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Abstract 
This paper analyzes some of the consequences that a perspective of 
economic growth based on the domain of what is usually called 
"natural resources" has for the Amazon Region and its socio-
biodiversity. Through a critical analysis of academic literature and 
recent journalistic articles, it aims to contextualize the Amazon region 
and its importance for the planet, as well as show the scope of the 
deforestation problem and point out some of its consequences. In 
contrast to the "exploitation of nature" promoted by the capitalist 
system, which only benefits a minority of human beings to the 
detriment of a majority of other beings -human and non-human- and 
their environments, the worldview of Good Living developed by the 
Andean-Amazonian peoples and the decolonial perspective are 
highlighted. Good Living defends the need to respect all forms of life. 
Thus, it constitutes a possibility of establishing another relationship 
between all living beings and their environments and, as a 
consequence, an attempt to avoid the destruction of what remains of 
the Amazon rainforest and the possible appearance of other 
pandemics such as COVID-19 in that region. 
 
Keywords: good living; anthropocentric paradigm; coloniality; Amazon 
rainforest; COVID-19 pandemic. 
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Por uma Pan-Amazônia viva e 
saudável: a perspectiva do 
Bem Viver 
 
Resumen 
Este artículo analiza algunas de las consecuencias que 
una perspectiva de crecimiento económico, por medio 
del dominio de lo que se suele denominar “recursos 
naturales”, tiene para la región amazónica y para su 

sociobiodiversidad. Desde un análisis crítico de la 

literatura académica y de artículos periodísticos 
recientes, se pretende contextualizar la región 
amazónica y su importancia para el planeta, así como 
mostrar el alcance del problema de la deforestación y 
señalar algunas de sus consecuencias. Como 
contrapunto a la “explotación de la naturaleza” 
promovida por el sistema capitalista, que solo beneficia 
a una minoría de seres humanos en detrimento de una 
mayoría de otros seres –humanos y no humanos– y de 
sus ambientes, se destacan la cosmovisión del Buen 
Vivir desarrollada por los pueblos andino-amazónicos y 
la perspectiva decolonial. El Buen Vivir defiende la 
necesidad de respetar todas las formas de vida. Así, 
constituye una posibilidad de establecer otra relación 
entre todos los seres vivos y sus ambientes y, como 
consecuencia, un intento de evitar la destrucción de lo 
que queda de la selva amazónica y la posible aparición 
de otras pandemias similares a la del COVID- 19 en esa 
región. 
 
Palabras clave: buen vivir; paradigma antropocéntrico; 

colonialidad; Amazonas; pandemia de COVID-19. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Por uma Pan-Amazônia viva 
e saudável: a perspectiva do 
Bem Viver 
 
Resumo 
Este artigo analisa algumas das consequências que 

uma perspectiva de crescimento económico 

baseada no domínio do que é normalmente 

chamado de "recursos naturais" tem para a Região 

Amazónica e a sua sócio-biodiversidade. Através de 

uma análise crítica da literatura académica e de 

artigos jornalísticos recentes, pretende 

contextualizar a região amazónica e a sua 

importância para o planeta, bem como mostrar o 

alcance do problema do desmatamento e apontar 

algumas das suas consequências. Em contraste com 

a "exploração da natureza" promovida pelo sistema 

capitalista, que apenas beneficia uma minoria de 

seres humanos em detrimento de uma maioria de 

outros seres -humanos e não-humanos- e dos seus 

ambientes, destacam-se a cosmovisão do Bem Viver 

desenvolvida pelos povos andino-amazónicos e a 

perspectiva decolonial. O Bem Viver defende a 

necessidade de respeitar todas as formas de vida. 

Assim, constitui uma possibilidade de estabelecer 

outra relação entre os seres vivos e os seus 

ambientes e, como consequência, uma tentativa de 

evitar a destruição do que resta da floresta tropical 

amazónica e o possível aparecimento de outras 

pandemias como a da COVID-19 naquela região. 

Palavras-chave: bem viver; paradigma 
antropocêntrico; Colonialidade; floresta tropical 
amazónica; pandemia da COVID-19. 
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Introduction  

The Amazon rainforest is the largest tropical forest in the world and one of the 

most important biomes on planet Earth. It covers a geographical extension of 7.4 million 

square kilometers and contains the largest hydrographic basin. The need to reduce 

deforestation in the Amazon Region has been widely documented in scientific 

publications and in various media (COSTA, 2020; GÓMEZ, 2020; MARENGO, 2018; SIERRA, 

2019; SUÁREZ et al., 2020). This tropical forest fulfills several environmental roles: it helps 

regulate the climate, capture carbon dioxide (CO2) and 20% of the world's fresh water 

flows through its hydrological system. In addition, it is the terrestrial ecosystem with the 

greatest biodiversity, about 30% of the world's plant and animal species are found in the 

Amazon rainforest (BUTLER, 2020). 

The magnitude of the ecological impact caused by deforestation and 

environmental degradation is evident in monitoring satellite images spanning a three-

decade period of changes in forest cover and land use in the Amazon Region: “Between 

1985 and 2018, the Pan-Amazon region lost 72.4 million hectares of its natural plant cover, 

an area equivalent to the territory of Chile. On the other hand, in the same period there 

was a growth of 172% in areas of agriculture and livestock” (RAISG…, 2020). The extent of 

this problem is verified year after year by various monitoring systems. 

(DESMATAMENTO..., 2022; RAISG..., 2020; TRACKING..., 2019). 

However, environmental degradation is growing rapidly (WHEELER, 2022), even in 

the midst of the health emergency of the COVID-19 pandemic, when social distancing 

measures should be respected and controlled, activities such as land grabbing and 

speculation, Illegal mining and road construction are advancing in the Amazon region, 

where the highest deforestation rate in the last fourteen years is reported (BUTLER, 2022; 

PUENTES, 2022). Several studies demonstrate the influence of biodiversity loss, caused by 

deforestation and the emergence of infectious diseases (ELLWANGER et al., 2020; IPEA, 

2015). 

At the same time, the Amazon was the region of South America most affected by 

COVID-19 (COVID-19…, 2021) and is a possible source for the origin of new pandemics 
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(LAPOLA, 2020). This is the conclusion reached by the PREDICT project, carried out by the 

Emerging Pandemic Threats (EPT) program of USAID (US Agency for International 

Development), which has been involved since 2009 in detecting zoonotic viruses that 

have the potential to generate a pandemic. This project took place in 31 countries in Asia, 

Africa and Latin America, until the United States government interrupted the resources 

to extend its validity in 2020 (BAUMGAERTNER; RAINEY, 2020). Its design followed the 

One Health model, which emphasizes the correlation between the health of humans, 

non-human animals and ecosystems, warning about some factors for the emergence of 

zoonoses: “the majority IEDs (Emerging Infectious Diseases) arise from wild animal 

reservoirs in biodiverse landscapes experiencing strong anthropogenic pressures, 

including human population growth, land use change, and natural resource extraction.” 

(KELLY, et al., 2020, p. 2). 

In Latin America, the project was carried out in Mexico and in four countries of the 

Pan-Amazon region (Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia and Peru). USAID criteria for implementing 

the PREDICT project in these countries include the following:  

 

The risks of disease emergence are greater in developing countries, 
where people and animals live in close proximity and livelihoods are 
highly dependent on natural resources. Developing countries are also 
commonly characterized by limited capacity for detecting disease 
emergence in wildlife prior to spread to humans, and by limited or no 
public health reporting infrastructure (UHART et al., 2013, p. 65-66).  

 

Analysis of the samples collected by this project between 2010 and 2013 allowed 

the identification of 14 viral families with pandemic potential in the Amazonian regions of 

Bolivia, Brazil, and Peru (UHART et al., 2013). Faced with this scenario, we ask ourselves: 

What is the worldview that has prevailed in socio-environmental relations so that we 

reach the current humanitarian and environmental emergency? 

In order to explore the foundations of this mentality and expose some of the 

perspectives that oppose it, we carry out the theoretical discussion from the decolonial 
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approach of some Latin American authors. The notion of Good Living1 of the Andean-

Amazonian indigenous peoples is presented as an alternative to the colonial capitalist 

project initiated at the end of the fifteenth century, currently predominant under the neo-

liberal version. Given that neoliberalism has been in existence for more than fifty years, 

this model is obsolete and unable to face its own consequences, including the origin of 

the COVID-19 pandemic and its effects. 

Although environmental justice in the Andean-Amazonian countries is turning 

closer to ecocentrism2, trying to interrupt centuries of anthropocentrism3 and 

androcentrism, we consider it necessary to review compliance with this legal approach in 

times of pandemic, when we are experiencing a worsening of deforestation in the 

Amazon region. Likewise, currently, contrary to the proposal of Good Living, we show the 

lack of protection of the governments of the Amazonian countries to the indigenous and 

Afro-descendant peoples, who are the most vulnerable during the pandemic, the most 

impoverished due to the exploitation of their territories and for whom a worsening of 

their situation is expected in the post-pandemic. 

This paper analyzes some of the consequences that an economic growth 

perspective based on the domain of what is usually called "natural resources" has for the 

Amazon region and for its socio-biodiversity. For this purpose, we use a qualitative 

methodological approach, through the critical review of academic articles (using the 

EBSCO, Scielo and Scopus databases), institutional technical reports and recent 

newspaper sources. We begin with a contextualization of the Amazon region and its 

importance for the planet, which we contrast with the scope of the deforestation 

problem. Then, we refer to the theoretical foundations from which the colonialist 

mentality of the domination of some human beings over others and over nature derives. 

                                                           
1 The notion of Good Living is permanently being constructed as a philosophy of life and an alternative to 

development. In the Latin American political, economic and philosophical fields, the Good Living has been 
promoted by Alberto Acosta, Eduardo Gudynas, Humberto Cholango, Arturo Escobar, Magdalena León, 
among other authors.   

2 The ecocentric paradigm recognizes nature as a subject of rights and, therefore, as an autonomous legal 
asset and an object of comprehensive protection (MELLO; PEÑAFIEL, 2020, p. 232). 

3 According to the anthropocentric paradigm, human beings occupy a central position and nature is 
separate from us and is here for our service. This idea is based on the notion of "human dignity" as a right-
matrix. In the field of Environmental Law, from the anthropocentric perspective, environmental 
protection is given according to its usefulness for human protection (MELLO; PEÑAFIEL, 2020, p. 232). 
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Subsequently, we ask ourselves what consequences this worldview has, and we address 

some different alternatives to the imposition of capital on nature, emphasizing the Good 

Living proposal. 

 

Amazon region under threat 

The Amazon region represents 53% of the total territory of the member countries 

of the Amazon Cooperation Treaty Organization (ACTO) known as Pan-Amazonia, which 

is the sum of the Legal Amazon areas of each ACTO member country: Brazil, Bolivia, Peru, 

Ecuador, Colombia, Venezuela, Guyana and Suriname.4   

Its total population is close to 30 million inhabitants, which represents 10% of the 

total population of these countries (FENZL, 2010). In addition, it has a cultural richness 

represented by more than 420 indigenous communities that speak 86 languages and 650 

dialects (PNUMA/OTCA, 2008). The importance of the cultural and biological heritage of 

the Amazon region is internationally recognized. However, this region is experiencing 

social, environmental, political and health crises that are rapidly worsening (GÓMEZ, 

2020; SUÁREZ et al., 2020). This territory receives strong pressure due to land grabbing, 

unplanned colonization, road construction, the expansion of the agricultural and 

livestock frontier, mining, oil exploitation and extractivism, factors that influenced the 

devastation of 29.5 million hectares of forest cover in the Pan-Amazon region between 

2000 and 2017 (SIERRA, 2019). 

Conserving the Amazonian forests allows the preservation of socio-biodiversity5. 

That is, sociocultural diversity and biological diversity that are articulated in the same 

social space. This objective can be achieved by reducing deforestation and implementing 

extractive and agro-ecological practices that allow the region's economy to be 

                                                           
4 French Guiana is also part of the Amazonian territory, but as it is officially an overseas department of 

France, it was not included in the Pan-Amazonia by ACTO. For more information, see the Internet platform 
of the  Amazon Cooperation Treaty Organization: http://otca.org/en/about-us/. 

5 This notion implies considering the existence of “differentiated cultural groups and their own forms of 
social organization, use of territories and natural resources” (see: DINO, Nicolao. Ética, medio ambiente e 
sociobiodiversidade. Cadernos Eletrônicos Direito Internacional Sem Fronteiras, [Belo Horizonte], v. 2, 
No. 2, e20200238-e20200238, December 20, 2020, page 16. Available at:  
https://www.cadernoseletronicosdisf.com.br/cedisf/article/view/95. Access on: May 19, 2021). 

https://www.cadernoseletronicosdisf.com.br/cedisf/article/view/95
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maintained. An example of this is the use of non-timber forest products, such as fibers, 

resins, oils, fruits and aromatic and medicinal plants, an economic activity that has made 

possible the existence of socially equitable and environmentally sustainable projects 

(LOPES et al., 2019, CARVALHO RIBEIRO et al., 2020). Maintaining the environmental 

balance also makes it possible to regulate the spread of viruses carried by endemic 

species, a topic that we will develop later in this paper. 

The reality of the Amazonian countries is opposed to the necessary fight against 

deforestation. We selected as the geographic focus of this study the deforestation that 

has occurred in recent years in five countries that make up 86.5% of the Amazonian 

territory: Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, and Peru. 

In Bolivia, the increase in deforestation caused by fires is the biggest challenge. 

Between 2001 and 2019, an average of four million hectares of forest were burned per 

year (SIERRA, 2021a). The Forest and Land Inspection and Social Control Authority (ABT) 

reported that between 2016 and 2017 the deforested area reached 554,232 hectares, 86% 

of the deforested area is in the departments of Santa Cruz and Beni, which are part of the 

Bolivian Amazon region (ABT, 2018). 

In the Brazilian Amazon, the extension of the logged areas during 2019 was more 

than 976,200 hectares (A ESTIMATIVA..., 2019). Even in the midst of the quarantine due to 

the COVID-19 pandemic, the devastation of the Amazon rainforest does not diminish. 

Instead, it demonstrates an upward trend. This fact is attributed to less control and 

penalization by the State control entities. The Brazilian Deforestation Alert System (SAD) 

published the following finding on the loss of vegetation cover in 2021: “The Amazon 

rainforest experienced its worst year in a decade in 2021. From January to December, 

10,362 km² of native forest were destroyed, which is equivalent to half of Sergipe” 

(DESMATAMENTO…, 2022, translation made by us). 

In Colombia, the Amazon region represents 67% of the country's forests. The 

growing trend in the rate of environmental degradation is demonstrated in a report by 

the Foundation for Conservation and Sustainable Development (FCDS). According to that 

report, between January and February 2022, the numbers of fires in the Colombian 
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Amazon region were the highest in the last 15 years: "The fires that are occurring are 

caused during the less rainy season -between December and March- for agricultural 

activities [mainly] for the establishment of farms and grassland," said Rodrigo Botero, 

director of FCDS in a balance that he presented in the news portal La Silla Vacía (BOTERO, 

2022). 

In Ecuador, although deforestation in the Amazon region is relatively low 

compared to the trend in other Amazon countries, since it decreased from 18,800 

hectares in 2017 to 11,400 hectares in 2019, this phenomenon is affecting places relevant 

to cultural and biological diversity. The Monitoring of the Andean Amazon Project 

(MAAP) calculated the deforestation of 57.3 hectares for oil drilling platforms and access 

roads in the Yasuní National Park, which forms part of the ancestral territory of the 

Waorani (FINER et al., 2019). This ecological impact was denounced by the Waorani leader 

Nemonte Nenquimo, in an open letter addressed to the presidents of the nine Amazonian 

countries, in which she stated: “The Earth does not expect to be saved, it expects to be 

respected. And we, as indigenous peoples, expect the same” (NENQUIMO, 2020, 

translation made by us). 

In 2020, Peru reached the highest level of deforestation in the last two decades. 

The monitoring system of the National Forest Program of the Ministry of the 

Environment of that country reported the loss of 203,272 hectares of forest. This is mainly 

due to the expansion of the agricultural frontier for the establishment of crops for illicit 

use (SIERRA, 2021b). 

The intensification of the loss of native vegetation in the Amazon rainforest can be 

seen in a series of satellite images produced by MAAP6 based on its observations of 

deforestation processes. Deforestation is one of the practical consequences of the 

anthropocentric idea that nature is a commodity that must be dominated by human 

beings and a resource to be exploited for their benefit, an idea put into practice by the 

                                                           
6 The satellite images published by the Andean Amazon Monitoring Project (MAAP) can be consulted on its 

web platform: https://www.maaproject.org/2021/amazon-2020 
 

https://www.maaproject.org/2021/amazon-2020
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European colonialist project. Next, we will make a brief exposition of the historical 

development of that form of thought consolidated during Modernity. 

 

 The idea of nature as a thing to be dominated 

In their historical evolution, societies have determined the cultural characteristics 

that guide social and ecological relationships. The school of thought that gave rise to the 

scientific method that separates, compares, opposes, classifies and hierarchizes 

knowledge is characteristic of modern societies. One of the predecessor currents of 

modern scientific thought on the separation between human beings and nature comes 

from the Calvinist interpretation of biblical texts, where the separation and asymmetric 

relationship is established according to which man (understood as the prototype of 

Western man, white and free), is conceived as a universal subject that reigns over nature. 

That interpretation served as the foundation for the anthropocentric and androcentric 

vision of the world (MONARES, 1999). The bases for this worldview are found in the 

translation and interpretation of the first chapter of the book of Genesis belonging to the 

Torah and later included in the Bible: 

 

27 So God created human beings, making them to be like himself. He 
created them male and female, 28 blessed them, and said, “Have many 
children, so that your descendants will live all over the earth and bring it 
under their control. I am putting you in charge of the fish, the birds, and 
all the wild animals. (BIBLE, Genesis, 1, 27-28, 1992, p. 3)  

 

 Following the idea that human beings are an exception to creation and that they 

are not part of nature and, for this reason, must dominate it, Calvin introduced in his 

Institutes of the Christian Religion (originally published in Latin in 1536) some annotations 

that emphasize the fact that nature does not exist as a being in itself, but only for the 

benefit of human beings. He referred to the utility function of nature both to satisfy the 

needs and for the "delight" of human beings and raised the idea that nature can be 

appropriated as "earthly goods" (CALVINO, 1999, p. 552). According to Monares (1999), 



  
For a living and healthy Pan-Amazon Region: the perspective of Good Living   

Ivón Natalia Cuervo, Eunice Sueli Nodar, Marcia Grisotti, Javier Ignacio Vernal 

PerCursos, Florianópolis, v. 23, n. 23, p. 37 - 97, set./dez. 2022 p.77 
 

 

P
e
rC

u
rso

s 

this is one of the arguments from which the idea of nature as an unlimited resource for 

human beings, capable of being controlled through science, was derived. 

Subsequently, the rationalism defended by René Descartes reaffirmed the position 

of nature as the object of human domination. According to Zaffaroni (2011), this 

philosophical current gave humans the mission to progress by exercising such 

dominance. The conquest of the Americas marked the beginning of a form of 

colonization in which capitalism and relations of subordination were articulated according 

to classification by "race" (QUIJANO; WALLERSTEIN, 1992; MALDONADO-TORRES, 2007). 

The dehumanization and consequent subordination of the indigenous and African 

peoples also implied the domination, subalternization and extermination of the ways of 

life and the narratives of the native peoples. The consequences of this live on to this day. 

Only recently, the perspectives of indigenous peoples begun to gain relevance in 

the ecological and political spheres, as an alternative to the developmentalist vision, 

according to which nature is a resource to be exploited for progress and economic 

growth, a necessary object to ensure the well-being of human beings: "The necessity –

eternal sponsor of all massacres and wars– must be evaluated according to the human 

conditions of dignified survival and non-abusive use with respect to all natural entities, 

and not for the exclusive convenience of obtaining higher profits” (ZAFFARONI, 2011, p. 

144, translation made by us). 

These perspectives of the native peoples on socio-environmental relationships, 

which promote the decolonization of knowledge of a Eurocentric matrix, gained greater 

visibility in the most recent Latin American constitutions and in subsequent 

environmental legislation. 

 

Deforestation and pandemics 

Deforestation brings devastating consequences: soil erosion, loss of socio-

biodiversity, alteration of rivers, greenhouse gas emissions, decrease in forest products 

and loss of watersheds (FAO/PNUMA, 2020). Changes in the forest cover of the land also 

have a direct effect on climate change. This was demonstrated by the 0.7°C increase in 
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land temperature in the Amazon region due to the reduction in tropical forest areas 

(MARENGO et al., 2018). 

The deforestation of the Amazon biome causes a global impact, since it affects not 

only the planet's temperature, but also hydrological variability (referring to increased 

rainfall in some countries and droughts in others). This has implications for agriculture, 

water cycles, the acceleration of forest fires (LOVEJOY; NOBRE, 2018) and the migration 

of humans and non-human animals. By causing imbalances in ecosystems, deforestation 

produces losses in socio-biodiversity, due to damage to vital relationships developed over 

time between human beings, non-human beings and their environments. On the other 

hand, climate change increases this loss and amplifies the spread of viruses in humid and 

warm environments (SUÁREZ et al., 2020). As stated by Ellwanger et al. (2020), the 

relationship between biodiversity and infectious diseases is, at the same time, complex 

and paradoxical:  

 

Preserved ecosystems act as health promoters, maintaining pathogens in 
the forest environment. From another perspective, disturbances in highly 
biodiverse ecosystems facilitate the emergence and spread of new human 
infections. These basic precepts need to be taken into account in future 
studies, development projects and political decision-making focused on the 
Amazon region. (ELLWANGER et al., 2020, p. 14). 

 

Deforestation has a high impact on the incidence of insect-borne diseases (IPEA, 

2015), including malaria, leishmaniasis, and dengue (VANWAMBEKE et al., 2007). The 

correlation between the intensification of contact between humans and wildlife with the 

incidence of viral diseases has been evidenced in coronavirus pandemics in the world, 

such as the SARS-Coronavirus pandemic, first identified in southern China in 2002; the one 

caused by the MERS-Coronavirus that emerged in Saudi Arabia in 2012, and the one 

produced by the new coronavirus SARS-CoV-2 that produces the severe acute respiratory 

syndrome COVID-19, a pandemic that had the central region of China as its first epicenter 

in 2019, subsequently spread throughout the planet. 
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Various scientific studies have been carried out since the first cases of coronavirus 

emerged. Among them, a study carried out by researchers from Columbia University in 20 

countries in Latin America, Asia and Africa (ANTHONY et al., 2017) explored the global 

biodiversity of the coronavirus (CoV), identifying 3,204 types of coronavirus in bats. The 

authors found that there is a correlation between the biogeographical variations of bats 

and the spread of the coronavirus. 

The problem lies in the alteration that human beings cause in the balance of 

ecosystems, and not in the existence of bats themselves. Because by changing the 

ecosystem of bats, due to the expansion of agricultural frontiers and urbanization,  these 

animals seek to adapt to the environments created by human beings and, consequently, 

the probability of transmission of the viruses they carry increases (AFELT et al., 2018; 

GÓMEZ, 2020; LEVIS et al., 2020; SUÁREZ et al., 2020). 

The lack of understanding of the anthropic causes of this imbalance has led to 

blaming non-human animals that carry viruses for epidemics (WORSTER, 2020). For 

example, the National Forestry and Wildlife Service (SERFOR) of Peru reported that in 

March 2020, in the province of Santa Cruz (Department of Cajamarca), some people 

"attacked bats found in a local area with fire, those that could be rescued by SERFOR 

were released in a remote cave” (LOS MURCIÉLAGOS…, 2020, translation made by us). 

All of this causes new imbalances in ecosystems and demonstrates the reproduction of 

the mentality of domination of human beings over the environment. 

 

Pandemic and social inequality 

Colonial domination is also expressed in the manifest contempt for the lives of 

humans who have been racialized, dehumanized, and, therefore, historically 

subordinated (HOUTART, 2011, p. 98). Ailton Krenak, a member of the Krenak indigenous 

community (Minas Gerais, Brazil) and leader of the Forest Peoples' Alliance, which brings 

together riverside and indigenous communities in the Amazon, affirms: “We are 

devastating the planet, digging a gigantic gap of inequalities between peoples and 

societies, so that there is a sub-humanity that lives in great misery –with no possibility of 
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getting out of it– and this was also naturalized” (KRENAK, 2020, p. 6, translation made by 

us). 

Racism and inequality are also expressed in the inaccessibility of health services 

and in the precarious infrastructure to care for the indigenous populations of the Amazon 

region, which is why there was a greater number of people infected and deceased as a 

result of COVID-19 (INDIGENOUS..., 2020). In the Pan-Amazon region, in the month of 

November 2021, 3,784,944 infected people were reported among the total population, 

and 106,623 people died from COVID-19 (COVID-19…, 2021). Only in Brazil, until the 

beginning of November 2022, the Articulation of Indigenous Peoples of Brazil (APIB), 

which monitors the situation of indigenous people during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

reported 75686 confirmed cases and 1324 deaths, adding a total of 162 affected 

indigenous communities ([PLATAFORMA] …, 2022). 

Despite the fact that the underreporting of cases of COVID-19 prevalence in the 

quilombos7 makes it difficult to know the situation of these peoples in the Amazon, in 

Brazil there is the COVID-19 Observatory in the quilombos, thanks to an alliance between 

the National Coordination of Articulation of Rural Black Quilombola Communities 

(CONAQ) and the Socio-Environmental Institute (ISA). Data from this observatory report 

5,666 confirmed cases and 301 deaths among the country's quilombos inhabitants up to 

January 2022 (OBSERVATÓRIO…, 2022). 

In recent years, in the countries of the Amazon region, the deepening of the 

neoliberal model has prevailed, which implies environmental devastation and the loss of 

thousands of human lives conceived as "expendable". This is how, in 2020, the Brazilian 

government imposed vetoes on social policies that would protect indigenous peoples 

and quilombolas during the pandemic (LINHA…, 2020).  

Before the pandemic, three types of actions were promoted that lead to 

ecological annihilation: hunting, habitat degradation and deforestation. For these 

                                                           
7 The quilombos are settlements formed by people from the Afro-descendant community of Brazil who 

resisted the slavery established during the colony. These ethnic-racial groups have their own historical 
trajectory and their specific territorial relations. That is the basis of the social movement from which they 
fight for their rights (For more information, see the Internet platform of the Coordenação Nacional de 
Articulação das Comunidades Negras Rurais Quilombolas (CONAQ): http://conaq.org.br/quem-somos/).  
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reasons, the Brazilian president was denounced for “ecocide” before the International 

Criminal Court (MARQUES, 2019). In addition, the heads of the Ministries of the 

Environment in Brazil and Ecuador considered that the way forward in their countries was 

to make environmental laws more flexible and intensify extractivism, especially of wood 

and minerals, even in times of pandemic (ACOSTA, 2020; GREENPEACE BRAZIL, 2020). 

Development in the Amazon region, regardless of which governments are, has 

maintained the same model that ignores geological, biological and sociocultural diversity, 

as Grisotti and Moran (2020, p. 1, translation made by us) point out: “The recognition of 

diversity, that should be the starting point for any discussion on development strategies 

in the region, is neglected by public policies that continue to seek solutions for the region 

as if it were homogeneous.”  

Colombia, for example, presented a worsening of environmental conflicts due to 

political conflicts in the implementation of the peace agreement signed between the 

government and the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia - People's Army (FARC-EP) 

guerrilla in 2016 (SÁNCHEZ, 2019). The weak presence of State institutions in the 

territories previously occupied by this guerrilla gave rise to new conflicts over territorial 

control. In the Amazon region, deforestation has increased due to land grabbing, the 

expansion of extensive cattle ranching, illegal mining, and the intensification of illicit coca 

crops (Erythroxylum coca) (REPORTE..., 2020). Despite the efforts made at the legal level 

and from community-based organizations, in 2021 the Amazon region concentrated 70% 

of deforestation in Colombia (SANABRIA, 2022). 

As a consequence of the pandemic, deforestation in the Amazon region is 

expected to continue to increase, justified by the economic crisis, rising unemployment 

and the need to continue producing food, fuel and other consumer goods in large 

quantities (BENSUSAN, 2020). However, the promise of neoliberalism to increase wealth 

from the use of "natural resources" in "underdeveloped countries" can easily be denied, 

because in Latin America, Asia and Africa the levels of poverty and inequality remain high, 

despite to growing environmental exploitation. 
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The World Bank (WB) estimates that, in Latin America and the Caribbean, the 

pandemic will have an impact on both poverty and inequality. This was the analysis 

disclosed by the economist Carlos Felipe Jaramillo, vice president of the WB for this 

region, in an interview for the France Presse (AFP) news agency: “We are already 

forecasting a loss of at least 25 million jobs for this year 2020 and that figure could be 

worse depending on how the situation evolves over the next five or six months [...], we 

are estimating that 50 million Latin Americans are going to fall below the poverty line this 

year.” (BM ESTIMA…, 2020, translation made by us). 

At the same time, this World Bank specialist believed that the way out of the crisis 

requires "a different growth" that is "more environmentally sustainable and with a 

greater inclusion of young people" (BM ESTIMA..., 2020, translation made by us). With 

the adoption of the discourse of transformation of the economy, the economic 

development model that the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 

imposed has recently been called into question in Latin American countries, but will this 

translate into more effective policies to maintain socioecological systems8? If that 

economic position includes continuing to promote extractivism that generates negative 

social and environmental impacts, in order to later compensate for those impacts, we can 

affirm, along with Gudynas, that "benevolent capitalism is incompatible with good living" 

(GUDYNAS, 2011, p. 239, translation made by us). The loss of socio-biodiversity also has 

negative impacts on local economic conditions, since many communities and traditional 

peoples depend on forests for survival. In other words, the chain of deforestation-

pandemic-poverty can continue to repeat itself indefinitely until we generate positive 

changes in socio-ecological relationships. 

 

 

 

                                                           
8 On the conception of the Amazon as a socio-ecological system see, for example: BUSCHBACHER, Robert; 

ATHAYDE, Simone; BARTELS, Wendy-Lin; MELLO, Ricardo Avaliação da resiliência como ferramenta para 
entender a fronteira amazônica como um sistema socioecológico. Sustainability in 
Debate/Sustentabilidade em Debate, [s.l.], v. 7, no. 2, 2016. 
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Alternatives to the advance of capital over nature 

Understanding the existence of human beings as an integral part of a living 

organism –the Earth, Pacha Mama or Gaia– and, therefore, as one more species among 

others, has a different ethical connotation than the vision of the Earth as a passive host 

that is there to satisfy the economic projects of certain human beings. According to 

Zaffaroni (2011), the conception of Pacha Mama implies recognizing that all beings that 

coexist on Earth have the right to live and develop peacefully. These rights require that 

human beings adopt ethical obligations with respect to all human and non-human beings, 

an urgent commitment at a time when the environmental crisis has become global: "20% 

of the earth's surface has been degraded between the years 2000 and 2015” (FAO/UNEP, 

2020, p. 99, translation made by us). As Houtart (2011) explains, abandoning the utilitarian 

attitude towards nature, which causes damage to life itself, means assuming the ethical 

imperative of "changing economic practices and the cultural system that justifies them." 

(HOUTART, 2011, p. 22, translation made by us). 

The rights of nature –understood as the set of all living beings, human and non-

human, and their environments– are in the matrix of the communities that practice, as 

part of their ways of life, the interdependent relationships of all living beings and their 

environments. In this area is the notion of Good Living of the Andean-Amazonian peoples 

that, instead of constituting a finished model that must be reproduced in other societies, 

is considered as a proposal in constant collective construction: 

 

Sumak Kawsay for us, for the indigenous peoples, is reconstruction, that 
is, the construction of a new model of life, not only for human beings, 
but for the entire planet; new model of life that includes political, 
economic, cultural, social, ecological and spiritual aspects. (CHOLANGO, 
2014, p. 240, translation made by us) 

 

In short, Good Living promotes coexistence in harmony with Mother Earth and the 

practice of the principles of complementarity, cooperation, solidarity, sovereignty and 

reciprocity. In this sense, its ultimate goal is the "sustainability of life" (LEÓN, 2009, p. 72). 

In the sphere of human relations, it is about "a coexistence without misery, without 
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discrimination, with a minimum of necessary things that do not represent the final goal" 

(ACOSTA, 2008, p. 37, translation made by us). 

At the end of the 20th century, the new Latin American constitutions marked an 

environmental trend. The Brazilian Political Constitution of 1988 was the first in Latin 

America to introduce the notion of “ecological balance”, in terms of being a social right, 

based on the usefulness of the services that the environment provides to human beings. 

In this constitutional text, responsibilities are attributed to the State and civil society for 

the care of nature: “Art. 225. Everyone has the right to an ecologically balanced 

environment, which is considered an asset for the common use of the people and 

essential for a healthy quality of life, imposing on the public power and the community 

the duty to defend and preserve it for the present and future generations” (BRAZIL, 1988, 

art. 225, translation made by us). Subsequently, the Brazilian Forest Code (BRAZIL, 2012, 

art. 12) established that 80% of rural property located in Amazonian forest areas cannot 

be deforested. 

In Colombia, article 79 of the National Constitution of 1991 contemplates the 

fundamental right of people to enjoy a healthy environment. As in the Brazilian case, 

environmental care is based on the service that nature provides to human beings. This 

article led to new discussions in the legal-environmental field that adopted the ecocentric 

approach. This approach assumes that the human species is one among all species of 

living beings. This perspective is reaffirmed with the declaration of the Constitutional 

Court in 2016 according to which: "the Atrato River is subject to rights that imply its 

protection, conservation, maintenance and in the specific case, restoration" (COLOMBIA, 

2016, sentencia T-622, translation made by us). Likewise, in the decision of the Supreme 

Court of Justice that recognizes the Colombian Amazon as a subject of rights 

(COLOMBIA, 2018, sentencia STC-4360). This latest court ruling is the result of a lawsuit 

made by a group of 25 Colombian children and youth who demanded that the Colombian 

National State stop deforestation in the Amazon rainforest (JUICIO..., 2019). As a 

consequence of this, the Supreme Court of Justice ordered government entities to 

establish land use plans whose goal was to end deforestation and adapt land use to the 

situations imposed by climate change. 
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The Political Constitution of Peru of 1993 refers to the environment in terms of 

natural resources, renewable and non-renewable, and grants the State the power to take 

advantage of them (art. 66). In addition, it determines that environmental legislation 

must be oriented towards the conservation of biodiversity and protected natural areas 

and the promotion of a model of sustainable development in the Amazon (art. 69). These 

requirements were contemplated by the Forest and Wildlife Law (PERU, 2011, arts. 66-

69). 

The recognition of nature as a subject of rights was made manifest for the first 

time in Latin America in the Political Constitution of Ecuador (2008, art. 71, translation 

made by us): “Art. 71. Nature or Pacha Mama, where life reproduces and takes place, has 

the right to full respect for its existence and the maintenance and regeneration of its vital 

cycles, structure, functions and evolutionary processes.” 

The Political Constitution of Bolivia (2009, art. 347) refers to Good Living (Suma 

qamaña in Aymara) as one of the ethical-moral principles of a plural society (art. 8). It also 

defends the protection of the environment and sanctions the commission of 

"environmental crimes". However, this political constitution focuses on the quality of the 

environment based on the quality of life of people; its perspective is that of third 

generation citizen rights. Next, the Framework Law of Mother Earth and Integral 

Development for Living Well was instituted, which establishes as a fundamental principle 

the "Rights of Mother Earth as a collective subject of public interest" (BOLIVIA, 2012). 

Good Living (Sumak kawsay in Kichwa) contemplates the practice of solidarity and 

reciprocity that are opposed to the inequality and devastation produced by the capitalist 

system. The challenge posed by this notion is the articulation between Human Rights and 

the Rights of Nature, having the defense of life as a principle in decision-making. As a 

promoter of this perspective, Alberto Acosta –economist who presided over the 

Constituent Assembly of Ecuador (2007-2008) – suggests the relevance of "a transition to 

a sustainable and solidarity-based economy, which includes the decrease of extractivism, 

and the demand for local and participatory policies" (ACOSTA, 2015, p. 299, translation 

made by us).  
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Final considerations 

Since the late 1940s, various voices have been warning about the future 

consequences of the relentless exploitation and destruction of nature, inherent in 

sustaining the way of life of some human beings and the capitalist system (CARSON, 1962; 

OSBORN, 1948; VOGT, 1948). In the 1970s, the Limits to Growth report (MEADOWS et al., 

1972) and the Stockholm Conference addressed issues related to the degradation of the 

planet and pointed to the need for its preservation. Even in the 19th century there was 

concern about "saving the forests" in Europe, which were being extinguished to generate 

a type of energy that promoted the development of the exploitation of mineral coal and 

the large-scale expansion of a type of industry associated with its consumption. 

None of these and countless other alerts, among which we must highlight those of 

indigenous peoples, frequently silenced for not being part of the Eurocentric matrix of 

knowledge, were seriously considered, and we find ourselves living with the 

consequences of decades of struggle against nature. In this way, all kinds of predatory 

practices were developed to maintain a system that brings economic benefits only to 

some human beings, and that remains indifferent to the effects that these practices have 

on the rest of nature. Neither the so-called green revolution and the massive use of 

agrochemicals and synthetic fertilizers; neither deforestation, mineral extraction and 

other activities that harm nature as a whole, produced the promised results, and in 

seventy years we passed from the era of warnings to the era of consequences. 

Specifically, the current situation in the Amazon region is evidence of the prevalence of 

an exploitative attitude against nature. It also points out that, among the human groups 

that inhabit that region, there is contempt for indigenous and Afro-descendant peoples. 

According to Zaffaroni (2011), the confusion in the relationships of human beings 

with nature is due to the continuity of the anthropocentric paradigm that granted the 

exclusivity of rights to just a few humans and, therefore, the right of domination over 

nature. To this fact, we can add a previous one, which is the human/nature separation, as 

result of the establishment of an epistemology based on dichotomies. Such an 

epistemology first established an opposition, and then promoted a body-centered 
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hierarchy, creating a norm and placing certain human bodies in a higher order, and all 

bodies dissenting from that norm, in a lower order. 

Unlike the mentality of separation and domination of some human beings over the 

rest of nature, the proposal of Good Living invites us to understand the relationships of 

interdependence between species in order to create a common world that is not limited 

to humans, but for all living beings. Socio-environmental relations must be guided by the 

ethical conduct of the State and civil society. Good Living does not imply the prohibition 

of the consumption of natural products; instead, it aims to do so with care and respect, 

thus opposing the idea that nature is an entity separate from human beings, the factory 

of resources and wealth that capitalism converted it into. This "should be" is present in 

Latin American neo-constitutionalism and in legal environmentalism, but it is clear that 

the rules do not materialize in reality automatically, but the will of human beings is 

necessary to put them into practice. 

The COVID-19 pandemic exposed the carelessness of Latin American governments 

with ethnic minorities and aggravated the situation of indigenous, Afro-descendant and 

Roma peoples who have historically lived in conditions of poverty and misery. It also 

made it possible to observe how governments prefer to ignore both the origin of the 

pandemic and its possible causes, as well as the measures that the first affected countries 

took to reduce its spread. On the one hand, despite the relationship established between 

deforestation and the origin of COVID-19, the Amazon forest continues to be devastated. 

On the other hand, even knowing that the indigenous and Afro-descendant communities 

would be the most vulnerable, and that their care required social distancing and support 

from the State, the invasion of their lands continued to be allowed, which promoted the 

spread of the disease among the guardians of the forest. To prevent the next pandemic 

from emerging in the Amazon territory, we need to stop considering nature as a large 

supermarket. The notion of Good Living takes us out of the logic of unlimited 

consumption to place us in a scenario of self-sufficiency and self-management. 

We conclude that limiting deforestation means profound social, ecological and 

economic change. A “more environmentally sustainable economic growth”, as advocated 

by World Bank specialists, is not a plausible proposal on a finite planet; it just represents 
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another version of neoliberalism, cornered by the economic and social effects of the 

COVID-19 pandemic.  

The change proposed by the notion of Good Living implies valuing knowledge and 

territorial practices, including those that do not focus on the accumulation and 

reproduction of capital, but those that respond to other economic rationalities that allow 

restoring concern for other beings, and the notion of collective well-being –without 

limiting the concepts "other" and "collective" to the human species–, (largely dissolved 

by the neoliberal discourse), having as its main objective the coexistence of all living 

beings on planet Earth. 
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