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A community leader in Peru's Ucayali region indicates on a map the area where
outsiders cleared land to plant coca, the main ingredient in cocaine. (Barbara Fraser)
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Editor's Note: EarthBeat Weekly is your weekly newsletter about faith and climate
change. Below is the March 19 edition. To receive EarthBeat Weekly in your inbox, 
sign up here.

Early in the novel coronavirus pandemic, I heard a Peruvian archaeologist describe
moments in the history of Peru, where I've lived for three decades, when the
aftermath of epidemics gave outsiders the opportunity to take over swathes of land,
particularly in the Amazon Basin.

I thought it would be difficult for that to happen now, since many Indigenous
communities have title to their land and others have titling under way.

But I was wrong.

Amazonian communities, many of them Indigenous, are facing increased threats
from organized crime as countries prove unable — or unwilling — to battle illegal
activity along with the pandemic.

In the past month, three leaders of Amazonian Indigenous communities in Peru —
one a woman who was a founder of her village, one a young man in his 20s — have
been brutally murdered, apparently because they stood in the way of drug
traffickers. That brings to seven the number of community leaders killed during the
pandemic for opposing illegal activities on their lands.

Peru is one of three countries —neighboring Colombia and Bolivia are the others —
that produce the coca leaves that feed the world's cocaine addiction. Coca is a
reliable cash crop, yielding several harvests a year, but it is also a magnet for
violence.

Leaders of Indigenous communities in Peru's Ucayali region have complained in
recent months of a lack of protection against drug traffickers, and a Peruvian
newspaper reported that 46 clandestine landing strips for drug-running planes have
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been hacked out of the tropical forest in the region, which is about the size of
Massachusetts. Thirteen were in Indigenous territories.

A man catches a drone that was used to locate coca fields in his community's
territory in the Peruvian Amazon. (Barbara Fraser)

The eight bishops in Amazonian Peru issued a statement March 18 calling for the
government to finish titling Indigenous communities (it takes just a year for a
company to get a forestry concession, while the titling process for communities
takes decades, they note), end discrimination against Indigenous people, and
address the corruption that allows illegal activities to go unpunished.
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"The government's efforts have been totally insufficient to protect [Indigenous
peoples] and guarantee legal rights to their territories," the bishops wrote.

"We see the advance of land grabbing, invasion of communal territories and
expansion of drug trafficking and single-crop plantations, especially for palm oil, in
various parts of the Amazon," they added. "All of this amid increasing corruption of
public officials and discriminatory treatment of Indigenous people who defend and
demand title to their territories."

The result, they said, has been the murder of Indigenous leaders and the plundering
of their lands.

The Peruvian bishops' statement came shortly after Brazil's bishops joined with
scientists and others in that country to speak out against the Brazilian government's
inept handling of the coronavirus pandemic under President Jair Bolsonaro, who has
denied that COVID-19 constitutes a crisis.

In both countries — which together account for more than two-thirds of Amazonian
forests — the pandemic has weakened government institutions and diverted
attention from law enforcement. Organized crime groups trading in timber, gold and
drugs are taking advantage of the vacuum. Deforestation is up; protection for
Indigenous communities, which is not a priority at the best of times, has plummeted.

Pope Francis spoke out about the dangers facing Amazonian Indigenous peoples
during his visit to Peru in January 2018. And he wrote eloquently of the region's
importance to the world in the papal exhortation that followed the 2019 Synod for
the Amazon. But those lessons appear to be fading.

Viewed from the U.S., this problem may seem remote, especially amid the
immediate crisis of the pandemic, but our planet's ecosystems are all
interconnected, and we humans are part of them. If tropical forest countries come
out of the pandemic less able — or less willing, or both — to keep their forests
standing and to protect the people who in turn depend on and protect the forests,
we will all suffer the consequences.

Here's what else is new on EarthBeat this week:

NCR environment correspondent Brian Roewe reports that Indigenous and
environmental groups welcomed the U.S. Senate's confirmation of Interior
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Secretary Deb Haaland, the first Native American chosen for a Cabinet position.

Roewe also reports on the highlights of the virtual climate conference organized
by Loyola University Chicago's School of Environmental Sustainability on the
theme of "Accompanying Youth to a Hope-filled Future" and interviews Dejah
Powell, a 25-year-old Sunrise Movement organizer, about how she became a
climate activist.

Conflict is combining with drought, flooding and the coronavirus pandemic to
push countries in several regions of the world into food insecurity or outright
famine, writes Bronwen Dach for Catholic News Service.

Extreme weather, fire deforestation and pesticides have taken their toll on
Bolivia's stingless bees, which are important pollinators, but they're finding a
new niche as city dwellers set up hives in gardens and on balconies. Claudia
Belaunde reports for Climate Tracker, a partner in the Covering Climate Now
consortium.

Native American tribes and leaders of non-Indigenous faith groups are uniting
in an effort to stop a proposed mine that would demolish Oak Flat in Arizona.
Writing for Religion News Service, Alejandra Molina and Emily McFarlan Miller
explain why the site is sacred to Native American people.

Pandemic lockdowns may have reduced greenhouse gas emissions temporarily,
but that wasn't enough to move the needle on climate change, writes Piers
Forster at The Conversation, a partner in the Covering Climate Now consortium.

EarthBeat's A Climate-Conscious Lent series continues, with Fr. Emmet Farrell
reflecting on the food we eat, the air we breathe and the danger of "climate
apartheid."
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Here's some of what's new in other climate news:

Michael Svoboda at Yale Climate Connection offers mini-reviews of a dozen new
and recent books about women, climate change and the environment.
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While national governments have dragged their feet on greenhouse gas
emission-reduction targets, more than 1,300 cities — accounting for one-
quarter of the world's urban population — are implementing renewable energy
policies, and about 60 are moving to ban fossil fuels, reports Jack Graham for
Thomson Reuters Foundation News.

After increasingly severe wildfire seasons in places like the Western U.S. and
Australia, scientists are asking some urgent questions: What's in that toxic
smoke and how does it affect human health? Cynthia Gorney at National
Geographic looks at what they're finding.

Aman Azhar at Inside Climate News reports that during February's severe
winter storm in Texas, petrochemical plants and oil refineries released nearly 4
million pounds of pollutants above permitted levels, including carcinogens like
benzene.

Upcoming events:

Daniel DiLeo, director of the Justice and Peace Studies Program at Creighton
University, will present a virtual lecture on "Climate Change and Catholicism:
Climate Justice as Essential to Catholic Mission" at 7 p.m. Eastern Time March 22.
The lecture, sponsored by Clarke University, will be followed by a reflection by
Archbishop Michael Jackels of Dubuque, Iowa.

You can find more information about this and other upcoming events on the
EarthBeat Events page.

Closing beat:

Earth Day is just a month away, and this year the world will be watching as leaders
from around the globe join President Joe Biden for a climate summit in Washington,
D.C. The U.S. is expected to announce its new greenhouse gas emission-reduction
commitments as part of a year devoted to making up lost ground on climate.

As always, though, Earth Day will be a time for local action. How is your parish, faith
group or community organization planning to celebrate the day devoted to our
common home? Drop us a line at earthbeat@ncronline.org to tell us your plans and
share the resources you've found most helpful.
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If you like EarthBeat Weekly, please spread the word! Feel free to pass along the link
to EarthBeat Weekly on our website. Or if you prefer, you can sign up here to receive
the newsletter in your inbox every Friday. Thank you for reading EarthBeat!
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