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As of early July, Brazil had over 1.6 million confirmed COVID-19
cases and the death tool passed 65,000. The lack of testing nationally
suggests the overall figures may be about six times higher than the
official count [1].

With a nominal GDP of $1.87 trillion, Brazil is the ninth-largest
economy in the world, but also one of the world’s most unequal -
20% of its population lives in poverty. An estimated 12 million inhabi-
tants live in overcrowded “favelas”, lacking piped water and proper
sanitation. SARS-CoV-2 is spreading faster in these deprived neigh-
bourhoods and indigenous communities, where access to adequate
care is extremely limited [2].

This scenario of deep inequality and its detrimental health effects
is not new [3]. Previous outbreaks of dengue fever, chikuvgunya, Zika
Virus, and H1N1 also disproportionately affected the poor. In Brazil,
like so many other global contexts, the pandemic has laid bare sys-
temic inequities [4].

President Jair Bolsonaro's (mis)handling of the pandemic served
to further divide the country. Two health ministers - both doctors -
left their posts in the first two months of the epidemic. Both urged
the population to observe social distancing and follow proven health
treatments while Bolsonaro promoted unproven treatments, publicly
broke social distancing recommendations by socializing without a
mask and participated in protests in favor of his government. The
interim Brazilian health minister is Mr. Eduardo Pazuello, an army
general with no health expertise [5].

In early June, the Bolsonaro administration removed comprehen-
sive numbers on coronavirus cases and deaths from the Health Minis-
try’s website, claiming, without evidence, that state officials were
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inflating figures to secure more federal funding. The data were later
reinstated after a Supreme Court justice ordered the government to
stop suppressing them. The president’s communication office
(SECOM) continues to highlight daily number of Brazilians “Saved”
and “Recuperated”, while omitting the number of daily confirmed
COVID-19 deaths.

Following U.S. President Trump’s own dismissal of COVID-19,
when the crisis started, Bolsonaro referred to COVID-19 as ‘a little
cold’ and continued to belittle its gravity. As Brazil’s Covid-19 death
toll rose, Bolsonaro claimed that Brazilians could bathe in excrement
“and nothing happens” [6]. He has openly disagreed with public
health recommendations, frequently arguing that the economic
impact of lockdowns would be more detrimental than the health
impact of the virus itself. On several occasions, his social media posts
were removed for being identified harmful and false content [7]. In
July 7, 2020 Brazilian president Bolsonaro tested positive for COVID-
19 [8].

Bolsonaro’s inept handling of the epidemic occurs as the Brazilian
Unified Health System (SUS) is suffering from long term shortages in
resource allocation, understaffing and austerity policies [9]. Regional
disparities in access to healthcare services has meant that poorer
regions and lower socioeconomic groups rely almost exclusively on
the SUS. The precarious nature of the system has thus been even
more detrimental to these populations and concerns that the health
system will be unable to cope with the increasing number of cases
due to shortages of ICU beds and ventilators continues to rise. In Rio
de Janeiro, for example, the state government promised field hospi-
tals would be built by April, but yet in July, several are still under con-
struction and the entire process has been marred by delays and
corruption allegations.

Despite structural inequalities, the government’s response has
been marked by exalting individual freedom over collective interest
and public health guidelines [10]. Phrases defending the “right to
come and go” have been repeated as mantras against lockdown as
well as unproven medications promoted as an individual “right”. The
limited prevention information produced by the government has pri-
oritized individual actions, such as hand washing - while millions
lack clean water. The government has extended a minimal monthly
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payment of $110 (raised by Congress from their original proposition
of $38), yet at the same time they have continued to pursue a neolib-
eral economic agenda, sought to reduce workers’ rights, refused to
revert a 2016 Constitutional Amendment that froze health spending,
and consistently negate the racial, ethnic and gendered dimensions
of the country’s inequality.

The role of Brazil’s inequalities in fueling COVID-19 transmission
remain unaddressed. Lack of infrastructure, poor leadership and cor-
ruption has created a public health disaster. As new cases and the
death curve continue to accelerate while the country continues to re-
open, Brazil should learn from the United States that the worst is yet
to come.
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