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Executive Summary
 This paper will discuss the growing importance of  community participation 
manifested through self-management in slum upgrading programs in southeast 
Brazil. The paper explores the Brazilian culture of  participation that is currently 
informing slum upgrading work in the city of  Belo Horizonte through their 
program, Vila Viva. We examined three different incarnations of  the Vila Viva 
program and show that the use of  community participation through self-
management should be the dominating model through our fourth case study, Vila 
Novo Ouro Preto. Vila Novo Ouro Preto, which is funded through URBEL (the 
government agency responsible for the Vila Viva program), but managed by the 
community, demonstrates that within a large-scale government slum upgrading 
program there is space for self-management and community-initiated projects.  
By comparing a review of  literature for slum upgrading theory and community 
participation to the real world experience of  Vila Viva, the report recommends 
ways in identifying the appropriate amount of  participation necessary for a 
slum upgrading project. We recommend that community-initiated programs 
be scaled up to the municipal level by having the municipal government create 
a formal system, increasing accessibility to resources for self  management. 
We identified that more accountability and transparency, in addition to the 
creation of  a stronger regional network, can also improve large-scale slum 
upgrading programs in Brazil. Through the support of  our professors, UCLA’s 
Latin America Institute and funding provided by the Tinker Foundation, we 
conducted our qualitative field research in the Brazilian cities of  São Paulo, 
Rio de Janeiro, and Belo Horizonte for our client, the Affordable Housing 
Institute.  The Affordable Housing Institute is a non-profit organization in 
Boston, Massachusetts that focuses on research and consulting in housing 
finance policy and program. 
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Acronyms
AMACIDADANIA     Associação dos Moradores da Vila Novo Ouro Preto and 

Amigos do Córrego da Cidadania (Association for Residents of Vila Novo Ouro Preto)

ASCOMOBOP     Associação Comunitária dos Moradores do Bairro Ouro Preto 

AVSI       Associazione dei Volontari del Soccorso Internazionale 

BNDES       O Banco Nacional de Desenvolvimento Econômico e Social 

CDM       Cooperação Para o Desenvolvimento e Moradía Humana 

CEB       Communidades Eclesiais de Base 

CEF       Caixa Econômica Federal 

Chisbel      Coordenação de Habitação de Interesse Social 

CMH       Conselho Municipal de Habitação  

COPASA      Companhia Mineira de Água e Esgotos 

CREAR     Centro de Referencias em Área de Risco (Centers for Areas of Risk)

DHAB        Department of Housing Production 

DICT     Department of Institutional Development and Technical Cooperation 

DUAP      Department of Urbanization of Slum Settlements 

FAS       Fund for Social Development 

FBV        Federação de Bairros e Vilas 

FMH        Fundo Municipal de Habitação 

FNHIS         National Fund for Social Housing  

  Fundação da Casa Popular (Foundation for Low Income Housing)

IAP   Institutos de Aposentadorias e Pensões (Institutes of the Retired and Pensions)

IC   Instituto Cidade 

IPTU   Imposto Predial e Territorial Urbano 

  Minha Casa, Minha Vida (My House, My Life)

NGO   Non Governmental Organization 

OP   Orçamento Participativo (Participatory Budgeting)
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PAC   Programa de Aceleração do Crescimento  

PAP  Pesquisa-Ação Participativa (Participatory Research-Action)

PEAR  Programa Estrutural em Área de Risco (Structural Program of Areas in Risk)

PF  Pastoral de Favela 

PGE 	 Plano	Global	Específico	

PLANHAB  Plano Nacional de Habitação

PNAD  Pesquisa Nacional por Amostra de Domicilios (National Research for Sample of Domiciles) 

Prodecom  Programa de Desenvolvimento de Comunidades  

Profavela  Programa Municipal de Regularização de Favelas 

Programa de Remoção e Ressentamento (Removal and Resettlement Program)

Programa	de	Qualificação	e	Capacitação	Professional
(Qualification	and	Professional	Training	Program)

PT  Partido dos Trabalhadores (Worker’s Party)

PUC-MG  Pontifícia Universidade Católica – Minas Gerais  

SE  Setor Especial 

SETAS  Secretaria do Estado do Trabalho e Ação Social 

SMH  Sistema Municipal de Habitação  

SNH  The Secretaria Nacional de Habitação (the National Secretary of Housing)

SNHIS  Sistema Nacional de Habitação de Interesse Social (the National System of Social Housing)

SUDECAP  Superintendência de Desenvolvimento da Capital

UFMG  Universidade Federal de Minas Gerais 

UN-HABITAT  United Nations Human Settlements Programme

URBEL  Companhia Urbanizadora de Belo Horizonte 

UTP  União dos Trabalhadores da Periféria  

ZEIS  Zonas Especiais de Interesse Social 

ZAR  Zoneamento de Adensamento Restrito (restricted density zoning) 
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Chapter 1
Introduction
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Abstract
 This paper discusses the growing importance 
of  community participation manifested through self-
management in slum upgrading programs in Brazil. The 
paper explores the Brazilian culture of  participation 
that is currently informing slum upgrading work in Belo 
Horizonte’s Vila Viva Program. Following a review of  
literature the paper gives a general background to the 
socio-economic conditions of  Southeastern Brazil and 
Belo Horizonte. In examining three different incarnations 
of  the Vila Viva program and the community-led slum 
upgrading of  Vila Novo Ouro Preto we show that the use 
of  community participation is less then advertised and 
that instead self-management should be the dominating 
model. In addition, by comparing a review of  literature 
for slum upgrading theory and community participation 
to the real world experience of  Vila Viva the paper 
recommends ways for identifying the appropriate amount 
of  participation necessary for an upgrading project. 
Finally, the specific case of  Vila Novo Ouro Preto, funded 
by URBEL, the government agency responsible for Vila 
Viva, and managed by the community, demonstrates that 
within a large-scale government slum upgrading program 
there is space for self-management and community 
initiated projects. 

Objective
 Our initial question was to see how theoretical 
frameworks for slum upgrading function in practice, 
especially in Belo Horizonte, Brazil. We chose Belo 
Horizonte because it is a city that has a progressive 
municipal-led slum upgrading program but does not 
receive the same level of  international attention that 
similar programs in São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro.  We 
aimed to uncover which initiatives were most successful 
in improving not only the built environment, but also the 
livelihoods of  residents. 

How was the Objective Answered?
 In order to answer our objective we traced 
Brazilian and Belo Horizonte social housing history 
and current policy, and drew upon our research trip 
to southeast Brazil.  Our research focused on linking 
slum upgrading interventions to the allowed amount of  
community participation as a key element to a project’s 
success. 

Methodology 
 We conducted our research for 6 weeks from 
August to September 2009 in São Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, 
and Belo Horizonte.  We spent the majority of  our time in 
Belo Horizonte and used our time in São Paulo and Rio de 
Janeiro to gain a broader understanding of  slum upgrading 
practices in Southeastern Brazil.  We relied heavily upon 
participant observation from our site visits and intensive 
interviewing from government employees, university 
professors, private and non-profit sector professionals, 
and community members.  As field researchers, we aimed 
to enter the field, develop and maintain relations in the 
field, and collect, record and analyze data. Interviews 
consisted of  questions asking the interviewee to describe 
their organization’s goals, methodology, and actions, in 
addition to his or her role in the process.  Most questions 
were open-ended followed up by more specific questions.  
The interviews supplemented our participant observer 
data.  Qualitative (inductive) research allowed us to obtain 
a richer and more intimate view and helped us develop 
incremental understanding of  our research questions. 

Why a Joint Project?
 A joint project was necessary to collect sufficient 
qualitative data in a short period of  time abroad and to 
contribute more wealth to the report.  In the report, both 
of  us covered slum upgrading and the importance of  
community participation. Jessica covered Belo Horizonte 
and the Vila Novo Ouro Preto case study and Caroline 
covered housing policy in Brazil and the Vila Viva case 
studies.

Motivation 
 Investing our time in cities like São Paulo, Rio 
de Janeiro, and Salvador as study abroad students and 
young professionals working with non-governmental 
organizations over the years, it is inevitable that our 
research interests as graduate students of  Urban Planning 
would lie with Brazil. In particular, the country’s innovation 
in social programs and strong civil society encourage us 
to delve into questions of  development within favela 
communities. As researchers we came into the fieldwork 
with an existent belief  that strong participation is a key 
component to slum upgrading success. For us, success is 
determined by a community’s satisfaction with a project, 
and the improvement it brings towards increasing quality 
of  life. 
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Why is it important? 
 We cannot ignore that slum settlements face 
the worse and most substandard living conditions 
within urban areas. Living conditions for residents of  
slum settlements should be improved physically, but, 
more importantly, residents should be empowered and 
experience an increased sense of  citizenship. We find 
that community participation is a vital tool in achieving 
sustainable solutions that will empower slum residents to 
improve their well-being. Because community participation 
achieves both empowerment and project sustainability it 
should be a vital aspect of  slum upgrading interventions.

Client
 Through the support of  UCLA’s Latin America 
Institute and funding provided by the Tinker Foundation, 
we were able to conduct fieldwork for 6 weeks in Brazil.  
Our client, the Affordable Housing Institute, AHI is a 
non-profit organization in Boston, MA that spans both 
research and consulting in housing finance policy and 
programming. AHI organizes, interconnects, and presents 
the vast body of  existing information on housing to 
enable change-makers to conceptualize, design, enact 
and implement programmatic and structural innovations 
that will strengthen their affordable housing supply and 
delivery systems.

Preview of Findings
 Although the Vila Viva projects include 
community participation in their projects we believe the 
degree of  this participation should be elevated, especially 
because the tools to do so already exist. In doing so, 
we discovered that the use of  community participation 
through self-management, a practice where the projects 
are managed by the community and not the government, 
should be the dominating model for sustainable slum 
upgrading projects. While the Vila Viva Program focused 
primarily on large-scale infrastructure improvements led 
by the government, the community of  Vila Novo Ouro 
Preto uses self-management to improve their surrounding 
environment focusing on incremental improvements 
that match the community’s priorities. By measuring the 
different levels of  community participation in the three 
incarnations of  the Vila Viva program and Vila Novo 
Ouro Preto, we discovered a project’s success or failure 
can be largely attributed to the project’s actors, scale, 
timing, and funding restrictions.  Our case studies allowed 
us to analyze a project’s success as it related to the degree 
of  community participation. By examining success and 

degree of  participation in relation to a project site’s 
existing physical and socio-demographic characteristics 
we determined that the latter components are essential 
in deciding the amount of  community involvement 
that should be contributed to a project. Vila Novo 
Ouro Preto’s use of  self-management and the success 
of  their interventions shows us that when funding and 
an assessment tool such as the PGE are available to a 
community, self-management can provide the same or 
better results for slum upgrading than a government 
program. As that is the case, we believe that the program 
of  Vila Viva should scale-up the self-management 
model and formally integrate it into their regulations and 
projects.

Policy Implications
 We recommend that community-initiated 
programs should be scaled-up to the municipal level by 
creating a formal system (similar to grant funding) in order 
to increase accessibility to resources for self  management.  
Belo Horizonte can help fund more self-management 
projects by training communities on how to use the PGE 
document to make intervention choices. In addition to 
creating a formal system, a management system should 
be set up for the purpose of  funding community self-
management projects. For projects through Vila Viva that 
are not self-managed, community participation regulations 
should be formalized within the programmatic system so 
that the degree of  participation is based on the conditions 
of  each favela.  All participation should be structured 
through a set of  standards or a charter that all entities, 
URBEL, construction contractors, and socio-technical 
actors can follow.   The PGE provides a 
knowledge base for communities and government alike. 
We recommend that URBEL institutionalize an updating 
system for the PGE, which could also allow for increased 
community participation in cases where it was limited 
when creating the original document. This would allow 
communities to adopt new problems and address ones 
that had not existed before or were lower priorities. 
Finally, there is a great need for a system of  checks and 
balances within the Vila Viva Program. Since URBEL is a 
public institution, transparency of  their actions should be 
a priority so that the agency’s own learning and growing 
process can be improved through public comment and 
accountability. 



14

Future Research
We strongly encourage future researchers to:
 ■ explore the Vila Viva program and Vila Novo 
Ouro Preto in order to understand the strengths and 
weaknesses involved in self-management projects in the 
near future as it is crucial to collect information on how 
the residents feel about the program
 ■ investigate the process of  land tenure for 
residents living within favela boundaries and in the new 
apartments
 ■ explore the financial models from both 
informal and formal housing sectors to document how 
favela residents make financial transactions concerning 
their homes and trace where money is borrowed and 
capital is acquired since very little literature on this topic 
is presently available 
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Chapter 2
Slum Upgrading Theory
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 Slum upgrading is considered the process of  
improving environmental, housing and infrastructure 
conditions in slum and informal settlements. It is an 
investment in these communities that permits economic 
growth in order to supersede their territorial condition as 
the urban poor. Slum upgrading theorists debate on what 
is needed for residents to initiate upgrading. Legal tenure, 
presumed land security, and infrastructure improvements 
are all types of  interventions that the public sector can 
provide as a catalyst for self  improvements. This chapter 
will discuss how government regulations and actions 
enable the occupation of  land and both encourage 
and hinder subsequent improvements of  housing and 
infrastructure conditions on these informal settlements. 
 As a result of  urban disinvestment in low-income 
communities, there has been a perverse segregation 
of  socio-economic classes. Roland Bénabou classifies 
three different types of  segregation caused by public 
disinvestment: 1) public decentralization can result in a 
degree of  socio-economic segregation found between 
the administrations of  different communities, 2) public 
decentralization can create disparities in invested social 
capital between areas, and 3) the decrease in investment in 
education can create a reduction in the overall productivity 
of  an urban area (Abramo 2002). Class mobility was 
once thought of  as accessible through the education 
system. Unfortunately, mobility through education is not 
guaranteed within the market place. As a result, social 
learning has replaced higher forms of  formal education 
in slum areas in relationship to the disenchantment 
with mobility through education (Abramo 2002). In the 
context of  slum upgrading, social education can take 
the form of  civic participation in community-based 
organizations that work towards social, physical, and 
economic improvements.  Community participation is 
a key component of  slum upgrading. The proceeding 
chapter will examine how the public sector can utilize 
participation in government funded upgrading projects.  
The discussion that follows shows that although theorists 
disagree on what constitutes a catalyst, they all demonstrate 
that participation is necessary for slum upgrading to be 
sustainable.  

Why Regulations and Market Demand 
Encourage Informal Settlements
 Government regulations in managing land and 
housing standards can have both positive and detrimental 
effects on the creation and growth of  informal settlements. 

David Dowall states that government regulations affect 
“land and housing markets in three ways: land supply 
constraints, excessive plot-size standards and subdivision 
design, and procedural delays and red tape” (Dowall 
1992,16). By restricting where land can be developed, 
regulations are essentially increasing land prices through 
the normal market exchange. The author demonstrates 
that by setting high regulations for subdivision layouts, 
the government is setting the cost of  these plots above 
normal household affordability. In addition, to the two 
above restrictions, many governments have complicated 
regulatory procedures that hinder developers’ abilities 
to respond to housing demands. These regulations have 
created market failures forcing lower income populations 
to create informal settlements or live in substandard 
housing. 
 John Turner, the leading proponent of  self-help 
housing, further argues that enforcement of  housing 
standards, such as building and safety codes, worsens 
conditions for the poor, thus arguing that in these cases 
housing is considered a market commodity. Turner argues 
that housing demands lose their elasticity as individual 
priorities become increasingly rigid, or rather, as income 
levels decrease, housing demands increase.  Thus, he 
believes that the ideal housing production should be based 
on the freedom to choose how one’s own housing is built 
and managed (traditional characteristics of  the housing 
practices of  high income households). Following this, the 
best results for housing will come when the user has full 
control of  design, construction, and management, which 
increases family social growth and development (Turner 
1972). 
 The housing process, in the contemporary 
economic scheme, accounts for a large proportion of  a 
household’s work and capital. These resources are usually 
controlled by the users, and resources for maintenance 
exceed costs of  initial construction (Turner 1978). 
Because of  the difference in initial and maintenance 
costs Turner argues that housing production should be 
managed by its dwellers: “the most important factor in 
housing production is the management and maintenance 
– the quantity and quality of  the stock of  dwellings in 
relatively stable countries depends more on the ways 
in which they are cared for than on the ways in which 
they are built” (Turner 1978, 1139).   As we have shown, 
Dowall and Turner discuss how government regulations 
help to create substandard housing conditions for the 
urban poor in informal settlements.  
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Acquiring Land For Informal Settlements
 Due to market conditions and government 
regulations, formal housing is not an option for low 
income populations and thus they must find other 
means of  housing that often result in seeking informal 
settlements.  Hernando De Soto identifies two ways in 
which low-income households acquire land and housing 
informally where, in both, land is obtained through 
a system of  extralegal norms (de Soto 1989). The first 
is through invasion. There are two ways of  occupying 
land through invasion. The first type of  invasion 
occurs through gradual occupation of  already existing 
settlements, a form of  illegal subdivision. The second 
is a planned invasion that occurs over night. This is in 
contrast to the first type of  invasion, which is more long-
term. The second method for acquiring land informally 
is through the illegal purchase of  private land, which can 
take the form of  illegal subdivisions or the selling of  
land by someone who does not have the legal right to sell 
(often considered informal real estate brokers). After land 
is occupied informally, conditions will remain poor until a 
catalyst for improvement occurs either by the residents or 
the government.

Triggering Improvements
 This final section explores the different 
theories for types of  actions necessary to catalyze slum 
improvements. Slum upgrading theorists debate on the 
necessary degree of  government intervention that will 
nudge residents to make improvements of  their housing 
and infrastructure conditions in informal settlements. 
Degrees of  government interventions range from 
granting legal land tenure to residents to supplying 
infrastructure improvements, often referred to as sites and 
services. De Soto believes that residents will only improve 
the conditions of  their informal settlements after legal 
security is guaranteed and enforced by state actors, where 
“the greater the security, the greater the investment” in 
housing by residents (de Soto 1989, 24). However, his 
argument is dependant on the “stability of  categories of  
legal and illegal.” He also defends extralegal rights to land 
that involve “institutions and records” similar to formal 
ones insomuch that property in the extralegal areas is 
“barely distinguishable from property that is perfectly 
legal” (Varley 2002, 459).
 Varley questions the assumption that tenure 
legalization is a powerful engine of  change for informal 
settlers because its explanatory power only addresses 
market connections to housing and land while failing to 

recognize their existing private and public values (Varley 
2002). In this context, the private means the domestic and 
informal: “family and friendship networks that provide 
informal credit, or the emotional connections between 
people and the home they and their family built” (Varley 
2002, 458). The dualism between legal and illegal, when 
exchanged by that of  public and private, demonstrates 
the extreme difference between the two while ignoring 
the heterogeneity within each (Varley 2002). One aspect 
of  dualism she questions is the “assumption that legal 
and illegal development strategies characterize different 
populations” (Varley 2002, 453). She points out that it 
is wrong to assume that middle and upper classes are 
more likely to live on legal subdivisions and finds that 
residents on illegal land range from the poor to the 
wealthy. Varley defends that excluding reference to the 
private, undermines our ability to fully understand the 
consequences of  tenure legalization among those living 
on illegal settlements.  Land title represents a public 
recognition of  low-income residents’ achievement in 
housing their family and building a home—an issue that 
is private and personal and cannot be addressed solely 
through the rationality of  the market. 
 Instead of  introducing radical changes, Geoffrey 
Payne supports an incremental approach in achieving 
tenure. Payne supports Varley in defending that no 
absolute standards exist by which security is defined 
since a perceived security of  tenure from a squatter 
may be unrecognizable in practice from those who live 
in legal housing. He defends that time will allow for the 
“capacity of  land registries and management agencies 
to be improved and assessments made of  more formal 
methods for increasing tenure security” (Payne 2001, 
415). The coexistence of  different tenure systems and its 
sub-markets undoubtedly create complex relationships 
and is further complicated under the conditions of  rapid 
urbanization where pressure and demand for policies to 
“encourage efficient land use and improve accessibility to 
it,” becomes a huge challenge (Payne 2001). 
 Land regularization may stimulate unauthorized 
development since land can be subdivided illegally when 
its value goes up.  Giving land title directly to residents of  
informal settlements can encourage individuals from higher 
incomes to flood newly legalized land and distort land 
and real estate markets.  Known as “downward raiding”, 
the most vulnerable social groups may be pushed out of  
housing since they cannot find affordable rental prices 
from the “newly entitled owners” who seek to capitalize 
on their new assets (Payne 2001, 424).  Thus, Payne calls 
for caution in land regularization in order to minimize 
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distortion and risks of  negative social consequences 
such as homelessness of  vulnerable groups.  He instead 
supports the option to expand the rights of  residents 
instead of  changing their formal tenure status as well as 
the option to extend existing customary arrangements 
instead of  replacing them. By giving residents a sense 
of  security from land eviction, a government can 
catalyze community upgrading initiatives in the form of  
improvements in housing and environment.
 While de Soto, Varley, and Payne show a sense 
of  security from eviction can stimulate improvements, 
Albert Hirschman argues that the absence of  land title 
can actually trigger residents of  informal settlements to 
substantially improve their living conditions. In a case 
study of  a settlement in Quilmes, Argentina, Hirschman 
shows that lack of  land title led invaders to take great 
initiative in building their homes rapidly and with better 
quality.  In this case land was immediately subdivided 
by invasion organizers into regular city-blocks that 
generated individual lots. Additionally, “block delegates,” 
an association where each block elects a representative 
showing strong leadership and organization within the 
settlement, encouraged families to continually rebuild 
and improve their homes. Building permanent housing 
structures using wood, brick and cement were crucial 
to the community’s survival since authorities were less 
likely to bulldoze the entire settlement and more likely 
to allow the land to be eligible for entitlement.  Although 
Hirschman found rapidly building houses to inhibit 
land eviction, this has not been the case in Brazil where 
removals of  similar communities occurred. A third 
catalyst for improvement involves the installation of  
infrastructure by non-community entities. In a Peruvian 
case study, W. Paul Strassmann found that “families 
throughout the world think much more of  their dwelling 
if  it has piped water and a flushing toilet.  They regard it 
as a much better investment and a more tolerable habitat” 
(Strassmann 1984, 751). Thus, the faster infrastructure 
improvements such as water and sewage system installation 
occur, productivity in improving household conditions 
increase. 
 The above arguments show that there is a 
spectrum of  measurements that the government can use 
to introduce the improvement of  informal settlements.  
Whether the catalyst for improvements in informal 
settlements comes from security of  tenure, lack of  legal 
title, or infrastructure installments, all rely on community 
participation. The following chapter discusses how 
community participation is necessary for slum upgrading 
when financed by the public sector.  Additionally, we 

discuss the appropriate level of  participation that allows 
for successful slum upgrading projects when looking at 
the case studies of  Belo Horizonte.



19

Chapter 3
Community Participation
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 This section discusses the different aspects of  
community participation now deemed essential for most 
development projects. It is important to understand 
the various ways in which community participation can 
be defined, as there is a large spectrum. It is equally 
imperative to discuss how closely the community should 
participate in the planning and implementation process 
of  slum upgrading. Upgrading projects affect residents’ 
livelihoods, more so than most development projects, as it 
relates to the security of  their surrounding environment. 
This section will provide an understanding of  the use 
of  community participation in development projects. In 
addition, we will discuss the concept of  self-management 
within slum upgrading, as it is a unique approach towards 
community participation that is emerging as a viable model 
in Brazil. We will also discuss the culture of  community 
participation in Brazil and how its prevalence in society 
has helped develop programs such as participatory 
budgeting and self-management.
 Within the development context those who seek to 
use participation in projects define community as “a group 
of  people with face-to-face contact, a sense of  belonging 
together, and shared interests and similar values [who live 
in] a geographically defined area, identify with that area, 
and share an interest in its betterment” (Lee 1998, 994). 
The amount of  community involvement varies within 
each given project, for this reason, it is difficult to define 
community participation. In housing oriented projects the 
term community participation ranges from construction 
of  buildings and houses by community members to 
decision making in project activities at the individual 
level. Actors involved in these types of  projects such 
as government agencies, non-profit organizations, and 
community-based organizations may disagree on whether 
certain activities should be considered participation. In 
addition, community participation does not always mean 
that residents are given full control, or that all members 
of  the community will be involved in the process. Due 
to the varying definitions of  community participation we 
will use the United Nations definition of  participation as 
a baseline for critiquing the success and failures of  slum 
upgrading projects we observed in Belo Horizonte. A 
United Nations report defined participation “to mean 
‘sharing by people in the benefits of  development, active 
contribution by people to development and involvement 
of  people in decision-making at all levels of  society’” 
(Desai 1995, 43). 
 One of  the most progressive forms of  
community participation in development projects is self-
management. It can be seen as community development 

through “government participation.” Self-management 
is different than community participation initiated by the 
government or a non-governmental organization because 
it is the community who is the catalyst for an upgrading 
project (Desai 1995). Abiko defines self-management as 
a community represented by an association of  residents 
responsible for the administration and management 
of  all financial resources for upgrading improvements 
(Conti 1999). Bonduki adds to this definition, seeing it 
as an autonomous organization of  civil society that, with 
the help of  public resources, produces housing with 
resident’s participation, introducing advanced technology 
that can only emerge through collective work (Conti 
2001). Self-management requires a restructuring of  the 
political system that allows the absorption of  government 
administration functions by communities thus creating 
autonomous decision-making (Conti 1999).

Why Participation?
 It was once thought that political democracy 
would help redistribute power and resources through 
sheer numbers and would in turn influence government 
policies. This has failed to realize in many countries, 
especially in developing countries with nascent democratic 
governments and long held elite power. It is argued that 
“egalitarianism as a political ideal has gone hand-in-hand 
with the acceptance of  the legitimacy of  hierarchy in 
social and economic terms” (Desai 1995, 74). Because 
classes in the higher incomes possess more resources 
and motivation they have historically been able to take 
greater advantage of  political participation opportunities 
than the lower classes that can lack both motivation 
and resources (consequences of  historical inequity in 
both income and political distribution). As a result, the 
participant population in the democratic process comes 
disproportionately from the upper hierarchy (Desai 
1995). 
 Participation improves project design and 
effectiveness through an organized expression of  demand 
and access to local knowledge. Creating an environment 
that fosters active community participation in decision-
making and meeting complex demands for development 
projects require a high level of  understanding of  the project 
and its requirements. It also enhances the impact and 
sustainability of  projects through demand-responsiveness, 
which is key in assessing its financial feasibility and giving 
a sense of  ownership and responsibility by community 
members towards the facilities and services created from 
the project for the community. Participation encourages 
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accountability because it relies on authorities interacting 
with community members to further common goals and 
build local capacity. (Imparto and Ruster 2003). For these 
reasons participation is an essential tool for successful 
slum upgrading projects because their goal is not only 
to improve environmental and housing conditions, but 
to create sustainable living conditions that will allow the 
disadvantaged population to maintain their livelihoods 
while increasing access to resources, encouraging 
community betterment, and stimulating economic 
growth. 

Types of Participation
 Imparto and Ruster offer five levels of  
participation in development projects where the outside 
support agencies’ control decrease with each step and the 
community’s role and ownership of  the project increases. 
Outside actors include institutions or organizations that 
promote development initiatives in an area—such as 
public sector agencies, NGOs, private contractors, and 
international development aid agencies.  The table above 
is derived from Reinhard Goethert (see Table 1). He 
organizes the level of  participation and control between 
the community and outside actor into five categories: 
none, information/indirect, consultation, shared control, 
and full control.  “None” participation means no 
participation exists from the community or the outside 
actor. “Indirect and Consult” participation means that no 
participation exists from the community but a surrogate 
and advocating role stems from the outside actor where 
communication and negotiation about the development 
project between community and outside actor begin. Here 
the outside actors have more control over the project 
than the community.  At the “Shared Control” level of  
participation, the community and outside actor interact as 
equals while at the “Full Control” level, the community 

takes full control and ownership of  the project relies on 
the outside actor only as a resource.  

Self-Management/Auto-Gestão
 Examples of  the fifth level of  the community 
participation matrix include self-management and social 
movements where community participation can signify 
citizen control or people’s power and not just a mechanism 
of  project implementation. In this case, community 
participation can be manifested in social movements 
that strive for autonomy from the state and social 
transformation through the alteration of  the structure 
of  a system (Desai 1995). Community participation is 
not just through second party mechanisms, but often an 
integral part of  the way a community normally functions. 
Community participation can also be the initiation of  
development by the community, which then looks to gain 
(mostly financial and sometimes technical) support from 
the government or an NGO. 
 For a community to gain a sense of  ownership 
and increase the chances of  a project’s sustainability it 
is argued that a community’s involvement should begin 
at the point of  the decision to implement (Conti 2001). 
The methods of  self-management embody this notion.  
There are a number of  advantages that self-management 
produces. For example, the community association/
organization can hire technical consultants and monitor 
their activities through direct contact rather than 
intermediaries. The technical consultant, autonomous 
from the government can introduce improvements 
and efficiency to the development process, especially 
by breaking away from “traditional” ideas of  popular 
housing. Paying construction workers instead of  relying 
on volunteer work decreases the time line of  a project. 
Lastly, having the community buy construction material 
can lower overall costs as well as increase productivity of  

Level of  Participation Community Role Degree of  Control Outside Role

1 None None - Surrogate

2 Indirect None < Surrogate

3 Consult Interest Group < Advocate

4 Shared Control Stakeholder = Stakeholder

5 Full Control Principal > Resource

Table 1: Level of  Participation     Source: Imparto and Ruster 2003
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the material eliminating possible waste (Conti 2001). For 
this reason we believe that self-management should not 
be overlooked but treated as a viable and essential option 
in slum upgrading projects. 

How Can Participation be Used?
 In order for participation to be effective, it is 
important to first understand the links between the actors, 
project, and social structure. Community participation 
“assumes an activity in which the community takes 
part and the involvement of  at least one other party, 
usually a government or non-government organization 
(NGO)” (Desai 1995, 38). It is this secondary party 
who often defines what community participation means 
for a particular project. This widespread assumption of  
community participation implies that the initiator of  the 
activities is not the community but the government or 
NGO, even when it is in fact the community that initiates 
intervention (Desai 1995). 
 This brings up a key dichotomy of  participation 
between community influence in decision-making and 
taking part in construction and implementation. Within 
many projects, community participation is one or the 
other. These two roles are played out in the two aspects 
of  a development action: the decision-making process, 
where a goal is decided on to be achieved, and the carrying 
out of  that goal through action (Desai 1995). Desai points 
out that even within these areas of  participation there 
is inevitably a political structure that delegates power 
to organizational/community leaders and within those 
organizations, where interests may be different there 
must be a balancing mechanism to prevent abuse of  these 
leaders’ discretion/power.
 Desai argues that there are numerous reasons 
for including community participation by a project actor 
such as: 1) it is a right, 2) increase social development by 
increasing self-reliance, 3) means to achieve better results, 
improved effectiveness, 4) creation of  political capital, 
5) co-opting to increase political and social control, 
and 6) improve chances of  sustainability (Desai 1995). 
Knowing this, Imparto and Ruster, stress the importance 
of  effectively communicating the social process of  a 
project between the participating community and the 
implementers, whether government or NGO, who are 
providing project management and resources. For a 
community to be able to influence the process of  project 
planning and implementation, social intermediaries 
are influential in facilitating the transfer of  knowledge 
between actors. In addition to a strong social intermediary, 
an institutional arrangement that is flexible and responsive 

must also exist to better solidify links between the 
social and technical realms of  the project and process. 
Intermediaries serve as critical components, translating, 
articulating, and mediating between the requirements 
of  the project’s promoters and the community’s needs, 
in addition to functioning as socio-technical support.  
Intermediaries can come from the public or private sector 
and can be hired by the project promoter, construction 
contractors, or the community.  This support can be made 
up of  “sociologists, social workers, engineers, architect, 
planners, communication experts, and administrative and 
technical support staff ” (Imparto and Ruster 2003, 113).  
 The cost of  socio-technical support may be the 
costliest but is the most significant portion of  the project.  
Socio-technical support carries a wealth of  information 
and offers access and communication between the 
community and the governing authorities involved in 
the project as well as providing a bridge between the 
community and the project’s technical and administrative 
activities.  Here, information must flow smoothly back 
and forth through the intermediary in order to ensure 
that dialogue and the negotiations of  project plans are 
being expressed clearly.  Thus, reducing confusion, the 
intermediary becomes a guaranteed source of  information 
for the community (Imparto and Ruster 2003). 
 NGOs are an example of  a more influential 
intermediary actor within the development process, 
as “they make available to individuals or community 
organizations funding and technical advice and draw upon 
part of  their capital or collateral to obtain credit from 
national governments or international funding agencies 
to build or improve low-income communities” (Lee 1998, 
994). NGOs are also able to mobilize large amounts of  
resources that are often unavailable to governments and 
communities (Desai 1995). Intermediary institutions 
can take on different approaches to working with 
communities. One approach is through social welfare 
where there is a direct delivery of  services. A second is 
through community development, which differs from 
social welfare as it encourages community participation 
in sponsored projects through the formation of  resident 
groups sharing similar characteristics such as age and 
gender. A third approach is through a federation of  slum 
dwellers’ associations, where intermediary institutions 
help in establishing networks of  community based 
organizations in order to assist each other and exchange 
experiences (Lee 1998). Intermediary institutions must 
be wary that they do not create community dependency 
while at the same time abstaining from a system of  
discontinuity (Lee 1998).
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 Community participation in urban development 
can be used as a means of  social control by the state 
apparatus, for this reason it is argued that NGOs can 
create more effective modes of  participation ideals albeit 
they can often have similar political undertones (Desai 
1995). Governments use two types of  mechanisms to gain 
support from community organizations: co-optation and 
clientelism. “Co-optation describes the situation where 
an informal loosely-structured group is led by its leaders 
to formally affiliate with a supra-local institution” (Desai 
1995, 60). In contrast, clientelism relies on an exchange 
of  community investments for political support.
 A community’s ability to mobilize and organize 
residents into cohesive groups that can effectively challenge 
and use the political system and resources will increase their 
autonomy and power when working with intermediaries 
and outside groups in development projects. These groups 
can evolve in a number of  ways including shared history, 
characteristics of  the settlement, opposition to authority. 
They can carry out activities that are being neglected by 
the government and can take an equal number of  forms 
including groups loosely assembled or highly organized 
with elected leadership. “These organizations were seen 
by the residents in no way as alternatives to the political 
parties. The organizations are usually self-reliant and self-
propelled. The expressed purpose of  most organizations 
is to increase unity and solidarity. They are embryos of  
self-activity and are capable of  becoming the nucleus of  
a new phase of  activity” (Desai 1995, 56-57). 
 The level of  government intervention should 
be dependent on the existing conditions of  the built-
environment of  the project area.  Our research on the 
Vila Viva Program and Vila Novo Ouro Preto will show 
that the outcome of  a project can be successful using 
varying degrees of  participation dependent on existing 
infrastructure and social networks of  a slum development.  
The Brazilian culture of  participation is unique.  This 
historic civic participation combined with Brazil’s recent 
economic growth has allowed for heightened support 
from the federal government to fund slum upgrading 
projects.

Brazilian Culture of Participation
 Brazil has a long history of  mobilization and 
community participation that lends itself  to contemporary 
practices of  slum upgrading and urban development 
projects. Contemporary demands for participation in 
these projects emerged from a new form of  citizenship 
created by Brazil’s disadvantaged as a result of  laws that 
denied them access to land, property, jobs and formal 

civic participation. Holston defines this as an insurgent 
citizenship that began “with the struggle for rights to 
have a daily life in the city worthy of  a citizens dignity…
these are the citizens who, in the process of  building 
their residential spaces, not only construct a vast new 
city, but on that basis, also constitute it as a polis with a 
different order of  citizenship” (Holston 2008, 313). The 
contemporary social movements for political and social 
transformation in Brazil emerged in the late 1970s during 
the democratic transition. During the military dictatorship, 
social movement protagonists mobilized together against 
state powers. Since democracy, there has been a shift from 
social movements working against the state to working 
with the state through civic participation and influencing 
public policy (Sousa Santos and Rodriguez-Garayito 
2005). During the first phase of  the emergence the 
Catholic Church largely influenced contemporary social 
movements through its liberation theology. Its influence 
has since been replaced with the Workers’ Party (Partido 
dos Trabalhadores-PT). Originally a working class labor 
union that emerged during the 1970s in the industrial 
areas of  São Paulo in direct contestation with the military 
dictatorship, it is now a leading political party. As the 
Workers’ Party plays an increasingly large role in national 
and municipal government policy, social movements have 
lost their utopian content for civic participation as they 
work more and more with and under state control (Sousa 
Santos and Rodriguez-Garayito 2005).
 Sousa and Rodriguez-Garayito defend that today, 
the Brazilian state once the producer of  public goods (they 
define these as: legitimacy, social and economic welfare, 
security, and cultural identity), has lost its monopoly of  
regulation since it is now run by subcontracted private 
regulators.  As a partial institution constantly under 
scrutiny and negotiation among different social and 
political actors, the state is also now involved in the politics 
of  social redistribution (Sousa Santos and Rodriguez-
Garayito 2005). In Brazil, participatory budgeting stems 
from this new political position, serves as a key element 
of  sustaining a redistributive democracy on the local level 
and is a new form of  community participation.  
 Participatory budgeting is a movement among 
some municipal governments to erect this participatory 
disparity in the allocation of  government resources. 
This movement comes from a historic decentralization 
of  authoritarian power in Brazil, which has allowed 
municipalities a great degree of  autonomy in resource 
collection and allocation (Wood and Murray 2007). 
Participatory budgeting is a process adopted by 
municipalities where communities are directly involved 
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in the distribution of  budget resources for infrastructure 
projects throughout a city. This approach has come from 
municipalities under governance of  the PT. Although 
municipalities approach this process in different manners, 
the main ideal remains constant: the concept of  direct 
participation allows some budget decision-making power 
to be made by city residents instead of  the mayor’s office.  
This is a direct reaction against historic clientelism in 
Brazilian government processes (Wood and Murray 2007).  
Participatory budgeting is a process, which does not take 
over traditional representative democracy practices, but 
rather works alongside it. It seeks to establish a joint 
management of  public resources through shared decisions 
on budgets, government accountability, and transparency 
regarding the implementation of  these decisions (Sousa 
Santos and Rodriguez-Garayito 2005). It involves a 
“combination of  direct democracy (where projects or 
priorities are chosen, typically at a neighborhood level), 
representative democracy (through which neighborhoods 
and regions elect representatives to work on finalizing 
the budget) and consultation (which takes place between 
budget representatives and residents, and representatives 
and municipal staff)” (Wood and Murray 2007, 23).
 Another emerging form of  community 
participation in Brazil stems from the lack of  low-
income housing in the formal housing market and 
thus developed into self-construction of  housing and 
infrastructure improvements known as mutirão.  Mutirão 
involves the pooling together of  resources by community 
members for the purpose of  housing and infrastructure 
improvements. Mutirão is driven by participation that 
gives the community direct control of  the allocation 
of  resources and implementation of  project activities, 
often in the absence of  state provision. This can be a 
collaborative process between government or NGO 
actors; however, the defining characteristic remains the 
use of  funds provided by community members.  The 
first mutirão experiences in São Paulo and Minas Gerais 
(Ipatinga) states both took place under the PT government 
administrations. Both cases served as pilot projects, in São 
Paulo the experience developed into part of  the state’s 
housing policies, in Minas Gerais it served as a point of  
implementation for the capital, Belo Horizonte (Conti 
2001). 
 The most recent evolution of  community 
participation in development projects in Brazil comes in 
the form of  auto-gestão or self-management, a concept 
that involves community governance and implementation 
of  initiatives. Self-management in Brazil emerged in 
the 1980s with cooperative housing modeled after an 

Uruguayan concept as part of  popular movements. 
These popular movements proposed self-management 
as an approach to improve low-income residents’ living 
conditions. They believed that entities should be created 
for communities in order to manage housing creation, 
land should be attained with the help of  the governments 
for zero cost to the community, financing should be 
compatible with minimum wage, construction should 
take the form of  mutirão, and that technical teams should 
be hired under the trust of  the community in order to 
help with the elaboration of  projects (Baltazar dos Santos 
and Malard n.d.). 
 Brazilians met legal difficulties in following 
the Uruguayan model due to the illegality of  creating 
autonomous cooperatives. In order to defend the idea that 
residents should produce and control the construction 
of  their own houses, the movement then evolved into 
the formation of  mutirão and self-construction where 
the government supported residents by guaranteeing 
resources (Conti 2001). Mutirão and self-construction, 
examples of  early self  management practices, are reliant 
on the cooperation between community residents through 
the trading of  favors and family-ties and promises, 
different from the housing construction market based 
on the selling and buying of  products (Conti 1999). 
Recently, in mutirão and self-management practices two 
new elements have emerged: 1) the community contracts 
technical consultants, and 2) workers are hired to help 
with construction (Conti 2001). 
 Self-management is currently supported financially 
through Brazil’s Ministry of  Cities. The Ministry of  
Cities created the Common-Interest Credit Program, 
operated by the Caixa Econômica Federal (CEF), where 
families earning less than three minimum wages can join 
in association with other families to obtain credit for 
housing. Credit can be used for housing self-management 
with the hiring of  professionals or firms for specialized 
services (Baltazar dos Santos and Malard n.d.). It is also 
supported in Minas Gerais and São Paulo at the municipal 
level through slum upgrading programs.
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Urbanization in the Southeast Region of Brazil
Population growth within Brazil experienced a 

dramatic shift during the last half  of  the 20th century.  
Currently, with a growth rate of  1.05%, Brazil has an 
estimated population of  193 million (IBGE 2009). 
Between 1950 and 2000, Brazil added approximately 
2.4 million people per year to their population (Dowall 
2006). During this time, the spatial structure of  Brazil’s 
population heavily shifted from rural to urban and 
by 2000, approximately 81 percent of  the country’s 
population lived in cities while the remaining 19 percent 
lived in rural areas. In 1950, sixty percent of  Brazil’s 
population lived in rural areas and three decades later, 
only 32 percent of  the country’s population lived in rural 
areas (IBGE 2005). Although the urban population has 
increased during this fifty-year period, current trends 
show that the urbanization has gradually slowed in the 
larger metropolitan regions. Urban growth is now shifting 
to areas outside city and metropolitan boundaries and 
into second-tier metropolitan areas taking in an increase 
of  the growing population. 

As seen in Graphs 1 and 2 major metropolitan 
areas within the southeastern region experienced rapid 
growth in its urban population. The southeast region 
of  Brazil, composed of  the states Espírito Santo, Minas 
Gerais, Rio de Janeiro, and São Paulo currently holds 
42% of  Brazil’s population and is responsible for 56% 
of  Brazil’s GDP, making it the wealthiest region in the 
country (IBGE 2007, 2010). The main area of  focus 
for this report is the capital city of  Minas Gerais, Belo 
Horizonte. Minas Gerais is located west of  Rio de 
Janeiro and north of  São Paulo. Ten percent of  Brazil’s 
population, about 20 million people, live in the state of  
Minas Gerais (IBGE 2010).  Belo Horizonte is the state’s 
most populated area lying within the central region, with 
a population of  5 million in the greater metropolitan 
region.  In the past few years, Minas Gerais has surpassed 
Rio de Janeiro’s population, making it the second most 
populous state in the country.  

Urban Growth Pushes the Urban Poor to the 
Peripheries 

“Deixavam que a gente viesse para cá, mandavam-nos para 
cá, mas não de tinha onde morar. A gente podia viver, mas 

não podia morar” 
(They let us come here, they sent us here, but we didn’t have 

a place to live. We could have lived but we could not live)
–Joaquim Antôntio (ex-morador da Favela da Barroa) Gazeta 

Mineira, 26/09/1938

Map 1: Brazil
Source: IBGE 2010
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 After World War II, industrialization in the major 
cities of  São Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, and Belo Horizonte 
contributed to rapid urbanization representing the 
country’s economic growth and social transformation.  
Railroads, factories, and other industrial services grew 
in cities. In São Paulo for example, as industry grew, it 
did not expand outward but condensed with minimal 
“separation, planning, and regulation” resulting in an 
increase of  population density within the city (Holston 
2008, 158). Many Brazilians from the northeast region of  
the country left their rural homes in search of  jobs in the 
southeastern region of  Brazil.  Additionally, the majority 
of  the country’s immigrant population (70 percent) 
settled in the southeast region. Rapid population growth 
significantly dictated housing demand in Brazil’s growing 
metropolitan areas. Migrants from the northeast and 
immigrants, making up the urban poor, were property-
less and found little affordable housing options within 
the city’s limits.  Many were forced to find substandard 
housing in the city core or build their own homes along 
the city’s peripheries  (Bonduki 1998, 248 and Holston 
2008, 135). 
 Up until the 1930s, renting was common for 
recently arrived city dwellers of  middle and lower-income 
households. Finance systems to help purchase land or 
homes were nonexistent (Bonduki 1998, 43).  As the 
urbanization intensified, intervention from the federal 
government grew.  During the 1940s, President Vargas 
and his populist Estado Novo government “sought to 
modernize the organization of  an urbanizing economy 
and society” aiming to “promote a new public sphere 
of  citizenship in which to channel and regulate the 
new urban labor force” (Holston 2008, 146).    Vargas’ 
economic policy advocated for the working class and 
industry focusing on labor law and social welfare.  
 The regime allowed for state intervention in 
the housing sector, mandating that the government be 
responsible in guaranteeing housing for workers. During 
this period, social welfare and pension institutes like the 
Institutos de Aposentadorias e Pensões (Institutes of  the 
Retired and Pensions - IAP) and the Fundação da Casa 
Popular (Foundation for Low Income Housing) were 
founded in order to finance the construction of  new 
homes.  Although these institutions grew in membership 
to over 800,000 members, only about 100 residential 
blocks were built (Keivani, Abiko, Werna 2004, 74). 
The federal government demolished existing tenement 
housing in central areas of  cities in order to mass produce 
low-cost housing for the union workers who participated 
in the government’s programs.  The Foundation revived 

state-run credit institutions in order to provide mortgages 
at reasonable rates for the working class, however most of  
these mortgages went to buildings for middle and upper 
class residents while the few homes built for lower-income 
residents were distributed clientelistically.  The failures of  
this initiative and the absence of  state investment and 
related regulation left housing development dependent 
on the private real estate market (Holston 2008, 163).  
 While inflation soared and urban demolition 
continued, real estate speculation and rental prices 
also proliferated.  The federal government regularized 
the rental housing market in 1942 through the Lei do 
Inquilinato (Renter’s Law).  With a populist appeal, it froze 
rental prices, set up a system of  rent control, and created 
regulations to govern the terms of  renting, which in the 
past was privately negotiated between the landlord and 
tenant. The law, originally designated for two years, was 
reissued and remained in effect until 1964.  Although the 
Renter’s Law advocated tenants’ rights and had sanctions 
against illegal evictions, it negatively transformed the 
relationship between landlords and tenants, especially for 
the majority of  the cities’ populations who depended on 
rental housing.  With government control, investment 
in the housing sector slowed, further exacerbating 
the growing housing shortage for the urban poor. Its 
immediate repercussions pushed landlords to expel old 
tenants in order to get new tenants who would pay more 
and also encouraged them to sell occupied buildings 
to recover from lost capital that was devalued by the 
freeze and inflation.  The law’s long-term consequence 
discouraged investments in the production of  new rental 
housing while urban demolition depleted this stock 
(Holston 2008, 163-164).
 During this time, São Paulo engaged in an urban 
renewal campaign calling for a reconfiguration of  the 
city center. Through the construction of  new roads a 
pattern of  segregation emerged sending the poor to the 
peripheries and allowing the wealthy to remain in the newly 
renovated center (Bonduki 1998, 209 and Holston 2008, 
161). Rio de Janeiro engaged in another practice of  urban 
reconfiguration, where the municipal government created 
a program to construct “proletarian parks” in order to 
relocate those whose shanty settlements were bulldozed.  
However, this was only a temporary solution in addressing 
the housing needs of  its urban poor.  During the mid-
1940s, the Fundação da Casa Popular (Foundation for 
Low Income Housing) centralized the activities of  various 
agencies involved in producing standardized housing.   
However, this Foundation accomplished little, producing 
only 17,000 units throughout the country over the course 
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of  15 years. The Foundation was most likely used as a 
political instrument to promote the populist government 
(Keivani, Abiko, Werna 2004, 74). This all played a crucial 
role in shaping Brazilian cities not only because it allowed 
for large scale planning of  city infrastructure, but it was 
the first time the state had ever intervened in addressing 
housing for the low-income population.  Unfortunately, 
the few accomplishments in housing production did 
little to reduce the growing housing deficit. The serious 
housing shortage resulted in a surge of  informal and low 
quality housing deprived of  formal infrastructure and 
access to public services built in the peripheries of  these 
cities without the government’s help.

Housing Demand and Production in Urban 
Brazil

 Following the trends of  urbanization, the overall 
production of  both formal and informal housing in 
Brazil’s metropolitan areas show an impressively high level 
of  residential construction and investment. From 1970 
to 2000, for all urban areas in Brazil the total housing 
stock both formal and informal increased from 10.5 to 
38.7 million and in the southeast metropolitan region 
from about 3.5 to 9.6 million units, a gross increase of  6.1 
million units (Dowall 2006, 17).  Although this shows that 
housing production and investment has been substantial 
even with widespread demolitions and removal, most of  
the increases are in informal settlements, which to this day 
have limited infrastructure services, lower quality housing 
structures and lack of  security of  land tenure (Dowall 
2006, 23).  

Addressing Housing for the Lower-Income 
Today  
 Since elected, President Luiz Inácio Lula da 
Silva, has put social programs at the top of  his agenda 
and introduced several progressive federal policies that 
have contributed to addressing urban inequality and 
poverty.  The Secretária Nacional de Habitação (the 
National Secretary of  Housing – SNH) is responsible for 

monitoring, formulating and implementing the National 
Housing Policy. SNH works with other public entities 
and institutions offering technical support for housing 
programs.  Additionally, SNH created the Department 
of  Housing Production (DHAB), Department of  
Institutional Development and Technical Cooperation 
(DICT), and the Department of  Urbanization of  Slum 
Settlements (DUAP).  It coordinates and supports activities 
related to housing in the Council of  the Cities, which is 
a part of  the Ministry of  Cities.  Established in January 
of  2003, the Ministry of  Cities seeks to combat social 
inequalities by finding ways to transform cities into healthy 
and productive environments by developing policies and 
programs that expands accessibility to housing, sanitation, 
and transportation.  The Ministry coordinates and forms 
partnerships with states, municipalities, NGOs, the 
private sector, and those involved in social movements.  
Additionally, in 2007, the SNH initiated PLANHAB, the 
national housing plan in order to better direct resources 
for national housing issues and programs.
 Under SNH, the Sistema Nacional de Habitação 
de Interesse Social (the National System of  Social 
Housing – SNHIS) was established by federal law on 
June 2005 and implements policies and programs that 
promote access to adequate housing for the low-income 
population.  This system centralizes all programs and 
projects for social housing, which is made up of  the 
Ministry of  Cities, the Management Council of  the 
National Fund for Social Housing, Caixa Econômica 
Federal, Council of  the Cities, and other related public 
entities. In addition, SNHIS includes private entities that 
perform activities within the housing and financial sectors, 
as authorized by the National Monetary Council.  The 
same law also established the National Fund for Social 
Housing - FNHIS, which centralizes funds for programs 
linked to SNHIS such as the urbanization of  informal 
settlements and social housing.  FNHIS is made up of  
funds from the General Fund of  the Union, the Fund 
for Social Development (FAS), endowments, funds from 
internal and external loans, contributions and donations 
from individuals or corporations, organizations and 
cooperation, agencies and national and international 
revenue of  operations.  By law, these funds are used 
for program activities related to public housing such as 
the acquisition of  land, construction activities, and land 
tenure (Ministério das Cidades n.d.).
 Among SNH’s initiatives, the most notable one 
is the Programa de Aceleração do Crescimento - PAC, 
otherwise known, as the Growth Acceleration Program. 
PAC is a federally initiated plan that seeks to promote 
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investments of  about R$500 billion in infrastructure 
projects related to construction, sanitation, energy, 
transportation, and logistics while producing social 
benefits throughout the country.  PAC aims to introduce 
a new concept of  investment in infrastructure to Brazil 
that can also reduce regional and social inequalities.   It 
is coordinated by a steering committee that is composed 
of  the Ministries of  the Civil Cabinet (similar to the 
U.S. President’s chief  of  staff, who assist the President 
in political matters) and the Ministries of  Finance 
and Planning, Budget, and Management. The federal 
government facilitates partnerships with the public 
sector, both state and municipal governments, and private 
investors.
 The original PAC programming was established to 
spend all funds between 2007 and 2010; it has since been 
extended through a second phase set for 2011 to 2014. 
Its estimated expenditure from 2007 to 2010 is R$503.9 
billion. The second phase’s expenditure is estimated 
at R$955 billion (PAC n.d.).  PAC is divided into three 
branches: logistics, energy, and social and urban issues.  The 
logistics branch involves the construction and expansion 
of  different modes of  national transportation networks. 
Its estimated expenditure from 2007 to 2010 is R$58.3 
billion. The energy branch seeks to find more efficient 
means of  generating and transmitting electrical power 
and has earmarked R$274.8 billion while the social and 
urban issues branch, which addresses issues in housing, 
sanitation, and local transportation has an expenditure 
of  R$170.8 billion.   Specifically, PAC seeks to continue 
its investments in slum upgrading and environmental 
sanitation issues that include paving, drainage and retaining 
walls to prevent floods and landslides. Between 2007 and 
2010, PAC allocated about 62 percent of  the R$170.8 
billion to address housing issues where an estimated 
four million families benefited from the housing-related 
programs.  Additionally, as a result of  PAC funding, over 
22 million households are now connected to efficient 
water and sewage services and 24 million have access to 
water infrastructure (PAC n.d.). During this period, PAC 
allocated R$37.63 billion to Minas Gerais. From the total 
loan to the state of  Minas Gerais R$20.08 billion, about 
53%, was dedicated for social and urban projects.  Within 
the money allocated for social and urban projects, a total 
investment of  R$13.6 billion, 68% of  the social and 
urban investment, was designated for housing projects 
(PAC 2010, 60).
 PAC can be considered more of  a brand (“marca”) 
or stamp of  approval for projects supported by the federal 
government. It provides ample resources to finance multi-

tiered slum upgrading projects that address housing and 
social issues. These multi-tiered projects are complicated 
and require larger amounts of  funding then projects with 
an individual infrastructure goal, therefore municipal 
governments could not afford to fund these without the 
help of  the federal government (with the exception of  
the city of  São Paulo). Multi-tier development projects 
require coordination between fragmented sectors such as 
housing construction, sanitation, and road building. In the 
past, projects would acquire funding that were restricted 
to one type of  intervention such as sanitation that could 
not be used for anything else and were stalled due to 
painful bureaucratic issues. PAC allows for municipalities 
to use funding for a diverse number of  projects without 
the previous specific requirements. PAC is the first time 
Brazil has enabled this type of  support on a national 
scale.  Previously, it was never standardized in such a way 
that all states and municipalities could obtain funding for 
projects through an expedited and well-organized system. 
PAC accelerates the process of  releasing funds by allowing 
the municipal government to open an account with hired 
contractors through the government-owned bank, Caixa 
Econômica Federal (CEF). CEF meticulously evaluates 
the project before releasing the funds to the municipal 
government. (Rosas 2009).
  Lastly, the housing program, Minha Casa, Minha 
Vida (My House, My Life) created in March 2009 and a 
subsidiary of  PAC phase 2, seeks to build two million 
homes by 2014 in order to address an affordable housing 
deficit. The federal government has already invested R$34 
billion and plans to invest an additional R$71.7 billion for 
2011-2014 for the second phase of  PAC (PAC2 n.d., 48). 
Placing a number of  subsidies and incentives to boost 
development and construction in the formal housing 
market that involves both the public and private sector, 
the program is available to those who earn up to ten times 
the country’s monthly minimum wage. The minimum 
wage in Brazil is currently $510 per month (Folha 2009). 
The program is divided into three income categories, 
where each category provides different levels of  financial 
assistance to families: families who make up to three times 
the minimum wage, families who make between three 
to six times the minimum wage and families who make 
six to ten times the minimum wage. Households in the 
first category (families who make up to three times the 
minimum wage) are given an integrated subsidy with free 
insurance.  Households in the second category families 
who make between 3 to 6 times the minimum wage) 
can receive partial subsidies, a discount on the cost of  
insurance, and access to the “guarantee” fund that covers 
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the borrower in case on unemployment or other extreme 
circumstances.  This group can commit up to 20% of  
their income to pay for these benefits.  Households in 
the third category (families who make between 6 to 10 
the minimum wage) are encouraged to purchase their 
own home and can receive lower costs of  insurance, an 
80% reduction of  the notary registration costs and access 
to the mentioned “guarantee” fund (Minha Casa Minha 
Vida n.d.).  
 Unlike in the past, the recent government housing 
policies have put a great amount of  effort in developing 
a more sustainable groundwork to strengthen the social 
housing sector by decentralizing their decision-making 
power. The federal government’s new collaborative and 
flexible spirit has inspired innovative solutions for both 
the administrative and programming processes involved 
in addressing housing for the low-income by inviting 
participation from other levels of  government and 
different stakeholders from the private sector, NGOs, 
and community organizations  (Keivani, Abiko, Werna 
2004, 76). 

Recent Housing Programs in Southeastern 
Brazil 
 The culture of  participation and decentralized 
approach has allowed cities throughout Brazil make 
greater public investments in addressing slum settlements. 
Although our research focuses on the Vila Viva Program 
in Belo Horizonte, we found similar large-scale slum 
upgrading programs in São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro that 
merit discussion.  The following section will highlight 
and the Guarapiranga program in São Paulo and the 
Favela Barrio Program in Rio de Janeiro. São Paulo is 
the largest city in Brazil and the largest and richest in the 
Latin America.  With an area of  1,523 square kilometers 
and a population of  11 million, it is the most populous 
city in Brazil (IBGE 2009). Despite São Paulo’s wealth, 
the city is characterized with urban problems and social 
imbalances. Although addressed in some areas, the city’s 
rapid growth has outpaced efficient city planning and has 
resulted in urban problems such as the proliferation of  
slum settlements in the city’s peripheries, overcrowding, 
heavily used and deteriorating roads, and air and water 
pollution. During the 1970s, the Guarapiranga water 
basin, which served as a major water source to about 
3 million people living in the São Paulo metropolitan 
area became heavily polluted. The Guarapiranga area is 
located in the southwest end of  São Paulo’s boundaries. It 
encompasses 639 square meters and has a population of  

600,000 slum settlement inhabitants. Guarapiranga is one 
of  the poorest (70% of  households earn no more than 
5 times the minimum wage) and most densely populated 
areas within the metropolitan region of  São Paulo.  With 
the lack of  basic sanitation infrastructure, raw sewage and 
trash contributed to the basin’s pollution (Guarapiranga 
2000, 26). The basin became heavily polluted around the 
same time informal settlements in the area proliferated and 
by the mid-1980s, the pollution became so problematic 
that it threatened the city’s water supply. 
 In order to address the environmental remediation 
and preservation of  the Guarapiranga water basin area, 
the state’s Department of  Water Sources, Sanitation 
and Public Works created the Guarapiranga program in 
1993 and invited other related state departments and the 
municipal government of  São Paulo to participate. The 
project was completed in 2000. The program was a large-
scale collaborative initiative mostly funded by the World 
Bank and SEHAB, São Paulo’s Municipal Secretary of  
Housing.  Between 1993 and 1997, the project’s initial 
budget was US$ 262 million, 45 percent of  which was 
contributed by the World Bank.  Additional funding 
had to be found due to the large investment the urban 
improvements demanded (Guarapiranga 2000, 28 and 
Imparto 2003, 346). Various municipal and state public 
works agencies collaborated on a plan of  action to 
rehabilitate the quality of  water in the basin and create 
an integrative management system that would include 
the basin’s favela residents. Its subprograms addressed 
water supply and sewage services, waste collection and 
disposal, urban rehabilitation for slum settlements, 
environmental protection, and the management of  the 
basin (Guarapiranga 2000, 29). 
 Under the urban rehabilitation subprogram, 
many of  the poorest residents had to be removed. These 
residents lived in areas of  risk or areas without proper 
sewage conditions. The program model elected not to 
permanently relocate the residents and instead kept them 
in the region after environmental rehabilitation activities 
were completed. A total of  about 27,000 families benefited 
from the program where roads, sewage, and draining 
infrastructure were implemented throughout the basin 
area. Additionally, 3,700 housing units were constructed 
for the resettlement of  families removed from the basin’s 
area of  risk. The program was designed to respect and 
invite participation from the local population through 
the dissemination of  information through on site socio-
technicians and a public relations campaign.  It encouraged 
the residents’ involvement in all stages of  work in efforts 
to mitigate impacts the residents faced during the 
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intervention activities. As the communities felt the full 
impact of  the projects, a push to improve homes and 
their surrounding area began to spread where residents 
remodeled their homes and people became more conscious 
with the maintenance of  the newly improved areas. A 
demonstration of  civic consciousness in preserving their 
new infrastructure emerged (Imparto 2003, 340). In order 
to maintain a healthy basin environment, government 
agencies recognized that the favela residents would have 
to take responsibility for protecting and maintaining the 
area after remediation projects were completed and as a 
result, the program created a new regulatory framework 
to manage water catchment as well as an environmental 
education campaign and training for managing and 
monitoring the basin for the community. As one president 
of  a neighborhood association explained, “To live in an 
informal settlement is difficult enough, and one day, all the 
engineers and technicians will leave, and all we will have 
left is our own capacity to unite for a common purpose” 
(Imparto 2003, 336).
 The concept of  addressing an environmental 
issue as a component of  a larger social policy in addition 
to the recognition that multi-sectoral actions and shared 

responsibility from all levels of  government were both 
new to Brazilians and created a new culture in addressing 
urban problems. The Guarapiranga program needed to 
resolve the conflicts between environmental protection 
and slum settlement and by making the participation of  
community members in the process a priority within the 
program’s framework, the program succeeded. SEHAB’s 
work in the program design of  Guarapiranga was one of  
the most important factors that contributed to the project’s 
success.  SEHAB used its influence to garner more 
support and attention to urban development programs 
during a time little attention was given to upgrading low-
income areas. It succeeded in increasing the focus in 
improving slum settlements (Imparto 2003, 346). Today, 
SEHAB is at the forefront of  slum upgrading projects, 
exporting a methodology focused around the community 
and transparency to countries like India, South Africa, 
China, and France.  SEHAB currently works in slum 
settlements, irregular subdivisions and cortiços, which are 
tenement housing in poor conditions located in the city’s 
center. They also have created an information mapping 
system, available to the public online, which has registered 
all existing slums, irregular subdivisions, and cortiços 

Image 1: New Apartments Next to Existing Buildings in Paraisopolis
Source: Authors 2009
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throughout the municipality.  Unlike other municipalities, 
SEHAB does not encounter any burdens in funding their 
projects.  One percent of  the city’s service tax is used 
for their operating expenses where up to R$1 billion is 
used in three to four years for upgrading projects (Diniz 
2009). In their collaboration with the World Bank in the 
Guarapiranga program, SEHAB gained momentum and 
was able to raise awareness of  slum upgrading programs 
throughout the country.
 With a population of  about 6.2 million and an area 
of  1,182 square kilometers, Rio de Janeiro is the second 
largest city in Brazil  (IBGE 2009). Significant disparities 
between the rich and the poor are visible throughout the 
city where high crime rates related to drug trafficking 
haunts the numerous favelas within and outside the city’s 
boundaries.  Evolving from similar projects created in 
Guarapiranga, the city created the Favela Bairro program 
to reduce favela poverty through infrastructure and service 
upgrades. The program, a large-scale municipal-initiated 
slum upgrading program funded by the Inter-American 
Development Bank also aimed to rebrand favelas as 
formal neighborhoods “bairros” through its upgrading 
measures.  The city considers the project to be unique in 
that it allows for greater decision-making powers from 
favela residents on what improvements will occur. The 
use of  grassroots level infrastructure upgrading experts 
as project managers for example, could work easily 
with both the government and community members in 
completing an upgrading project.  Favela Bairro involved 
over 250,000 residents in 73 communities. Training and 
income generating programs, the installation of  health 
stations, and a project to combat violence were made 
available to youth and adults. The program supported 
“participation, partnership, multi-sectorality, and state 
reform” as crucial tools for poverty reduction and as its 
key elements to reach scale and sustain itself  (Riley 2000, 
522). In terms of  multi-sectorality, Favela Barrio used 
intra and extra institutional partnerships with NGOs, 
churches, the private sector, and the general population. 
 Even though Favela Bairro is touted as having a 
high international profile and large-scale participation, 
Elizabeth Riley and her team found evidence that a lack 
of  community participation exists within the program 
due to widespread mistrust between the community 
and government. Despite the emphasis on community 
participation, a majority of  Favela Bairro project 
administrators revealed some reluctance to accept the 
capacity of  favela residents to make strategic decisions that 
affect the operation of  the projects and the program as a 
whole. Riley’s team also finds that the dominance of  the 

violent drug trade in Rio de Janeiro, “prevented resident 
associations from becoming legitimate participants in 
policy making” (Riley 2000, 530).  The program can be 
seen as an example of  “increasingly ambitious policies” 
that encounter problematic policy issues (Riley 2000, 
523).  
 Although São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro have 
different experiences, history, and culture, their slum 
upgrading programs share a common ground in 
where both seek to approach their initiatives in a more 
comprehensive and collaborative manner that align 
with Brazil’s growing culture of  participation and 
federal housing policies. Each program has the goal 
of  improving and integrating the favela into the cities’ 
fabric.  Recognizing that an improved and rehabilitated 
favela promotes further interaction and healthy relations 
among its residents, the community space becomes a 
tool for social and civil integrations. The municipalities 
use the local networks within favelas to help incorporate 
them into the investments they put into their upgrading 
projects. Coming from the two largest cities in Brazil, the 
Guarapiranga and Favela Barrio programs both received 
international attention while similar slum upgrading 
programs in other cities like Belo Horizonte have not been 
studied.  In the following chapter, Belo Horizonte’s first 
comprehensive slum upgrading project, Projeto Alvorada 
and URBEL, the city’s agency for improving housing and 
infrastructure conditions in favelas will be discussed.

Image 2: Upgraded Cortiço 
Source: Authors 2009
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 Belo Horizonte was the first city to be planned in 
Brazil. The city center was to be created along Avenida 
do Contorno with a projected population of  no more 
than 200,000 in an area of  331 km2. The workers who 
built the city were not included within this estimated 
population. As a result, the first informal settlements 
in Belo Horizonte emerged before its initiation. Today, 
there are about 2.5 million inhabitants who live within 
the capital city of  Belo Horizonte while an additional 2.5 
million encompass Belo Horizonte’s metropolitan region. 
The city is broken up into 9 regions: Barreiro, Centro-
Sul, Leste, Nordeste, Noroeste, Norte, Oeste, Pampulha, 
and Venda Nova. With a population density of  729,100 
inhabitants per hectares, the metropolitan region of  Belo 
Horizonte is the third most populous of  Brazil next to 
São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro.  Within the metropolitan 
region, Pesquisa Nacional por Amostra de Domicilios 
- PNAD (National Research for Sample of  Domiciles) 
data showed that about 46 percent of  the population is 
multiracial, 42 percent White, 11 percent Afro-Brazilian, 
and the remaining half  percent Asian and Amerindian 
(IBGE 2008). 

Informal Housing in Belo Horizonte
 The municipal government has assessed and 
identified about 209 informal areas throughout the city that 
contain 130,000 households.  About 500,000 inhabitants, 
twenty percent of  the city’s population, were identified 
to be living in these assessed informal areas. These 
households are concentrated in 5% of  the total city’s land 
or 16.1 km2.  Most likely covering only formal housing, 
data from the municipal sanitation plan (last revised in 

April 2008) indicated 99 percent of  the city’s population 
has access to water services and about 92 percent have 
access to sewage services. However, only 65 percent of  
collected sewage is treated. Although this data shows that 
basic services are well covered in the city, access to these 
services is much less in informal settlements (Libânio 
2007).
 The existence of  favelas in Belo Horizonte 
began with the construction and inauguration of  the city 
in 1897. During this time, housing speculation spread 
throughout the center of  the city making it impossible for 
the migrant construction workers to find legal housing 
within the formal boundaries of  the city. As a result, 
these working class migrants occupied the land closest 
to the city center near today’s neighborhood of  Bairro 
Preto (what was considered the periphery of  the city 
during this time). Although favelas have existed for over 
a hundred years in Belo Horizonte, the largest growth in 
favela population came during the great migration period 
of  the 1960s, a consequence of  industrialization in the 
Southeastern Region and the drought in the sertão in the 
Northeastern region of  Brazil. In the 1970s and 1980s as 
the city grew to encompass all available land, occupation 
was unaccompanied by services and infrastructure that 
should have been provided by public policy. This absence 
has led to the poor quality of  shelter, land, services, 
health, and environment in the over 200 informally 
occupied areas of  Belo Horizonte (Filho and Ávila 2008 
and Libânio 2007).
 Belo Horizonte has been active since the 1970s 
in attempting to resolve the problems of  informal and 
slum housing in the city. The relationship between 

Map 3: Belo Horizonte Regions
Source: Prefeitura Belo Horizonte 2000

Map 2: Brazil
Source IBGE 2010
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the municipal government and slum settlements has 
developed over the last forty years. A shift towards 
progressive leadership has evolved infrastructure and 
housing policies directed towards favela residents, where 
comprehensive development programs have replaced 
large-scale slum removals. In the 1970s the Coordenação 
de Habitação de Interesse Social – Chisbel was the main 
government agency that dealt with slum housing areas in 
the city (replacing the previous agency, the Departamento 
de Bairros Populares created in 1965) (Conti 2004a). 
Removal of  favela households was the main course 
of  action taken by Chisbel. These families received 
payment for their removal, however the program proved 
to be largely unsuccessful since most families used the 
compensation money to re-establish themselves in new 
favelas. By 1977, a number of  favela residents mobilized 
with the help of  the Catholic Church of  Brazil after the 
archdiocese created the Pastoral de Favela – PF. The 
PF worked with favela residents who were members 
of  established community organizations, also known as 
Communidades Eclesiais de Base - CEBs, in order to 
address livelihood problems. The work of  the PF helped 
to organize community associations in many of  Belo 
Horizonte’s favelas, who in turn organized into two social 
movements the Federação de Bairros e Vilas – FBV and 
the União dos Trabalhadores da Periféria – UTP (Filho 
and Ávila 2008 and Sousa Santos and Rodriguez-Garayito 
2005).
 After the establishment of  Chisbel the state of  
Minas Gerais and the city of  Belo Horizonte enacted a 
number of  laws with the purpose of  addressing economic, 
social, and environmental issues in favelas. The state of  
Minas Gerais created the Programa de Desenvolvimento 
de Comunidades - Prodecom in 1979, the first state 
agency with a housing agenda in favor of  low-income 
residents. Prodecom worked from 1979 to 1982 on 551 
projects affecting around 1.2 million people. While not 
necessarily advancing legal territorial rights for residents 
of  favelas it is seen as an important step in establishing 
a democratic relationship between the government 
and low-income residents (Conti 2004). Following the 
momentum of  Prodecom, the city of  Belo Horizonte 
adopted the Municipal Law 3,235 on January 6, 1983 
creating the Programa Municipal de Regularização de 
Favelas - Profavela (regularized under decree 4,762 and 
in 1985 sanctioned under Municipal Law 3,995). The 
purpose of  Profavela was created to address the issue 
of  slum upgrading and legalization of  land tenure in 
favelas. The law also altered zoning in the city creating 
Setor Especial – 4 (SE-4), which changed the norms and 

regularization of  plots within 120 favelas (Filho and Ávila 
2008). 
 Belo Horizonte housing policies are addressed 
every two years in a municipal-wide conference and 
may change in the future as infrastructure and housing 
conditions improve in informal settlements. Following 
the sanctioning of  Lei Profavela the Companhia 
Urbanizadora de Belo Horizonte – URBEL was created 
in 1986 and replaced Chisbel as the main agency for 
favela development. Around this same time the municipal 
government consolidated government agencies dealing 
with housing under the Sistema Municipal de Habitação 
– SMH.  SMH is composed of  three agencies: URBEL, 
the Conselho Municipal de Habitação – CMH, and the 
“Fundo Municipal de Habitação” – FMH. The purpose 
of  URBEL is to act as an agent for improving housing 
and infrastructure conditions. Unlike the past municipal 
agencies that dealt with problems of  slum settlements, 
URBEL’s sole purpose is not removal of  favela residents. 
Instead, they work towards improving overall conditions 
of  these neighborhoods through physical and social 
interventions. When removal is necessary, as a result of  
interventions, it is combined with an extensive resettlement 
program. URBEL is responsible for work in 226 areas, 
consisting of  favelas, vilas and low-income government 
housing (conjuntos habitacionais) (Filho and Ávila 2008 
and Conti 2004a). 
 In the early 1990s URBEL worked with the 
Italian non-governmental organization, Associazione dei 
Volontari dei Soccorso Internazionale - AVSI on Projeto 
Alvorada, a slum-upgrading project that became the ”pilot 
project” for URBEL’s current programs. Projeto Alvorada 
introduced Belo Horizonte to a unique participatory 
approach that relies on the community input in assessing 
and resolving problems related to their surrounding 
environment. In addition, it relied on comprehensive 
projects consisting of  housing and infrastructure 
upgrading as well as socio-economic activities such as job 
training. Most importantly, the Projeto Alvorada created 
URBEL’s main tool for slum upgrading, the Plano Global 
Específico – PGE. The PGE serves as a master plan for 
each favela, indicating the direction of  interventions based 
on an analysis of  identified risks.  An additional tool for 
upgrading was created in 1998 with the establishment of  
the Orçamento Participativo – OP (Participatory Budget), 
that allowed communities to access infrastructure funds 
for projects using the indicators laid out in their specific 
PGE. Since 1996, Zonas Especiais de Interesse Social - 
ZEIS (Special Zones of  Social Interest) were created with 
the Lei de Parcelamento, Uso e Ocupação do Solo do 
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Município. ZEIS are different from the SE classification 
created in 1985, as they are separate demarcations for 
each type of  low-income neighborhood that is prioritized 
by the city. Under this law, vilas and favelas were 
designated as ZEIS-1 and conjuntos habitacionais (low-
income government housing) as ZEIS-3 (Filho and Ávila 
2008). In order to accomplish the goals of  their mandate, 
URBEL has in place a number of  programs that overlap 
each other as an approach to improve Belo Horizonte 
housing and infrastructure problems. There are eight 
different initiatives and programs that URBEL relies on 
to accomplish their work (see Table 1). 

The following describes the essential elements used 
by URBEL for the process of  slum upgrading.

PEAR
 The Structural Program of  Areas in Risk – PEAR 
(Programa Estrutural em Área de Risco) was created in 
1993 following the completion of  a city-wide geologic 
risk assessment. PEAR works towards protecting families 
who live in these types of  areas. Visits are conducted 
annually through all the identified areas. Through these 
visits residents are informed of  their risks and possible 
ways to mitigate the situation. When there is no way to 
mitigate risk, families are removed and are able to access 
funds for resettlement through Bolsa Moradia. If  small 
interventions are necessary and residents are capable of  
performing the required work, PEAR will provide the 
construction material and technical support. During the 
rainy season, PEAR work is intensified through community 
outreach and temporary housing support through the 

Reference Centers for Areas of  Risk – CREAR (Centro 
de Referencias em Área de Risco) (URBEL 2010b).

Bolsa Moradia
 Under URBEL, the Bolsa Moradia program 
guarantees a monthly rent stipend to residents who 
have been removed from their homes due to geological, 
geotechnical or social risks, or in areas where URBEL 
is undergoing construction and intervention. Bolsa 
Moradia is given to families in order to mediate the 
process between removal and permanent resettlement. 
Families are responsible for identifying housing options 
and signing a lease to be presented to URBEL. As a 
result, they are given R$300 per month for rent. Families 
are also responsible for paying utilities such as water, 
electricity, and maintenance fees. In speaking with 
Brazilian academics and residents of  Vila Novo Ouro 
Preto who were receiving aid through Bolsa Moradia, 
we identified key critiques of  the program. Since many 
lessors were aware of  the R$300 stipend tenants were 
receiving for rent, it was near impossible for households 
receiving money through Bolsa Moradia to find rent 
equal to or less than the amount they were receiving from 
the government. In Vila Novo Ouro Preto most families 
were only able to find rent in houses that were outside 
of  their neighborhood, and often in poor conditions. If  
families are to find housing within their community, it 
is most likely that another family would have to move 
out of  the house in order for the family receiving Bolsa 
Moradia to move in. While URBEL is responsible for 
tracking the location of  housing for each family receiving 
Bolsa Moradia, there is no system to account for the 

Program Purpose
PEAR Assists families who live in areas of  geological risk
Bolsa Moradia Rental assistance for families removed in areas of  government interventions
PROAS Resettlement assistance for families removed in areas of  government inter-

ventions
Regularização Fundiaria Legalizes tenure for households living on informal land
Controle Urbano Provides accountability for URBEL programs
OP Vilas Participatory Budgeting for informal settlements
PGE Planning assessment tool to address needs of  individual favelas
Vila Viva Slum upgrading program that works with above programs to improve infra-

structure, sanitation, road access, housing, eliminate environmental hazards

Table 1: URBEL Programs           Source: URBEL 2010
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displacement of  families not receiving the stipend due 
to the program. Accountability should be put in place in 
order to make sure that recipients of  Bolsa Moradia are 
not paying exorbitant rental prices as a consequence of  
the stipend, other residents within the favela are not being 
displaced by recipients of  Bolsa Moradia, and conditions 
of  rental housing should be better monitored (URBEL 
2010a).

PROAS
The URBEL program PROAS is responsible 

for the resettlement of  households that are situated in 
areas of  high-risk or government interventions. PROAS 
reimburses residents for their removal. Because PROAS 
works in areas of  informal settlements where residents 
do not have legal claim to the land, only the building 
structures are evaluated for reimbursement taking into 
consideration technical criteria such as the size of  the area 
of  construction and type of  material used. For families 
to be reimbursed for their removal they must prove that 
they have been living in the house for more than two 
years, do not own another house in Belo Horizonte or the 
greater Metropolitan Region, have not been beneficiaries 
of  a previous housing program, and do not earn more 
than five minimum salaries. If  the family’s existing home 
is valued under R$20,000 or if  the family has more than 
six members, the municipality will purchase a home for 
the family of  equal value on their behalf.

Beneficiaries receive technical and social support 
in finding a house of  equal or lesser value. The location 
of  the new housing is selected by the resident, but a 
technical team will visit the location in order to confirm 
that it is not in an area of  risk, is securely constructed, and 
has basic services such as water, light, and sanitation. If  
the value of  the original house is greater than R$20,000 
the resident will receive the value in cash. In addition, if  
only a part of  the house is located in an area of  risk then 
the resident is required to demolish the corresponding 
structure and will receive a payment based on its value 
(URBEL 2010d).

Regularização Fundiária
The main objective of  the Regularização Fundiária 

is the legalization of  land tenure in Special Interest Zones 
– ZEIS: vilas, favelas, and conjuntos habitacionais. Since 
1986, through this program, Belo Horizonte has legalized 
tenure in 40 communities, benefitting around 22,773 
households out of  an estimated 28,129 households 
in the combined area (URBEL 2010e). Regularização 

Fundiária accomplishes the titling process of  land, where 
occupied areas of  public land are donated for legalization 
and private land is appropriated by Superintendência de 
Desenvolvimento da Capital - SUDECAP using the law 
of  usucapião (a process not accompanied by URBEL). 
Legalization of  occupied private land is a long drawn out 
process due to the overwhelmed and slow Brazilian legal 
system. As a result of  Regularização Fundiária policy, 
only residents of  public lands are able to benefit from 
URBEL’s legalization program (URBEL 2010e).

Usucapião Adverse Possession “Acquiring absolute 
title to land, as against all others including the owner of  
record, through its continuous position for a statuatory 

period of  time” (Holston 2008, 139)

OP Vilas - Participatory Budgeting
The Belo Horizonte participatory budget 

process (Orçamento Participativo – OP) is multi-tiered 
with a basis in the city’s regions. For the purpose of  the 
participatory budget, sub-regions in the city are created 
from nine administrative regions. The first step in the 
process comes in the form of  consultation between 
government representatives and communities, presented 
in general regional meetings on the guidelines to the 
participatory budget process and how funds were allocated 
in the previous budget.  Participants then return to their 
neighborhoods for community meetings and decide on 
priority projects to be proposed in a second round of  
assemblies held at the sub-region level. At these meetings 
delegates for sub-regions are elected and projects are 
proposed. Twenty-five projects are selected for each 
region and city officials visit each of  the proposed projects 
to create a technical appraisal of  viability. The next step 
is designated as the ‘Caravan of  Priorities’ where regional 
delegates tour the proposed projects in order to vote on 
fourteen that will move forward in the process. Delegates 
will also vote for regional representatives to the Comforça, 
a resident council that works with the municipality to 
create the final budget. The council members will follow 
the development of  projects designated in the budget for 
the following two years. “In Belo Horizonte the process 
is held every two years and only 50 per cent of  the new 
investments budget is allocated” (Wood and Murray 2007, 
24-25).

The Participatory Budgeting process can be 
seen as successful because it has led to an increase 
in investment in low-income neighborhoods. It has 
improved the provision of  municipal services and 
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opened a political space that diffuses political power 
to marginalized populations (Wood and Murray 2007). 
However, Participatory Budgeting continues to face 
challenges in addressing historical inequalities of  urban 
areas in Brazil. In Belo Horizonte only 50 per cent of  
the budget is allocated every two years, which does 
not maximize the full potential of  the budget. There 
continues to be certain groups who remain outside the 
process such as the middle class and the sub-poor (Wood 
and Murray 2007). Lastly, there continues to be concern 
on the potential for manipulation within the Participatory 
Budgeting process.

Projeto Alvorada
 URBEL considers Projeto Alvorada to be the pilot 
project for Vila Viva. The project itself  was a multilateral 
collaboration between three municipal governments, the 
Associazione dei Volontari del Soccorso Internazionale 
- AVSI and the local non-governmental organization, 
Cooperação Para o Desenvolvimento e Moradía Humana 
- CDM, the Pontifícia Universidade Católica – Minas 
Gerais - PUC-MG, and the Minas Gerais state government. 
Work was conducted from 1994 to 2004. The part of  
Projeto Alvorada that took place in Belo Horizonte was 
created through a partnership between URBEL and AVSI. 
AVSI introduced the comprehensive slum upgrading 
formula of  infrastructure improvement, socio-economic 
development, and institutional strengthening and served 
as the project’s coordinating body (Commodaro and 
Gomes 2010). In order to guarantee continued work in 
the city and install a local presence with local employees, 
AVSI helped create the Belo Horizonte non-governmental 
organization CDM.  By creating CDM, an organization 
both connected with AVSI, but operating independently, 
the Italian organization was able to increase community 
participation during project implementation as well as 
ensure its sustainability. Projeto Alvorada was implemented 
throughout the city in four favelas: Lixão/Conjunto 
Esperança, Vila Senhor dos Passos, Vila Ventosa, and 
Vila Apolônia.
 The four vilas are located in various regions of  the 
city. Data on favelas is hard to come by due to their former 
tenuous relationship with the city. In this case we were 
able to find fuller background information on Vila Senhor 
dos Passos and Vila Apolônia. Vila Senhor dos Passos is 
located in the Northwest region and has a population of  
approximately 3,800 persons residing in 126 m2. In 2007, 
73% of  the total population of  1,060 households did not 
possess land title. It was first established in 1914 on a 
farm owned by a member of  the Mata Machado family 

who donated the land to the church to be passed on to 
low-income families for occupation. Up until the 1950s 
living conditions in the Vila were extremely precarious. 
There was very little infrastructure throughout the vila: 
residents had to travel on unpaved dirt roads and lived near 
open sewage.  They had to collect water through wells, 
and when available, set up electricity illegally by tapping 
into public electricity lines, or “gatos”.  The favela has a 
history of  community organization through community 
leader, Chico Nascimento of  the local organization, 
Associação Sociedade Pró-Melhoramento.  He was a 
pioneer of  the community movements in Belo Horizonte 
founding União de Defesa Coletiva and later serving as 
president of  the União dos Trabalhadores Favelados de 
Belo Horizonte. With the help of  his leadership, the first 
improvements of  the vila were made in the 1970s with 
the expansion of  electricity and access to water. It was 
only in the 1990s when the vila first received sewage and 
sanitation services, and saw expansion of  all services and 
infrastructure (Libânio 2007). 
 Vila Apolônia is located in the Venda Nova Region 
and has a population of  around 7,670 located on 208 m2 
of  land. In contrast to Vila  Senhor dos Passos, it was first 
occupied in 1974 by families from the interior of  Minas 
Gerais and Bahia states. At this time the neighborhood 
had zero infrastructure, residents did not have access to 
water or electricity, and cattle was raised on the little open 
land available. In 1983, Lockaman Garios claimed to own 
twelve of  the lots on Rua Cônego Trinidade within the 
favela, and sought to remove 22 families. However, in 
June of  that year the community created the Associação 
dos Moradores da Vila Parque Jardim Leblon e Vila 
Apolônia in order to defend their interests on the land. 
Through their organization, the families were able to 
pool money together in order to buy the twelve lots from 
Garios and divide them amongst the 22 families living on 
the land. A year later, the association was able to bring 
electricity to four of  the streets in the vila and pave one 
of  those streets. In 1987, 50% of  the population was 
connected to a sewage system and 80% to electricity and 
water networks. These programs were supported through 
mutirão and technical assistance from the Secretária do 
Estado do Trabalho e Ação Social - SETAS (Libânio 
2007). 
 Within these favelas community participation was 
sought as a key component to ensure the success of  the 
project. Participation was initiated through a dialogue 
between the community and project funders (AVSI, 
municipal governments, and the state government). By first 
teaching the community residents to understand and read 
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a map, through meetings and topographic representation, 
they were able to train community members how to 
evaluate the environment they lived in. Based on the tools 
they learned to evaluate risk in their areas, community 
members were essential in creating a hierarchy of  
upgrading actions for their own neighborhoods. These 
trainings were both a means to create “buy in” for 
the project as well as a simple education tool. Projeto 
Alvorada benefited more than 32,000 people, and while 
the construction efforts were finished a few years ago, 
the legalization and titling of  land has only been finalized 
in the last year for some of  the favelas as a result of  
Brazil’s taxing bureaucratic system for the legalization of  
occupied private land (Commodaro and Gomes 2009).
 When programmatic work in the four favelas 
began under Projeto Alvorada, conditions in most favelas 
in Brazil were extremely poor. While older favelas tend to 
have better access to services and safer construction of  
housing due to years of  gradual improvements, younger 
favelas usually have poorer conditions. In Belo Horizonte 
the oldest favelas are located near the city center. Projeto 
Alvorada worked in favelas that were occupied during 
both the city’s initiation in the early 1900s and the urban-
rural migration of  the 1970s. That being said, conditions 
in the favelas we have information on (Vila Apolônia 
and Vila Senhor dos Passos) both had extremely poor 
conditions until small improvements were made by 
residents through community organization and mutirão 
in the 1980s. Both communities had active resident 
organizations or associations that could have helped the 
process of  participation within Projeto Alvorada. In both 
favelas sanitation, sewage, and road conditions were the 
services that had the least amount of  improvements. 
Without these improvements, residents were prone to 
poor health and limited access to formal employment and 
other services located in the city. 
 AVSI approached Projeto Alvorada as a way 
to create and transfer the “know-how” necessary for 
successful slum upgrading. Their project was deemed a 
1996 Best Practices for Habitat II and its methodology 
has been replicated in a number of  projects throughout 
Brazil. In Salvador, Projeto Alvorada served as a prototype 
for the Ribeiro Azul project, which was recognized by the 
World Bank for its success and is currently in the process 
of  being replicated in Mozambique.  In Belo Horizonte, 
CDM continues to work on community development 
projects, attesting to the importance of  setting up a local 
organization. As part of  their goal to increase “know-
how” AVSI chose to create a course at the Fundação 
João Pinheiro, a state government entity that supports 

the Secretary of  Planning and Management, on the 
methods used in the project instead of  distributing a 
publication. This “know-how” was translated by Belo 
Horizonte through the community diagnostic, PGE, and 
its comprehensive tackling of  upgrading for the Vila Viva 
program (Commodaro and Gomes 2009). Unfortunately, 
this methodology of  transferring “know-how” through 
replication has left few documents behind for researching 
and analyzing the original project. Although AVSI has 
been able to reproduce their work through further 
actions, and through URBEL’s participation in the project 
and continued  work through Vila Viva, it is difficult to 
actively evaluate the program and produce lessons learned 
by outside entities. 

PGE
 The PGE is considered the backbone of  URBEL’s 
Vila Viva program. Since 1996, the PGE has served as a 
master plan for areas designated as ZEIS-1 and ZEIS-3. 
Vila Viva employs consultants to conduct an evaluation 
of  the areas along three levels: environmental urbanism, 
socio-economic situation, and legal jurisdiction. Within 
this evaluation the PGE indicates the problematic areas 
for each settlement, such as areas of  geological risk, 
poor infrastructure, and lack of  basic services. The 
introduction of  favela diagnostics through the PGE 
drastically changed the way slum areas are treated in Belo 
Horizonte. As a result, these settlements are no longer 
considered invisible, but recognized as integral parts of  
the city. In addition, the PGE provides a form of  tenure 
security for favela residents, albeit not legal title.
 The PGE has allowed URBEL to capitalize 
on resources being released by the Brazilian national 
government. Additionally, since the PGE already outlines 
recommendations for priority interventions, it allows for 
a more streamlined process to upgrading improvements. 
The Vila Viva program uses the PGE in their selection 
process for new projects within ZEIS areas. To date 
there have been 54 PGE’s concluded that encompass 77 
communities and about 283,000 people (URBEL 2010c).
 While URBEL touts community participation 
as a key element of  the diagnostic process of  the PGE, 
we observed a variation between participation between 
communities. Because the PGE process is contracted out 
to a number of  different organizations, oversight is lost 
on how communities are involved in the assessment of  
their communities. In general, contractors are required 
to use reference groups as participants in the assessment 
process, but how these reference groups are used varies. 
Some groups are merely presented with results, while 
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in other cases (such as Vila Novo Ouro Preto) the 
community is responsible for undertaking the assessment. 
This has been the greatest change between the process of  
community assessment created with the Projeto Alvorada 
and the PGE used by URBEL. In addition, many of  the 
PGEs completed in the beginning of  the 2000s may 
need updating due to the amount of  time that has passed 
between the original assessment and the funding of  
interventions.  With the original assessments some needs 
may have already been addressed by the community and 
have become obsolete or new needs may have emerged 
thus requiring an update of  the PGE.  

Vila Viva
 Vila Viva is URBEL’s current program that deals 
with slum upgrading in the city. Vila Viva is the largest 
and most comprehensive slum upgrading program 
functioning in Brazil (Filho and Ávila 2008). Based on 
the three principles of  land legalization, upgrading of  
infrastructure, and socio-economic development, the 
program is considered comprehensive (Filho and Ávila 
2008). Before Vila Viva, URBEL had limited funding for 
slum upgrading projects, which were already expensive 
endeavors.  These projects were also sectoral and lacked 
flexibility in addressing the diverse and complicated needs 
of  a large scale slum upgrading project (involving heavy 
construction activities and removing residents from their 
homes). Obtaining funding for only sewage treatment, for 
example, was not feasible for resolving an entire project 
since treating sewage is directly attached to other issues 
such as infrastructure improvements that the funding for 
sewage treatment did not support.  Additionally, staff  and 
management constantly change at URBEL leaving the 
organization’s overall progress stunted (Magalhães and 
Nogueira 2009).  Thus, the creation of  Vila Viva created a 
more structured program that had the ability to integrate 
and manage different project needs for each vila under 
one entity.  
 In 2005, the city of  Belo Horizonte was in 
discussion with the World Bank for the funding of  two 
slum upgrading projects in two different areas of  the 
city, Taquaril and Vila São José, that would involve the 
resettlement of  residents, construction of  housing and 
infrastructure, and connection of  major roads. During this 
time, the growth of  URBEL’s programs coincided with the 
federal government’s financial support in addressing slum 
upgrading. At the time of  Projeto Alvorada’s completion, 
as URBEL began to look for funding for further initiatives, 
the Brazilian federal government started releasing funds 
for slum upgrading projects. URBEL decided to end 

negotiations with the World Bank for the Taquaril and 
Vila São José projects and chose to accept funds from 
Brazil’s PAC program. (Nogueira 2009).
 PAC funding is very differentiated and is 
distributed through CEF and BNDES. Within these 
federal banks, funding is earmarked for housing and 
urbanization programs. Federal funding can come in the 
form of  grants but most CEF and BNDES resources 
are distributed as loans, with a time limit of  four years, 
that the municipal government pays back with interest. 
Municipal governments must apply for CEF funding, 
for this reason the process can be very competitive. Belo 
Horizonte has been able to quickly access PAC funds 
because the PGE outlines project needs and fulfills most 
of  the funding request requirements.  However, URBEL 
is still interested in receiving funding from the World 
Bank and other international non-governmental agencies 
since funding opportunities are larger and monitoring is 
more efficient (Nogueira 2009).
 Although the Vila Viva program ties its origins 
directly to the PGE, its approach differs from Projeto 
Alvorada.  Where the community was used to create the 
report, the Vila Viva program hires various contractors to 
collect data and identify main problems in the study areas 
of  the selected favelas. The Vila Viva program emphasizes 
community participation during the diagnosis of  the 
PGE, but because the work is contracted out to private 
professionals the amount of  community participation 
that exists in the creation of  the PGE varies between 
favelas (Magalhães and Nogueira 2009). Where some 
contractors hired community members to help create 
the documents, others ensured community participation 
through community meetings and reference groups to 
evaluate results rather than create the diagnosis.  This 
type of  approach only existed through selected reference 
groups and was more informative than collaborative. 
 The upgrading interventions are selected and 
initiated by the government thus requiring minimal 
community involvement. Project management for Vila 
Viva’s interventions is run by three entities: engineering 
companies responsible for construction, socio-
technical personnel, and representatives from CEF to 
oversee finances.  Project areas are selected by URBEL 
administrators and not directly by the community through 
a needs-based ranking system that weighs identified 
problem areas, geological risk, existing infrastructure, 
location, conformity with city goals, and political issues. 
Moreover, decision-making at times can be politically 
motivated if  a vila represents a particular geographic 
region or can fit within the financial constraints laid out 
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by the federal government (Nogueira 2009). Once the 
interventions begin, however, Vila Viva implements on 
site social programming throughout the project’s entire 
process in order to better communicate with the favela 
residents.  As one on site technician noted, without the 
support of  the community, any type of  intervention would 
not be possible. The programming not only offers a level 
of  understanding of  the proposed interventions and its 
requirements, but offers full support and assistance for 
families directly affected by the required actions.
 Intervention activities can take place in densely 
populated areas where surrounding residents continue 
to live and work while construction is taking place. 
Residents living in risk areas or directly impacted from 
construction activity are removed from their homes.  Vila 
Viva’s Removal and Resettlement Program (Programa 
de Remoção e Ressentamento) identifies which families 
need to be removed for the interventions. Selected 
residents are informed and given individual consultation 
through a program socio-technician on their alternatives. 
Socio-technical personnel identify which families will 
be affected by the proposed interventions and alert and 
register the households of  the program.  Selected homes 
are stamped and marked with red paint on the outside 
of  buildings with a number corresponding to their 
registration.  Residents are then given a notification that 
their home will be removed. Vila Viva takes responsibility 
of  the relocation of  removed families to temporary and 
permanent shelter through URBEL’s programs: Bolsa 
Moradia and PROAS. 
 Vila Viva constructs permanent apartment 
buildings within the settlements as one of  its relocation 
options. Due to rising costs and scarcity of  vacant 

and desirable land, URBEL chose to build vertical 
apartments instead of  detached single-family homes in 
order to address levels of  high density within most of  
the vilas.  Apartments are four stories tall in order to 
guarantee accessibility and save costs from building an 
elevator. Residential units include a living room, kitchen, 
bathroom, and are either 2 or 3 bedrooms. Inside, with 
the exception of  the bathroom floor, the entire flooring 
is cement giving the resident the flexibility to custom 
design their own apartment to their standards by either 
painting or installing their own tiles to the floor (Author’s 
observation).
 Families who wish to move into the new apartments 
can move into either a 2 or 3-bedroom apartment 
depending on the family’s size (families with more than six 
individuals are not eligible for the apartment buildings). 
Families must make at lease three minimum wages in 
order to afford living in the apartment buildings. They do 
not need to purchase these units and only have to pay for 
water and electricity usage.  The 2-bedroom apartments 
are valued at R$48,000 and the 3-bedroom units are valued 
at R$52,500 (Nogueira 2010). In terms of  the apartment’s 
cost, R$40,000 was spent for the apartment’s foundation 
and building structure. In addition, the Removal and 
Resettlement Program follows a very intense process and 
accompanies the families for thirty-five months before 
and six months after they move into the apartments. 
In the post-move-in stage, for example, social workers 
hold meetings and offer social and educational programs 
such as art therapy and counseling. By facilitating social 
activities, Vila Viva proponents believe that it will not only 
assist the transition period for the residents when they 
first move in, but improve the apartments’ communal 

	  

Image 3: Vila Viva Apartment Floor Plan for 2-Bedroom Apartments 

Source: Magalhães and Nogueira 2009
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livelihood, as residents are encouraged to get to know one 
another and install apartment improvements (Magalhães 
and Nogueira 2009).
 New apartment residents also benefit from 
the Qualification and Professional Training Program 
(Programa de Qualificação e Capacitação Professional).  
This part of  the social programming offers vocational 
training, examples include carpentry and industrial sewing 
classes with the possibility of  forming a cooperative or 
association. Residents must remain in the apartments 
for two years before they are able to sell their property 
(Magalhães and Nogueira 2009). It remains unclear when 
residents receive the formal title for their apartment 
units. We repeatedly questioned the time line for this to 
multiple URBEL personnel, but never received a concrete 
answer.
 The following two chapters present the case 
studies of  four different favelas where slum upgrading 
interventions have been initiated through funding from 
URBEL. Chapter 6 will discuss the case studies of  
Aglomerado da Serra, Morro das Pedras, and Vila São 
José, all project areas of  Vila Viva.  Chapter 7 examines 
the slum upgrading projects of  Vila Novo Ouro Preto, 
a self-managed community initiative funded by URBEL. 
During the six weeks we spent in Belo Horizonte we 
were able to visit the above four favelas. We learned 
about the projects being undertaken and their methods 
for implementation. The purpose of  juxtaposing these 
four different interventions against each other is to 

demonstrate the capabilities a municipal agency such as 
URBEL has for slum upgrading. More importantly it will 
demonstrate how participation has evolved and devolved 
from the pilot project Projeto Alvorada.
 The four different favelas are distinct in their 
varying sizes, conditions at time of  implementation, 
community social networks, and reactions to upgrading 
projects. Within Vila Viva, participation is used in a 
universal manner, but we discovered that it should 
instead be based on the specific characteristics of  the 
favela. The table below shows the differences in size and 
condition of  each favela and the degree of  participation 
that is implemented through the upgrading process. Our 
case studies show how the project interventions have 
affected the conditions of  the favelas and the amount of  
participation the community has in each of  the endeavors. 
Through the chapter narratives we will demonstrate that 
the participation in Vila Viva projects varies because of  
the system of  contracting out work, and should instead 
vary based on the condition of  the favela and residents’ 
vulnerability. The case of  Vila Novo Ouro Preto provides 
a juxtaposition to Vila Viva showing how community 
participation can be activated at the level of  full-control 
within a municipally funded project.

Table 2: Project Matrix  
A Comparison Between a Community’s Existing Conditions and Participation
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Chapter 6
Vila Viva Case Studies
Questioning Participation
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 During the six weeks we spent in Belo Horizonte 
we had the opportunity to visit three different sites that 
were currently undergoing slum upgrading interventions 
through the Vila Viva Program. The first site we visited, 
Aglomerado da Serra, was also the first area in Belo 
Horizonte to receive funding through Vila Viva, and is 
the largest favela in the city. The second site we visited, 
Aglomerado Morro das Pedras, is located in the same 
region as Aglomerado da Serra, and is also large in size 
and population. The third site we visited, Vila São José, is 
different than the other two because the existing conditions 
of  the vila at the time of  Vila Viva’s intervention were 
extremely poor. In discussing the conditions, history, and 
interventions that we were able to observe and gather 
data for each case, we will demonstrate the successes 
and weaknesses of  the Vila Viva program. Finally, we 
will compare what we have learned through the cases of  
Vila Viva to slum upgrading and community participation 
theory, in order to discuss ways in which theory or practice 
fails.
 It is important to point out that we attempted 
to collect as much information from each of  these sites 
during and after our field research.  Unfortunately, due to 
our limited time and reluctance of  URBEL administrators 

to share public documents with us, the level of  analysis 
in the case studies for the following three sites vary.  We 
were unable to obtain a copy of  the PGE for Aglomerado 
da Serra but succeeded in obtaining a copy of  a section 
of  the PGE for Aglomerado Morro das Pedras through 
Professor Leta, a professor at PUC-MG, and a document 
that shared similar characteristics to the PGE for Vila 
São José from our client, Affordable Housing Institute. 
Although we were able to collect  a substantial amount 
of  information and photographs in our site visit, we 
were limited to only one visit for each project. The sites 
were selected and arranged by the President’s assistant 
at URBEL’s headquarters.  On the site visits, we were 
accompanied with URBEL staff  that worked both at 
URBEL’s headquarters and on the project site. On site 
coordinators and technicians joined us upon arrival at 
the project site.  Under this arrangement, the visits were 
controlled and left us with little opportunity to interview 
vila residents or revisit the site.

Aglomerado da Serra
 Aglomerado da Serra is the largest and oldest 
slum settlement in Belo Horizonte. It was for this reason 
that Aglomerado da Serra was selected as the first project 
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of  Vila Viva (Nogueira 2009). Aglomerado da Serra 
encompasses about 140-150 square hectares (15-16 million 
square feet) of  hilly dry terrain with steep slopes that are 
prone to flooding and mud slides. Various springs and 
streams that run down the steep slopes cut through the 
region, qualifying some areas as dangerous and inhabitable 
due to its geological risks. It is located in the south central 
region of  the city and includes a conglomerate of  eight 
vilas: Vila Nossa Senhora da Conceição, Vila Marcola, 
Vila Santanade Cafezal, Vila Novo São Lucas, Vila Nossa 
Senhora Fátima, Vila Fazendinha, Vila Nossa Senhora do 
Rosário, and Vila Nossa Senohora Aparecida. Aglomerado 
da Serra is bordered by the Mangabeiras Park to the east 
and the affluent neighborhoods of  Serra, Paraíso, and 
Santa Efigênia, to the west.  According to 1998 data from 
URBEL, the Aglomerado’s population surpassed 46,000 
with over 13,000 households (URBEL, 2007). However, 
it is believed that this number is outdated and that the 
population is actually twice that of  URBEL’s estimate 
(Pereira da Cruz and Moreira n.d.)

Current and Completed Projects
 Vila Viva’s work in Aglomerado da Serra focuses 
on improving vehicle and pedestrian road infrastructure, 

constructing apartment buildings for families removed 
from areas of  risk or interventions, creating five recreational 
parks, and implementing sewage and drainage networks 
in the identified areas of  risk throughout six of  the eight 
vilas.  The six vilas include: Marçola, Nossa Senhora de 
Fátima, Nossa Senhora Aparecida, Nossa Senhora da 
Conceição, Novo São Lucas and Santana do Cafezal. The 
PGE was first initiated between 1998 and 1999 (Borges 
Netto 2005).  The first Vila Viva project in Aglomerado 
da Serra broke ground in 2005.  The first stage of  the 
project began in late 2005 and was completed in April 
2007. Forty-eight apartments were built and part of  a 
new major connecting road to Avenida Cardoso in the 
Santa Efigênia neighborhood was also completed. This 
new arterial road is largely known as Avenida Cardoso. 
It is an arterial road with four two-way vehicle lanes that 
eventually connects with Avenida Mem de Sá.  In addition 
to the road, two retaining dams were built at the start of  
Avenida Mem de Sá, situated in the central part of  the 
aglomerado, to control the flow of  rainwater and prevent 
flooding in the region. For this intervention, 220 families 
had to be removed and relocated.  These families were 
living on the banks of  a large stream known as Córrego 
de Cardoso, under substandard living conditions and in 

Image 4: Panoramic View of Aglomerado da Serra from the South East
Source: Authors 2009
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Image 5: Aerial of Aglomerado da 
Serra with Vila Viva Completed 

Projects
Source: Google 2009

Image 6 Opposite Page: Seedling 
Nursery within Ecological Park

Source: Authors 2009

Image 7 and 8: Aerial and Close-Up of 
Complexo Exportativo Aglomerado da 

Serra Mário Guimarães
Source: Google 2009 and Urbel 2009
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an area considered inhabitable due to the risk of  flooding.  
Several alleys also known as becos, were improved during 
this phase of  the project.  Most alleyway improvements 
involved the widening and paving of  dirt roads, installing 
sewer and drainage systems, and constructing stairways 
and retaining walls in hilly areas. The Vila Viva program 
improved approximately 23,800 meters of  alleyways 
throughout the aglomerado (URBEL 2009). 
 The second stage of  the project, occurred in 
December 2007.  Vila Viva built the a sports complex 
called the Complexo Esportivo do Aglomerado da Serra 
Mário Guimarães, 104 apartments and the headquarters 
for a working cooperative for local residents training to 
be seamstresses.  During our interview with URBEL 
administrators, we were told that residents were most 
excited about the sports complex because it offered an 
official place with amenities for resident soccer teams to 
play and congregate.  The sports complex was built in an 
area of  20,000 square meters donated by the Benjamin 
Guimarães Foundation and consists of  an official size 
soccer field with fencing, dressing rooms, bleachers, 
lighting for night games, a sports field and vehicle parking 
(URBEL 2009).
 In December 2008, Avenida Cardoso was 
inaugurated and opened.  The arterial avenue is sixteen 
meters wide and 1,660 meters long and weaves through 
the aglomerado connecting Avenida Mem de Sá to the 
neighborhood of  Santa Efigênia and Rua Caraça, to 
the neighborhood of  Serra. The widening of  Avenida 
Cardoso provides connections to other streets inside 
and outside Aglomerado da Serra’s perimeters and allows 
for improved accessibility from the formal part of  the 
city into the informal. Previously paved roads on this 
scale did not exist. With the new arterial road and other 
road improvements that widened alleyways or paved dirt 
roads, public service vehicles such as municipal buses, 
paramedics and garbage collectors can more frequently 
enter into the vilas and provide previously absent 
services.  The widening and paving of  narrow alleyways 
creates safer and more accessible options for pedestrian 
mobility within the vilas.  Some alleyways were so narrow 
that residents would have to turn their bodies sideways to 
walk through passages (Magalhães 2009).
 In July 2009, 168 apartments were completed, 
marking a total of  528 housing units built throughout the 
aglomerado. A road known as Rua da Amizade was also 
improved, which included sewage repair, road paving, and 
the creation of  a drainage network.  A park known as Praça 
da Bandoneon was also completed.  It is a recreation area 
that includes space for sports activities, three showers, play 

equipment, and space for events (URBEL n.d.).   Other 
smaller recreational areas such as pocket playgrounds 
promoted active sports such as soccer and basketball. 
The construction of  the recreational playgrounds were 
created to replace and decrease areas of  geological risk 
prone to landslides and activate new areas of  public open 
spaces that did not previously exist in the vilas. 
 Like Guarapiranga in São Paulo but on a 
substantially smaller scale, the Vila Viva program 
addressed a polluted water basin.  Situated in a high-
risk geological area, this area was also considered to be 
inhabitable due to flooding and landslides.  The Vila Viva 
program was able to convert the polluted water basin into 
a protected ecological park and build a community center. 
A primary and nursery school were also built near some 
of  the newly constructed apartment buildings on top of  
the ecological park. 

 The creation of  an ecological park resulted in 
the removal of  1,000 families living in the areas prone 
to landslides and flooding directly situated above and 
next to the water basin. This basin is also a large water 
catchment area and its pollution, mostly raw sewage 
directly affects Belo Horizonte’s water supply (URBEL, 
2009). Clearing such a large expanse of  land left the park 
vulnerable to informal resettlement. In order to combat 
resettlement URBEL enabled two tactics. The first was 
an installation of  a fence and floodlights around the park 
in order to create visual monitors and barriers for the 
area. The second involved social technicians  fostering 
an environmental and public health oriented campaign 
to clean up sewage and create a safe water basin.  This 
particular intervention sought to build a stronger 
community for residents living close to the surrounding 
area and includes programming that promotes health and 
environmental education for both children and adults. 
Activities include involving children in planting native 
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vegetation within the watershed and encouraging the 
park’s use for recreational purposes such as picnicking and 
swimming. In addition, a community recreation center is 
currently under construction within the ecological park. 
 As a result of  the above infrastructure 
interventions, a total of  2,300 families were removed 
from their homes.  Out of  the 2,300 families, 1,444 
families (63%) were compensated for the acquisition 
of  their homes through PROAS and 856 families 
(37%) were relocated to newly constructed apartments 
built within Aglomerado de Serra. Currently, a total 
of  480 units (30 apartment buildings) have been built 
throughout the area (Paiva 2009). The construction of  
interventions and apartment buildings have generated 
about 450 jobs, in which about 80% of  the workers are 
residents of  Aglomerado da Serra. According to URBEL 
data, about 24% of  Aglomerado da Serra’s population 
has benefited from the program and  25,000 residents are 
now connected to a formal sewage and drainage system 
while thousands of  residents are benefiting from the 
installation of  public amenities such as light posts (Paiva 
2009). The completion date of  all project activities was 
projected for 2010 but it is currently running behind 
schedule with no new date set for projected completion 
available to the public (URBEL 2009).

Site Visit
 Our visit to Aglomerado da Serra occurred on 
August 27, 2009.  We arrived to the URBEL headquarters 
for the project site, where we were welcomed along with 
municipal workers who had come from a smaller city 
in São Paulo to tour Vila Viva’s work.  We were given 
a presentation highlighting the project and then were 
invited to tour project areas with socio-technical staffers. 
All socio-technical staff  wore red vests with the municipal 
government’s logo visible on the front and back.  One 
staffer told us that it was crucial to wear these vests 
throughout the vilas so that residents could identify them 
as city workers.  This comment made us as academics 
question the outsider presence of  staff  members. While 
we were told that the vests were used for identification 
purposes so that community members could interact 
with staff, we question if  they were also used for security 
purposes, or as a manner of  differentiating staff  from 
residents in a hierarchical sense. If  the vests were used 
for either of  the latter two purposes, then this would 
question the success of  the project, and the community’s 
participation. 
 In visiting Aglomerado da Serra from the on site 
headquarters, we were accompanied by the staffers and 

Image 9 Above: Beco São Vicente Before Intervention 
Source: URBEL 2009

Image 10 Below: Beco São Vicente After Intervention
Source: Authors2009

Image 11, 12, and 13 Opposite Page: Completed 
Apartment Buildings
Source: Authors 2009
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traveled through the vilas by vans, through newly paved 
widened roads.  The landscape throughout the vilas was 
extremely steep and at times the vans struggled to climb 
these hills.  With the exception of  Avenida Cardoso, the 
paved side roads connecting this main road to other areas 
of  the vilas were extremely narrow. Along many of  these 
roads there were new retaining walls and stairs. On top of  
a hill in one area, we were able to see several apartment 
buildings clustered in different areas throughout the vilas 
as well as the ecological park. There was a visible contrast 
between the newly constructed and brightly painted 
apartment buildings against the rest of  the surrounding 
brick shanty houses.  
 The top of  the hill where we stopped is the newly 
upgraded Beco São Vicente. As seen in before and after 
photos, Beco São Vicente was previously very narrow, 
unpaved and uneven.  The upgrading intervention 
widened the narrow road and separated the housing 
from the street with a curb and brick walling and cement 
piling.  A pedestrian sidewalk was also included across the 
protected housing with cement and metal fencing running 
alongside the street. 
 We then drove to tour a model apartment 
building. Upon entering the apartment complex, we 
immediately noticed the change of  the surrounding 
environment.  The roads were paved with asphalt and 
the sidewalk with cement tiles, street lighting was visible 
throughout the complex with formal electricity  feeding 
into the apartment buildings through wiring and cables. 
The apartment buildings were four-stories and rested on 
top of  a hill where the buildings were tiered downhill 
into five levels  Each complex was enclosed with fencing 
and barbed wire. We felt that the fence gave a sense of  
exclusion and imprisonment from the rest of  the existing 
homes, although fenced and walled in apartment buildings 
are consistent with current Brazilian middle and upper 
class housing. 
 The apartments were painted in bright colors 
of  orange and yellow. The inside of  the apartment had 
a living room, a kitchen with a sink and laundry area, a 
bathroom with a toilet and shower, a master bedroom and 
a second bedroom, where all rooms had cement flooring.  
While visiting the model apartment, we crossed paths with 
an elderly lady who lived in one of  the apartment units 
and was showing her relative the complex.  The relative, 
who lived nearby, expressed that she wanted to live in the 
apartment building and shared that you could not even 
call her current dwelling a proper home. Housing in the 
eight vilas varies from shack-like structures to concrete 
buildings of  two to four stories. Because the difference 



50

Image 14 Top Right Corner: Main Stream in Ecological Park
Image 15 Bottom Left Corner: Hand Made Sign in Community 

Garden “Attention We Need to Take Care of Our Stream”
Image 16 Top Left Corner: Aerial of Recreational Parks

Image 17 Bottom Right Corner: Recreational Parks
Source: Athors 2009
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in housing conditions is so great, the value and quality of  
the apartments built by URBEL varies for each family.
 The next area we visited was the ecological park 
that was adjacent to the above completed set of  apartment 
buildings. The community center inside the park, currently 
under construction, will serve as a community learning 
facility and indoor/outdoor entertainment space. At 
the park, we walked past a stream, the main feature of  
the park, and learned that it used to carry raw sewage.  
In efforts to clean the spring, eighty households were 
removed.  Walking deeper into the park, the staffers 
showed us a nursery of  various trees and plants that was 
part of  a community garden program where a group of  
women living in the apartments took time to volunteer 
and tend the area.  The staff  also showed us several 
public art sculptures made by a local resident and pointed 
out a group of  children climbing a mango tree nearby 
as examples of  the park’s use as a recreational area for 
residents.  
 After visiting the park we drove to the midpoint 
of  the Avenida Cardoso, which also represents the 
highest point of  the road. Newly constructed retaining 
walls adjacent to some of  the roads and by hillsides were 
visible.  At this site the road was split in two with a large 
median providing active recreational space designed 
for senior citizens and children. The space featured a 
basketball court and stationary exercise equipment and a 
second space containing a cement soccer field. This area 
also had many apartment buildings under construction. 
We observed cinder blocks for the construction of  
the apartments piled on the side of  the road with little 
security. This could either show the inefficiency of  the 
construction, or the respect the residents have for the 
interventions.

Actors and Participation 
 The large-scale interventions in Aglomerado da 
Serra required substantial coordination and cooperation 
between URBEL, its contracted construction and 
engineering companies, on site socio-technicians, and 
most important, the aglomerado’s residents. On the 
ground, the socio-technical team plays a central role in 
the project process while the contracted construction 
company Camargo Corrêa and the engineering company, 
Santa Barbara Engenharia carries out the interventions 
that require excavation and construction.  Referring back 
to Goethert’s level of  participation chart in Chapter 
3, the community’s level of  participation during the 
intervention activities, were almost non-existent.  At 
the lowest levels of  participation of  none or indirect 

(levels one and two), community members have no role 
and control of  the project.  At this level, it is URBEL, 
the outside actor who has control of  the project’s 
operations and plays the role of  the project’s surrogate.  
An example of  where community members indirectly 
participate during the project’s intervention activities is 
a part of  the project’s programming that hires residents 
as construction workers for the intervention projects.  
While construction activities created jobs for the selected 
community members, this does not prove they were given 
a stakeholder role in the project.  The community members 
had to follow procedures according to the guidelines 
of  the construction and engineering companies when 
building apartments and other infrastructure.  Also, their 
participation is not a long-term process, but a short-term 
one where their physical input into the project will not 
be needed once they complete all required construction 
activities.  Although Aglomerado da Serra went through 
the PGE process, it was clear that at the project’s execution 
stage, the municipal government has full control of  the 
project’s activities.  As mentioned, we were unable to 
obtain a copy of  the PGE as well as responses to specific 
responses to inquiries we had regarding the PGE process 
from URBEL. We saw a low level of  transparency from 
URBEL, which showed their high level of  control of  the 
participatory process.  

Aglomerado Morro das Pedras
 Aglomerado Morro das Pedras is located in the 
western part of  the city, six kilometers away from the 
city’s center. Morro das Pedras (“Hill of  Rocks”) is about 
seventy-six hectares (8 million square feet) of  dry and 
hilly terrain like Aglomerado da Serra and lies southeast 
of  it. It is situated in between two heavy city arterial roads, 
Avenida Barão Homem de Melo to the east and Avenida 
Raja Gabáglia to the west.  Avenida Raja Gabáglia is an 
important connector arterial that is linked to state and 
national highways and connects the center of  the city 
to the southern and western parts of  the city (Casa do 
Movimento Popular 2001, 13).  Aglomerado Morro das 
Pedras is also located south of  another arterial road, 
Avenida Silva Lobo and the Nova Granada and Grajaú 
middle and upper middle class residential neighborhoods. 
(Casa do Movimento Popular 2001, 12). With a population 
of  about 20,000 representing over 5,000 households, 
Aglomerado Morro das Pedras is comprised of  seven 
favelas: Vilas Antena, Santa Sofia, São Jorge I, II, III, 
Leonina and Pantanal.  It is the second largest and one 
of  the oldest slum settlements in Belo Horizonte and, 
unfortunately, considered to be the most dangerous in 
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terms of  drug trafficking and violence.  The majority of  
residents moved to Morro das Pedras from other regions 
of  the city due to high rental prices and expulsions from 
other vilas. Other residents migrated from the rural areas 
of  Minas Gerais and northeastern states like Bahia (Casa 
do Movimento Popular 2001, 182). Vila Viva interventions 
in Morro das Pedras began in February 2008 and all work 
is to be completed by January 2011.  
Image 18: Aerial of Morro das Pedras Source: Google 2009

The PGE Uncovers Lost History 
 According to URBEL, the PGE was completed 
in 2004.  The report, which we obtained from Professor 
Leta was completed in March 2001. It was a part of  the 
PGE, which addressed the visits and analyses conducted 
by the field researchers. The field workers that conducted 
the PGE sought to understand and document the history 
behind Morro das Pedras through the residents they 
were able to interview to their best of  their ability.  The 
report pointed out that the research team had to delay 
some of  their field research as a matter of  safety from 

escalating violence from drug traffickers fighting over 
territories. The “war” perpetuated throughout the vilas 
during a period of  three consecutive weeks and resulted 
in 33 deaths (Casa do Movimento Popular 2001, 177).  
Interviews were conducted individually and in groups 
that included community leaders from their respective 
housing associations (Casa do Movimento Popular 2001, 
175). According to oral histories and other secondary 
sources the research team found economic activity in 
Morro das Pedras was predominantly agricultural and 
centered around a quarry that provided raw material for 
the building of  Belo Horizonte. It is believed that the area’s 
name might have originated from this correlation (Casa do 
Movimento Popular 2001, 180).  The first occupation of  
Morro das Pedras, encompassing today’s Vilas São Jorge 
I, II, and III, began in the late 1920s in where most of  the 
original squatters were expelled from other settlements 
and resettled in the São Jorge areas. Another oral account 
revealed that in the mid-1930s, the land was designated 
for the “poor and sick” following a decree allowing low-
income workers to live in this area. During this same 
period a tuberculosis clinic, associated with a workers’ 
association opened in Morro das Pedras.  Today, the clinic 
is now Hospital Madre Teresa. Throughout the 1950s and 
1970s, rapid urbanization and industrialization pushed 
the lower-income population into the edges of  the city 
to slum settlements like Morro das Pedras as the middle 
and upper classes expanded in the city center. Although 
the western area of  Belo Horizonte was not intended to 
be a part of  the city, the construction of  Avenida Raja 
Gabáglia, Avenida Barão Homem de Melo and Silva Lobo 
in addition to other commercial developments such as a 
shopping mall, known as BH Shopping, raised property 
values in these areas and as a result, led to a government-
sponsored expulsion of  squatters with little financial 
compensation from areas surrounding Morros das Pedras. 
The successful inauguration of  Avenida Raja Gabáglia 
led the government and private companies to transform 
the region at all costs for a wealthier demographic.  After 
the enactment of  Profavela, several community leaders 
demanded land tenure as a guarantee that the original 
families of  Morro das Pedras would never be removed.  
In the late 1980s, the long-awaited land titles were finally 
awarded to some of  the vilas within Morro das Pedras, 
but currently many still live in fear of  eviction. (Casa do 
Movimento Popular 2001, 181).
 In addition to state sanctioned removals, residents 
of  Morro das Pedras have also experienced devastating 
environmental hazards. A methane gas explosion from a 
garbage landfill in the former quarry killed 70 residents in 
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1971. The landfill was created by the municipal government 
in 1945, in what is currently known as vila São Jorge III, 
to throw away the city’s garbage, but failed to implement 
technical systems that would compress and treat the trash.  
According to oral accounts, several families began living 
in the area picking through trash as a way to provide 
income and after a few years, the area populated quickly 
(Casa do Movimento Popular 2001, 181). Many residents 
were aware of  the unstable conditions but did not want 
to leave since the trash supported their income—some 
even returned to the area after the explosion.  Residents 
were able to find aluminum, copper, glass, paper, plastic, 
and food.  (Favela  É Isso Aí n.d.)  The municipal 
government created a master plan for urban sanitation 
after the explosion a year later.  Almost 20 years later, 
and unrelated to the current Vila Viva program, URBEL 
and the municipal government came in to rehabilitate the 
area, removing all 438 households and relocating residents 
to an apartment housing project in another region called 
Barreiro (Casa do Movimento Popular 2001, 181).
 As the vilas within Morro das Pedras grew, 
residents’ living situations became more crowded and 
unsafe due to the absence of  a formal sewage system, 
electricity, wider and paved roads, clean water sources and 
unfortunately, and the proliferation of  violence and drug 
trafficking, which increased fear and reduced security. 
Other problems identified in the PGE included a lack 
of  recreational areas and repairs in existing parks, health 
facilities, day-care centers and support centers for children 
and adolescents, and vocational training programs for the 
unemployed (URBEL n.d.). 
 Although the majority of  the vilas have 
improved conditions from smaller municipal-sponsored 
interventions separate from the Vila Viva program, where 
residents now have access to social services and bus 
transportation, they are still in need of  public assistance 
(Casa do Movimento Popular 2001, 182).  Other 
programs such as OP and Profavela, sponsored by the 
municipal government throughout the mid-1990s were 
implemented. Through interviews, the researchers of  the 
PGE found that although a majority of  the respondents 
did not cite specific public programs, such as OP and 
Profavela who performed the improvement projects, most 
of  the respondents refer to the urban improvements as a 
result of  struggles waged by the community members, 
where in some cases, they recognized and highlighted 
the importance of  neighborhood associations.  Others 
also reported that informal organizations had much 
better results than the associations, since neighborhood 
associations have more internal problems fighting 

among each other over political issues. However, all 
agree that everyone’s efforts have greatly improved the 
vilas throughout the Aglomerado (Casa do Movimento 
Popular 2001,182).

Current and Completed Projects
 The Vila Viva program increases the scale of  
improvements that were made in the past. The priority in 
Morro das Pedras, like Aglomerado da Serra, is improving 
road connectivity, addressing areas of  geological risk, 
building formal water drainage and sewage systems, 
integrating electrical power networks for the entire 
aglomerado, public lighting on streets, removing families 
from areas of  risk, constructing new apartments, and 
creating recreational spaces.  The construction of  Rua da 
Ligação through Morro das Pedras aims to connect the 
two heavily used arterial roads, Avenida Barão Homem de 
Melo and Raja Gabáglia. Priority areas revolved around 
road connectivity where the following streets were paved 
and improved in order to provide better connectivity: Rua 
Girasol, Rua Onze de Dezembro, Rua Luis, Rua Azerdo 
Filho, Rua Quatro de Maio. Retaining walls made of  either 
cement with drainage pipes or permeable rock walls have 
been built in various areas throughout Morro das Pedras, 
addressing steep slope areas prone to floods. Roads 
alongside some of  these walls were also widened and 
paved to allow for vehicle passage. Additionally, families 
living at the bottom of  valleys, areas most prone to damage 
from landslides, and near an electrical transmission line 
were removed from these areas (URBEL n.d.). Pocket 
recreational areas have been built between the newly 
paved roads and retaining walls. Seven recreational spaces 
such as soccer fields and basketball courts have been 
planned for Morros das Pedras. 
 In one case, private architects from Horizontes 
Arquitetura were consulted by URBEL in order to 
efficiently design and activate new open spaces in the vilas.  
In our interview with the architects, they discussed how 
any open space within a vila will most likely be invaded 
by either squatters or drug dealers. Architects, Marcelo 
Palhares Santiago and Felipe de Farias, shared that as a 
result of  the violence, many residents construct walls as 
protection from open spaces where drug traffickers are 
most likely to congregate.  Additionally, most houses are 
built so that entry ways and windows do not face the 
road.  Thus, many residents have are left with little option 
or encouragement to spend their free time outside their 
homes.  
 For this reason, the architects sought to find a way 
to preserve and protect the newly created open spaces by 
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creating “active parks”.  Active parks offer facilities and 
amenities that encourage physical activity, which could be 
used throughout the day by users of  all ages. They include 
design elements that discourage excessive stationary 
activities by omitting tables and benches.  In their design, 
the architects “play” with the hilly landscape in order to 
create non-traditional forms of  seating.  Other design 
concepts the architects supported were the creation of  
pedestrian paths that would better connect residents to 
their community, the use of  bright colors and local graffiti 
artists to contribute to constructed recreation areas.  One 
park in Morros das Pedras, Praça Campo do Cascalho 
is currently under construction and includes an official 
size soccer field with locker and storage rooms painted 
by local graffiti artists. The park also includes an area for 
skateboarding, a climbing wall, and a basketball court that 
can also be used for soccer (de Farias 2009). An ecological 
park is also planned for Morro das Pedras. This park is 
different than the one in Aglomerado da Serra, where the 
park in Aglomerado da Serra serves an environmental 
purpose of  filtering water the one in Morro das Pedras 
does not have a strong environmental defense, but relies 
on the success of  Serra’s park. URBEL projects that 
26% of  Morro das Pedras population will benefit from 
the Vila Viva program. According to their data, a total 
of  1,560 families have been removed from their homes, 
824 families (53%) were compensated through PROAS 
for the acquisition of  their homes and 736 families (47%) 
will be relocated to new apartments.  An additional 1,200 
homes have been “stamped” for removal and over 500 
families have already moved into apartments (URBEL 
n.d.).   

Image 19 and 20: Plan and 3-D Renderings of Praça 
Campo do Cascalho in Morro das Pedras
Source: Horizontes Arquitetura

Site Visit
 We visited Morro das Pedras on September 1, 
2009 with Marco Antonio Rios (“Marcão”), an URBEL 
staffer and met socio-technical personnel on site. The 
socio-technicians here seemed very enthusiastic about 
our visit and introduced us to every staffer in the office 
followed by a brief  presentation.  In the presentations, 
they informed us that in 2006, financial resources for the 
aglomerado were acquired through PAC funds.  With the 
PGE already completed two years prior, URBEL was able 
to build a stronger defense to obtain a substantial amount 
of  funding for Morro das Pedras.  Over 119 million reais 
has been allocated Morros das Pedras (URBEL n.d.).  In 
2007, companies like HAB Engenharia were contracted 
for construction activities and in February 2008, URBEL 
broke ground for construction. 

Image 21: Retaining Wall of Chicken Wire and Rocks 
With Basketball Court

Source: Authors 2009
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Images 22-25 Clockwise from Top Right Corner: Bus on Road 
Widening Project, Retaining Wall of Cement and Tubes, Road 
Project, Apartments Under Construction
Source: Authors 2009
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 As previously mentioned, the Vila Viva program 
supports job training programs for residents who decide 
to move into the apartments.  During our visit staff  
members explained that they created a profile of  the 
population by studying the trends of  the worker’s market 
inside and outside the vilas in order to create “interest 
groups” for potential skills and jobs. From this study, 
job training groups were formed to include activities in 
construction, sewing and cleaning. They explained that 
these groups and the associated workshops would help 
the families moving into the apartments find a source of  
income to pay for the bills associated with condominium 
living.
 The socio-technicians then discussed the 
importance of  “democracia participativo”, participatory 
democracy, which they defined as a mediation tool and 
a form of  representative democracy for the entire vila.   
First, socio-technicians would hold sectoral meetings 
with the Morro das Pedras’ population in efforts to 
keep the communities informed of  Vila Viva activities. 
The area was divided into three sections and then into 
smaller areas so that each area represents 100 households.  
Currently, there have been 19 municipal network meetings, 
36 sectoral meetings, 50 pre-relocation meetings, and 
22 meetings with “reference groups” who serve as the 
representative democracy for the entire vila and have the 
role of  disseminating information about the progress of  
the interventions to the rest of  the community (URBEL 
2009). 
 After the presentation, we headed out to see 
several completed and ongoing projects.  We first 
drove to an area where two types of  retaining walls had 
been installed: a cement retaining wall with small pipes 
protruding out and one made of  stacked stones and 
wiring (see picture).  A basketball court sat on top of  the 
area above the retaining with stacked stones and wiring 
that served as a recreational area for youth.  During this 
time, a municipal bus passed by us and it was explained 
that before the street was widened and paved, vehicles 
had no access to the area.
 As we continued to drive through the vilas, the 
staff  members pointed out other paved and widened 
roads that were once narrow unpaved alleyways and 
explained how their work “opened” up the streets.  Some 
roads were not fully paved and still in the process of  
being widened, but it was easy to determine that some 
of  the adjacent excavated area was where homes once 
stood. The socio-technicians kept reiterating how these 
new roads were going to connect the vilas.  In all areas of  
construction there were visible foundations of  homes that 

Images 26-28Top to Bottom: Area of Home 
Removal, Apartments Under Construction
Source: Authors 2009



57

had been removed. We passed by numerous apartments 
under construction and in different stages, where brick 
or cement was exposed.  The model apartment we were 
shown had identical building and floor plans as the one 
we saw in Aglomerado da Serra.  Although we were 
unable to visit the ecological park, they explained how 
it was created for children and integrated environmental 
awareness educational programs. 

Actors and Participation 
 Like we saw in Aglomerado da Serra, the 
socio-technical team plays a central role during project 
interventions in Morro das Pedras.  As we see from the 
aglomerado’s history and current issues with safety and 
violence, the socio-technicians seem to place greater 
emphasis to involve community members into the process 
through their social and job training programs.  Since 
the aglomerado is one of  the older favelas in the city, 
neighborhood associations have long been established 
and community members tend to mobilize together 
with greater ease. Before the project broke ground for 
example, community members in Morro das Pedras who 
were unclear of  the extent of  Vila Viva’s interventions 
mobilized and demanded a public hearing with URBEL 
president, Claudius Vinícius Leite Pereira, through the 
municipal government in order to clarify the project’s 
objectives and how the interventions would effect the 
residents (See Image 29 Below: Câmara Municipal 
de Belo Horizonte 2007). Therefore it is easier for 
communities in the aglomerado to work together and be 
more prepared to participate in the Vila Viva sponsored 
programs.  However, like in Serra, the community has no 
direct control of  the actual interventions.  

           
Vila São José
 Vila São José is located in the northwest region of  
the city in between the neighborhoods of  Jardim Alvorada 

and Jardim Montanhês and has a total area of  about 23 
hectares (230,000 square meters).  Its current population 
is about 9,000 where 68% of  residents makes less than 
the minimum wage and only 2% earn more than three 
minimum wages (Magalhães and Nogueira 2009). Unlike 
Aglomerado da Serra and Morro das Pedras, São José is 
not a conglomerate of  vilas and it is substantially smaller 
but denser than the other two. While Aglomerado da Serra 
and Morro das Pedras have population densities between 
240-350 people per hectares, Vila São José’s population 
density is almost doubled with 593 people per hectares. 
Because density is so great and income so low, the vila 
is overcrowded, lacks basic sanitation, and faces many 
health-related problems. Before the vila received PAC 
funds for the Vila Viva program, the federal and municipal 
government supported other interventions that involved 
the pavement of  paths and addressed issues with sewage, 
drainage, and street lighting.  In May 2004, the extension of  
an arterial road Avenida Pedro II and the canalization of  
two streams, Córrego Pedro II and Córrego Davi Rabelo 
were underway.  Additionally 440 meters of  another arterial 
road, Avenida João XXIII and 480 meters of  Avenida 
Pedro II were completed.  In September 2006, thirteen 
apartment buildings with 208 units were built nearby for 
families removed from those interventions (URBEL n.d.).  

Image 30: Aerial of Vila São José
Source: Google 2009



58

 PAC later allocated about R$115 million for the 
program.  The Vila Viva program’s main objective in Vila 
São José is similar to Morro das Pedras: to continue the 
extension of  Avenida João XXIII by a kilometer, which 
will connect to other major arterial roads east of  the vila 
such as Avenidas Pres. Tancredo Neves and Pedro II. 
These two roads will also be extended by an additional 
1.8 kilometers to link them to the Avenida João XXIII 
extension (URBEL n.d.).  The construction of   Avenida 
João XXIII aims to and relieve congestion and improve 
traffic circulation from the center of  the city to the Pampulha 
region and the adjacent municipality of  Contagem. Other 
interventions include sewage infrastructure under the 
roads, pedestrian paths, canalization of  the stream that 
runs the length of  the vila, removal of  geological risk 
areas prone to landslides and flooding, and construction 
of  open recreational spaces and a roundabout for future 
municipal bus stops.  Construction activity throughout 
the São José is very heavy as the construction of  the 
arterial road is simultaneous to the construction of  the 
apartment buildings.  
 As a result of  this intervention, a total of  2,400 
families will be removed from their homes. 992 families 
(41%) will be compensated for the acquisition of  their 
homes through PROAS and 1,408 families (59%) will 
be relocated to new apartments where a total of  1,480 
apartment units will be constructed with in the vila.  
According to the Favela é Isso Aí ’s Banco da Memória 
team, half  of  the vila’s population has already been 
removed and a majority of  the population elected to live 
in the apartments because they felt the alternative financial 
compensation was too low to afford property nearby.

Vila History
 The first residents of  Vila São José occupied the 
area during the 1960s and came from nearby regions and 
other parts of  the state.  Most had occupied what was a 
vacant lot since rent increases and little affordability in the 
surrounding area left them with few options.  Long-time 
residents recounted that the lot belonged to a family who 
owned other properties in the neighborhood of  Alípio 
de Melo, north of  Vila São José.  Another resident noted 
that the earliest residents were mostly bricklayers and 
maids, which reflects the same characteristics of  today’s 
residents.  Many of  the older residents also recalled how a 
stream, Córrego São José cleanly flowed through the vila, 
but as the population increased it became polluted with 
garbage and would overflow during rainy seasons, causing 
landslides and extensive damage to many of  the residents’ 
homes.  Residents also mentioned that the animals, such 

as chicken, ducks, pigs, and horses, were common in 
the vila and contributed heavily to the stream’s existing 
polluted waters (Favela é Isso Aí n.d.).
 Existing homes appeared less stable than homes 
in the other vilas.  While the houses in Aglomerado 
da Serra and Morro das Pedras were mostly made of  
concrete and bricks and able to support two to three 
additional stories, homes in São José were predominantly 
one-story blockhouses made out of  brick, tin, wood, 
and cardboard. Houses built along the stream are most 
precarious, known as palafitas they sit atop wooden stilts. 
The vila is known to have  been divided into lower, middle, 
and upper sections topographically.  The highest section 
was originally inhabited by the poorest where a majority 
of  homes were made of  cardboard and the lowest section 
had homes made of  wood and brick (Favela é Isso Aí 
n.d.)  In addition to the poor housing conditions, the 
vila’s PGE also identified the vila had a poor road system, 
which limited residents from accessing other areas and  
lacked recreational spaces, childcare and community 
facilities. Residents also were concerned about violence 
related to drug trafficking activities (URBEL n.d.).

Site Visit
 We visited Vila São José on September 8, 2009 and 
were accompanied by an URBEL staff  member who had 
to attend a meeting with on site socio-technicians in order 
to address an issue involving a resident drug trafficker 
leader. Even before we arrived at the vila’s entrance, the 
traffic congestion on the main arterial road was already 
visible. We met with on site socio-technicians at the field 
headquarters and discussed the current intervention 
activities in the vila and then headed out to visit the 
construction areas. 
 We first saw the main arterial road under 
construction alongside the stream that they were 
canalizing and as we drove through the wide expanse of  
cleared land, enormous trucks carrying debris and shovel 
trucks were hard at work. We were struck to see several 
homes, some half  demolished and other still standing 
in the middle of  all this activity.  One socio-technician 
said that these families were either in the process of  
negotiations, finding an area to relocate, or were refusing 
to move altogether.  She also told us that 700 families 
were removed for this specific intervention.  As we 
walked on the site, the socio-technicians pointed out the 
poor conditions of  the palafitas. As we were looking at 
the houses, someone from inside the house had flushed 
some sewage out of  a connected pipe that fell into a ditch. 
Looking down at the ditch, we found a pig sifting through 
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Image 31: Existing Houses Within Area of Removal
Source: Authors 2009
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Images	32-33	Opposite	Page:	Palafita	
- House Built on Stilts with Pig in Yard; 

Remnants of a Removed Home

Images 34-36 Clockwise from Top 
Left Corner: Córrego, Construction of 

Apartments, Construction of Road
Source: Authors 2009
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the sewage and garbage. We were told that it is common 
to find pigs in favelas, and that local lore states that pigs 
are representative of  drug trafficking. 
 We left the area and continued to drive on newly 
paved roads to see the apartments buildings.  This was the 
first time where we saw more apartment buildings then 
resident constructed housing and the vila itself  situated 
in closer proximity to the formal parts of  the city due to 
the heavily used arterial roads surrounding the vila.  The 
construction of  new apartments also required the removal 
of  favela residents. The apartments were identical to the 
ones in both Aglomerado da Serra and Morro das Pedras.  
On more flat terrain than Aglomerado da Serra and 
Morro das Pedeas, most of  the apartment buildings were 
fenced and clustered in groups of  five.  Twenty buildings 
(containing a total of  120 units) out of  the 47 we counted 
were completed and occupied, with the remaining under 
construction.  The first group moved into the completed 
apartments in January 2009.  The socio-technician pointed 
out that in conjunction with the social programming, 70% 
of  the construction workers are vila residents. 
 After visiting several construction areas, 
completed apartment projects, and the Vila’s periphery, 
we spent some time with Vera, the on site director of  
social service aspect of  the Vila Viva project at Vila São 
José.  She explained the various social programs made 
available to new apartment residents and showed us a 
model apartment in addition to introducing us to a current 
resident who was kind enough to show us her apartment.  
The resident was a retired lady who lived in the apartment 
with her husband and grandchildren.  She shared that 
she was happy in her new living situation and explained 
how her neighbors in the building worked together in 
maintaining the common areas of  the building.  Either 
not addressed in the construction of  the apartments or 
as a way to invest in their new home, her husband took it 
upon himself  to install an electronic lock to the building’s 
entrance as an additional security feature.  Several children 
were outside playing, but we noticed that they had no 
actual space to play in and thought that the addition of  a 
playground within the apartment complex would resolve 
this issue.  We then visited one of  two social job training 
programs for women, the Production Unit of  Clothing—
Unidade Produtiva de Confecção, which consisted of  a 
group of  female residents from Vila São José training to 
be seamstresses.  The other program, Silk of  São José—
Silk da Vila São José trains a group of  women to work 
with  silk fabrics.  Many of  the participants were sewing 
for the first time and working on sewing and assembling 
linens that would be sold to vendors.  They shared that 

they were relatively happy with the program because it 
gave them to learn a new skill.
 Due to the fact that each community is distinct 
from the other, some social programming for residents 
moving into the new apartments slightly differs from 
Serra’s programs.  Serra’s ecological park and water 
basin for example generated more programs related to 
environmentalism and public health.  Morro das Pedras’ 
programs focused more on encouraging professional 
development and income generation for residents through 
workshops in sewing and construction.  

Image 37: Residents Participating in the Unidade 
Produtiva de Confecção Program
Source: Authors 2009

Vila Viva: Participation and Sustainability?
 The Vila Viva program is undoubtedly a 
commendable effort to improve the living conditions of  
slum dwellers, however it is more focused on improving 
the physical landscape of  a favela with a magnitude of  scale 
and speed that does not allow the level of  participation 
necessary to give the communities full ownership and input 
of  the projects.  Instead, it is the municipal government 
who controls the budget, design, and execution of  the 
project.  The PGE was used to identify areas of  risk 
and validate their project proposals when applying for 
funding and never returned to the community to use as 
a tool. The opportunity for Vila Viva to hand down the 
“know-how” of  their work to the community was missed 
as the municipal government’s control over the project 
never decreased over time.  According to the Goethert 
level of  participation table, URBEL’s top-down approach 
recognizes the community members as an interest group 
at most. In creating the PGE the community’s level of  
participation was at the consultation level through the 
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creation and use of  reference groups.  The Vila Viva 
program never recognized community members as 
stakeholders for the projects, thus overlooking them as a 
true asset to the interventions. 
 Many critics claim that the Vila Viva program 
neglects to analyze public opinion and needs. By pushing 
large-scale infrastructure improvement (which have 
mainly been around transportation issues), projects are 
overly technical. Instead of  directly addressing socio-
economic conditions, they implement their projects 
with the hope that infrastructure will eventually improve 
residents’ quality of  life.  In our interview with Clarice 
Libânio, she finds that the URBEL initiatives fail to 
respect the social movement of  favela residents and the 
ties they have with their immediate locale.  The large-
scale interventions from the Vila Viva program risk 
rupturing the urban fabric and social networks of  these 
communities, especially when residents are displaced and 
not given full control of  their resettlement process. If  
the resident relocates outside of  his community, his or 
her entire way of  living will have to be recalibrated. Their 
cost of  living may rise from issues like new commuting 
expenses. URBEL urges the community members to 
stay in their communities, but continues to offer options 
for residents to leave the community. The shift to 
vertical housing can also negatively affect a number of  
residents who cannot live in this type of  housing. Some 
residents cannot continue their informal businesses that 
they conduct from their homes, thus losing a source of  
income that may have been supporting their subsistence. 
Another question was raised on whether living in the 
apartments encouraged the resident to live outside their 
means by spending their income on customizing and 
furnishing their apartment in addition to paying for utility 
bills. As mentioned in the Vila São José site visit, some 
residents have refused all resettlement options from the 
Vila Viva program.  This rejection demonstrates a direct 
consequence of  limited participation in the planning and 
initiation process. With such visible dissatisfaction in the 
resettlement and negotiation process, we question who is 
really benefiting from the project and its processes.
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Chapter 7
Vila Novo Ouro Preto Case Study

Self-Management as Key to Success



66

	  

Source: URBEL and Instituto Cidade 2000
Image 38: Vila Novo Ouro Preto Aerial in 2000

 Unlike the previously described government 
initiated projects of  URBEL’s Vila Viva program, the 
slum upgrading project in Vila Novo Ouro Preto is 
community initiated and managed. Using the practice 
of  self-management Vila Novo Ouro Preto initiated 
the development of  a PGE for their neighborhood and 
project implementation following the PGE’s guidelines. 
Working first with Instituto Cidade to create the PGE 
and now with PUC-MG for the design and construction 
of  housing (as well as a number of  other organizations 
during this time), residents of  Vila Novo Ouro Preto 
have utilized intermediary support for technical aspects 
of  the project and acquired funding through URBEL 
and Orçamento Participativo for their slum upgrading 
measures. Vila Novo Ouro Preto distinguishes itself  from 
the three case studies of  projects in Vila Viva through the 
amount of  community participation demanded, and as a 
result the projects that are implemented.
 Vila Novo Ouro Preto is adjacent to the wealthy 
neighborhood Ouro Preto in the Pampulha district located 
in the northwest part of  the city. The Vila, encompassing 
32,264 m2 is centered in a steep valley that is split by 
a stream called the Córrego de Cidadania, part of  the 
Pampulha water basin (URBEL 2009). The stream runs 
in a south-north orientation the length of  the favela and is 
the neighborhoods defining feature. Historically, residents 
of  the favela built housing directly next to the stream and 
as more people moved into the area, housing crept up 
the steep hills and into more precarious areas directly 
over the stream. The favela is located on private land that 
was gradually occupied during the last few decades and is 
surrounded by a large expanse of  uninhabited private land 

on the steepest part of  the valley to the south in addition 
to irregularly subdivided land and formally inhabited 
private land to the west, east and north. There are 
approximately 1,107 residents in the community, defined 
as a favela, but boundaries between formal and informal 
land are sometimes visibly indistinguishable (URBEL 
2009). Beside the projects that have been occurring in 
Vila Novo Ouro Preto, there are visible improvements on 
the formal land adjacent to the Vila. A large amount of  
construction was being implemented for new apartment 
buildings, demonstrating an increased value in land near 
the favela.

	  
Image #: Pampulha Water Basin    

Source: (URBEL and Instituto Cidade)
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Community History
 The site of  Vila Novo Ouro Preto was originally 
part of  a large plantation owned by Francisco de Souza 
Menezes. At his passing the land was subdivided by 
his heirs, but not legally registered until ownership was 
transferred to the Frame Administração e Participações 
Ltda (URBEL and Instituto Cidade 2000). The occupation 
of  Vila Novo Ouro Preto began in 1966 in the northern 
part of  the favela where the least amount of  incline is 
found (1.9% of  contemporary buildings were built during 
this decade). This area now corresponds with the entrance 
into the neighborhood and contains the greatest amount 
of  buildings (Conti et al 2004c). The first forms of  
invasions occurred overnight, as families quickly installed 
their housing on the land. During this era, the land was 
mostly forest; light was acquired through the use of  diesel, 
water through the stream, and transportation by walking 
along a trail to the closest road (URBEL and Instituto 
Cidade 2000). Beginning in 1970, the areas with greater 
inclines on the southern part began to be occupied and 
significantly increased from 1975 onward until 1989 when 
the area was completely occupied (10.6% of  housing was 
built in the 1970s while 35.8% was constructed in the 
1980s) (URBEL and Instituto Cidade 2000 and Conti et 
al 2004c). The second form of  occupation that occurred 
in Vila Novo Ouro Preto was through the purchase of  
lots from earlier residents who had invaded the land, or 
from the fathers of  “lar dos meninos”. In addition, there 
were incidents where residents who had invaded the land 
were threatened with removal if  they did not pay a certain 
amount of  money (it is not clear who the threatening body 
was), there exist cases where residents were forced to pay 

five or six times. The police only threatened the Vila once 
with forced removal. Occurring in the 1970s, six police 
officers arrived at the Vila through the request of  one of  
the associations from Bairro Ouro Preto. Residents called 
upon the president of  the Associação Communitária 
do Bairro Ouro Preto, Dona Cleonice de Freitas, who 
diffused the situation without leading to residents’ 
removal (URBEL and Instituto Cidade 2000). During the 
1990s the population of  Vila Novo Ouro Preto doubled 
(48.5% of  current housing was built during this period), 
increasing the area’s density and beginning a process of  
verticalization of  housing. This has resulted in increasing 
health and environmental problems for residents including 
the reduction of  natural light and ventilation, an increase 
in waste and consequently an increase in water pollution 
(Conti et al 2004c). 
 Residents of  Vila Novo Ouro Preto have more 
than thirty years of  mobilization for slum upgrading 
improvements in their community. This has evolved 
from participation in associations of  the wealthier 
neighborhood, Bairro Ouro Preto, to founding their own 
community organizations. The Associação Comunitária 
do Bairro Ouro Preto, the Associação Comunitária dos 
Moradores do Bairro Ouro Preto (ASCOMOBOP), 
and the Associação dos Amigos do Bairro Ouro Preto 
e Adjacências are all organizations that act on behalf  of  
Bairro Ouro Preto. The Associação Comunitária do Bairro 
Ouro Preto has acted in conjunction with members of  
Vila Novo Ouro Preto on a couple of  occasions including 
the police situation noted above and the first collective 
action involving the canalization of  the stream under 
Rua Luiz Lopes (today the organization is not involved 

Source: Google 2010
Image 39: Vila Novo Ouro Preto Aerial in 2009
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in the vila). ASCOMOBOP does not seem to have good 
relations with Vila members, although in the past it was 
involved with the distribution of  electricity. Like the 
other two, the Associação dos Amigos do Bairro Ouro 
Preto e Adjacências is no longer involved in actions that 
take place within the Vila (URBEL and Instituto Cidade 
2000). 
 The first community organization in Vila Novo 
Ouro Preto was the Associação Comunitária da 2a 
Seção do Bairro Ouro Preto e Vila Ouro Preto B. The 
organization was run by Delfina Maria de Lima, but 
has been inactive since 1994 after a community crèche 
(day-care) was supposed to be constructed on her lot of  
land with donated material from URBEL (URBEL and 
Cidade Instituto 2000). In June of  1998 the Associação 
dos Moradores da Vila Novo Ouro Preto and Amigos 
do Córrego da Cidadania – AMACIDADANIA 
(Association for Residents of  Vila Novo Ouro Preto) was 
created with the principal objective of  improving living 
conditions within the favela and focusing on questions of  
environmental and water resource management (Conti et 
al 2004c). AMACIDADANIA is currently led by Edina 
Barbosa and is actively involved with all slum upgrading 
projects.

Existing Conditions Before Upgrading 
Improvements 
 Vila Novo Ouro Preto is defined by the steep valley 
it sits in and the stream it surrounds. The streets of  Rua 
Anita Barbosa Silva to the east, and Rua Otaviano Neves 
and Rua Luiz Lopes to the west border the neighborhood. 
Because of  the valley, 65% of  the Vila has an incline of  

over 47% (an amount that requires removal of  families). 
Occupation of  the Vila follows the original subdivision, 
where residents live on six blocks that make up around 75 
lots. The majority of  housing is located in areas designated 
as ZEIS, although due to the occupations that occurred 
after the law Profavela, there are areas considered ZAR-
2, restricted density zoning, (lots 13 and 14 and block 
98) that do not have the same protection and benefits as 
ZEIS. In addition, occupied public land consists of  areas 
originally designated for public access roads, constituted 
as “goods for common public use” (URBEL and Cidade 
Instituto 2000). 
 Approximately 265 houses exist in Vila Novo 
Ouro Preto, that occupy three different types of  areas: 
sub-area Otaviano Neves, located between Rua Otaviano 
Neves and Luiz Lopes consisting of  little density and 
larger and better constructed homes, sub-area Central, 
the lowest and closest area to the stream as well as the 
most dense, with little space between homes, and poor 
accessibility to outside the vila, and sub-area Anita 
Barbosa, located to the east with high rates of  incline, 
expanses of  open space, and better accessibility. The sub-
areas Otaviano Neves and Anita Barbosa were generally 
occupied through approved parceling, while sub-area 
Central was occupied through invasions (URBEL and 
Instituto Cidade 2000). The average density in Vila Novo 
Ouro Preto is 341 persons per hectare, while in the region 
of  Pampulha the density only reaches 25.8 persons per 
hectare, lower than the average for Belo Horizonte at 59.7 
persons per hectare (Conti et al 2004c). While the majority 
of  homes are one-story there are 68 buildings with two-
stories and two homes with three stories. Seventy-four 

Image 40: Vila Novo Ouro Preto Before Slum Upgrading Interventions Source: Parque da Cidadania n.d.
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percent of  homes are owner occupied, 10.4% are rented, 
and 15.6% are consequences of  invasion.  Buildings are 
generally used for residential purposes with only 2.6% 
found to be mixed-use (URBEL and Cidade Instituto 
2000).
 The road system had consisted of  only pedestrian 
walkways taking the form of  alleyways and trails.  These 
pathways cut the Vila longitudinally and give access to 
residents between the area closest to the stream and the 
higher elevated areas. The main alleyway was known as 
Beco Um and runs in a north-south direction through the 
entire Vila and connects to the access road Luiz Lopes. 
The majority of  these alleys are straight and very steep 
thus complicating the introduction of  infrastructure and 
basic services to the area. Additionally, the alleys were 
prone to flooding during the rainy season, complicating 
access to the vila, and because of  poor drainage, flooding 
houses based in the lower elevations (URBEL and 
Instituto Cidade 2000).
 The greatest risks that residents face in Vila Novo 
Ouro Preto are due to the density of  the buildings, the steep 
inclines of  the hills, and the presence and need to protect 
the stream. The residents that are most at risk are those 
that are living above the stream and the natural drainage 
system, consisting of  40% of  all households (URBEL and 
Instituto Cidade 2000). In these locations residents suffer 
from problems of  humidity due to lack of  ventilation and 
close proximity to the water. Fifty percent of  the area was 
built within zones of  geographical risk and ten percent of  
the area was in a situation of  high risk meaning they are 
prone to landslides, flooding, built on steep inclines, and 
in areas of  high density (Conti et al 2004c). In addition, 
before water and sewage infrastructure were installed in 
Vila Novo Ouro Preto, the majority of  the residents used 
the Córrego for both potable and non-potable uses, as 
well as sewage and garbage dumping, greatly contributing 
to the area’s environmental and health hazards.
 Around 66% of  the population is younger than 
the age of  16 while only 2% is older than 65. The median 
household size of  4.18 persons (URBEL and Instituto 
Cidade 2000). Twenty percent of  the economically 
active population is unemployed, 25% of  the employed 
population earns an average of  one minimum salary and 
70% of  the employed earns less than three minimum 
salaries  (Conti et al 2004 and Libânio 2007).  The median 
monthly salary is R$181.74 with variation between 
R$163.28 and R$202.29 (URBEL and Instituto Cidade 
2000). The average level of  schooling is up to the 5th and 
6th series, although the literacy level is at 82.3% only 5.7% 
of  the population reached the second level of  schooling 

and 0.5% higher learning (Conti et al 2004c). The level 
of  schooling has increased for the youngest generation 
of  residents, showing that the community members place 
a large emphasis on education even though there are no 
schools within the favela and only 12 families are part 
of  the Bolsa-Escola program (although the majority of  
families qualify). In addition, the closest health center is 
the Centro de Saúde Ouro Preto located near the Vila, but 
difficult to access by residents because of  the poor road 
system. Finally, there is not one team of  police security 
for the neighborhood although they pass by sporadically. 
Violence, according to residents, is not a problem in 
the neighborhood, but the area lies near an expanse of  
jungle-like open space prone to illegal activity (URBEL 
and Instituto Cidade 2000).
 In 1991 the FIBGE census produced data on the 
infrastructure residents had access to, but this is in direct 
contrast to what was found during the PGE process. 
The census study found that 81.5% of  households had 
access to water through internal canalization, 77.3% 
had sanitation installed within their houses, 44.2% of  
households were connected to the public system, and 30% 
burned their trash, while 63.8% threw their garbage into 
public space. In 2000, 62.3% of  households had access to 
water by hydrometer, sewage was provided for 1.3% of  
households through the official service, 57.1% through a 
non-official network and 35.1% through the open air, 9.1% 
used official garbage collection, and 85.7% had access to 
legal electricity (URBEL and Instituto Cidade, 2000). In 
2004, 85% of  households accessed legal electricity while 
15% obtained electricity illegally.  About half  of  the 
population had access to formal means of  water, 94% of  
the population used the Córrego and surrounding land for 
garbage disposal, and 90% also used three bins located on 
Rua Luiz Lopes to dispose of  garbage (Conti et al 2004c). 
Current access to infrastructure has shown incremental 
improvement with 57.6% of  the population connected to 
general sewage system, 88.2% to water, but only 12.8% 
receive garbage collection from the government (Libânio 
2007).

PGE
 For the community of  Vila Novo Ouro Preto the 
PGE assessment has become an essential tool for local 
upgrading and fund management. Before the PGE was 
created, minor improvements occurred including the 
canalization of  the Córrego below a major street and a 
garbage education class followed by the removal of  30 
tons of  garbage. The PGE process began in 1998 when 
funds in the amount of  R$336,000 were allocated from 
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Orçamento Participativo – the Participatory Budgeting 
process of  the city (Conti et al 2004c). The responsibility 
for creating the PGE was contracted out by URBEL to the 
Instituto Cidade and completed in 2001 (URBEL 2009). 
Instituto Cidade hired community members to evaluate 
the community needs for the PGE. As hired researchers, 
their input was essential in finalizing the priorities of  the 
PGE assessment. While community participation in the 
making of  PGEs varies between different favelas because 
of  the methods used by the contracted companies, 
community members and academics working in Vila 
Novo Ouro Preto informed us that the Vila Novo Ouro 
Preto community played a large role in constructing the 
diagnostic. This is very different from the methods used 
for the three Vila Viva projects previously discussed 
where PGEs engaged participation through community 
meetings or input from leaders of  already established 
community associations. 

There are a number of  problems that the community 
identified through the PGE process:

■	A sewage system for the entire valley, 
including for households outside the favela’s   
boundaries that are not connected to a formal  
sewage system
■	A staircase connecting the neighborhood to  
Rua Nízio Torres that would facilitate access to  
school and the health center
■	A soccer field
■ A roadway that permits circulation for bus and 
garbage collection
■ Environmental recuperation, especially along 
the stream

The method chosen by Instituto Cidade is called 
Participatory Research-Action (PAP), where researchers 
and the “researched” work together to create a resolution 
to community problems. In this way, it is not only an 
instrument towards creating goals, but a realization and 
knowledge process for the communities. The method 
involved the identification of  collective needs, collection 
and analysis of  local data, and discussions of  possible 
alternatives and strategies for implementation projects. 
Nine meetings between researchers and focus groups 
took place weekly, while meetings with the reference 
group were biweekly, interviews were also conducted with 
residents (URBEL and Instituto Cidade 2000). As a result, 
the Vila Novo Ouro Preto community members were 
trained in conducting environmental and socio-economic 

diagnostics, and through their participation in creating 
the PGE were able to understand the purpose of  the 
document.  During the PGE process seen in the Morro 
das Pedras Vila Viva project, community members had 
limited involvement in the creation of  their community’s 
PGE, thus weakening the connection and ownership 
that the residents of  Vila Nova Preto have over slum 
upgrading improvements. The assessment process in Vila 
Novo Ouro Preto reflects the original intention of  the 
PGE as it was introduced in Projeto Alvorada.

More importantly, the community acquired a 
copy of  the PGE after its completion.  The community 
under the leadership of  Edina Barbosa uses the PGE to 
leverage resources from URBEL and other government 
organizations for the purpose of  upgrading. The 
community of  Vila Novo Ouro Preto has received 
resources for project construction as well as technical 
assistance with the actual construction of  the interventions 
they choose to implement. The self-management model is 
evident in their approach to addressing their community’s 
needs. Residents initiate and own the process of  upgrading 
while administering and managing its implementation, 
yet are not always responsible for the funding of  these 
interventions. Unlike the Vila Viva model where the 
government initiates action in the favelas, the community 
of  Vila Novo Ouro Preto has approached the government 
to be a participant in their project. It should be noted that 
although the community has been able to use the PGE in 
order to gain funding for projects, almost ten years have 
passed since it was created, and while some problems 
identified in the PGE have become obsolete new ones 
have emerged. Not having these new problems addressed 
within the PGE greatly limits the community’s ability to 
leverage funds for these specific actions.

Actors
There have been a number of  actors involved 

in the improvement projects at Vila Novo Ouro Preto 
since the community gained funding to conduct a PGE. 
The community led all improvement projects, taking 
responsibility for contacting government and non-
governmental organizations for funding and technical 
assistance. The main community organization is 
AMACIDADANIA and is led by Edina Barbosa. Edina 
carries a very distinct and unique role in the Vila that does 
not seem to be replicated in other favelas engaged in slum 
upgrading with URBEL. She said that when she arrived 
from the interior of  the state in 1988 the community was 
living in inhumane conditions.  Edina began working 
with the community because she wanted everyone 
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to live with an opportunity and to live with a sense of  
equality (Barbosa 2009). Through Edina’s leadership at 
AMACIDADANIA, the community has succeeded in 
implementing a number of  environmental improvements 
with the help of  a few organizations. 
 Past non-governmental organizations that have 
worked with the community include Instituto Cidade 
- IC, who worked on the PGE assessment, Habitat for 
Humanity International, Lions Club, and Universidade 
Federal de Minas Gerais - UFMG. The project with Habitat 
for Humanity never came to fruition, but consisted of  a 
negotiation between the PGE team and URBEL where 
Habitat for Humanity would fund the construction of  
30 homes of  53 m2 costing R$5,200 per home. Past 
government organization that have worked with the 
community to provide infrastructure include SUDECAP, 
COPASA, and the Secretária Municipal do Meio 
Ambiente - Municipal Secretariat of  the Environment 
(URBEL and Instituto Cidade 2000). The institutions 
that the community is currently closely associated with 
are Belo Horizonte’s government agency URBEL and the 
architecture school at PUC-MG. URBEL has been a key 
funding organization for projects, providing resources 
for construction materials, and construction work for 
the projects concerning environmental clean-up, land 
stability, housing removal, and land plot acquisition. 
The work the students and professors from PUC-MG 
provide consists of  technical assistance for housing 
design and construction to the community at no cost. 
Through PUC-MG, three professors lead interactions 
with the communities: Margarete Leta, Alfio Conti, and 
Rogério Palhares. Professor Margarete Leta is the director 
of  the Escritório de Integração. Professors Alfio Conti 
and Rogério Palhares lead studios where students design 
interventions for the community based on site visits to 
the vila and their interactions with residents. 

Past Projects 
 Before the completion of  the PGE, the 
neighborhood of  Vila Novo Ouro Preto engaged in 
a number of  upgrading projects through mutirão. In 
1992, residents collaborated with the ASCOMOBOP 
and initiated the canalization of  the Córrego underneath 
Luiz Lopes Street through the process of  mutirão (Conti 
et al 2004c). ASCOMOBOP assisted in the distribution 
of  legal electricity. In addition, the widening and paving 
of  Rua Anita Barbosa was funded through Orçamento 
Participativo acquired by the Bairro Ouro Preto and 
constructed by SUDECAP in 2000. During the PGE 
process the Instituto Cidade partnered with the Belo 

Image 41: PUC-MG Professor Leta and students
Image 42: Community Members
Image 43: PUC-MG Students at Design Charrette
Image 44: Community Members at Design Charrette
Source: Authors 2009
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Horizonte Secretária Municipal 
do Meio Ambiente for a project 
that would last 6 months, 
costing R$36,000, and providing 
social mobilization and capacity 
building for residents around 
environmental issues (URBEL 
and Instituto Cidade 2000). The 
first action taken was a seminar 
about garbage by the Minas 
Gerais Federal University – 
UFMG, followed by a meeting 
between residents and IC where 
proposals were suggested for 
upgrading improvements using 
the self-management method 
(Conti et al 2004c). As a result, 
30 tons of  garbage were cleared 
from the southern elevated end 
of  the favela, as well as from 
the Córrego and alleyways 
through mutirão. In 2002 
AMACIDADANIA signed 
a contract with Habitat for 
Humanity International to build 

Image 46: Formal Electricity Meters   Source: Authors 2009

houses for the 35 households to be removed and relocated 
from areas undergoing environmental remediation that 
involved the creation of  a linear park along the Córrego 
de Cidadania (Conti et al 2004c). Unfortunately, this 
project was never achieved due to Brazilian regulations 
concerning international organizations. 
 By using the PGE, Edina and her fellow 
community members were able to bring formal and legal 
basic services to the community. Upgrading tactics have 

been directed towards the environmental recuperation 
of  the area (Conti et al 2004c). The PGE allowed the 
community to petition the public utilities company 
COPASA to increase formal access to water and sewage 
services. In past attempts the community had not been 
able to get COPASA to enter the community to install 
services even though the PGE shows that residents 
had been paying sewage taxes for over twenty years (a 
possible consequence to the lack of  access to the area) 
(URBEL and Instituto Cidade 2000). Vila Novo Ouro 
Preto’s experience using the PGE in order to gain access 
to services shows how powerful a tool the PGE is for 
favelas. Before laws such as Profavela and the government 
initiated tool of  the PGE, favelas had difficulty gaining 
recognition from municipal agencies.   Their experience 
also shows how difficult it is to gain services in informal 
settlements, as it was not until they had the PGE in hand 
that services were more widely distributed. 
 The first major project undertaken with the 
guidance of  the PGE was the Parque da Cidadania that 
consisted of  the removal of  families living in precarious 
areas close to the river and the revitalization of  the 
Córrego da Cidadania. For this project the community 
once again was able to acquire funds from the Participatory 
Budgeting process. A total of  R$440,000 was granted for 

Image 45: Formal Utility Poles  Source: Authors 2009
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Image 47: Plan for Parque 
da Cidadania  

Image 48: Plan for Household 
Removals

Source: URBEL and Instituto Cidade 2000

this project during the 2000 OP 
process (Parque da Cidadania n.d.). 
Like many of  the project areas in 
Vila Viva, the housing structures 
at Vila Novo Ouro Preto are 
vulnerable because homes are built 
in steep areas prone to landslides 
and near central bodies of  water 
susceptible to flooding, in addition 
to problems of  high density caused 
by the overcrowding of  buildings.  
Moreover, houses are constructed with cheap and low 
quality construction materials and have no formal design 
standards that address elements like ventilation.  Because 
residents of  Vila Novo Ouro Preto made the PGE 
assessment they were knowledgeable and prepared to move 
or be removed from the areas of  risk. Approximately 35 
households were removed from the most precarious areas 
closest to the Córrego da Cidadania (currently, there are 
additional households waiting for future removal). These 
families were removed to create road access to the lower 
parts of  the community and control the stream’s flooding. 
The stream was canalized at the southern elevated end, 
while the north side was fenced off  and is now full of  
vegetation. Retention walls have been built along walking 
paths next to the river basin. 

Additionally, a wide staircase was built to expand 
an alleyway and provide access between the upper and 
lower elevations of  the community (see image). Private 
land in the south of  the Vila was appropriated and has 
been re-vegetated by children through a community-run 
educational training program. This is the same area where 

Image 49: Two Types of Retaining Walls        
Source: Authors 2009

Image 50: Area of Removed Home
Source: Authors 2009

Both retaining walls were a necessary part of the project, 
but were built in two different manners. The retaining wall 

on the left is made of chicken and wire and is preffered 
by the community because of it's permeability. The wall 
on the right is made of cement with piping for drainage 
and was built in this manner on the insistence of URBEL. 
The	graffitti	on	the	right	wall	is	telling	of	the	community's	
acceptance of the wall. In addition, this is an example of 
how bypassing a community's needs and wants creates 

dissatisfaction with a project element.
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30 tons of  waste was removed in one of  the community’s 
first upgrading initiatives. This area is currently being 
considered for a future agricultural area or park space. 
The funding for the above upgrading construction came 
from URBEL. Resources from URBEL were acquired 
through the work and persistence of  their community 
leader Edina (Barbosa 2009).

Visits to the Vila
 In September of  2009 we visited Vila Novo Ouro 
Preto to accompany meetings concerning the progress of  
slum upgrading interventions. The discussions we were 
present for involved the resettlement of  removed residents 
with the help of  PUC-MG students and professors. We 
made two visits to the community and a third encounter 
was through a charrette at the PUC-MG campus with Vila 
Novo Ouro Preto community members. The first visit 
we made was with Professors Alfio Conti and Rogério 
Palhares. The professors teach classes that engage their 
students in interacting with the community of  Vila Novo 
Ouro Preto in order to design upgrading interventions 
based on what they have learned over the semester. These 
designs are then presented to the community and given to 
the community leader, Edina Barbosa for possible future 
use. This interaction was both the first time students and 
we had visited the favela (although Professors Conti and 
Palhares had taught this studio twice before). On this 
first visit Edina gave us a walking tour of  the Vila, where 
she described the improvements that the community 
had implemented with funding from URBEL and 
technical support from a number of  organizations. We 
visited the two plots of  land that URBEL had acquired 
for the resettlement of  community residents who had 
been removed from the most precarious areas along the 
Córrego da Cidadania. 
 We observed the following as we entered the 
community at a paved roundabout that divides the 
informal and the formal areas. The difference between 
formal and informal is only noticeable through the visual 
representation of  foundations of  former housing, and 
partially constructed roads and structures. There are 
paved roads that follow both sides of  the stream, which 
are only accessible to cars for the first hundred meters,

and connect at the roundabout at the Vila's entrance. 
Further up the slope the only access available is pedestrian. 
Houses are built out of  cinder block and structures are 
jammed next to one another on the land. Some houses 
have three or even four stories, but the majority are one-
story structures. We observed that some of  the houses 
appeared similar to housing that can be found in wealthier 
neighborhoods. There was one vacant lot for sale on 
the formal side of  the Vila, adjacent to the entry to the 
informal land. Foundations of  removed houses are still 
visible on the upper part of  the stream, a remnant of  one 
of  the first upgrading interventions. There are a couple 
staircases, which allow access to the elevated areas of  the 
Vila from the lower areas closer to the stream. As the 
paved road alongside the stream becomes pedestrian only, 
there is a half-court basketball court made of  pavement 
that also serves as a retention wall however it is missing a 
basketball hoop. It was built this way under the insistence 
of  URBEL. It is right next to another retention wall built 
by the community that is made of  rocks and chicken wire. 
Community members say that the residents prefer the 
rocks and the chicken wire because it is more permeable 
than the cement retention wall. The area along the lower 
part of  the stream is fenced off, and the un-canalized part 
is full of  vegetation, both parts are littered with scraps 
of  garbage. Next to the un-canalized river there is some 
green area where newly planted trees looked to have been 
cut down.
 Our second encounter with community members 
was through a day-long charrette that was being held at 
the architecture school of  PUC-MG. Professor Margarete 
Leta and the students who work at the school’s research 
lab Escritório de Integração led the charrette.  Professor 
Leta has been working with Edina and the community 
on providing technical support for the design of  new 
housing to be constructed on the two plots of  land 
that we had previously visited. This was the first time 
community members (representatives from the majority 
of  the families who had been removed) had seen the 
various design proposals that students from the former 
class had created. 
 Our third and final encounter was at Vila Novo 
Ouro Preto accompanied with Professor Leta and some 
of  the students who had participated in the previous 
charrette. The purpose of  this visit was to survey the plots 
of  land and measure and assess the possible formation 
of  housing that had been discussed in the first charrette. 
During this visit a meeting was held with community 
members where Edina and Professor Leta encouraged 
the families to take over responsibility and organizing 

Previous Page Image 51 and 52: Top Left and Bottom Left 
Corner: Canalized Córrego da Cidadania

Image 53 Top Right Corner: Córrego da Cidadania with 
Vegetation

Image 54 Bottom Right Corner: Widened and Paved 
Staircase

Source: Authors 2009
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Opposite Page Image 59:  
Looking North at the  Entrance to the 

Community
Image Inset Image 60: Entering the 

Community
Source: Authors 2009

Image 55: Top Left Corner, Beco
Image 56 Top Right Corner: Multiple Story Buildings 
Image 57 Bottom Right Corner: Path to Formal Area

Image 58 Bottom Left Corner: Street Sign Rua Octaviano 
Neves
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from Edina who had been facilitating a majority of  the 
work on behalf  of  the community members. These three 
visits gave us a good sense of  who was involved with the 
housing portion of  interventions, and the obstacles that 
the community faced in order to achieve their goals.

Current Projects
 Currently, the project that the community is most 
invested in is the resettlement of  the families removed as a 
consequence of  past interventions, particularly the Parque 
da Cidadania. This process involves the acquisition of  land 
and the design and construction of  housing. Unlike Vila 
Viva where resettlement is dictated by the government, 
the Vila Novo Ouro Preto community members have 
made themselves responsible for their own resettlement. 
Families have chosen to design and build their own home 
structures instead of  receiving full compensation in the 
amount of  the value of  the structures of  their homes, or 
having URBEL build apartment buildings for them.  The 
families who were removed from the area did so under their 
own initiative, but their rent during the transition between 
resettlement is funded through the URBEL program 
Bolsa Moradia. Through Bolsa Moradia the families 
receive a monthly R$300 stipend to cover rental fees. 
These families are working with the mentioned PUC-MG 
professors and architect students on the design of  their 
homes through a series of  workshops and consultations. 
A key aspect of  this resettlement plan is their insistence 
on building homes on formal land and through formal 
processes, including compliance with building and zoning 
codes. It is important for the families to build their new 
homes in a way that integrates them with the formal 

residents of  the area. Although Belo Horizonte has made 
considerable headway in recognizing favelas and their 
residents as legitimate parts of  the city, there still exists 
prejudice against persons living in informal areas or by 
informal means.
 Another prerequisite for the families is for 
their new housing to remain in close proximity to their 
community. This has become an essential component of  
the project. While government officials did not believe 
that vacant land near the community would be available 
for an affordable price, community members and PUC-
MG representatives proved them wrong. They were able 
to locate two plots of  land near their community (Conti 
2009). The two plots of  land, one directly across from 
the community church and the other further away, were 
purchased by the municipality and the titles are held 
by URBEL. As the government does not pay property 
taxes (IPTU) it is cheaper for the government to hold 
title to the land until the residents are able to move into 
their completed houses. Edina and professors from PUC 
informed us that the land title would be turned over 
to the community after housing was built. In addition, 
URBEL had already tried to re-acquire the land from the 
community in order to put apartment buildings on it for 
their other projects. This means that although URBEL 
has guaranteed that the land will be used for housing the 
removed community members, there is still danger of  it 
being used by URBEL for other purposes.
 We participated in two charrettes between 
representatives from removed families and PUC-MG. The 
purpose of  the two charrettes was to determine design 
concepts and standards as well as structural feasibility on 
the two plots of  land. The first charrette consisted of  

Image 61: Aerial of Vila Novo Ouro Preto and One Plot of Land for Resettlement  Source: Google 2009

Plot 1 for Resettlement
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an introduction between the families and PUC students 
working with the Escritório de Integração. The charrette 
took place at the School of  Architecture at the PUC-
MG campus and was led by Professor Margarete Leta, 
where community members arrived by a chartered bus 
(this limited the amount of  time that was available for 
discussions). Family representatives were asked to discuss 
what kind of  conditions they were looking for in a house. 
All families agreed that they did not want to live in 
apartment buildings, but wanted homes of  their own, and 
that all construction should maximize a family’s privacy.  
Family representatives were then given an introduction 
to design proposals created by students from previous 
semesters. A number of  the projects, ranging from 3D 
models, sketches, and digital renderings were laid out on 
tables for the families to peruse and discuss with students. 
Both children and adults were encouraged to engage with 
the designs.
 This charrette was the first time many of  the 
community members, students, and professors had met. 
Although there had been previous designs created for 
the community through the classes taught by Professors 
Conti and Palhares, they had not all been shared with the 
residents who were entering the resettlement process. 
This charrette as well as the second one we took part in 
served as an important step in getting the residents to 
understand their control and ownership of  the project. 
All previous activity had been led by Edina Barbosa, 
it was apparent that these two charrettes served as 
a way for the other residents to increase their active 
participation.

Image 65: Vacant Lot Acquired by URBEL for the 
Relocation of Residents              Source: Google 2009

Images 62-64: Design Charrette at PUC-MG
Source: Authors 2009



80

 After community members got a sense of  the 
designs, PUC students set up a to-scale floor plan made 
out of  cinder blocks, serving as walls, and string, as 
windows and doors. Cinder blocks were used to delineate 
the total area, while string was used to mark off  each 
room. Paper cut-outs were used as furniture. The floor 
plan consisted of  two floors. During this hands-on design 
charrette, dialogue between the community members and 
students was plentiful.  The professor first addressed that 
in order to fit all homes on the small plots of  land; at 
least two houses would most likely share a wall (similar to 
row housing). The first floor consisted of  the common 
areas such as the living room and kitchen and the second 
floor was laid out for bedrooms. The string and cutouts 
were mobile so that residents could experiment with floor 
plans that best suited their needs.  Residents were asked 
to visualize how they would want their home to look like 
and as time permitted some were given the opportunity 
to rearrange the strings, cinder blocks, and paper cutouts 
to shape the floor plan to their preferences.
 Although the total area of  the houses would be 
the same, residents based on their family size and needs 
would be able to adjust room size and add additional 
rooms if  necessary. The first level of  the house was laid 
out so that there would be a front area for a garage and a 
back area for a garden. If  the family did not have a need 
for a garage the area could become an extra bedroom. 
The rear area was similarly designed for multiple use 

and could be enclosed for a laundry room or open for 
a garden. In addition, the second floor could be divided 
into the number of  bedrooms required for each family.
 During this exercise it became apparent to us 
that there was a difference in the way different genders 
and classes viewed how a house should be used and 
built. Two examples demonstrate this disparity: 1) a male 
resident made the kitchen and laundry room too small 
to be utilized, an area of  the house commonly thought 
of  as the female domain, 2) the PUC-MG architects 
designed the house with no side windows, claiming the 
house would be ventilated through cross winds from 
front to back, yet although most stoves in Brazil do not 
have mechanized ventilation they placed the kitchen in 
the middle of  the house. This demonstrated a lack of  
understanding of  domestic work in the home. After these 
two disparities were announced by the female residents, 
it was clear that while the general layout could remain 
the same, the architects needed to re-examine how the 
interior of  these houses would interact with each other in 
addition to better assessing the needs of  all members of  a 
household. One solution that came out of  this was limiting 
the joining between houses to two houses connected by 
one wall, allowing for windows to be placed on one side 
of  the house as well as the front and backsides. There was 
no conclusion or resolution to the charrette and design 
process, but it offered an opportunity for both parties 
to begin to understand each other. As the design process 

Image 66 and 67: To-Scale Floor Plan
Source: Authors 2009
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requires full participation and input from the residents as 
well as an understanding from the architects of  the needs 
of  the community, this process will take time. 
 The second charrette we participated in took place 
at Vila Novo Ouro Preto. The purpose of  this second 
charrette was to survey the plots of  land and discuss the 
future plan of  action. The community members and PUC-
MG representatives met at the Catholic church which is 
located directly across from the smaller of  the two plots 
and lies just outside the boundaries of  the informal 
area of  the community. The first part of  the charrette 
consisted of  surveying the plot, taking measurements 
and photos of  the land and the grade, selecting where 
entry ways for cars could be created based on existing 
conditions, and looking at how the number of  houses 
needed could be accommodated on the land. During this 
charrette, the professor and students identified a great 
difference in grade between the road and the top of  the 
hill.  This would enable to stack two houses atop each 
other with entrances to one house on the lower main 
street level and the other at the elevated level within the 
housing complex, and by doing so, could fit more houses 
on the land then originally planned. (see bottom left 
image, Source: (URBEL and Instituto Cidade 2000)
 This was discussed with the family representatives, 
and although they had previously stated that they did not 
want apartment style housing, everyone agreed that this 
would be a good way to put more houses on the land, 
while ensuring family privacy. Residents also discussed the 
desire to have an open space on the plot of  land where 
community members could congregate and children could 
play. They also identified how an existing pedestrian path 
that cuts across the plot of  land could provide pedestrian 
access on the south side of  the plot, since the grade of  
the street was too great for a car entryway.
 

 The second half  of  the day was used for a meeting 
between family representatives and Professor Leta. This 
meeting was conducted in order for Edina to encourage 
community members to take more control of  the project. 
For the most part, the community has relied on Edina to 
organize interventions. Many family representatives agreed 
that this is something they need to take on themselves 
and that families should be held accountable for not 
participating because there were many other families in 
the community who wanted to benefit from the project. 
Families were asked which plot of  land they wanted to live 
on. Professor Leta asked for access to the list of  families 
and the corresponding lot they were to live on. This had 
previously been decided on by the removed families, but 
had not been made clear to the members from PUC-
MG. Members were asked for their availability times so 
that they could arrange future meetings in small groups 
with the architects from PUC-MG to more effectively 
design houses. Unfortunately, this was not communicated 
well to the residents and there was great confusion on 
whether or not they were committing to time slots. This 
interaction showed that there was a divide between the 
architects from PUC-MG and the community members 
on how information should be communicated clearly.

Image 68: Housing Design for Land with High Incline 
that Allows Two Homes to Share a Wall and 

Have Entrances on Separte Levels
Source: Authors 2009
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Participation
 The design process that was presented at the 
charrettes can be considered a partial-participation 
model. Participation in housing design cannot reach the 
same high-levels of  participation that self-management 
allows. There are three types of  participation that can be 
considered for housing design: pseudo, full, and partial. 
In the design process pseudo-participation refers to the 
process in which residents are called upon to legitimate 
design proposals. Full-participation is when each individual 
shares equal decision-making power. Unfortunately, this 
is not possible in Vila Novo Ouro Preto's case due to 
the community’s lack of  technical knowledge. Partial-
participation, then, is when technical support is used to 
help the community design housing based on their daily 
lifestyles expressed directly from residents to architects 
(Baltazar dos Santos and Malard n.d.).
 In using self  management for community 
upgrading projects, the residents of  Vila Novo Ouro 

Preto are involved in both the decision-making process 
and the implementation of  project activities. The self-
management method used by the community is full-
participation. At the home design stage, community 
members lack the technical knowledge to design and 
build a home within the zoning standards. Therefore, the 
design process can only ever achieve partial-participation 
because intermediaries must be involved to deliver 
these skills. Even with partial participation, community 
members still have the authority to amend or reject designs 
proposed by intermediaries. Because the overall project is 
conducted through self-management full participation is 
never lost, even though the design process only allows 
partial participation. Community members have actively 
sought participation in project activities because they see 
it as a right, as well as a means to achieve better and more 
efficient results. These are similar to the reasons Desai 
believes outside agencies should involve the community 
in development projects. 
 The community of  Vila Novo Ouro Preto 
has sought the help of  what Imparto and Ruster call 
intermediaries. Within the current project context the 
intermediaries are the professors and students of  PUC-
MG who provide technical support for the design 
process of  housing and URBEL who provides funding 
and resources. Past intermediaries have included Instituto 
Cidade, Habitat for Humanity, Lions Club – Belo 
Horizonte, and representatives of  UFMG. In all cases 
these intermediaries were used by the community for 
technical support in order to maintain funding and project 
support from the municipal government. In addition, the 
community has been in the position to remain critical of  
the government without succumbing to co-optation or 
clientelism due to their stalwart mobilization.
 The self-management method that is used by the 
community demonstrates “full control”, the fifth level 
of  community participation outlined by Goethert. Full 
control is where the community takes full control and 
ownership of  the project, and outside actors are involved 
in project activities by providing resources (both technical 
and financial). Full control and participation has been 
necessary for slum upgrading projects in Vila Novo Ouro 
Preto due to the extremely precarious situation that existed 
in the community at the beginning of  project activities. 
Full community participation is required to protect the 
residents’ rights and existence. Residents’ participation 
has not only allowed community “buy-in” to project 
activities, but has demanded project sustainability.
 In addition, the self-management method used by 
the community of  Vila Novo Ouro Preto, and the project 

Image 69: Measuring the Plot
Image 70: Looking Up at the Plot
Source: Authors 2009
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activities implemented by them differ from common slum 
upgrading theory on two very important aspects. First, the 
residents of  Vila Novo Ouro Preto have not invested their 
own money into project activities; all financial resources 
have come from the Brazilian government or non-
governmental organizations. Second, project activities 
have not included job training or other socio-economic 
activities. Upgrading projects in the community have only 
concerned infrastructure and housing security. Yet, even 
without these two aspects as part of  the slum upgrading 
program in Vila Novo Ouro Preto, momentum for change 
in the community has sustained for more than a decade 
and the community participation has grown instead of  
decline.  In Vila Nova Ouro Preto, self  management 
raised the potential for increased project sustainability and 
resident “buy-in”, decrease in resident apathy, increase in 
community participation and devotion. 

Conclusion
 In contrast to other slum upgrading projects 
supported by URBEL, the level of  participation from 
residents of  Vila Novo Ouro Preto projects has been 
much greater. Where community participation in the 
three Vila Viva projects outlined earlier takes the form of  
reference groups or community representatives selected 
by URBEL, participation in Vila Novo Ouro Preto takes 
the form of  full control through the self-management 
method. Popular participation (through non-formal 
organization such as mutirão) has been a long standing 
approach in Vila Novo Ouro Preto, since 1992, as a result 
of  being left behind by the government (URBEL and 
Instituto Cidade 2000). Self-management in combination 
with a culture of  popular participation has led to greater 
support of  project activities in Vila Novo Ouro Preto 
than in the three other neighborhoods. This in turn should 
lead to greater sustainability of  the project (Imparto and 
Ruster 2003 and Desai 1995). The community has been 
actively involved in all project activities since funds were 
acquired for the creation of  a neighborhood PGE. In all 
other cases, community members have been called on to 
participate in a government-sanctioned manner, where 
the community has little control of  what project activities 
entail. In Vila Novo Ouro Preto, all project activities have 
been controlled and implemented by the community from 
the start.
 In addition, when families have been removed 
from land for safety reasons, the families did not undergo 
a degrading registration and counting process that takes 
place under Vila Viva projects, but willingly removed 
them selves from the area. Moreover, they have also 

been in complete control of  their resettlement process. 
Because of  this control, they were able to find two 
parcels of  land that were purchased legally by URBEL 
for the purpose of  building resident-designed homes. 
The community has been able to use peer pressure to 
discourage additional invasions of  land where families 
have been removed, unlike in Aglomerado da Serra where 
fences and floodlights have been put in place for the same 
purpose.
 While the upgrading process in Vila Novo 
Ouro Preto has been slow, lasting over a decade since 
the initiation of  the PGE, both Projeto Alvorada and 
the first Vila Viva project at Aglomerado da Serra have 
taken similar amounts of  time. Project activities at both 
Vila Novo Ouro Preto and Aglomerado da Serra are 
still underway. In addition, financial resources have been 
a large issue for upgrading projects in Belo Horizonte, 
and have only become available in recent years by the 
national government. For Vila Novo Ouro Preto, the self-
management process has hindered access to resources 
available by URBEL (although not restricted). Because 
URBEL does not have an official and efficient method to 
release funds for self-management projects, although their 
policy supports these types of  projects (Nogueira 2009). 
Therefore, community members of  Vila Novo Ouro 
Preto must be insistent and consistent in approaching the 
government for money for upgrading projects.
 The Vila Novo Ouro Preto experience also shows 
that community members do not have to be financially 
invested in upgrading projects to prove commitment 
and ensure sustainability. The self-management model 
reflects this commitment without having residents “pay-
out” from already scarce amounts of  income to project 
activities. The full control of  a project furthers community 
commitment because residents are decision makers. 
Finally, unlike the Vila Viva project, which involves socio-
economic aspects of  the project such as job training 
and paying residents for construction work, community 
members have not required socio-economic activities for 
adults from the Vila Novo Ouro Preto project (although 
there are social activities such as environmental awareness 
for youth). Self-management is a tool for empowerment 
that takes the place of  what socio-economic activities in 
Vila Viva projects are supposed to do. The community 
of  Vila Novo Ouro Preto shows that self-management 
of  slum upgrading is not only possible, but defies 
development theories on community commitment and 
necessary activities for community growth.
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 Brazil has a long history of  participation, 
mobilization, and social action. Even during the military 
dictatorship communities came together in order to bring 
about equality. The legacy of  these social movements is 
present in today’s democratic government. Led by Luiz 
Ignacio “Lula” da Silva, the Brazilian Federal government, 
under the guidance of  the Partido dos Trabalhadores 
social equality agenda, has increased funding for programs 
that work to erect the country’s deep inequality. Beginning 
with cash-transfer programs such as Bolsa Escola, the 
federal government has recently increased investment 
within communities of  long-standing neglect with 
funding for large-scale infrastructure. It is widely known 
that the most vulnerable populations are those that have 
little access to infrastructure, not only depriving them of  
livable physical conditions, but of  access to paths towards 
wealth accumulation. Within many urban populations, 
especially in Belo Horizonte, infrastructure improvements 
in favelas are not just a means to improving access, but 
one that prevents future disasters. Over the last 5 years 
Brazil’s PAC program has allowed municipal governments 
to access large amounts of  funding for slum upgrading 
projects. These municipality’s goals for social equity 
combined with the people’s insistence on participation, 
has created unique methods for providing slum upgrading. 
In the case of  Belo Horizonte, the federal government’s 
finance is key to the program’s sustainability. Without 
the federal government resources, Belo Horizonte would 
not have the means to fund the projects of  URBEL and 
Vila Viva. More importantly, without the communities’ 
participation these projects would most likely not be 
accepted or sustainable.
 Belo Horizonte and the work of  URBEL, 
especially the program of  Vila Viva, provide an excellent 
case study to test how degrees of  community participation 
affect a development project’s sustainability and 
effectiveness. As researchers we came into the fieldwork 
with an existent belief  that strong participation is a key 
component to slum upgrading success. For us, success is 
determined by a community’s satisfaction with a project, 
and the improvement it brings towards increasing quality 
of  life. We do not shy away from qualitative results, and 
emphasize the importance of  empowerment, control, and 
long-term consequences. “Development projects involve 
various external actors, regulations, knowledge base, and 
management styles in addition to funding mechanisms and 
a system of  measuring success. However, most indicators 
of  project execution are based on easy-to measure 
means rather than ends. Focusing on the short term is 
not helpful in encouraging participation and facilitating 

the social process. Hard-to measure improvements such 
as better quality of  life or time and cost savings from 
households benefitting from improved infrastructure 
services, are rarely seen in performance ratings” (Imparto 
and Ruster 2003, 96). Our research focuses on community 
participation as a key to a project’s success. Although Vila 
Viva projects include community participation in their 
projects we believe the degree of  this participation should 
be elevated, especially because the tools already exist. 
Our research analyzes how slum upgrading measures fit 
under both the theoretical framework and on the ground. 
In doing so, we discovered that the use of  community 
participation through self-management, a practice where 
the projects are managed by the community and not 
the government, should be the dominating model for 
sustainable slum upgrading projects.  
 While the Vila Viva Program focused primarily 
on large-scale infrastructure improvement, Vila Novo 
Ouro Preto focused on empowering a community to 
self-improve their surrounding environment through 
the use of  the PGE document (an essential tool of  
Vila Viva) that was co-created by the community and 
the government. By measuring the different levels of  
community participation in the three incarnations of  the 
Vila Viva program and the fourth case study Vila Novo 
Ouro Preto, we also discovered a project’s success or 
failure can be largely attributed to the project’s actors, 
scale of  the project, timing, and funding restrictions.  Our 
case studies allowed us to analyze a project’s success as 
it related to the degree of  community participation. By 
examining success and degree of  participation in relation 
to a project site’s existing physical and socio-demographic 
characteristics we determined that the latter components 
are essential in deciding the amount of  community 
involvement that should be contributed to a project. The 
table below presents this comparison. 
 Here we can see that the projects of  Projeto 
Alvorada and Vila Novo Ouro Preto have the highest 
degree of  participation. In addition, they have the highest 
amount of  success. At the time of  their implementation 
residents of  the areas were living in extremely poor 
situations with little access to infrastructure and public 
services. This situation necessitated the high degree of  
participation because priorities for slum upgrading are 
not clear when all conditions are poor. On the other 
hand, Aglomerado da Serra was established at the time 
of  the city’s inauguration, residents have had over 100 
years to improve their homes and gain access to services. 
These better conditions required less community input 
because the hierarchy of  improvements was obvious 
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and the percentage of  the population that was being 
directly affected through removals was small compared 
to the other case studies. However, Vila São José and 
Aglomerado Morro das Pedras had a combination of  
poor conditions and civic instability. These conditions 
necessitate more delicate interventions and therefore 
require an increased level of  community input than in 
Aglomerado da Serra and the required degree of  the Vila 
Viva program. In addition, the improvements affect a 
larger percentage of  people at a higher degree, which in 
the case of  Vila São José drastically changes the favela’s 
networks and physical shape, this in itself  requires more 
community participation then was applied.  In Vila Novo 
Ouro Preto, improvements have been incremental. Before 
interventions, the community lived in poor conditions, 
but at the same time experience a strong social network. 
Because of  the poor conditions, strong social network, 
and small population (meaning a large percentage of  
residents would be affected by interventions) community 
input is necessary in order to understand the priority 
needs. Their use of  self-management and the success of  
their interventions, that can be measured through their 
achievements such as the park and the plots of  land 
acquired for resettlement, sustained community drive for 
interventions, visible up-keep of  physical improvements, 
and empowerment, shows us that when funding and 
an assessment tool such as the PGE are available to a 
community, self-management can provide the same or 
better results for slum upgrading than a government 
program. As that is the case, we believe that the program 

of  Vila Viva should scale-up the self-management 
model and formally integrate it into their regulations and 
projects.
 Although the spectrum of  programs and projects 
are monumental in creating better slum upgrading 
practices, they all have imperfections that can be 
improved in policy, practice, and research. We proposed 
recommendations under these three paradigms. Our 
fieldwork took place as construction was still ongoing, 
it is important to remember that our case studies are 
long-term, ongoing projects and should continue to be 
researched and evaluated. 

Scale-up Self-Management in Current 
Municipal Slum Upgrading Programs
 As seen in the Vila Novo Ouro Preto case, self-
management, although a longer and more incremental 
process, remains the most socially conscious effort to 
directly include the residents’ participation. The self-
management of  slum upgrading by community members 
of  Vila Novo Ouro Preto shows that community initiated 
and controlled projects are not only a viable option, but 
an effective one. While self-management has previously 
occurred at the community level within Brazil, we 
recommend that it should be scaled-up to the municipal 
level. In a program like Belo Horizonte’s Vila Viva, 
where funding is already available to communities who 
take initiative for their own upgrading process, there is 
space to scale-up self  management. A municipality can 
achieve this by formalizing self-management within its 

Table 3: Project Matrix: Successes and Weaknesses

Favela/Project Year of  First 
Occupation Population Size

Density (Belo 
Horizonte 

Density is 59.7 
persons per 

hectare)

Actors Implementation Time 
Period

Existing 
Infrastructure at 

time of  
Implementation

Type of  
Community 
Participation

Successes Weaknesses

Projeto 
Alvorado

Vila Senhor 
dos Passos - 
1914; Vila 
Apolonia - 

1974

3,800 to 7,800

Senhor dos Passos 
3800 per 126 m2; 
Vila Apolonia - 

7670 per 208 m2

AVSI, Cities 
Alliance, URBEL, 

3 Municipal 
governments

1994 to 2004 Fair Shared Control Scale and Long term 
involvement

Little Record and 
Evaluation for 

Further Replication

Aglomerado da 
Serra Early 1900s 46,000

305 persons per 
hectare

URBEL, Federal 
Funding

PGE created from 
1998 - 2000; Project 
Execution in 2005

Good Indirect

Large Scale, 
Environmental 

Restoration and Park, 
Increased Access to 

Transit

Time and Fund 
Restrictions Lack of  
community control 
and participation

Morro das 
Pedras 1920s 20,000

242 persons per 
hectare

URBEL, Federal 
Funding

PGE created in 2004; 
Project Execution in 

2008
Fair to Good Consultation

Large Scale, Increased 
Participation due to 

Violence in 
Community

Time and Fund 
Restrictions, 

Inappropriate 
Interventions

Vila São José 1960s 9,000
593 persons per 

hectare
URBEL, Federal 

Funding

PGE date not 
recorded by URBEL; 
Project Execution in 

2004

Poor Indirect Large Scale

Time and Fund 
Restrictions, Lack of  
community control 
and participation, 

Large percentage of  
displaced

Vila Novo 
Ouro Preto 1966 1,107

341 persons per 
hectare

Community 
Residents, 

URBEL, PUC-
MG (Current 
Participants)

PGE created in 2000-
2001; Project 

Execution in 2001
Poor

Self-
Management

Community Control, 
Incremental 

Interventions, Project 
Design, Volunatry 
Resettlement with 
better resettlement 

options, better control 
of  resettlement

 Lack of  organization, 
Dependence on 

Community Leader, 
Unstable Access to 

Resources

Vila Viva 
Projects
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existing slum upgrading program. Vila Viva and URBEL 
should not just allow community leaders to approach 
their officials in what becomes a barter for resources, but 
rather create a formal system (similar to grant funding) 
in order to increase accessibility to resources for self-
management. In addition, the PGE should be made easily 
available to anyone who wants it. As a public document 
it is currently available, but requests must be made to the 
President of  URBEL at the office site. As we saw in the 
case of  Vila Novo Ouro Preto the PGE was essential 
in accessing resources and services for the community 
upgrading projects.
 As it stands, funding self-management within Vila 
Viva and URBEL is an informal process breached by a 
determined and dynamic community leader, as seen in the 
case of  Vila Novo Ouro Preto. And, although URBEL 
funds self-management this process is not widely known 
because the option is not publicized to communities. This 
is a failure to recognize the funding of  community self-
management as a formal process. Belo Horizonte should 
help fund more self-management projects by training 
communities on how to use the PGE document to make 
intervention choices. A management system should 
be set up for the purpose of  funding community self-
management projects. More importantly, communities 
should be made aware that they have access to URBEL 
resources for slum upgrading. In addition, for projects 
through Vila Viva that are not self-managed community 
participation regulations should be formalized within the 
programmatic system so that the degree of  participation 
is based on the conditions of  each favela.

More Accountability and Transparency
 There is a great need for a system of  checks and 
balances within the Vila Viva Program. Many critiques 
that we heard during our fieldwork were about the lack of  
public access to URBEL documents, especially the PGE. 
Public documentation, maps, and copies of  the PGE are 
currently available through requests through the URBEL’s 
President Office. We were able to view the documents 
at the office, and attempted to get electronic copies, but 
we never received a response to our requests. URBEL 
documents should not only be accessible at the project’s 
on site headquarters, but online and throughout the vilas. 
Without access to these documents community members 
and academics have restricted ability to participate in 
slum upgrading implementation. “Making reliable data 
publicly available will influence the behavior of  many 
stakeholders and help create the conditions for solutions 
to arise” (Kramer 2009, 35). Transparency of  URBEL 

actions is extremely limited. As a public institution this 
is unacceptable and inhibits the agency’s own learning 
and growing process that would be improved by public 
comment and accountability.
 There is already a system of  a representative 
democracy under the Vila Viva program. Reference groups 
are used as representatives of  the community opinion. Yet, 
their participation is restricted to commenting on a project’s 
process and elements that have already been decided by 
URBEL.  It is unclear what access they have to the PGE 
and Vila Viva documents. Members of  reference groups 
and Vila Viva socio-technicians should be knowledgeable 
about the elements of  the PGE and not just updates on a 
project’s process, and therefore provide accountability to 
the Vila Viva project. A thorough system of  third party 
auditing, monitoring and evaluating project interventions 
and the new apartments should be integrated into the 
program, but conducted independently from URBEL.

Improvements and Access to the PGE
 Participation should be structured through a 
set of  standards or a charter that all entities, URBEL, 
construction contractors, and socio-technicians can 
follow. Reference groups are not always a sufficient 
means of  implementing community participation as our 
case studies show. Therefore, participation during project 
implementation must be greater depending on the severity 
of  existing conditions. This needs to be enacted in Vila 
Viva’s programmatic directive. In addition, participation 
during the PGE process varies greatly. The experience of  
the PGE process in Vila Novo Ouro Preto demonstrates 
how increased participation from the community during 
the assessment benefits an overall program’s goal through 
the empowerment of  residents. In empowering the 
community of  Vila Novo Ouro Preto and granting them 
access and possession of  the PGE, residents were able to 
initiate and control their own slum upgrading. 
 The PGE proves to be a successful and effective 
tool for both communities and the Belo Horizonte 
municipality in accessing resources and implementing 
interventions. Unfortunately, the current system fails to 
utilize the PGE in the most efficient manner. As researchers 
we were able to gain access to the PGE documents for 
Vila Novo Ouro Preto and Morro das Pedras. The depth 
of  information contained in the document proved to 
be extremely elaborate. Viewing the PGE allowed us 
to understand the power it contains for a community, 
as well as, why URBEL guards access to them. With 
wider access to a PGE comes wider criticism to URBEL 
on how they are addressing the needs of  communities 
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and what is absent from the programs. Yet, this should 
not be a reason for limiting PGE access. The PGE is a 
demonstration of  actionable knowledge. “Actionable 
knowledge: making knowledge actionable requires more 
than just gathering and reporting data the information 
must also carry emotional appeal to capture people’s 
attention and practical recommendations that can inspire 
them to action” (Kramer 2009, 35). If  communities have 
access to the PGE and actively participate in its creation 
they can improve their level of  participation from the 
current situation of  being informed of  project activities 
to actively lobbying for implementation.
 The PGE provides a knowledge base for 
communities and government alike. At this time, URBEL 
is in the process of  completing PGEs for all registered 
favelas within the city. This process has taken a number 
of  years. As a consequence, some PGEs were created 
over 10 years ago without being updated. Communities 
are constantly evolving and many priorities outlined in 
the PGEs have the possibility of  being outdated. We 
recommend that URBEL institutionalize an updating 
system of  the PGE, which could also allow for increased 
community participation in cases where it was limited 
when creating the original document. This would allow 
communities to adopt new problems and address ones 
that had not existed before or were lower priorities.

Create a stronger regional network 
 Belo Horizonte, Rio de Janeiro, and São Paulo 
have large-scale slum upgrading programs, which share 
similar characteristics in approach. Although these cities 
are distinct from each other, regional collaboration or 
regional networking can help create a stronger standardized 
model. In addition, these municipalities can gain to learn 
something from each other by sharing methods. The 
municipalities can also address the issue of  financial 
sustainability of  municipal level programs. Currently, São 
Paulo is the only municipality that pays for their slum 
upgrading actions entirely with their own money. Both 
Rio de Janeiro and Belo Horizonte use government funds 
for their programs. Although São Paulo has a considerably 
larger tax base then the other two cities, Rio de Janeiro 
and Belo Horizonte could learn what it takes to create a 
program that is financially sustainable through municipal 
funds.

Revisiting social programming in Vila Viva
 Vila Viva touts a comprehensive program that 
takes their projects from pure infrastructure endeavors 
to ones with socio-economic components. At this time, 

the socio-economic component consists of  job training 
activities for small amounts of  residents who were being 
resettled in the Vila Viva apartments. In addition to job 
training, Vila Viva should capitalize on the skills that 
already exist among residents. If  proven comprehensive, 
there should be an economic component that is focused 
on community economic sustainability and not just a small 
group of  apartment residents. The research of  Favela É 
Isso Aí shows that residents of  favelas are skilled workers 
in many fields. It does not seem to be a lack of  job 
skills that is preventing wealth accumulation, but a lack 
of  opportunity. Socio-economic programming should 
focus around job creation using residents’ existing skills, 
such as increasing formal networks to the job market, 
access to technology, and cooperative forming. Slum 
upgrading should be comprehensive, but in a way that 
leads to institutional changes that will create sustainable 
and thriving communities. “Research has shown that 
significant and affordable improvements achieved in low-
income communities are due primarily to institutional 
changes (Turner, 1988b). Successful projects are not 
simply about providing either finance, skills or linkages. 
It is inappropriate to consider and compare the relative 
importance of  the singular contribution of  each of  these 
factors of  external support. Rather, all these key elements 
should be an integral part of  a package of  resources 
that can be made available to individuals and community 
organizations to bring about institutional change at the 
community level” (Lee 1998, 995). In addition, the case of  
Vila Novo Ouro Preto shows that the self-management 
process did not require job training as part of  their slum 
upgrading improvements. The process itself  increases 
empowerment, which in turn has created a learning space 
for residents of  all ages. Their project demonstrates that 
job training is not always necessary if  skills are acquired 
through other means such as self-management.

Tenure legalization
 Tenure legalization in informal settlements in 
Brazil is generally approached in one of  two ways. If  
occupied land is public, then residents can gain tenure 
legalization by donation of  land from the government. 
When occupied land is private, residents must go through 
the process of  usucapião. Tenure legalization was one 
of  the end goals of  Projeto Alvorada, which was only 
achieved in the final years of  the project. In visiting our 
case studies, discussion about tenure legalization was 
left largely unfinished in our interviews.  There needs to 
be a stronger dialogue that will address how residents, 
especially those living in the apartments will go through 
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the process. We were informed that URBEL will only 
engage in legalization when occupation is on public land, 
in cases of  private land residents will have to enter the 
process themselves (Magalhães and Nogueira 2009). The 
Regularização Fundiária program should include guidance 
for residents living on private land on how to navigate 
the usucapião process. Complicated Brazilian laws and 
lack of  knowledge is what prevents many residents of  
informal land entering the legalization process. 

Building Trust Horizontally 
 The participatory process in Vila Novo Ouro 
Preto between intermediaries and community members 
seemed restrained at times. The intermediary walks on a 
tightrope between his or her boundaries as an intermediary 
trying to respect the full-control of  the community.  In 
our observations, this manifested in interactions that 
remained formal and controlled. Students were hesitant 
to interact with community members in meaningful 
ways that could increase trust and understanding. As 
participants of  the two charrettes between PUC-MG and 
Vila Novo Ouro Preto residents we were able to interact 
with professors, students and community members 
because both of  the charrettes were day-long activities 
and lunch was provided for all participants. During 
this time, we felt like this would be a great way to meet 
community members on a more personal and informal 
level. Unfortunately, during this time members of  each 
of  the groups self-segregated themselves, while we 
actively attempted to integrate with community members. 
There were other times during the charrettes when we 
were able to have informal conversations with residents 
in order to understand their situation and personalities. 
Our observations of  interactions between PUC-MG 
participants and community members showed that the 
majority of  PUC-MG participants did not take advantage 
of  this opportunity or only showed superficial interest.
 There are large cultural differences between 
different classes in Brazil. In order to bridge these 
differences, our involvement in the charrettes and 
interactions with the community residents shows 
that boundaries should be crossed to build trust and 
connection with the community members. Building trust 
and understanding, a responsibility of  the intermediaries 
as they are working for the community, is essential for 
receiving and understanding feedback and community 
input. We recommend encouraging pro-active 
interaction through cultural training and ice breakers and 
informal activities that allow community members and 

intermediaries to understand one another on a personal 
level.

For future researchers
 We encountered the Vila Viva program during a 
unique time where all of  the favelas involved with the 
program were still under the project’s construction stage. 
We came across both newly constructed apartments with 
new tenants and apartments still undergoing construction. 
There are still hundreds of  other families who are either 
still waiting to move into apartments or have relocated 
elsewhere from their original homes. We also saw favela 
homes in the process of  being demolished and plots 
of  land cleared for new roads and other infrastructure 
interventions.  Unfortunately, we only had the opportunity 
to interview less than five residents under controlled site 
visits and were unable to obtain a strong consensus on 
how residents felt about the interventions, improvements, 
and their new living situation.  We strongly encourage 
future researchers to explore the Vila Viva program in 
the near future, as it is crucial to collect information on 
how the residents feel about the program.  We encourage 
researchers to visit and interview new apartment residents, 
community members who were involved in Vila Viva’s 
social programs, in addition to the socio-technicians 
and contracted construction companies involved in the 
interventions. Future researchers should investigate the 
process of  land tenure involved with residents living 
in the new apartments.  Further research should also 
be conducted in Vila Novo Ouro Preto in order to 
understand the strengths and weaknesses involved in self-
management projects. Although criticisms of  incremental 
approach exists in Vila Novo Ouro Preto, building upon 
experiences will help reduce future risk of  failure, and 
prepare the community for better replication (Bradach 
2003).  A scorecard rating the level of  satisfaction of  the 
program should be created in addition to documenting 
the problems and concerns that have emerged from the 
program or projects in order to better inform URBEL 
and other actors on how future improvements can me 
made operationally. Lastly, future researchers should look 
into financial models from both informal and formal 
housing sectors to document how favela residents make 
financial transactions concerning their homes and trace 
where money is borrowed and capital is acquired since 
very little literature on this topic is presently available. 
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