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Before COVID…

• Indigenous Peoples have already been facing a 
host of health challenges, rooted in a long 
history of exclusion, oppression, and 
marginalization 

• Historically, pandemics and epidemic disease 
outbreaks have presented an additional layer 
of vulnerability, with smallpox, cholera 
devastating the New World, enabling 
colonization. 

• Beyond health concerns, Indigenous Peoples 
have faced security and economic issues that 
have likewise impacted their health 



Before COVID…

• Long history of disease outbreaks means that 
many Indigenous Peoples have their own 
responses to health crises - from quarantine 
and isolation sites (see picture) to rituals

• Community closures have also been practiced 
all over the region (for instance, ubaya/tengaw
in the Philippine Cordillera

An ‘isolation hut’ of the Tau’t Bato community in Southern Palawan 
visited and photographed by the author in 2008



Kitanglad - Bukidnon - August 2020
Photo courtesy of Easter Canoy/KIN

Bontoc- April  2020
Photo courtesy of Karlston Lapniten



Health disparities framework
Anticipating future pandemics, Philip Blumenshine and colleagues (2008) identified 

three sources of health disparity 
in the event of major influenza outbreaks:

1. Disparities of exposure
2. Disparities in susceptibility 

3. Disparities in treatment once disease has developed 



Disparities of 
Exposure
• Indigenous Peoples as ‘isolated’ - enter and exit 

their villages regularly
• “As thousands of tribal migrant workers have lost 

their livelihood due to the nationwide lockdown 
and are on their way to their villages, reverse 
migration could destroy indigenous communities in 
tribal hinterlands.” - India (Mohanty 2020)

• “Collectivity is a core ethos” (Kaplan et al 2020)

• Indigenous Peoples in remote villages encounter 
people against their will 

• Lack of access to PPEs
The site of Kaliwa Dam: once the domain of the Dumagats in Sierra 
Madre but now the site of enroachment, construction, and struggle



Disparities of 
Susceptibility
• Indigenous Peoples - immunity profile and 

susceptibility 

• Indigenous Peoples and aging population
• A loss of an elder is an invaluable loss in a 

community 

Photo courtesy of Jake Versoza



Disparities in 
Treatment
• Indigenous Peoples - among the most distant 

from testing and treatment services 
• Geographic barriers, movement restrictions, 

and stigma 
• Lack of documentation may render them 

ineligible for insurance 

From Davy et al. (2016). “Access to primary health care services for Indigenous 
peoples: A framework synthesis” International Journal for Equity in Health 15:163



Beyond
health disparities

• On top of disparities to the impacts of 
COVID-19 itself, we can also look at the 
following:

• Economic disparities 
• Social and political disparities 
• Disparities in access to services other than 

COVID-19 care

Tourism has been cut off as a major source of income for many indigenous peoples 
in the region (Photo by the author)



Economic disparities

• Restrictions in movement 
• Shutdown of tourism and other major 

livelihoods
• Distribution of economic aid 
• Nepal (Gurung 2020): “While the government 

is distributing relief packages to some 
residents, most Indigenous Peoples do not 
have the required paperwork to receive these 
supplies” 

In times of crises, many IPs turn to various foods like root crops, but the movement 
restrictions have also cut off access to these coping mechanisms



Social and political disparities 

• Disruptions in traditional seasonal movement
• People taking advantage of the ‘fog of COVID-

19’ to perpetuate land grabbing, militarization, 
arbitrary arrest

• Lack of regular means for redress (e.g. judiciary, 
public protests) 

Indigenous peoples facing political persecution are particularly vulnerable 
(Photo by the author)



Disparities in services

• Practicing Indigenous health knowledge 
• Stigma and discrimination, compounded by 

bureaucratic requirements 
• “Covidization” of health care
• Lack of access to sanitation, water, and 

electricity 
• Lack of Internet access 
• “Education is another challenge facing 

indigenous youth.” (UNESCO 2020) 



Urgent responses

• Governments: address the needs of Indigenous 
Peoples 

1. Participatory, inclusive, and culturally-
sensitive

2. Priorities: food and economic security, 
access to health, and protection from 
abuses

3. Beyond ‘ayuda’, supporting livelihoods

• Intersectionality: Indigenous children and 
education; Indigenous women and reproductive 
health; Indigenous Peoples with  disability 

• Assessment of Indigenous perceptions 
• Beyond symbolism

Photo: EV Espiritu/Philippine Daily Inquirer



Summary

• Indigenous Peoples suffer from disparities of 
exposure, suspectibility, and health care access 
for COVID-19, as well as economic, social, 
political, and service-related disparities

• Longstanding marginalization and history of 
oppression, forced eviction, and discrimination 

• Indigenous Peoples are especially vulnerable, and 
therefore require special protection and support. 


