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Figure 32. Radar multi-temporal mosaic of the Upper Mucajaí River, 
in the Homoxi Region, in 2020 (Source: Sentinel 1)

In Homoxi, satellite images indicated 

a certain stability in the scars up to the 

first semester. As of the second half of the 

year, however, the growth of the degraded 

area has intensified. 

This growth can be seen in a radar image of the region (Figure 32), in which the yellowish 
color represents a change in soil cover as of June of 2020.

Corroborating this diagnosis, in November of 2020 leaders of the region sent a statement 
denouncing the invasion of gold mining of Homoxi and Xitei, where the invaders had 
appropriated the airstrips and the structure of the local health posts. The complaint also 
pointed to the increase of the infrastructure in the gold mining settlements, which have 
machinery, internet, cafeterias, logistics for the supply of food and fuel, and many firearms.
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Catrimani River

The Catrimani is another important river in Roraima impacted by 
gold prospecting at the Yanomami Indigenous Land. Like the oth-
ers, its exploration dates back to the 1980s and 1990s, when hun-
dreds of floating dredgers invaded it during the first gold rush24. Af-
ter the demarcation of the YIL, gold mining was drastically reduced, 
with the exception of some points in the river’s upper course. Re-
cently, gold mining has expanded beyond the upper Catrimani. 

Reports received in July of 2020 indicate the presence of floating 
dredgers operating above the Puraquê Waterfall and below the 
Igarapé Xeriana. 

The denunciations described the boldness of the garimpeiros in 

indigenous communities, where they circulate freely with weap-

ons, demand the use of the community’s radio equipment to re-

quest food, and harass indigenous people so that they would not 

complain to the Federal Police.

In early 2020, there were reports of attacks by garimpeiros with 
the intention of connecting the mines of the Catrimani River to 
the Novo River through a trail that would cross the hills on the 
headwaters of the Apiaú River. The trail would start near the limit 
of the Yanomami Indigenous Land and cross the Roraima National 
Forest, and would be traveled with quadricycles under the canopy 
of the trees, making satellite detection difficult. 

Figure 33. Catrimani Macro-Region (Source: SMGI)

If completed, the trail would result in an enormous logistical gain for 
the invaders, since it would reduce the dependence on air transport 
for fuel, people and food. 

In addition to environmental impacts that such an undertaking 

could generate for the region, there is a risk that this movement 

may induce contact with the group in voluntary isolation known 

as Moxihatëtëma25, located in Serra da Estrutura, with conse-

quences of great tragic potential.

24. MACMILLIAN, G. 
At the end of the 

Rainbow?: Gold, Land 
and People in the 

Brazilian Amazon. 
London, Earthscan 

Publications Limited, 
1995.

25. Senra, E. B., Albert, 
B. Moxihatëtëma: os 

Yanomami isolados da 
Serra da Estrutura” In: 

Ricardo, F. Gongora, 
M. F. (orgs.). Cercos e 

Resistências: povos 
indígenas isolados na 
Amazônia Brasileira. 

São Paulo, Instituto 
Socioambiental, p. 62-71, 

2019.
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T
he resumption of the growth of gold mining at the Yanoma-
mi Indigenous Land – and the consequent impacts described 
above – has been observed since 2010, and has gained mo-

mentum from 2018 on. Some external factors may have contribut-
ed more or less to this new impulse – for instance, greater demand 
for gold in the international financial market, with prices reaching 
record levels.26 

However, it is important to underline the poorer performance of 
public agencies to combat illegal activities in the YIL as well.

The last major invasion of gold mining in the region occurred in 
the 1980s and 1990s. With the official demarcation of the Indig-
enous Land, in 1992, a major operation was carried out to remove 
the garimpeiros through their logistical strangulation (blocking of 
rivers and airspace), which was followed by routine operations to 
inspect and combat illegal mining. Altogether, the territorial pro-
tection structure set up had been successful in containing new 
illegal gold mining enterprises, although the problem persisted in 
a residual way.

If, between 1992 and 2010, operations to combat gold mining were 
not sufficient to neutralize it completely, they had a fundamental 
effect of preventing the infrastructure supporting illegal gold min-
ing from expanding and becoming more complex. Likewise, the 
outbreak of operations on a frequent basis had a relevant symbolic 
result, in the sense of signaling to the prospectors and assuring the 
communities themselves that mining within Indigenous Lands is 
an illicit activity and that it would be contained.

The progressive increase of denunciations of illegal gold min-

ing activity in the YIL and the intensification of the degradation 

it causes, analyzed by SMGI, in turn, coincide with a structural 

change in territorial protection policies in the YIL that diminishes 

the capacity of public agencies to curb invasions. 

Particularly relevant was the deactivation of the official infrastruc-
ture for blocking invasions (that is, the Ethno-Environmental Pro-
tection Bases, BAPEs) in the YIL and the decrease in the frequency 
of field actions by the command and control agencies. 

The BAPEs functioned both as permanent inspection posts and 
as logistical support points for operations to combat illicit activities 
within the YIL. From 2015 on, with its deactivation for alleged bud-
getary reasons, the logistical costs for the gold mining operation 
have reduced significantly, stimulating the expansion of the inva-
sion.27 The aforementioned effect of the reopening of the Walop-
ali BAPE is illustrative of how it mitigated, albeit marginally, the 
intensity of active floating dredgers in the middle section of the 
Mucajaí and Couto Magalhães rivers, demonstrating the relevance 
of maintaining this structure to contain invasions in the YIL.

As for the operations to suppress gold mining in the State of 
Roraima in 2020, we have already mentioned the Verde Brasil 
2, which temporarily deactivated the Mutum garimpo. It is also 
worth mentioning Operation Lábaro28, on March 13 and 14, and 
Operation Yanomami29, between August 18 and 23, in which the 
Federal Highway Police seized respectively 1,550 and 24,100 liters 
of fuel, among other supplies and mining equipment. Opposed 
to the evidence of spreading and intensification of illegal mining 
in the YIL demonstrated above, it is clear that the results of these 
operations alone fall short of what is required for a concrete ef-
fect of preventing the flow that supplies illegal gold mining en-
terprises and discouraging their resumption.

26. Folha de S. Paulo. 
Exportação de ouro 

bate recorde no Brasil 
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global. 18/08/2019. 
Available at < https://

www1.folha.uol.com.
br/mercado/2019/08/
exportacao-de-ouro-

bate-recorde-no-brasil-
com-temor-de-recessao-

global.shtml >. Access 
Feb 25, 2021.

27. Sala de Imprensa 
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proteção etnoambiental 

na TI Yanomami. Nov 
21, 2018. Available at:  < 

www.mpf.mp.br/rr/sala-
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28. G1. Operação 
apreende mais de 15 mil 

litros de combustível 
destinados a garimpo 

ilegal em RR. Mar 
13, 2020. Available 
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Access Feb 25, 2021.
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At the same time, political pressures in favor of mining activities, 

even when in flagrant disobedience to the Constitution, have the 

effect of stimulating investment in mining activities within Indig-

enous Lands by generating the perception that they have the con-

sent of the public authorities and may eventually be made legal30.

Recently, the government has adopted an official stance that the 
State is not able to contain the activity, failing to act in a coordi-
nated and structured way to guarantee the permanent posses-
sion of the area by indigenous communities and to prevent the 
continuation of environmental illicit activities within it. Political 
pressure for the legalization of mining activities in Indigenous 
Lands is also intensifying31. 

In order to safeguard the fundamental rights of the Yanomami 
and Ye’kwana peoples and enforce the constitutional obligations 
and international responsibilities of the Brazilian State, the pub-
lic authorities have been charged in court for the resumption 
of territorial protection policies for the Yanomami Indigenous 
Land. Also in 2018, through Public Civil Action number 1000551-
12.2017.4.01.4200, filed by the Federal Prosecution Service, a judi-
cial order was obtained for the BAPEs to be reopened in the YIL. 
Two years after the decision, however, only the Walopali BAPE has 
been recovered, and until the conclusion of this report, the con-
struction of the Serra da Estrutura and the Korekorema BAPEs 
had not started. 

In 2020, with the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic and in view 
of the high probability of a serious health crisis in Yanomami and 
Ye’kwana communities, the 1st Regional Federal Court (TRF-1) de-
termined, within the scope of Public Civil Action number 1001973-
17.2020.4.01.4200, that the Union present a coordinated plan for 
the withdrawal of miners. In the Supreme Federal Court (STF), 

within the Action of Noncompliance of a Fundamental Precept 
709 (ADPF 709), the reporting justice, Luis Roberto Barroso, when 
determining the adoption of emergency measures to combat 
COVID-19 among indigenous peoples, reaffirmed the constitution-
al duty of the Brazilian State to promote the removal of non-indig-
enous individuals of the Indigenous Lands in the country.

At the international level, in response to the request for precau-
tionary measures jointly petitioned by the Hutukara Associação 
Yanomami and the National Human Rights Council (CNDH), the 
Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) issued Res-
olution 35/2020, advising the Brazilian State to adopt urgent mea-
sures to protect the rights to health, life, and personal integrity of 
the Yanomami and Ye’kwana communities, including by prevent-
ing miner invasions.

Despite these favorable decisions at the national and international 
level, little progress has been made in implementing structured 
and coordinated actions for their effective compliance. Mean-
while, the Yanomami communities remain vulnerable to the unin-
terrupted invasion of miners in their traditional home, suffering the 
described social and environmental impacts of the mining activity. 
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T
he analysis of the information collected for this report has 
confirmed the consolidation of a tendency of acceleration of 
forest degradation caused by illegal gold mining in the interi-

or of the Yanomami Indigenous Land. Indicative of this trend was 
the increase in 500 hectares of the degraded area throughout 
2020, a 30 percent growth. In the same direction, the growth and 
proliferation of gold mining settlements – with emphasis on the 
Uraricoera River area, which concentrates 52 percent of the scars 
that have been identified –, the increase in circulation between the 
settlements, and the opening of new logistical routes. The most 
affected areas are Waikás (35 percent of the scars), Kayanau (23 
percent), and Aracaçá (17 percent) stand out, followed by Homoxi 
(7 percent), Upper Catrimani (4 percent) and Parima (3 percent).

Particularly concerning were the evidences of closer proximity of 
gold mining camps and indigenous communities. This indicates 
the confidence of miners that they will not be reprimanded for 
their illegal activity while they take advantage of the community’s 
resources and the official structures of the communities’ health 
posts. As a result, there is worsening potential of open conflict be-
tween garimpeiros. Examples of this scenario was the murder of 
two Yanomami in Parima, the kidnapping of a young Yanomami 
for sexual purposes, the denunciations of the circulation of alcohol 
and the harassment of women, as well as the use by prospectors 
of medicines destined to indigenous communities in Kayanau, 
and the threats to communities in the Catrimani River area.

Another serious effect felt directly by indigenous communities 
was the worsening of their health conditions, with malaria cases 
skyrocketing (a 473 percent increase between 2014 and 2019) and 
garimpeiros serving as gateway to COVID-19. It is worth remem-
bering that the greater intensity of the mining impacts is also di-
rectly related to the high rates of mercury contamination observed 

in individuals who live in communities close to these areas, with 
irreversible damage to human health32.

Finally, the data indicate increased pressure on indigenous group 
in voluntary isolation known as Moxihatëtëma. They are currently 
harassed by the increasing circulation of garimpeiros in the Serra 
da Estrutura region, a few kilometers from their collective house. 
An eventual forced contact, at this stage, risks triggering a tragic 
episode of genocide.

The picture corroborates the analysis that illegal mining has been 

increasing in intensity and complexity in the Yanomami Indige-

nous Land, moving further and further away from the notion of re-

sidual, spontaneous, individual and artisanal activity, and consoli-

dating itself as a business activity, albeit illegal, with high potential 

for social and environmental impact.

Contributes to this the intensive adoption of expensive and heavy 
industrial techniques and machinery, the rapid installation of infra-
structure in the camps, and the permanent functioning of articu-
lated aerial, river and land logistics for its supply.

This scenario develops within the window of opportunity created 
by the discontinuation of public policies for the territorial protec-
tion of Indigenous Lands, in spite of the legal frameworks in force 
in the country. Despite a series of judicial determinations, until now 
there has not been a full resumption of these policies. At the same 
time, due to the new scale reached by mining in the YIL, the mere 
resumption of the infrastructure previously installed will hardly be 
sufficient for its effective control – a set of coordinated structural 
actions between public agencies is necessary to effect the remov-
al of non-indigenous individuals from the area and dismantle the 
existing gold mining structure.

32. VASCONCELLOS 
et al. Carga de Retardo 
Mental Leve atribuída 
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& Saúde Coletiva, 2018, 

p. 3535.
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The solution to the problem of illegal gold mining in the Yanoma-
mi Indigenous Land, therefore, necessarily passes through the re-
sumption of State policies to guarantee the permanent possession 
by indigenous people over the lands they traditionally occupy. In 
particular, it is recommended:

■ To fully resume policies for the territorial protection of 
the Yanomami Indigenous Land, including: 

i. The presentation of an integrated plan for the total extinc-

tion	of	mining	in	the	Yanomami	Indigenous	Land,	provid-

ing for coordinated action between the Federal Police, the 

Army,	 Ibama	 (Brazilian	 Institute	of	 the	Environment	and	

Renewable Natural Resources), Funai, and other relevant 

public bodies;

ii. The completion of the construction and reopening of the 

Serra	da	Estrutura	and	Korekorema	BAPEs,	serving	along-

side	the	Walopali	BAPE	as	territorial	checkpoints	for	logis-

tical support bases for coordinated operations between the 

Federal Police, the Federal Prosecution Service, the Army, 

Funai,	Ibama,	and	other	relevant	bodies	for	combating	en-

vironmental	offenses	at	the	YIL;

iii.	The	 resumption	 of	 periodic	 operations	 at	 the	 YIL	 for	 the	

destruction of the existing clandestine infrastructure and 

equipment	to	support	mining	and	extrusion	of	gold	miners	

installed in the camps;

iv. The permanent blocking of the supply logistics to gold 

mines by river, air or land, through the control of the riv-

ers	that	give	access	to	the	YIL;	greater	rigor	in	the	control	

of	 the	airspace,	especially	aircraft	overflights	at	 the	YIL;	

destruction of clandestine airstrips, and deployment of 

agents	to	prevent	the	opening	of	new	ones;	intensification	

of road enforcement to apprehend illegal transportation of 

fuels and mercury; 

v. Other actions deemed relevant.

■ To advance investigations into the illicit activities re-
lated to gold mining in the Yanomami Indigenous Land 
and in the Brazilian Amazon, identifying and holding 
the main players responsible throughout the illegal 
chain that finances it and benefits from it directly or in-
directly, including with regard to the obligation to carry 
out the environmental recovery of degraded areas;

■ To promote strict inspection of the import, commercial-
ization, transport, and use of mercury, in accordance 
with the terms of the Minamata Convention on Mercu-
ry, promulgated in Brazil by Decree 9.470/2018;

■ To guarantee the effective participation of indigenous 
peoples throughout the process of making legislative 
or administrative decisions that affect them, respecting 
their own deliberation mechanisms, in compliance with 
Convention 169 of the International Labor Organization;

■ To promote the updating of normative regulations on 
the inspection of licensed gold mines in the Amazon 
and of the gold trade, in order to give greater rigor and 
efficiency to the control of frauds for the marketing of 
gold illegally extracted from illegal mines.






