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Covid-19 and (Im)mobility in the Americas  

BRAZIL 
 

 

1. Poverty rate: 19.4% of the total population (2018).1 

 

2. Migration data2 

 

a. Sending country: Around 1,750,000 Brazilians, or 0.83% of the total population 

reside abroad, mainly in the US (26.3%), Japan (10.9%), and Portugal (7.8%). 

b. Destination country: Around 807,000 immigrants, or 0.39% of the total population 

reside in Brazil. The principle countries of origin are Portugal (22.9%), Japan (8.1%), 

and Paraguay (6.5%). Additionally, in recent years Brazil has received 253,495 

migrants and refugees from Venezuela. 

c. Transit country: Brazil is a country of transit for migrants from Venezuela, Haiti, 

and various African countries.  

d. Host country for refugees: About 11,000 refugees were officially recognized in 

Brazil in 2018. In 2020, only 37,467 Venezuelan refugees were registered.  

 

3. Impact of COVID-193 (as of July 14, 2020)  

 

a. Registered cases: 1’884,967 

b. Registered cases as % of total population: 0.89%  

c. Deaths: 72,833 
 

 

4. State responses 

 

- Border closure and surveillance measures. 

- Decree 120, adopted on March 17, 2020, closed Brazil’s border to citizens of Venezuela. Two 

days later, Decree 125 extended the entry ban to citizens of all bordering countries. Non-

compliance with both decrees results in immediate deportation. 

- Subsequent to passage of Decrees 120 and 125, which include the deportation of migrants 

who attempt to cross at land borders during the pandemic, the Acre government called on 

the Ministry of Citizenship to help repatriate migrants in Assis to their countries of origin. 

- Before the coronavirus crisis, the federal government had established Operation Shelter 

(Operação Acolhida / Operación Acogida), its main strategy for handling the arrival of 

Venezuelan migrants in the north, with provided migrants with comprehensive assistance 

but also functioned as type of a migration filter. After the coronavirus crisis began, 

Operation Shelter created the Emergent Contingency Plan for Covid-19 in order to establish 

general rules at the border for Covid-19 prevention, control, and treatment in relation to the 

entire migrant population (not only Venezuelans). The plan aims to provide security, shelter, 

 
1 https://repositorio.cepal.org/bitstream/handle/11362/44969/5/S1901133_es.pdf 
2https://datosmacro.expansion.com/demografia/migracion/emigracion/brasil   

https://migrantesyrefugiadosven.org/ 
3 John Hopkins University (2020). “Coronavirus Resource Centre”. https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html  
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relocation, and administrative services within temporary settlements and at information, 

relocation, welcome, and support desks.   

- The Federal Government implements the Emergency Aid program directed to the most 

vulnerable population, which consists of paying three monthly payments of 600 Brazilian 

real or 110 USD. According to the Ombudsman's Office of the Union, irregular migrants can 

also request the benefit. 

- The Brazilian government convened again the Cuban doctors who worked in the More 
Doctors program until November 2018 and who stayed to live in Brazil as naturalized, 

permanent residents or refugees. 

- The Federal Public Defender (DPU) provided communication channels to help Brazilians 

who are abroad. In addition, it announced the creation of the Covid-19 National 

Observatory, designed to receive complaints about any violation of rights by the government 

as a result of the pandemic in areas of health, social security, social assistance, housing and 

other affected areas.  

- The Ministry of Foreign Affairs has managed to repatriate almost 20.000 Brazilians through 

commercial charter flights, purchase of tickets on cargo flights, flights of the Armed Forces, 

or by ground transportation with the support of consulates and local governments. Brazilians 

are returning the most from countries like Portugal, Bolivia, Peru, Argentina, and Mexico. 

- The Paraná state government produced official documents in five languages (Haitian Creole, 

Arabic, French, English and Portuguese) to guide migrants of various nationalities to fight 

coronavirus.  

- The Municipality of Boa Vista is restricting the assistance of Venezuelan migrants in the 

municipality's public health network through municipal law 2,074 (February 2020). On 

April 20, 2020 the Union Public Defender accomplished that the Judiciary prevents the 

municipality from continuing with this measure.  

 

5. At risk populations  

 

- Refugees (Africans and also Venezuelans) 
 

o During the pandemic:  

 
▪ The ordinances 100 and 120 carried out by the government in the 

context of the crisis that provides for the total closure of land borders 

with the nine bordering countries of Brazil, allow people to be returned 

to countries where their lives are at risk due to persecution or war. 

With these ordinances, the government determined that if these people, 

including children, arrive in Brazilian territory they have no right to 

seek asylum. 

▪ During the pandemic, African refugees in Sao Paulo who work in the 

informal labor market suffered the economic effects and currently have 

no income. 

▪ CONARE continued evaluating asylum applications that have already 

been initiated but no new ones cases are accepted. 

 

- Irregularized migrants (this population is extremely vulnerable to COVID-19) 

 
o Before the pandemic:  
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▪ Irregularized migrants lived under constant threat of deportation and 

detention and had limited access to health services. 

▪ They are exploited, suffered from abuse by employers, deception by 

recruitment agencies, and lack of access to a path to permanent 

residence and citizenship. 

▪ The situations have NOT changed during the pandemic. Risks possibly 

have been exacerbated, directly affecting the lives of irregularized 

migrants in Brazil. 

 

o During the pandemic:  

 

▪ The great majority does not have the option to socially distance and 

quarantine at home.  

▪ The ones who keep their jobs do not have health guarantees in the 

workplace.  

▪ They use crowded public transportation to get to work which poses a 

risk to their health.   

▪ Job loss or layoffs have meant loss of income.  

▪ They can access the state program “Emergency Aid” that gives 

economic support of 600 Brazilian real or 110 USD for three months.  

▪ Many migrants live overcrowded conditions, in places that prevent 

conditions for good health through social distancing.  

▪ Due to their condition of irregularity, they not only face the threat of 

deportation but if they do become ill, they have limited access to 

health care.  

 

 
► Irregularized Haitian migrants: 

 

o During the pandemic:  

 

▪ Due to border closure, a group of at least 105 Haitian migrants -among 

them, tens of children- are in a street situation in Assis, in the state of Acre, 

in the triple border of Brazil, Peru, and Bolivia. 

▪ Some Haitian migrants that arrived in Brazil at the beginning of the 

pandemic are in a legal limbo because they could not obtain 

documentation.  

 

 
► Venezuelan Irregularized migrants (especially those who resides at the border zones 

are in a vulnerable situation previous to COVID-19) (this population is extremely 

vulnerable to COVID-19) 

 

o During the pandemic:  
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▪ Venezuelan people are migrating in reverse. Many are coming back to their 

country on foot through the state of Romaira. They suffered job loss 

resulting in the loss of their sources of income. 

▪ Alternative routes such as trails have been used since the border closure. 

These trails have intensified the flow, including people carrying food and 

products from the Brazilian side to Venezuela. 

▪ 86 soldiers from Welcome Operation were diagnosed with Covid-19, three 

belong to Pacaraima and 83 to Boa Vista. In addition, it was reported that 

there are 5 Venezuelans infected in the area. 

▪ There are unaccompanied migrant children and adolescents particularly at 

the border with Venezuela. This flow could increase after the opening of 

the borders. 

▪ The most critical situation is experienced by the indigenous Venezuelans, 

mainly the Warao and the E'ñepá, who live in public invaded or 

unoccupied land on the banks of the cities without any public service. 

However, contrary to the trend, the case of the Warao indigenous people 

who were stranded since September 2019 in inhuman conditions in a small 

city of Acre, Assis, Brazil, they finally received social attention from the 

state and the municipality after the COVID crisis to avoid contagion. 

 

► Irregularized migrants in transit of different nationalities.  
 

o During the pandemic:  

 

▪ Due to the border closure between Peru and Brazil, some migrants in transit 

have been prevented from continuing their migration projects. Haitian, 

Mauritanian, Senegalese, Venezuelan, Cuban and Pakistani nationals are in 

precarious conditions in Assis, Acre. 

▪ The Acre prefecture and state government have "enabled" schools and 

hotels to shelter 244 people. However, it is estimated that there are 

approximately 300 people in vulnerable situations, including children and 

pregnant women. 

▪ There is a group of Cubans stranded at the border between the Republic of 

Guyana and Brazil. They have the intention of returning to Uruguay to 

reunite with their families. 

▪ Other Brazilians who were in the Amapá state in northern Brazil were 

unable to return to their homes in French Guyana. 

 

6. Social Responses 

 

- Migrant struggles 
 

o According to official data, the 1.171 Venezuelans that have returned from Brazil in 

recent weeks, they have all tested negative for Covid-19. Returns of Bolivians and 

Paraguayans are also noted.  

o Immigrants such as Syrian Talal Al-Tinawi, a war refugee, donated 300 rations of 

food for the elderly. 
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o The Assistance Desk for African Citizenship in Pernambuco (Eacape), obtained 

through the Sub-Commission on Refugee Law of the Commission on Human Rights 

in Pernambuco the donation of 50 basic baskets for a group of Senegaleses.  

o The NGO Africa de Corazón, founded and constituted by migrants and refugees, 

distributed basic baskets and hygiene kits to migrant families in need in the region. 

In addition, the volunteers went to an occupation at downtown São Paulo where 

400 families live, almost all migrants or asylum seekers. Volunteers helped residents 

sign up for the emergency relief created by the federal government to mitigate the 

economic effects of the pandemic. 

o The Association for the Defense of Haitian Immigrants and Migrants in Mato Grosso 

started a campaign to receive donations. 

o A group of Haitian migrants living in Guaporé grouped together to collect basic 

baskets for other families in the city. 

 

- Solidarity networks:  
 

o UNHCR created the Help platform, with information in five languages (Portuguese, 

Spanish, English, French and Arabic) that offers clear guidelines for preventive 

measures that are shared in real time with refugees or asylum seekers throughout 

the Brazilian territory. 

o NGO partners of UNHCR try to support individual cases, strengthen 

communication with communities and implement preventive measures. 

o NGOs distribute hygiene kits to the most vulnerable populations in Boa Vista and 

Manaus: sanitary water, soap powder, toilet paper and other personal and collective 

hygiene supplies. 

o The Pana project, an initiative of Cáritas Brasil, carries out the Pana project in 

Brasilia (DF), Porto Velho (RO), San José (SC) and São Paulo (SP). Venezuelan 

refugees and migrants who were internalized by the federal government and were 

impacted by the new coronavirus pandemic will be accommodated in transitory 

houses. 

o The organizations (The Peace Mission, Conectas Human Rights, Avina Foundation, 

Cáritas Brasileira, Cáritas São Paulo, IMDH-Institute of Migration and Human 

Rights, Ficas, Center for Migrant Services, SJMR-Jesuit Service for Migrants and 

Refugees and CDHIC- Center for Human Rights and Immigrant Citizenship), 

requested that the measures taken by the Brazilian authorities in reaction to the 

pandemic "not to be discriminatory against populations in situations of vulnerability 

and that they have the acceptance of the Brazilian State ". 

o The Union Public Defender, through a public civil action that includes social 

organizations, manages to get the Judiciary to prevent the municipality of Boa Vista 

from limiting access to health to Venezuelan migrants. The new determination also 

obliges health care centers to have information on mechanisms to access health 

rights in Portuguese and Spanish. 

o Dozens of Human Rights organizations for Migrants sent a letter to the Senate of the 

Republic requesting refraining from passing any bill that involves migrants and 

refugees and that is not directly related to the pandemic. 

o Organizations like Misión Paz have accommodation space in the House of Migrants, 

and collect and distribute health aid and food in Sao Paulo. 
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- Xenophobia: 
 

o Several migrants have noted the increase in xenophobia in their surroundings. On 

May 19, an Angolan was killed in Sao Paulo after arguing with a Brazilian about 

emergency aid. 

o The Caixa Federal Economic Bank, which provides the “Emergency Aid”, the 

economic aid that the government gives to the most vulnerable population, is not 

giving migrants the payment arguing that they do not have Brazilian documents. 

That act constitutes a violation of their rights. 
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