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A Future for Brazil’s Tribes: Food Insecurity Among the Indigenous Yanomami Linked to Amazon Deforestation

In a large country known for its wonderful beaches, tropical climate, amazing soccer, and vibrant festivals like Carnival, you would imagine living in Brazil to be a life of ease. However, for a portion of the 216.4 million Brazilian residents, the opposite rings true (Macrotrends). Brazil is a large country with a wide range of problems, specifically with more rural and tribal communities accessing quality nutrition.

Life in Brazil is expressed through a mix of modern conveniences, cultural traditions, and persistent inequalities. 82.79% of the population, or about 190 million people, are located in urban areas, making cities such as São Paulo and Rio De Janeiro the country’s economic and cultural hotspots. Daily life for many urban citizens starts with breakfast, often coffee, fruit, and bread, followed by a commute to work, which can be long and stressful due to traffic congestion and overpopulation. The typical workday consists of standard hours, usually from 8 am to 6 pm, with a generous 90-minute lunch break that is often spent with family and friends. A culturally accepted norm is to take short breaks throughout the day, known as cafezinho (a “little coffee” break). After work, many Brazilians go to the gym, run errands, spend time with family and friends, or watch a soccer match, either in the comfort of their homes or in a boteco (a local bar).

Despite a strong majority in cities, 12.1% of Brazilians live in rural areas. Particularly in these areas, one problem that Brazil faces is food insecurity, or the inability of an individual to either afford or know where they will find their next meal (Gov.br). In the country, about 6.6% of the population is severely food insecure, which means 18.3 million people suffer from this challenge daily. This is a persistent challenge, as the 63.5M hectares of land cultivated for crops could feed the entire nation (USDA).

Brazil’s president, Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, “Lula,” has introduced a plan to help eliminate food deprivation issues titled the Food Supply National Plan, “Food on the Plate” (Plano Nacional de Abastecimento Alimentar “Alimento no Prato” / PLANAAB). Despite Brazil being the fifth biggest nation on the globe, only certain populations are accounted for in this resolution. The disconnected and disenfranchised tribes in the Amazon, for instance, are not mentioned and left to struggle. 

 Food insecurity within the Amazon is a constant worry, and one of the largest tribes, the Yanomami, has been significantly impacted by malnutrition and food insecurity, leading to an increased child mortality rate. Between 2019 and 2023, approximately 570 Yanomami children under the age of five died from preventable causes, including malnutrition (Sumaúma). Children who are three years of age suffer extreme starvation that causes them to weigh 7 pounds, as much as a newborn child (Sumaúma). Children are visibly famished, with their ribcages protruding from their abdomens. A study led by Basta and UNICEF on the Yanomami food conditions showed that in the respective studied areas, 81.2% of the children suffered from chronic malnutrition and 48.5% from acute malnutrition (Mongabay).

Due to the isolated nature of the tribe, it is difficult for them to receive modern medical treatments. Historically, the Yanomami have existed thanks to the rich biodiversity of the Amazon rainforest surrounding them. The Yanomami practice semi-nomadic foraging and grow staple crops such as nuts, honey, cassava, plantains, and bananas (Survival International). They ensure soil fertility by planting gardening plots, then shifting periodically to let the forest regenerate. This allows for ensured soil fertility and creates a sustainable food supply complemented by hunting wild animals and fishing in clean rivers (Yanomami).

Their culture is also accustomed to consuming a particular variety of food. Historically, the Yanomami diet has been both diverse and nutritious: low in fat and salt but high in fiber due to the fruits, plantains, and cassava. Their low sodium intake is a result of their extensive knowledge of native spices, meaning that they do not prefer salt in their diet. Rather than utilizing salt as a seasoning, the Yanomami people use peppers and forest spices (Johns Hopkins). This diet leads to beneficial health results, so much so that many conditions common in modern society, including hypertension, atherosclerosis, and obesity, were practically unknown among the traditionally living Yanomami (Johns Hopkins).

Beyond nutrition, the Yanomami’s success has been tied to their immeasurable knowledge of the rainforest and its ecology. They utilize an estimated 500 different species of plants in their daily lives for food and medicine. Everything they need is derived from the rainforest, and their knowledge of it is passed down from generation to generation (Survival International). Their knowledge is so extensive that they can live in a self-sufficient balance with nature, where the rainforest “takes care of us; it keeps us healthy, it gives us food, fresh air, and clean water,” as Davi Kopenwa, a Yanomami Shaman, explains in his book The Falling Sky: Words of a Yanomami Shaman. In this, he explains their understanding of seasonal cycles, such as when rains will fall or which wild yams to harvest, without degrading their environment. For hundreds of years, the Yanomami have been able to flourish from their knowledge and isolation in the Amazon. However, food insecurity has become an issue right around the same time as illegal deforestation became an issue. These two global challenges go hand and hand in destroying both the Amazon and its native people. 

The primary contributor to deforestation in Brazil is the conversion of land into pastures for cattle grazing. Roughly 80% of the deforested land in the Amazon is due to farmers creating plots to raise cattle (Brandon Wegrowski). The need for such a large amount of land derives from the fact that Brazil is the largest producer and global exporter of beef, contributing around 30% of the total exports (World Economic Forum). However, the amount of deforestation in this region needs to decrease substantially before this problem continues to surge.

According to the World Wildlife Foundation, it is estimated that by 2030, around 27% of the Amazon biome will be completely without trees. In addition to cattle ranching, illegal mining is a significant factor in the food insecurity among the Yanomami. Illegal mining in the Yanomami territory began in the 1980s, when an estimated 40,000 miners invaded their land, causing widespread environmental destruction, mercury contamination in rivers, and the spread of many foreign diseases, notably malaria and influenza, resulting in the deaths of up to 20% of Yanomami communities (Survival International). In 1992, in response to international pressure, the Brazilian Government dedicated land to the Yanomami and expelled many miners. However, just one year later, it was estimated that 11,000 miners had reentered their territory (Cultural Survivor). During President Jair Bolsonaro’s term (2019-2023), the laws dealing with environmental protection have continued to weaken. This, along with rising gold prices, fueled a reemergence of illegal mining, exacerbating environmental degradation and health crises among the Yanomami. 

Since the problem of food insecurity can be directly tied to deforestation in the Amazon, caused by both illegal cattle ranching and illegal mining, a multifaceted plan is required. My proposed solution is three parts: 1) an increase in land regulation and technology monitoring, 2) engaging better practices and informing consumers, and 3) cutting off the financing that makes this problem occur.

First, the Brazilian government needs to utilize strict land-use regulations as well as implement a satellite system that can be used to monitor cattle land (Global Witness). The goal is to stop the practice of “cattle laundering”, where cattle that are raised on illegal land are mixed and passed on to legal farms and sold into supply chains (Carrington). Being able to ensure that the supply chains are traceable would help prevent and disincentivize this practice. 

To make this possible, the government would need to expand funding for Brazil's National Institute for Space Research (INPE), which already monitors deforestation through satellite imaging. In addition, legal reforms would be required to ensure that satellite data can be used as evidence in court to set a strong precedent and deter future bad actors. Legislation mandating full traceability of cattle from birth to slaughter, covering both direct and indirect suppliers, must also be passed and enforced. According to an audit, slaughterhouses participating in Brazil’s Legal Beef agreement sourced only 4% of their direct cattle from illegally deforested land, while non-participating firms sourced 52%. However, only 38% of indirect suppliers followed the same standards, showing the need for stricter legal enforcement and expanded supply chain monitoring (Maisonnave).

Similar to the solution for illegal cattle ranching, illegal mining can be solved through improved enforcement, surveillance, and financial regulations. Strengthening the enforcement, especially in more isolated parts of the Amazon, is key and can be applied with a remote satellite regulation, which would make it easier to hold the criminals accountable (Ferrante and Fearnside). 

Second, encouraging sustainable farming methods, such as intensifying production on pastures currently being used or promoting silvo-pasturing (a method that combines raising cattle with planted trees), can allow farmers to combat the current rate of deforestation by becoming more efficient (Butler). This has been effective in places such as Spain and Portugal, where they raise Iberico pigs alongside oak trees to keep the population of oak trees sustainable. (Discover)  

As more consumers learn about the challenges facing Amazon, large meat production companies are starting to be held accountable for deforestation due to the demand for beef. As global regulations on these huge powerhouse companies can be extremely difficult to enact on the ground, one recommendation is for consumers to change the economic trend. One alternative is for individuals to lean towards a more plant-based diet (PMC). In fact, from 2012 to 2018, Brazil’s self-identified vegetarian population went from 8% to 14%, showing a positive trend toward a lower-impact diet. 

Third, while the improvement of enforcement is necessary, it is equally important to target the financial networks that enable illegal mining to take place in the first place. Though this is difficult, it is best to track the flow of gold through laundering networks to identify the companies that are facilitating sales. Along with this identification, it is also important to hold the buyer and the seller accountable. Brazil's central banks and financial institutions must work to regulate this issue. With sufficient documentation, they could enhance the regulation of mining throughout Brazil and deter future illegal actors. 

A necessary step is to strengthen anti-corruption oversight and increase transparency in regional development agencies like SUDAM, which has historically faced widespread scandals. In one of the most notorious cases, over R$4 billion was embezzled through fraudulent projects and nonexistent companies, undermining both public trust and legitimate environmental initiatives (Mongabay). To prevent such abuses, the Brazilian government must enforce stricter financial auditing, create independent oversight bodies, and require public disclosure of transactions. Moreover, involving civil society organizations, indigenous communities, and environmental watchdogs in monitoring and decision-making could create a more accountable model for development. These institutional safeguards are crucial to ensure that funding is used to protect the Amazon and promote long-term food security.

With stronger regulation and partnership to alleviate these issues, many problems that cause the food insecurity of the Yanomami will be addressed more proactively. The mercury in the rivers will improve from fewer mining issues, the forests will remain intact with biodiverse value from better farming practices, and the Yanomami will be able to live a healthier life. Hopefully, programs like “Food on the Plate” can also provide a stronger stance for indigenous communities trying to preserve an ancient way of life and keep a struggling population intact.  

The food insecurity faced by the Yanomami is not simply a matter of hunger; it is the result of environmental exploitation and systemic neglect. As illegal mining pollutes rivers and cattle expansion destroys forests, the Yanomami have been stripped of their traditional food sources, medicinal plants, and the balance they have depended on for generations. Addressing the crisis requires more than just food aid; it requires action to halt deforestation, dismantle the financial networks behind these crimes, and support indigenous land rights. With stronger enforcement, more sustainable land management, and global pressure, Brazil can work to protect its forests and create a future where the Yanomami can thrive. Restoring the Amazon and empowering the natives is a responsibility that needs to be taken into our hands. If we fail to act, we may risk losing one of Earth's most vital ecosystems, and all of the Native culture and people along with it.  
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