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Abstract: Conserving tropical forests is crucial for the environment and future of our climate. Tropical
rainforests worldwide, including the Brazilian Legal Amazon (BLA), offer exceptional ecosystem
services. However, the disturbances that have been occurring more frequently within them are en-
dangering their key role in tackling climate change. An alternative approach for preserving the intact
forests that remain in the BLA is the delimitation of Indigenous Lands (ILs), which can, additionally,
ensure the well-being of the traditional peoples inhabiting there. An increase in deforestation rates of
the BLA in recent years, due to the weakening of the Brazilian environmental policy, is not confined
to unprotected areas but is also occurring within ILs. Under this scenario, mining, not allowed in ILs,
is a growing threat in these protected areas. Thus, using the freely available MapBiomas dataset, we
have quantified for the first time the total mining area within ILs of the BLA from 1985 to 2020. Such
activity jumped from 7.45 km2 in 1985 to 102.16 km2 in 2020, an alarming increase of 1271%. Three
ILs (Kayapó, Mundurukú, and Yanomami) concentrated 95% of the mining activity within ILs in 2020
and, therefore, they require closer monitoring. Most of the mining in ILs in 2020 (99.5%) was related
to gold extraction. A total of 25 of the 31 ILs of the BLA where mining activity was detected in at least
one of 36 years analyzed (~81% of them) had a statistically significant increasing trend according to
the Mann–Kendall test at 5%. The datasets used or cited in this study (MapBiomas, PRODES, and
DETER) enable the monitoring of the current status of ILs, and the identification of emerging trends
related to illegal activities. Therefore, they are critical tools for legal authorities.

Keywords: Indigenous Lands; Amazon; mining; environmental conservation; MapBiomas

1. Introduction

Tropical forests are vital for environmental sustainability and the future of life on our
planet [1,2]. When intact, the combination of a high biodiversity with their action as a carbon
sink enables tropical forests to offer exceptional ecosystem services that mitigate climate
change, regulate the water cycle, and contribute to biodiversity conservation [3,4]. However,
tropical forests have been facing substantial changes and disturbances worldwide, mostly
driven by high-impact logging, deforestation, and wildfires. Primarily, these alterations
are induced by anthropogenic activities [5,6]. This situation contributes to both an increase
in greenhouse gases emissions and a reduction in evapotranspiration, which exacerbates
climate warming [7] and opposes the role of tropical forests as a natural counteraction
to climate change. It also induces direct threats to human health due to the increased
concentrations of dangerous fine particulate matter in the air associated with biomass
burning [8,9].
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The Brazilian Legal Amazon (BLA), a part of the largest tropical forest in the world, is
an example of this paradoxical situation. It was created from a social–political perspective
by the Brazilian Federal government in 1953 to promote the socioeconomic development of
the Amazonian states that historically shared the same economic, political, and social chal-
lenges (the totality of the Acre, Amapá, Amazonas, Mato Grosso, Pará, Rondônia, Roraima,
and Tocantins states, and a portion of the Maranhão state). The current delimitation of the
BLA, established in 1988, encompasses an area of approximately 5 million km2, accounting
for 59% of the Brazilian territory [10]. As this region is recognized for its unique ecological,
biodiverse, and archaeological significance, besides its key role in climate regulation, the
preservation of the BLA natural resources is a matter of global relevance [2]. The BLA
has been facing a deforestation boom since 2019, mostly associated with the weakening of
environmental laws taking place in Brazil [11,12]. Altogether, deforestation has reached
nearly 20% of the BLA [13]. The primary drivers of deforestation in the BLA are related to
supplying the cattle, crop, and timber global markets, and local demands for food crops.
In addition to this, road expansion networks and supplying the mining sector also drive
deforestation in the BLA. Recently, this increase has dramatically affected Indigenous Lands
(ILs) [14,15]. These protected areas have historically acted as a barrier to sustain remaining
forests and to guarantee the well-being of the traditional Amazonians [16]. The annual
average deforestation rate within ILs of the BLA in the past three years (419 km2 year−1)
was 81% above the average annual rate from 2012 to 2021 (231 km2 year−1) [17].

Deforestation is not the only disturbance on the rise in the BLA and its protected
areas. The frequency and scale of illegal activities associated with mining have increased
significantly over the past few years [18]. Currently, law bills moving in the Brazilian
parliament aim to open ILs to mining projects [19], while mining companies have surpassed
2600 active permissions requests to prospect within ILs of the BLA at the Brazil’s National
Mining Agency [20]. The weakening of the Brazilian environmental laws and the act of
communicating the intention of implementing such mining projects have potentialized
the invasion of garimpeiros (artisanal gold miners) in ILs [21]. This is a severe threat to
the indigenous peoples inhabiting the ILs, especially the isolated ones [22]. The most
common threats associated with the mining activity to the indigenous peoples are episodes
of violence and conflicts on land ownership, watershed degradation, and the pollution of
aquatic and terrestrial ecosystems [23,24]. These threats are, directly and indirectly, harmful
to human health.

The recent increase in BLA deforestation rates and illegal mining activity, especially
the increase occurring within protected areas, is contradictory to the United Nations (UN)
decade of action to deliver the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and an international
concern. It also goes against the commitments made by the Brazilian Federal Government at
the 26th Conference of the Parties (COP26) to fight climate change [25], and the International
Labour Organization (ILO) Convention 169 [26], which assures indigenous peoples’ rights
and participation on the management of their own territories. This disharmony may cause
irreversible damage, not only to the environment and the indigenous peoples, but also to
the credibility of the mining activity that follows all legal requirements. Legal mining is a
major source of income for several Amazonian municipalities [23].

The reversion of this scenario involves, at an initial stage, the accurate identification
and monitoring of the ILs where illegal mining activity has increased more significantly over
the past few years. Due to the extension of the ILs located within the BLA, encompassing
more than one million km2, orbital remote sensing is the only viable way to monitor
them all. The use of remote-sensing-based analysis-ready datasets (ARDs) can fill this
gap. In this study, we used the freely available remote-sensing-based Land Use and Land
Cover (LULC) dataset provided by the MapBiomas project [27] to identify and quantify,
temporally and spatially, the increase in the mining activity within ILs of the BLA from
1985 to 2020. It is the first time that such a long time series (36 years) has been used to
assess illegal mining within the ILs of the BLA. Usually, similar studies [19,21] are based
on more recent remote-sensing-based ARDs, such as PRODES [13] and DETER [28]. We
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also identified the ILs where mining activity concentrates in the current period (the year of
2020) based on the MapBiomas LULC dataset. These are the ILs where legal authorities
must focus their counteraction measurements in order to cease illegal mining. Moreover,
we categorized, for the first time, the type of mining within the ILs of the BLA in 2020
based on the MapBiomas classification regarding the type of mining categorization. A
trend analysis was also applied to identify in which ILs of the BLA the increase in the
mining activity was statistically significant during the 1985–2020 time series. Additionally,
the remote-sensing-based PRODES [13] and DETER [28] ARDs were used to support the
discussion of the results.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Indigenous Lands within the Brazilian Legal Amazon

The National Indigenous Foundation (FUNAI) is in charge of demarcating ILs in
Brazil. According to the Constitution of the Federative Republic of Brazil, ILs are lands
(i) traditionally occupied by indigenous peoples; (ii) used for their productive activities;
(iii) essential for the preservation of the natural resources that guarantee their well-being;
and (iv) necessary for their physical and cultural reproduction [10]. ILs constitute a major
portion of the BLA, accounting for 22.8% of its total area (Figure 1). Nevertheless, no new
ILs were demarcated during the current federal administration inaugurated in 2019. These
protected areas are of utmost importance for maintaining the lifestyle of the traditional
Amazonians, also aiming at preserving the remaining forests and guaranteeing the well-
being of the Amazonian traditional peoples. Therefore, they have a critical role against
deforestation and other disturbances within the largest tropical forest in the world [29].
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Figure 1. Location of the study area: the Indigenous Lands (ILs) within the Brazilian Legal Amazon
(BLA). The three ILs that concentrated most of the mining activity in 2020 are represented by the red
(Kayapó), yellow (Munduruku), and blue (Yanomami) colors.

Although ILs are mostly preserved, where 92.1% of the ILs located within the BLA
were composed of forest formations in 2020 [27], the deforestation pace within them has
been ascending in recent years [13,17]. However, protected areas, such as ILs, are less
affected by deforestation than unprotected adjacent areas [30]. Usually, mining activity in
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the BLA, including the ILs, takes place after deforestation. Mining-related deforestation
increased more than 90% from 2017 to 2020 in the BLA and is expected to grow in the
next few years [21]. Even though mining is not (yet) allowed in ILs, since there is a law
bill moving in the Brazilian Parliament that can potentially regularize the mining activity
within ILs (PL-191/2020), mining companies and illegal miners are actively searching for
exploitable areas, especially for gold extraction, in these territories [19]. The threats related
to mining, especially forest loss, environmental degradation, and the pollution of soil and
water resources, are of great concern in ILs containing isolated peoples who are more
sensitive to these threats.

Currently, the Yanomami, Mundurukú, and Kayapó (highlighted in Figure 1) are
among the most affected ILs by illegal mining in the BLA [31]. However, a long-term
analysis showing the evolution of the mining activity within these ILs, such as that per-
formed in this study, is still necessary. Other disturbances, such as forest degradation,
deforestation and forest fires, and LULC changes related to agricultural expansion, also
endanger these three ILs [16]. The Yanomami IL, legally demarcated in 1992, is the largest
one in Brazil, with 96,650 km2 protected between the Amazonas and Roraima states in the
northern portion of the BLA [32]. There are 26,780 indigenous people inhabiting this IL,
including isolated ones. Moreover, there are 448 mining processes recorded in the region
where the Yanomami IL is located [32]. The Mundurukú IL was legally demarcated in 2004.
It is located in the southwest portion of the Pará state, housing 6518 indigenous in an area
of 23,382 km2 [33]. There are 12 mining processes recorded in the region of Mundurukú
where isolated indigenous peoples have yet to be identified [33]. Lastly, the Kayapó IL is
also located at the Pará state, accounting for 32,840 km2 legally demarcated in 1991 [34].
The 4548 indigenous peoples inhabiting the Kayapó IL include isolated ones. There are
40 mining processes recorded in the region of this IL [34].

2.2. Identifying Mining Areas within Indigenous Lands

We identified the mining areas within ILs of the BLA using the freely available LULC
dataset MapBiomas collection 6 [27]. This dataset has been considered a reference in several
Amazonian studies related to LULC and changes [35–39]. MapBiomas provides annual
LULC maps for the entire Brazilian territory, at a spatial resolution of 30 meters, based
on pixel-by-pixel automatic classification of Landsat images using the machine learning
algorithm Random Forest implemented on Google Earth Engine [40]. The method applied
in the classification scheme is fully described in the MapBiomas project website [27] and in
the reference paper [41].

MapBiomas collection 6 provides annual LULC maps from 1985 to 2020 divided into
3 distinct classification schemes. In the most detailed one, level 3, the LULC is categorized
into almost 30 LULC classes, whereas, in levels 1 and 2, the LULC is categorized into 6
and 16 LULC classes, respectively. Level 3 is the only classification scheme where there
is a LULC class specific for mining and, therefore, was the one chosen in this study. In
this case, the mining LULC is defined as pixels showing clear signs of extensive mineral
extraction that also show clear soil exposure by the action of heavy machinery [27]. The
accuracy assessment of the MapBiomas collection 6 annual LULC maps, made available
by MapBiomas, provided specific statistics considering the entire Brazilian territory and
the six distinct Brazilian biomes (including the Amazon biome) [42]. This assessment
was performed based on the Pontius and Millones method [43] considering, as reference,
~75,000 samples collected by remote sensing specialists with vast experience involving the
Amazonian landscape [42]. In this assessment, all annual LULC maps of the 1985–2020 time
series were assessed [42]. The Pontius and Millones method purposes the accuracy assess-
ment of a map based on a cross-tabulation matrix containing two parameters: (i) quantity
disagreement, defined as the amount of difference between the reference and a comparison
map that is due to the less-than-perfect match in the proportions of the categories; and
(ii) allocation disagreement, representing the amount of difference between the reference
and a comparison map that is due to the less-than-optimal match in the spatial allocation of
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the categories [43]. Considering the 1985–2020 period in the Amazon biome and the LULC
classes from level 3, LULC maps derived from collection 6 had an annual average overall
accuracy of 96.6%, allocation disagreement of 2.4%, and quantity disagreement of 1.0% [42].
These results show that MapBiomas accurately identifies the LULCs of the BLA, including
mining areas within ILs.

MapBiomas annual LULC maps processing consisted of: (i) downloading the 1985 to
2020 maps from Google Earth Engine; (ii) clipping the annual maps to the delimitation of
the ILs located within the BLA following the ILs delimitation made available by the FUNAI;
(iii) separating only pixels classified as mining (value 30) for each year of the 1985–2020
time series; and (iv) calculating the annual area of mining within the ILs of the BLA. While
considering only the mining areas, MapBiomas also distinguishes the type of mining for
each pixel classified as this LULC [44]. Therefore, we also categorized the type of mining in
the ILs for the most recent year of the time series (year 2020).

2.3. Detecting Trends in the Mining Activity within Indigenous Lands

Following the 1985–2020 time series, we also detected trends in the mining activity
within the ILs of the BLA. To this end, we applied the non-parametric Mann–Kendall trend
test [45,46], which enables the determination of whether a trend exists in a time series. This
test has been successfully applied in similar studies [47–50]. The Mann–Kendall test was
applied to all of the 31 ILs of the BLA where mining activity was detected in at least one
of 36 years analyzed. The null hypothesis of the test considered that there was no trend
in the time series, whereas the alternative hypothesis considered that there was a trend
present in the time series. If the p-value was lower than the significance level of 5%, the
null hypothesis was rejected, and, therefore, there was statistically significant evidence that
the time series had a trend.

3. Results

Figure 2 shows the total area classified as mining by MapBiomas within ILs of the
BLA from 1985 to 2020. Mining areas were identified in all years of the 1985–2020 time
series. We observe a steady growth of this activity over time, which has been exacerbated
since 2017. The lowest estimate was identified at the beginning of the time series (year
1985, 7.45 km2), whereas the highest one was found in 2020 (102.16 km2). According to the
Mann–Kendall test, the increasing trend in the 1985–2020 time series of the mining activity
within all ILs of the BLA is statistically significant (p-value < 0.05).

Considering the most recent year of the time series (the year 2020), three ILs con-
centrated 95% of the mining activity within these protected areas of the BLA. These are
the Kayapó (77.1 km2), Mundurukú (15.6 km2), and Yanomami (4.2 km2) ILs (Figure 1).
We identified mining activity in the most critical IL (Kayapó) since the beginning of the
1985–2020 time series, where the estimate in 2020 (77.1 km2) was almost 1000% higher than
the one found during the first year of the time series (7.2 km2). At the Mundurukú IL,
mining activity rose sharply after 2016, jumping from 4.6 km2 to 15.6 km2 in only 5 years.
The same pattern was found at the Yanomami IL, where mining activity rose from 0.1 km2

in 2016 to 4.2 km2 in 2020. These results are highlighted in Figure 3. Moreover, the majority
of mining activity within ILs of the BLA was related to gold mining (99.5%), but tin mining
was also identified (0.5%).
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The analysis of Figure 4 shows that 25 of the 31 ILs of the BLA where mining activity
was detected in at least one of 36 years analyzed (~81% of them) had a statistically significant
increasing trend according to the Mann–Kendall test at 5%. This result highlights the fact
that mining is a growing threat within the ILs of the BLA. The Yanomami IL, the third one
with more mining activity in 2020, had no statistically significant increasing trend. This is
because the IL is a new mining frontier, where mining activity was detected starting in 2016.
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Figure 4. Spatial distribution of the result obtained after applying the Mann–Kendall test to the
mining activity time series of the 31 Indigenous Lands of the Brazilian Legal Amazon where mining
activity was detected in at least one of 36 years analyzed.

Figure 5 shows the spatial distribution of the mining activity within ILs of the BLA
in 2020, the most recent and critical year of the time series analyzed. From the 385 ILs
of the BLA, 356 of them had no mining activity in 2020. In 26 of them, the mining area
was less than 2 km2. As discussed above, the remaining ones are the Yanomami (4.2 km2),
Mundurukú (15.6 km2), and Kayapó (77.1 km2) ILs. Moreover, we may also observe that
the mining activity in 2020 is not confined to the “Arc of Deforestation” region (eastern and
central flanks of the BLA). It is also taking place in the northern flank, which comprises a
significant portion of the BLA remaining forests.



Remote Sens. 2022, 14, 4092 8 of 13Remote Sens. 2022, 14, x FOR PEER REVIEW  9  of  14 
 

 

   

Figure 5. Spatial distribution of the areas classified as mining by the MapBiomas LULC dataset in 

2020 within Indigenous Lands of the Brazilian Legal Amazon. 

4. Discussion 

The increase in the BLA deforestation rates in recent years is not confined to unpro‐

tected areas but is also occurring within protected areas, such as ILs. Other ARDs support 

this  result. According  to  the PRODES program,  the Brazilian official program  that has 

annually estimates deforestation rates within the BLA since 1988, the average deforesta‐

tion increment in ILs from 2019 to 2021 (431 km2) is 65% above the average annual defor‐

estation increment from 2008 to 2021 [13]. Mining‐related deforestation contributes to this 

rise  [21]. The DETER program  [28], which uses  coarser  spatial  resolution  images  than 

those used in the PRODES program to detect deforestation on a faster timescale to reveal 

emerging trends, facilitate inspections, and guide law enforcement actions to curb illegal 

deforestation in the BLA, identified 121.3 km2 of deforestation alerts related to mining in 

the BLA in 2021 [13]. This was the highest value since the beginning of the DETER pro‐

gram, 30.5% above the average of the 2017–2021 period. Still, according to DETER, min‐

ing‐related deforestation within ILs in 2021 achieved 20.0 km2, an estimate 22.2% higher 

than the average of the 2017–2021 period [13]. Therefore, the statistically significant  in‐

creasing trend in the mining activity within all ILs of the BLA and in 25 of the 31 ILs of 

the BLA where mining activity was detected in at least one of 36 years analyzed (Figure 

4),  identified between 1985 and 2020 using  the MapBiomas LULC dataset collection 6, 

corroborates with other ARDs and  is expected  to  increase  in 2021, 2022, and  the years 

following. This unfortunate scenario is also expected by Siqueira‐Gay and Sánchez (2021) 

[21].   

The  increase  in  illegal mining activities  in  the BLA, such as  the one within  ILs,  is 

highly related to the weakening of environmental policies in Brazil over recent years. Ex‐

amples of this weakening are: (i) the undermining of the Brazilian Forest Code (BFC); (ii) 

bills moving in the Brazilian Parliament that will possibly lead to the decriminalization of 

Figure 5. Spatial distribution of the areas classified as mining by the MapBiomas LULC dataset in
2020 within Indigenous Lands of the Brazilian Legal Amazon.

4. Discussion

The increase in the BLA deforestation rates in recent years is not confined to unpro-
tected areas but is also occurring within protected areas, such as ILs. Other ARDs support
this result. According to the PRODES program, the Brazilian official program that has
annually estimates deforestation rates within the BLA since 1988, the average deforestation
increment in ILs from 2019 to 2021 (431 km2) is 65% above the average annual deforestation
increment from 2008 to 2021 [13]. Mining-related deforestation contributes to this rise [21].
The DETER program [28], which uses coarser spatial resolution images than those used in
the PRODES program to detect deforestation on a faster timescale to reveal emerging trends,
facilitate inspections, and guide law enforcement actions to curb illegal deforestation in the
BLA, identified 121.3 km2 of deforestation alerts related to mining in the BLA in 2021 [13].
This was the highest value since the beginning of the DETER program, 30.5% above the
average of the 2017–2021 period. Still, according to DETER, mining-related deforestation
within ILs in 2021 achieved 20.0 km2, an estimate 22.2% higher than the average of the
2017–2021 period [13]. Therefore, the statistically significant increasing trend in the mining
activity within all ILs of the BLA and in 25 of the 31 ILs of the BLA where mining activity
was detected in at least one of 36 years analyzed (Figure 4), identified between 1985 and
2020 using the MapBiomas LULC dataset collection 6, corroborates with other ARDs and is
expected to increase in 2021, 2022, and the years following. This unfortunate scenario is
also expected by Siqueira-Gay and Sánchez (2021) [21].

The increase in illegal mining activities in the BLA, such as the one within ILs, is highly
related to the weakening of environmental policies in Brazil over recent years. Examples of
this weakening are: (i) the undermining of the Brazilian Forest Code (BFC); (ii) bills moving
in the Brazilian Parliament that will possibly lead to the decriminalization of the illegal
occupation on public lands such as the ILs (e.g., PL-2633/2020, and PL-510/2021); (iii) a
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recent bill that proposes the regularization of mining within ILs (PL-191/2020); and (iv) the
easing of environmental licensing. The relaxation of the Brazilian environmental policy
may directly motivate illegal activities, including land grabbing and mining, creating social
conflicts and violent episodes between the traditional Amazonians and those involved in
these illegal activities. The interruption of initiatives that successfully decreased illegal
activities in the BLA in the past, such as the Action Plan for Prevention and Control
of Deforestation (PPCDAm) [51], also contributes to this scenario. Therefore, there is an
urgent need to: (i) restore command and control policies to curb illegal deforestation [52,53];
(ii) improve successful market-derived initiatives against products from illegally deforested
areas, such as the Soy Moratorium [54]; (iii) promote environmental awareness via social
media platforms [55] and environmental education activities [56]; and (iv) finance forest
economy activities [57]. These four axes are paramount to the conservation of the largest
tropical forest in the world and the traditional peoples’ territories.

Although tin mining was also identified, more than 99% of the mining activity within
ILs of the BLA in 2020 was related to gold extraction. Illegal gold mining in the BLA has
expanded recently due to the increasing gold prices and the relaxation of the Brazilian
environmental policy [21]. One of the major disturbances related to gold extraction in the
BLA is the contamination of the terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems by mercury, which is tra-
ditionally used to separate and extract gold from rocks or sand [58–60]. This contamination
can occur far beyond the mining sites, endangering the entire BLA. Consequently, mercury
contamination also affects, directly or indirectly, the health [61] of both traditional peoples
and other inhabitants of the BLA [62]. For example, high levels of mercury exposure were
found in indigenous communities of the Mundurukú IL [63], the second IL with more
mining activity found in our study. At the Yanomami IL, an increase of 8600% in the
contamination by mercury at the Couto de Magalhães, Catrimani, Paríma, and Uraricoera
rivers was recently identified [64]. In another perspective, smoke pollution from deforesta-
tion fires within ILs, which are often related to illegal mining, is of great concern to the
indigenous peoples of the BLA, especially the isolated ones [65].

As discussed so far, the recent growing demand for minerals is increasing the pressure
to open ILs and other protected areas for mining [66]. However, this is a longer-term
process that started in the 1980s (Figures 2 and 3). Based on the MapBiomas dataset, we
identified mining activity at the Kayapó and Mundurukú ILs, two of the ILs presenting
more mining activity in the BLA in 2020 (Figures 3 and 5), before their legal demarcation
in 1991 and 2004, respectively. Therefore, the demarcation process was not enough to
cease illegal mining activities in these ILs, enabling the conclusion that law enforcement
actions and effective monitoring are necessary to guarantee the role of ILs in protecting
BLA remaining forests and the traditional peoples. Located at the agricultural frontier
between the Pará and Mato Grosso States and crossed, respectively, by the Tapajós and
Xingu rivers, the Kayapó and Mundurukú ILs are often targeted by invaders, whereas
the indigenous peoples inhabiting them have a long history of resistance and have been
combating illegal deforestation and mining since the 1980s [67]. Moreover, the Kayapó and
Mundurukú ILs are inserted in the region known as the “Arc of Deforestation”. In this
region, the remaining forests suffer a greater pressure from anthropogenic activities such
as land conversion to agricultural expansion, although most of the already-cleared areas
are degraded, underused, or abandoned [68]. The increasing threats associated with illegal
mining within these ILs is leading to counteractions from their inhabitants. While having
limited government protection at this moment, they are organizing themselves to patrol
the ILs, risking their own lives when destroying bridges and removing machinery used
by illegal miners [69]. Armed conflicts with garimpeiros have recently caused the murder
of indigenous peoples that inhabited the ILs [70]. Simultaneously, this situation triggers
tensions within the indigenous society since there are indigenous peoples (especially among
the Kayapós) favorable to the mining activity.

The Yanomami, on the other hand, is a much more isolated IL. This isolation hindered
the access of illegal miners for a long time. However, the inflated gold prices and the
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weakened protection of the BLA stimulated investments in infrastructures for accessing
this IL. Such a situation characterizes the Yanomami IL as a new mining frontier and
explains the lack of statistical significance in the increasing trend of the mining activity in
this IL (Figure 4). In 2018, mining activity surpassed 2 km2 at the Yanomami IL for the
first time (Figure 3). Since then, the exponential increment of this illegality has brought
the worst scenario regarding invasions and human rights violations since the IL legal
demarcation. In 2022, the Brazilian Federal Police identified an increase of 505% in mining
at the margins of the Uraricoera river [64]. The Yanomami leaders estimate the presence
of above 20,000 illegal miners within the IL, whereas the total number of indigenous is
nearly 30,000 [71]. Moreover, the presence of garimpeiros has expanded malaria cases and
has spread other infectious diseases to the indigenous peoples [72].

The identification of mining spots in ILs is key to their conservation. Although the
mining activity is small in most of the ILs of the BLA, it can grow if not counteracted now.
Datasets such as those offered by MapBiomas, and the PRODES and DETER programs,
are potential tools for identifying mining hotspots and guiding law enforcement actions
to curb this illegal activity. Nevertheless, a portion of the mining activity in the BLA is
artisanal or onboard dredge rafts. Therefore, they are not identified by the datasets used in
this study. Consequently, the mining activity in ILs in 2020 was very likely to be greater
than 102.16 km2.

5. Conclusions

ILs and other protected areas are paramount for the conservation of the BLA remaining
forests, the traditional livelihood of the Amazonians, and their well-being. The increasing
pressure related to mining and its consequences endanger the critical role of ILs in main-
taining Amazonia’s stability, but this scenario can be reversed. This could be achievable
by strengthening environmental laws, adequately monitoring and enforcing the law in
protected areas, and spreading the word about the importance of standing forests locally,
regionally, and globally. All of these steps depend on political good will. As discussed here,
the demarcation of ILs is not enough and much more is necessary for their prosperity.

The remote-sensing-based datasets used or cited in this study (MapBiomas annual
LULC maps, PRODES annual deforestation estimates, and DETER deforestation alerts)
enable monitoring the current status of ILs, and the identification of emerging trends
related to illegal activities in these protected areas. Therefore, they are critical tools for legal
authorities. More specifically, based on the abovementioned datasets, special attention
must be paid to the Kayapó, Mundurukú, and Yanomami ILs. These are currently the most
critical ILs of the BLA regarding illegal mining.
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