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Abstract

The aim of this paper was to report on factors contributing to the deterioration of
the mental health of Indigenous populations (IP) in Brazil. Five factors seem to
have a direct impact on the mental health of IP in Brazil: (1) The absence of public
policies; (2) Intellectual production; (3) Psychiatric medical care for remote areas (
e.g., telemedicine) aimed at promoting the mental health of Brazil’s IP, which
causes a huge gap in the process of assistance and social, psychological, economic
and cultural valorization of native peoples; (4) The dissemination of fake news,
which exposed, above all, older IP to risk behaviors in the pandemic, such as
refusal of vaccination; and (5) The violence carried out on IP lands due to econ-
omic interests with mining/agribusiness.

Key Words: Brazil; COVID-19; Indigenous population; Mental health; Public health

©The Author(s) 2022. Published by Baishideng Publishing Group Inc. All rights reserved.

Core Tip: In Brazil, the mental health of the Indigenous population (healthy or with
psychiatry disorders) suffers from several factors. Over the past 2 years, there has been
growing violence against Indigenous people along with a considerable increase of fake
news dissemination regarding the coronavirus disease 2019 pandemic currently
afflicting them. These two factors, accentuated by the lack of public policies and scarce
academic contribution in the area, make the mental health of the Indigenous population
in Brazil an important public health problem.
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TO THE EDITOR

With great interest we read the work of Diaz et al[1] commenting on how the coronavirus disease 2019
(COVID-19) pandemic affects psychiatric patients disproportionately compared to the general
population. Of the highlighted minority groups, the Indigenous population (IP) draws our attention. We
would like, therefore, to contribute to the discussion with some factors that in our opinion may further
worsen the mental health of these populations in Brazil. A summary of the points we consider
important about the topic are presented in Figure 1.

As the authors pointed out, there is a dearth of public policies that address the promotion of mental
health in Indigenous patients with psychiatric illnesses (IPPI)[1]. Moreover, in Brazil, this situation is
even more precarious. The most recent regulation on the mental health of the IPPI was only released by
the Brazilian Ministry of Health in 2007 - the Policy of Comprehensive Mental Health Care for
Indigenous Populations (“Politica de Atencao Integral a Saude Mental das Populag¢des Indigenas”)[2]
(Figure 1). Besides that, academic production is limited. An integrative review carried out on the subject
showed that of the 5510 articles found in 20 years of scientific publications, only 14 (0.2%) contemplated
the mental health of the IPPI[3]. This factor reinforces their findings: That there is a lack in mental health
care for IPPI[1]. However, in Brazil, in addition to the lack of mental health care, there is a gap between
academic production and current legislation. At the same time, consecutive antibody seroprevalence
surveys against COVID-19 conducted in urban areas in all regions of the Brazil reported a higher
prevalence in IP than other ethnicities[4].

In Brazil, the spread of fake news is another important factor causing psychological distress in IPPI
according to Figure 1. Studies have already demonstrated that advancement and dissemination of false
information incite fear, anger, anguish and worsening of previous depressive and anxiety symptoms
and can therefore be considered as an additional epidemic (“Infodemia”) within the COVID-19
pandemic[5]. According to non-governmental organizations, which historically have been defending the
health of IP, such as Articulagdo dos Povos Indigenas do Brasil and Conselho Indigenista Missionario,
there is increasing fear and worry, especially by older members of IP, due to fake news. In fact, several
news articles are aimed at promoting the ineffectiveness of vaccines for COVID-19 or associated
nonexistent effects (e.g., “those who took the vaccine would die in a fortnight” or “those who took the
vaccine turn into an alligator”)[6,7].

Another important factor with a negative impact on the mental health of the IPPI would be the rising
rates of violence against IP during the COVID-19 pandemic (Figure 1). According to Conselho
Indigenista Missionario, the cases of “invasions, illegal exploitation of resources and damage to
property” in indigenous lands rose from 109 in 2018 to 256 in 2019. Occurrences of this type affected 151
indigenous lands and 143 peoples in twenty-three Brazilian states. There were also 35 cases of territorial
conflicts, 33 cases of death threats, 34 cases of other types of threats, 13 cases of personal injury and 31
cases of deaths due to lack of assistance in the last year[7]. The continuous rise observed between 2018
and 2019 has possibly worsened during the pandemic.

Thus, the absence of telemedicine/internet services, prejudice and religious barriers are important
factors that worsen the IPPI’s mental health (Figure 1). In Brazil, in addition to these factors, the lack of
knowledge of the epidemiological situation of mental illnesses in this population, the violence and the
Infodemia are factors that increase psychological distress and make it difficult to draft and carry out
public policies.
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Figure 1 Factors that contribute to the worsening mental health of Indigenous peoples. IP: Indigenous people.
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