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RIO DE JANEIRO — The tell-
tale symptoms began in late May,
about a week after government
medical workers made a routine
visit to the Kanamari Indigenous
community in a remote part of the
Amazon: Elderly members of the
group were struggling to breathe.

For months, as the coronavirus
tore through Brazil, the Kanamari
had sought to shield themselves
from the pandemic by strictly lim-
iting access to their riverside vil-
lages in the secluded Javari Val-
ley, one of Brazil’s largest Indige-
nous territories.

Even there, the virus had
reached them. Panic set in.

“Many people grabbed some
clothes, a hammock and ran into
the forest to hide,” said Thoda
Kanamari, a leader of the union of
Indigenous peoples in the vast
territory, home to groups with lit-
tle contact with the outside world.
“But it was too late, everyone was
already infected.”

And the vectors of the disease,
according to interviews and fed-
eral data obtained by The New
York Times, may have been the
health workers charged by the
federal government with protect-
ing the country’s Indigenous pop-
ulations.

More than 1,000 workers with
the federal Indigenous health
service, known as Sesai, have
tested positive for coronavirus as
of early July, a freedom of infor-
mation request and interviews
with union representatives found.

Working without adequate pro-
tective equipment or access to
enough tests, these workers may
have inadvertently endangered
the very communities they were
trying to help, medical workers
and Indigenous leaders said.

More than 15,500 Indigenous
Brazilians have been diagnosed
with the coronavirus, including at
least 10,889 living in protected ter-
ritories, according to Instituto So-
cioambiental, an Indigenous
rights organization. At least 523
have died.

In the sparsely populated Java-
ri Valley, in northwestern Brazil,
the federal Indigenous health care
agency said it had identified 220
cases and one death.

Robson Santos da Silva, the
Army colonel at the head of Sesai,
defended the agency’s response
during the pandemic, and
brushed off criticism as “a lot of
disinformation, a lot of politics.”

“We’re on the front lines,” he
said. “We’re battling this disease

daily.”
In an emailed statement, Sesai

said reports that health workers
had exposed Indigenous people to
the virus were “inconclusive.” The
agency said its employees were
outfitted with protective equip-
ment. “All this planning and early
research led to timely and effi-
cient care that was delivered in
villages,” the statement said.

But The Times found that in at
least six field offices, the share of
infected workers was above the
Amazon region’s average of eight
percent for the general popula-
tion. Two field offices in particular
had extraordinarily high rates of
infection, according to tallies com-
piled by health care unions.

The office overseeing the state
of Amapá and the northern part of
the state of Pará reported 186 peo-
ple — almost half of its health
workers — had tested positive for
the virus. In the office covering
the Yanomami community, which
straddles the border between
Brazil and Venezuela, 207 work-
ers — more than 20 percent of the
medical staff — became infected.

Representatives of the health

care workers’ union and experts
say the true caseload among the
federal Indigenous health work-
ers is likely much higher. Many of
those on the front lines have
sought tests on their own, but as of
June 30, the Indigenous health

service had only tested 1,080 of its
employees, roughly five percent
of its work force.

The large share of infected
workers suggests “there were fail-
ures in the protection of health
care workers at a critical moment,
affecting teams that care for a
highly vulnerable population,”
said Felipe Tavares, who re-
searches Indigenous health at the
Federal Fluminense University.

Health care workers, Indige-
nous leaders and experts de-

scribed a bungled response beset
by the broader shortcomings that
have turned Brazil into a global
epicenter of the pandemic. Brazil
has recorded 78,772 coronavirus
deaths and more than two million
confirmed cases as of Sunday —
numbers that are second only to
the United States.

Tests have been in short supply
and often unreliable, which means
some doctors and nurses with
asymptomatic or undiagnosed
cases have traveled to vulnerable
communities and worked in them
for days. Some teams have had to
procure their own masks and
other protective gear.

Lax and poorly-communicated
quarantine protocols, and the ab-
sence of effective contact-tracing,
have allowed the virus to spread
with ease among people living in
close quarters.

Indigenous leaders said it’s im-
possible to determine with cer-
tainty how many cases were intro-
duced by health care workers.
Some Indigenous people may
have brought the virus into their
communities after traveling to cit-
ies to gather supplies and emer-

gency government aid. Illegal
miners and loggers who operate
in Indigenous territories may also
have exposed some communities.

Luiza Garnelo, a doctor and an-
thropologist at Fiocruz Amazônia,
a government health research
agency in the Amazon, said the
pandemic had exposed the de-
fenselessness of communities
that had already been grappling
with substandard medical care,
poverty, and often violent land in-
vasions.

“Long before the epidemic hit,
investment in Indigenous health
care was insufficient and the re-
sources that are available were
not harnessed in a way that en-
abled an effective response to the
epidemic,” she said. “The Indige-
nous population is socially and
economically vulnerable.”

Some communities pleaded for
more robust medical care as the
pandemic gripped Brazil.

“Since March we have been
begging, we need help, we need
help, we need emergency hiring of
health care workers,” said Júnior
Yanomami, who heads the Indige-
nous council at the Yanomami

health department in Boa Vista,
the capital of the state of Roraima.

But at least 90 of the 131 health
care workers assigned to Boa
Vista during the outbreak have
tested positive, according to Mr.
Yanomami. They were, unwit-
tingly, among the primary vectors
for infection of the 262 Yanomami
people who have been diagnosed
with the virus, he said. Five of the
Yanomami have died.

When Mr. da Silva, the Army
colonel who heads the Indigenous
health agency, flew to several
Yanomami villages in late June to
deliver protective equipment and
administer tests, tribal leaders
said, they felt like they were being
used for photo ops.

“We want the government to
help Indigenous peoples, as it is
their obligation to do, but not like
this,” Mr. Yanomami said.

Carmem Pankararu, the presi-
dent of the Indigenous health care
workers union, said workers were
hobbled by a bureaucracy slow to
get tests and critical supplies to
regions where transportation and
logistics are extraordinarily hard
even in normal times.

“They would only test when we
showed symptoms,” she said. “We
needed mass testing.”

Several Sesai workers who
spoke to The Times on condition of
anonymity, fearing retaliation, de-
scribed an exceptionally challeng-
ing mission, impaired by poor
guidance, mistrust from many In-
digenous communities and a
scarcity of tests.

Criticism of President Jair Bol-
sonaro’s handling of the pan-
demic, within Indigenous territo-
ries and beyond, is mounting.

After losing two health min-
isters who were physicians, in
April and May, Mr. Bolsonaro put
the health ministry in the lands of
an active-duty Army general, who
has filled the ministry’s senior
ranks with military officers who
are not experts in health care.

This month, a judge on Brazil’s
Supreme Court ordered the gov-
ernment to come up with a plan to
shield Indigenous people from the
virus, and another Supreme Court
judge warned that the armed
forces could be held responsible
for a “genocide” over their han-
dling of the pandemic in Indige-
nous communities.

Enoque Taurepang, the coordi-
nator of the Indigenous Council of
Roraima, said doctors and nurses
had been set up for failure.

“You can’t blame health profes-
sionals because they didn’t have
the tools necessary to act,” he
said.

Brazil Health Workers May Have Spread Virus to Indigenous People
This article is by Manuela An-

dreoni, Ernesto Londoño and
Letícia Casado.

Health workers take a man experiencing Covid-19 symptoms from his home to a hospital on Marajo island, Brazil.
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Medical staff lacked
protective equipment
and access to tests.

SOFIA, Bulgaria — Leaked
photographs of the prime min-
ister. A police raid on the presi-
dent’s office. A business tycoon’s
takeover of a public beach. A
looming no-confidence vote in the
government. And the largest
street protests in seven years.

Bulgaria is gripped in a political
crisis, its biggest since 2013, when
sustained protests against cor-
ruption brought down a center-
left government. Now demonstra-
tors are trying to oust their right-
wing successors, who face similar
accusations of corruption, judicial
interference and servility to
wealthy businessmen.

The poorest member of the Eu-
ropean Union, nestled on the
bloc’s southeastern frontier, Bul-
garia is both a focus of the tussle
for influence between the West
and Russia, and an example of a
decline in democratic standards in
several parts of the continent.

But it is also a specific and un-
usual case.

In Hungary and Poland, Eu-
rope’s two most prominent vic-
tims of democratic backsliding,
the governing party is driving the
subversion of the democratic
process. In Bulgaria, the charge is
led by a wider range of actors,
both inside and outside the gov-
ernment — including a small
group of wealthy businessmen.

The current unrest was set off
by the revelation that a stretch of
publicly owned coast had been re-
served for the private use of a
prominent businessman and
power broker. For many, this cry-
stallized fears that the Bulgarian
state has fallen under the grip of
outside influence, prompting tens
of thousands to demonstrate in
cities across the country.

“There is this sense of having
come to a fork in the road,” said
Vessela Tcherneva, head of the So-
fia branch of the European Coun-
cil on Foreign Relations, a re-
search group.

“Several things are happening
at once,” Ms. Tcherneva added.
“But first and foremost, there is
the sense in the general public
that the social contract, which
rests on rules being applied
equally to everyone, has been bro-
ken.”

The crisis began when an oppo-
sition politician, Hristo Ivanov,

filmed himself landing a boat on a
nominally publicly owned stretch
of the Black Sea coast. Plain-
clothes state security agents
shoved Mr. Ivanov back into the
water, illustrating how the beach
is unofficially reserved for the pri-
vate use of an influential politician
and businessman, Ahmed Dogan.

The episode drew condemna-
tion from the country’s mainly
ceremonial president, Rumen
Radev, and set off a flood of pro-
tests at the influence that wealthy
power brokers like Mr. Dogan ex-
ert over political life, state re-
sources and, in this case, public
land.

“We wanted to expose that the
whole state is serving the inter-
ests of Dogan,” Mr. Ivanov said in
a telephone interview.

Public outrage was quickly
compounded when the police later
raided the president’s offices and
detained two members of the
president’s staff. Protesters per-
ceived the moves as retaliation for
Mr. Radev’s criticism of Mr. Do-
gan.

State institutions “have been
captured by a group of people to
serve their own interests instead
of functioning independently as
they should,” said Daniel Smilov,
an analyst at the Center for Liber-
al Strategies, a political research
group based in Sofia, the Bulgar-
ian capital.

The tension was exacerbated
by a steady drumbeat of embar-
rassing and sometimes bizarre
leaks about government officials,
including Prime Minister Boiko
Borisov.

An unverified photograph re-
cently published in the Bulgarian
news media showed him half-na-
ked and apparently sleeping be-
side a handgun. Another unveri-
fied image seemed to show Mr.
Borisov’s bedside table stuffed
with bank notes and gold bars.

Mr. Borisov has confirmed that
the room is his, but he has said
that the gun and money are not,
and that the images were manipu-
lated.

News outlets have also pub-
lished a set of recordings of a man
who sounds like Mr. Borisov
speaking in private about state af-
fairs.

Thousands of Bulgarians have
gathered since last Thursday in a
central square in Sofia to chant
outside Mr. Borisov’s office, call-
ing for his resignation and that of
the chief prosecutor.

Last Wednesday, Mr. Borisov
tried to assuage them by announc-

ing that he was considering firing
three senior government min-
isters. But he refused to leave his
own post — leading protests to
spread to other cities.

“People are sick and tired of the
collusion between the mafia and
the state,” said Neli Trifonova, a
27-year-old online retailer who at-
tended a protest on Monday. “We
see it everywhere.”

Opposition lawmakers have put
forward a motion of no confidence
in the government, which Parlia-
ment is scheduled to debate on
Monday, though Mr. Borisov’s ma-
jority seems likely to hold.

On Wednesday, Mr. Borisov’s
party released a statement deny-
ing it was working under the influ-
ence of Mr. Dogan’s party, which
he founded in 1990, after the col-
lapse of communism.

Mr. Dogan’s party, the Move-
ment for Rights and Freedoms, is
mainly supported by members of
Bulgaria’s ethnic Turkish minor-
ity, and has only occasionally been
a formal part of government.

But the group and its leading
members, like Mr. Dogan, have
amassed outsize influence in Bul-
garia’s politics, economy and me-
dia by consistently performing
the role of political kingmakers.

“In Bulgaria, you don’t have a
strongman,” said Dimitar Bechev,
an expert on southeast Europe at
the University of North Carolina
at Chapel Hill. “It’s more of an oli-
garchic system.”

On Monday, the American Em-
bassy issued an unusually forceful
statement backing the protests.

“We support the Bulgarian peo-
ple,” the statement said, “as you
peacefully advocate for increased
faith in your democratic system
and promote the rule of law in Bul-
garia.”

The force of the statement con-
trasted with the less strident tone
taken by European institutions
and leaders. Some colleagues
from the European Parliament’s
centrist grouping even issued
messages of support for Mr. Do-
gan and his party.

Though the rule of law is nomi-
nally central to the philosophy of
the bloc, European leaders have
consistently avoided taking too
strong a stance against govern-
ments that stray from democratic
standards at home.

“The E.U. is a mechanism for
creating consensus,” Ms. Tch-
erneva said. “The E.U. is not that
good at confrontational situa-
tions.”

Growing Corruption Crisis
Inspires Bulgarian Protests
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Boryana Dzhambazova reported
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from Berlin.

A rally in Sofia, Bulgaria, denouncing the right-wing government.
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Prime Minister Boiko Borisov has pushed back a photo scandal.
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BERLIN — Violence erupted
overnight in Frankfurt between
police officers and youths who
have been partying in a central
city square on weekends, with
bars and clubs shuttered to pre-
vent the spread of the coro-
navirus.

It was the latest outbreak of vio-
lence involving the German police
amid a national debate on bias and
racial profiling in police ranks.

“The mood turned against us,”
Frankfurt’s police chief, Gerhard
Bereswill, said Sunday at a news
conference, adding that members
of the crowd had fought with po-
lice officers. “Certain groups feel
encouraged — above all when
they have been drinking — to at-
tack police,” he added.

The violence in Frankfurt
comes weeks after hundreds of
young men clashed with the police
and vandalized dozens of stores in
Stuttgart.

Coverage of the protests in the
United States against police bru-
tality and systemic racism has re-
ceived widespread attention
across Germany, encouraging im-
migrant groups here to speak up
against what they say are years of
being stopped by officers at ran-
dom, based solely on their appear-
ance or skin color.

Police in Germany have long
been widely respected by a major-
ity of the public, but have come un-
der sharper criticism and more
frequent attacks since the pro-
tests that have swept the United
States.

Asked what he thought was be-
hind the violence, Chief Bereswill
said several elements had come
together, including an aggressive
mood fueled by alcohol, but also
the public debate in Germany
over racial profiling by police in
the wake of the killing of George
Floyd by an officer in Minneapolis
in May.

Some of the 39 people initially
detained in the melee came from a
“migrant background,” the police
said, without offering further de-
tails.

“The accusation of racial profil-
ing that is very present in society
right now,” he said, adding that the
issue of police violence in the
United States “has spilled over to
Germany and the German police
are falsely being compared to the
U.S. police.”

“All of that came together and
we feel that on the streets,” he said
in an interview with Hessische
Rundfunk public television.

Last week, Horst Seehofer, Ger-

many’s top security official, re-
jected calls for his ministry to con-
duct a study into structural rac-
ism among the country’s police of-
ficers, insisting that he saw no
indications among the federal
force that racial profiling was a
problem. Instead, he said his min-
istry would follow through on an
investigation of extremism and
racism in the public sector that
had already been commissioned.

“For weeks, the police have
been under strong criticism, and I
would like to see us return to a
fact-based discussion,” Mr. See-
hofer told the newspaper Frank-
furter Allgemeine. “To do this, we
need an overview of extremism,
anti-Semitism and racism in the
whole of the public sector.”

Opernplatz, the square outside
Frankfurt’s opera house, where
violence broke out overnight, has
become the scene of regular week-
end parties this summer, with
thousands of people gathering
around a fountain to socialize,
drink and dance.

About 3,000 people were there
on Saturday night, a racially
mixed crowd of diverse ages and
economic backgrounds.

The celebrations remained
largely peaceful until about 3 a.m.
Sunday, when a fight broke out
among about two dozen revelers
still in the square, Chief Bereswill
said. When a group of 10 officers
moved in to give first aid to an in-
jured person, some in the crowd
turned on them and began pelting
them with bottles and glasses.

Others cheered as the glass
flew, he said, and five officers
were injured.

The Frankfurt police said that
eight of the 39 people who were
detained remained in custody on
Sunday. The authorities in Frank-
furt are investigating those eight,
all aged 17 to 21, on suspicion of at-
tacking officers and vandalizing
public property.

Arrests at Outdoor Frankfurt Party
Are Clouded by Police Bias Debate
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