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Franciscans International released a statement on some of the human rights impacts
of the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly on our sisters and brothers supporting their

communities at the grassroots. 

● You can find the full statement here ●

Franciscans in Brazil  stand up for victims 
of human rights violations 

 

Our brothers and sisters
at the United Nations

Dear Sisters and Brothers, 
  
The global efforts to combat the spread of the novel coronavirus have affected all of us,
and Franciscans International has been no exception. On 13 March, the UN Human Rights

Council suspended its 43rd session until further notice and other upcoming meetings at the
United Nations have been postponed. Meanwhile, the current travel restrictions will likely
affect the ability of our grassroots partners to join us in Geneva and New York. 
  
Nevertheless, respect and realization of human rights will be essential in combatting the
Covid-19 crisis. Access to water, decent housing, and an inclusive approach that considers
the rights of populations already disadvantaged and marginalized like migrants – all
priorities for Franciscans International – will be key to success. Regardless of these
challenging circumstances we will continue our work to make Franciscan values heard at
the UN, now and in the future. 
  
With our best wishes,

Markus Heinze OFM 

Executive Director 
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The human rights situation in Brazil has deteriorated
worryingly since the Bolsonaro administration took office in
2019, affecting large segments of society. In January, FI’s
Americas Program coordinator Ulises Quero visited São
Paulo and the States of Minas Gerais and Mato Grosso do
Sul to meet with local Franciscan communities, discuss
how they are affected by these trends, and what can be
done at the international level to support their work. 
  
The Franciscans in São Paulo have been
supporting migrants from the Americas, Africa, and the
Middle East. In recent years their numbers have been
increasing, particularly as more and more people flee the
ongoing crisis in neighboring Venezuela. The Franciscan
Solidarity Association (SEFRAS), which already ran a
migrant shelter, responded by setting up a mobile version
of their ‘Reference and Care Center for Immigrants’
(CRAI). With this customized vehicle, they can now travel
to provide assistance and information to people who live
too far away from the shelter. Although this project is
supported by local authorities, the federal government is
becoming more hostile toward migrants, putting them at
increased risk of forced labor, exploitation, and other
violations of their rights. 
 

Murals at the Franciscan migrant shelter in São Paulo  
 

On 25 January, FI joined the commemoration of the
Brumadinho disaster in Minas Gerais, where a dam
collapse in 2019 killed 272 people. The tragedy soon
became emblematic of the consequences of corporate
negligence and weak oversight. Nevertheless, little has
been done to solve the underlying causes that led to the
disaster or protect people living nearby industries that
might pose a risk. Instead, the government is considering
relaxing the licensing requirements for new megaprojects,
particularly mining operations. 
 

Vicente Ferreira CSsR 

Auxiliary Bishop of Belo
Horizonte, Brazil

“We must maintain the

memories and the names

of the victims and ask

the question: why did

this happen.”

On 25 January 2019,
Bishop Vicente lost 272 of
his parishioners when a
dam in Brumadinho,
holding back waste from a
nearby iron-mine,
collapsed. Ever since, he
has tended to a
congregation that is
deeply traumatized.
Although some of his
parishioners have
received compensation
many others who were
indirectly affected, for
example by the loss of
their farmland, have not.
As the people grieve,
tensions in the community
are also increasing. 
  
Like many in Brumadinho,
Bishop Vicente considers
the collapse not disaster
but a crime. In the
aftermath, it soon became
clear that the company
which owned the mine
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Bishop Vicente Ferreira and Brother Rodrigo Péret OFM in
Brumadinho'

Mato Grosso do Sul is home to the largest indigenous
population in Brazil. FI’s partner, the Indigenist
Missionary Council (CIMI) is working to support the
Guarani Kaiowa communities, which have long suffered
harassment, lack of access to food and medical care, land
grabbing, and violence. Although the problems faced by
these communities are not new, the Bolsonaro
government has been openly hostile to the rights of
indigenous peoples, promising to open up traditional land
to industrial development and approving the use of
dangerous pesticides in the area, posing a new health
risk. 
 

FI's Americas Program Coordinator with partners from
CIMI' 

in Mato Grosso do Sul '

Visits like these serve to strengthen the bonds between
Franciscans at the grassroots and those working at the
international level. They also provide FI with the concrete
information it needs to address these issues through
various mechanisms at the United Nations.

Franciscans provide testimony for new
report on human rights West Papua 

had known about its
instability as far back as
2017. Workers and
officials trying to raise
alarm were allegedly
threatened or bribed to
stay silent. 
  
During his visit to Geneva,
he addressed the Human
Rights Council where he
supported efforts to create
more accountability for
large corporations at the
international level and for
meaningful consultations
with the communities
affected by industrial
megaprojects. He also
warned that these
tragedies will happen
again, as long as the
Brazilian government fails
to take real action to fight
impunity for corporate
negligence. You can
watch a video of his
statement here.

Posters at the entrance of
the SEFAS' migrant
shelter in São Paulo
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As part of the International Coalition for Papua (ICP), FI
works with local Franciscan congregations to document
human rights violations in an area that is largely closed off
to journalists and other international observers. On 24
January, the ICP released a report, describing how the
situation in West-Papua has become characterized by
stagnant and reoccurring patterns of violations. You can
watch the press-conference of the launch here. 
  
Following up on the findings of the report, FI hosted

Papuan human rights lawyer Anun Siregar during the 43rd

session of the Human Rights council, where she called
attention to the rising number of political prisoners
detained under draconian treason articles in Indonesia’s
penal code.

Franciscains-Bénin addresses 
UN human rights experts  

 
The Franciscan family in Benin has made significant

progress in combating the ritual infanticide of so-called

‘witch children’, who are believed to bring ill-fortune to their

families and communities. However, children accused of

witchcraft are still frequent victims of discrimination or

abandonment. During Benin’s examination by the UN

Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights in

February, Brother Auguste Agounkpé OFMCap visited

Geneva, where he met with committee members to

A woman gets advice in
the mobile Reference and

Care Center for
Immigrants

FI's Ulises Quero with
Brother José Francisco
OFM and Fabio Paes at

SEFRAS

Sister Adélaïde Yameogo
FMM during a campaign

event against ritual
infanticide in Benin

Franciscans
International also:

● Participated in informal
consultations with
the Third Committee of
the UN General
Assembly (Social,
Humanitarian, and
Cultural issues) in New
York.

More info

● Submitted an alternative
report on the Democratic
Republic of the Congo
ahead of the country’s
examination by the UN
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provide first-hand information about the situation in the

country.

Committee on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights.

More info

● Delivered statements to
the Human Rights Council
on the situation in Sri
Lanka, Guatemala, Brazil,
and El Salvador, as well
on climate change and
business and human
rights.  

More info
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