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: ‘collective . suicide
‘southwestern Brazil, The Indians’;

Uremnant of their traditional land. -
L: #The situation is ve

“ est Action Network in San Francis-

. . €0, a Eroup campalgmng on behalf -

of the Indians, “They are up m
tarms, literally: arrows and bows.”
. The -220 Guarani-Kaiowa are
g now restricted to a 2,350-hectare
E pateh of land in the state of Mato
- Grosso do Sul, not far from the bor-
¢ der with Paraguay Their home area
fofJaguaptré near the town of Tacu-

).

" ru, has.become’a $nall; Jsland &7k

- farmland and forest in the midst of -
.sugarcane plantat:ons and catile
* ranches. o
i'{ “*Without iand a Kaiowa chlef

i called Zeferino has said, “the Indi-

; an loses his language and loses the
mcmory of his people. Without
.Lmd the Indian cannot plant, With-

Lout Jand; the Indian has nowhere to

%hunt and fish, nowhere to Iook for -

‘ herbs, nowhere to perform his reli-l
gion. He is lost. He begins to die.”

. The Guarani-Kaiowa had little or
‘no contact with non-Indian society
#until the early years of this century.

; ' They fished and hunted across fer-

i lile, game‘ﬁlled plains,.. ;4 s

b Now! everything « ‘has changed
 Most of the wildlife has disappeared

;!rom the area. And from all ac-
% counts, the Kaiowa are in a desper--
“ate condition. Many of them sleep

\( in;makeshift tents and scrape a
. meagre living by working on blg
; sugarcane plantations.
i Lidia Luz, an anthropologist in
t: Sz0 Paulo who works with Brazil's
+ Indians, gaid that “the Kaiowa’s in-
:'tention to commit suicide is gen-
L hecause they understand they can
?, no Ionger survive if there is no Iand
pforthem” . .2

iy «The Kaiowa’ comprise one of the .

2-nobst important groups among the
;55,000 of so Guarani in Brazil (oth-
i ers are found,in Argentina and .
' Paraguay, where Guarani is a na-
i tional language). They are cut off
7 from the vast majority of Brazil’s
t'Indians, who inhabit lands in the
4 Amaron watershed far to the north.
‘tAbout 30,000 Guarani live in.
Maio Grosso do Sul. According to
“ Brazilian journalist Joao Ripper,
i §,000 of them are threatened with -
* expulsion from their homes because
i of conflict wuh agncultura!
1 landowners.
Jt'sa confllct thcy generaliy lose,
- And over the last decade, the
¥ Giuarani have been turning more

threatcning to commit ’f
in'

“supporters say they will carry out"
S their threat if they are forced off a iy

tense,” said r\
it Jose Roberto Borges of the Rainfor-

i nine. They are prepared to do this .

- cut .the remainin
- unlike most of
~boundarics of Indian reserves are

.1-‘ L
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o auarinl Kaiowa faml!y siand with thalr be!cnulngs un lhe davastated land that was thelrs.
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An anclant Guarzmi Falewa woman,’

‘Without land, the
Indian loses his
language and loses
‘the memory of his
people. Without land,
‘the Indian cannot
plant. Without land,
‘the Indian has
iowlhere to fuiit and
fish, nowhere fo look
for herbs, nowhere
to perform his |
G Jeligion. He, zs,,Iostm,ﬁ,,,,
"'He begins to die.”

and more to suicide, Official figures
from FUNAI (the Brazilian govern-
ment agency for Indian affairs)

; show that 117 Guarani iilled them-

selves between 1986 and 1993 -
most of them young people who
died by hanging,.

FUNAI says that 88 of the sui-

. cides came from the ranks of the

Kaiowa; Kaiowa leaders give an

. even higher figure. In any case, yet

-more suicides took place during the
first weeks of this year,

“I will die here,” Ripper was told
" by a 92-year-old Kaiowa woman
called Jaguapoty. “I buried my fa-
" ther and my grandfather here, If

. they come to throw me out, T will

kill myscif. My husband will kill
himself and ail our children too.”

: At an officiat level, Brazil has not -
" been indifferent to the plight of the*

Guarani. In 1992, the minister of
justice declared Jaguapiré an arca of
permanent possession by the Guar-
ani-Kaiowa ~ a decision confirmed
by Brazil's president at the time,
Fernando Collor. One of the big
landowners in the Jaguapiré region
- reportedly called the decision “an
assault against private property.”
Last week, however, it was re-
vealed that Brazilian politicians

v

have been withholding millions of

doltars in international aid that had
been ¢armarked for the country’s

. Indians,

Rut Mato Grosso do Sul is far re-

. moved from paper orders issued in
- the capital. Ripper observes that
four-fifths of the state’s land is
owned by less than 1 percent of the
population. And two local ranchers,
convinced the land is nghtf‘ully
theirs, are determined to evict the
Indians in Jaguapiré and to clear-
forest. (In Brazil,
orth America, the

often bitterly contested.)

José Fuentes Romero, a major
landowner in the arca, has claimed
legal title 10 about 1,300 hectares of
the reserve, including the village of
Jaguapiré. Otavio Junqueira de

Moraes has asserted that heownsa

further 700 hectares. If the courts
confirm their ¢laim to ownership,
the Kaiowa would be left huddling
on less than 400 hectares of land.

It's a pattern familiar elsewhere =

in Mato Grosso do Sul. Because of
incursions by landowners through- -

out the state, the amount of land oce

cupied by Indians is thought to
have shrunk to less than 25,000
hectares — a mere half of the terri-
tory occupied just a decade ago.

In a ruling last November, a local
judge, Jfean Marcos Feyre;ra,
Romero’s side. He gave thE Kaidwa'"
until laie January to clear out,

The case was promptly appealed
to a higher court in Sao Paulo. Just

" as the order to clear out was to take

effect, Judge Sebastiao de Oliveira
gave the Kaiowa a reprieve. Now
they'll be able to stay on the land
until a further ruling on Romero’s
claim to the property.

After months of deliberation, a
final decision has not yet been
handed down on this key question.
And according to Carlos Marinho,
an assistant to the president of
FUNAL, it could be more than a

year before the ruling is made. -

“There is no reason for the Guaram
to go on threatening mass suicide,”
he said, “because the dcc:sson to
expel them was suspended.”

Marinho emptmsrud that his or-'

ganization is doing: its best:-

SFUNAI can't be against the Indx»'

ans because it is the organ that guar-

antees protcction of Brazil's Indi-

ans, Have you got that straight?”
_ But when he visited the area last
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month,  Ripper - found that
Romero’s workers had already de-
stroyed a_cemetery where, the-
Kaiowu say, generauons of their an-
cestors lie buried.

From its headquarters in San
Francisco, the Rainforest Action
Network Tias mountedian interna-
tional letter-writing campaigit, hop-
ing to persuade an appeal-court
judge that Ferreira’s ruling ought to
be overturned for good. :

In his ruling, Judge Oliveira ex-
pressed irritation at the national
and intefnational pressure that has

sa
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been exerted on the Indians’ behalf, ...

But he also noted the effect of the
Indians’ own pressure, as outlincd
in their suicide threat. = g
If they lose the final court deci-
sion, many of the affected Indians
. have informed FUNAI that they in-
tend to die rather than be taken
away from the land, The Kaijowa
are known to refer to the land as
* “the great mother of us all.” = ¥
. Little else is left to them. In'the .
" words of the Rainforest Action Net-",
work, “Economic activities within ="
their lands, such as cattle-ranching,
have depleted the natural resource
‘base on which the Guarani depend,

-

7 ¥ Having their lifestyie’ severciy“‘“

disnupted, the young and the elders
feel humiliated and discouraged
and have fallen into compiete es-
peration.”

Further - dislocallon the
Kaiowa's lives has been provoked

- by an influx of evangelical mission-
‘aries from the U.S. Accordingto a,
recent atticle in the London Daily

Telegraph, 30 Protestant sects are

2

battling fer converts among the In— ‘

dians of Mato Grosso do Sul -
ratio of rcughly one sect. for every
1,000 Indians.
Some of the missionaries havc in-
structed the Indians that their tradi-
. tional culture and beliefs are the
: work of the devil, R:pper characler-
izes their work as “religious geno-
cide.” I{e describes the Guarani as
: “a profoundly sad people.”
“Eleven thousand Guarani. in
< Brazil have already lost their land,”
- Borges added. “*Many of them are

roadside, dymg of mainutrmon and
™3

living oui of plastic bags along the °



