concerns across the international community. In response the Coor-
dination of the Indigenous Organizations of the Brazilian Amazon (COIAB), sent a 
letter to U.S. President Biden to put pressure on the Brazilian government.

The Colombian government obtained a US$ 500 million loan from the World 
Bank (2020) to respond to the crisis and action economic recovery, conditional 
on providing basic public services such as health care, energy and water supply 
through the financing of public service companies and public–private partnerships. 
By expanding liquidity and credit lines for businesses including small and medium 
enterprises, the loan supports the financial sustainability of basic household services 
and sustainable infrastructure development. However, Indigenous groups criticised 
the World Bank for failing to safeguard socio-environmental and health issues in 
their loans (Hola, 2021). Moreover, the government restricted Indigenous rights, 
with consultation processes for mining proposals only organized as online con-
ferences, relaxing environmental standards and increasing the level of danger and 
threat for Indigenous people, their leaders and human rights defenders in the country 
(Front Line Defenders, 2021).

When the first COVID-19 infections were reported in Peru, the country’s Amazo-
nian areas of Loreto and Ucayali were facing a dengue outbreak that had put health 
services under great stress (Gianella et  al., 2020). The Ministry of Health issued 
no specific regional guidelines nor assessed the capacity of the health system, or 
reinforced epidemiology surveillance, making it impossible to perform a rigorous 
analysis of the health needs of people in these regions. By June 2020, 773 cases 
from Indigenous communities were confirmed in Loreto and Ucayali, with per cap-
ita cases in these two areas twice the national average (Asociación ProPurús, 2020). 
COVID-19 exposed the vulnerability of remote rural Indigenous communities, with 
about 60% of them deprived access to heath services (ECLAC et al., 2021).

Peru has been one of the worst affected countries by the pandemic, despite intro-
ducing one of the earliest and strictest lockdowns worlwide. Several factors con-
tributed to this failure, including disruption of international supply chains, politi-
cal instability, corruption, and a poor health system, the latter extremely deficient in 
the Amazonian regions (Herrera‐Añazco et al., 2021). The impact on the country’s 
economy was devastating. Peru’s GDP fell 30.2% in the second quarter of 2020, and 
many small businesses went bankrupt (Quigley, 2020). The country recently expe-
rienced successive large protests which in November 2020, resulting in the removal 
of two presidents in one week. Elections in 2021 were won by a small margin by 
President Castillo, the left-wing candidate. Existing socio-economic inequalities 
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exacerbated the severity of the crisis, with the result that one-third of the total popu-
lation lives below the poverty threshold at the time of writing.

Conclusions

This paper investigated the impact of public management of COVID-19 in the West-
ern Amazon region across Brazil, Colombia, and Peru, analysing and evaluating the 
impact of governments’ actions and initiatives on Indigenous communities living 
in the region. At the national level, the authors investigated how the three coun-
tries’ governments responded to the pandemic, and at the subnational level they ana-
lysed why the Amazonian areas within the identified regions were most affected by 
COVID-19 in their respective countries, assessing the ongoing economic and social 
impacts.

The analysis developed in previous sections has highlighted that responses from 
national governments have been largely inadequate and insufficient, with these three 
countries being worst hit per-capita by COVID-19. While each country has unique 
core settings, deeply entrenched neoliberal policies and practices affected and mis-
guided responses, have exacerbated the pre-existing inequalities. The effects of 
widespread neoliberal governance, combined with austerity and privatization pro-
grams, increased the vulnerability of Indigenous communities living in the region, 
which have been affected significantly by the pandemic. The Western Amazon 
region across Brazil, Colombia, and Peru has been worst affected due to inadequate 
health infrastructure and poor hygiene and sanitary conditions. The hardships in this 
region have been aggravated by its spatial remoteness, limited control and the pro-
business and extractivist policies favoured by central governments. Unauthorised 
mining, land speculation, palm oil and cattle farming have been dominant features 
in the region. While governments allowed logging and mining businesses to operate 
during lockdowns, local residents and especially Indigenous people were forced to 
stay at home and refrain from their daily activities such as hunting or selling their 
products in local markets.

In Brazil, Colombia and Peru, COVID-19 has exposed the discrimination and 
neglect by national governments of Indigenous communities. The colonial and neo-
colonial setting of these countries, with political alliances between industrial stake-
holders and opportunists acting outside the law, allows for the further exploitation 
of the Indigenous communities in the context of the pandemic. This study demon-
strates the shortcomings of neoliberal NPM policies and practices in dealing with 
complex issues such as responding to COVID-19.
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