








| Monday, March 22nd 201010 WORLD URBAN FORUM DAILY NEWS

Rio looks to sport to bridge the urban divide
Having landed the two greatest sporting prizes on earth—the football World Cup and the Olympics—Rio is determined to lead 
the 20 percent of  its citizens which inhabit slums to a better quality of  life. By Roman Rollnick.

João Buracão is often seen in a camping chair 
alongside a large pot hole in the road or sitting 
by a damaged water or sewerage pipe. No matter   
that he may be in the middle of  a busy road in 

the heart of  downtown Rio de Janeiro, he is prepared 
to spend hours if  necessary just sitting there. Sometimes 
he lies down on the road as cars whizz by too close for 
comfort.

He considers it his calling to shame the public and 
public officials and anyone who will pay any attention 
at all to the problem, usually a dangerous pot hole 
that forces drivers to swerve towards oncoming traffic, 
a broken, stinking pipe that needs fixing, or trash 
abandoned on the beach or in another open space.

Some drivers deliberately aim straight at him and 
swerve away at the last second when it is clear he will 
not flinch. Others stop and get out to remonstrate with 
him but he just keeps quiet and stares straight ahead. 
Instead of  a camping chair, he will even set a sofa up in 
the road. His latest antics feature regularly in the Rio 
newspapers, on television, and always on YouTube. 

Marcello Gomes, a Rio city reporter who covers 
mainly the urban crime beat for the popular daily 
Extra, admits that Mr. Buracão can look like a bit of  
a vagabond in his dirty jacket and jeans especially if  
you are moving fast, or just strolling on the beach and 
you see from a distance that he has set himself  down 
alongside your friends. Get a little closer and it is 
uncomfortably clear that he is staring straight at them 
without averting his gaze.

“He acts as the conscience of  our city and his actions 
are very effective,” explains Gomes. “Few people 
immediately realize that he is nothing more than 
a stuffed urban rag doll, and the idea is now being 
replicated all over town. People call us from everywhere 

to have João make a point about something that needs 
fixing in this city.”

As in any big city, there is always something that needs 
fixing in Rio. But the popularity of  the urban rag doll 
ruse means that people feel more needs to be done in 
Brazil’s second city. Like a flawed gem, Rio de Janeiro 
sparkles as far as the eye can see from atop its highest 
peak. Blue seas, wonderful bays with white beaches, 
stretches of  excellent highway and cycling and walking 
tracks fade into a sprawling metropolis blotched with 
darker patches creeping up the green hillsides.

The breathtaking beauty of  Rio de Janeiro and its 
many hills and mountains is such that it is no wonder 
that this city was chosen to host the 2014 football World 
Cup and the 2016 summer Olympics. Brazil, after all, 
could claim to be called the world’s greatest football 
country. Get down a little closer and the world famous 
Copacabana beach with its promenade stretches on and 
on – a great place for athletes to train. 

But the darker parts so visible from the mountain are 
in fact patchworks of  tumbledown houses of  corrugated 
iron, unpainted brick and dangling dreadlocks of  stolen 
electric wiring. These are the slums of  Rio, the favelas, 
overcrowded places where the walls are covered in 
graffiti, many scarred by bullet holes, and where the 
narrow alleyways are often beyond the reach of  cars.

Rio de Janeiro is a city with a population of  just over 
six million in its central urban areas, of  which, according 
to officials, an estimated 20 percent live in the favelas. 
These urban islands of  poverty vary enormously in size 
and character. 

Currently about 12 percent of  households in Rio de 
Janeiro lack running water, over 30 percent are without 
sewerage connections, and formal electricity lines 
reach only 70 percent of  the population. In these slums 

which constitute the majority of  households without 
basic services, residents use illegal water and electricity 
connections, while human and household waste is often 
dumped straight into rivers, drainage ditches or lagoons.

The City of  God
Rough men, often armed, hang out in the alleyways 
keeping an eye on the place, watching the comings and 
goings from the little shops and makeshift bars that 
sell beer and cachaça, a distilled sugarcane liquor better 
known as pinga, the drink associated with football, the 
carnival and samba. 

In Providência, which lies behind the central station, 
the houses creep all the way up the morro (the hillside) 
far above the waterside convention centre, where 
UN-HABITAT’s World Urban Forum is taking place. 
The views of  the city below are some of  the best in 
Rio. Indeed, there are few better ways to take in the 
magnificent Rio-Niteroi Bridge, which at 13 kilometres 
is the longest in the southern hemisphere and the sixth 
longest in the world. 

The humid air smells of  raw sewerage and damp 
household waste and no one seems to notice. Welcome 
to what is also called the City of  God. This was the 
world’s first favela, a name which comes from a fast 
growing and unpleasant smelling weed. The slum came 
into being soon after the abolition of  slavery in Brazil 
in 1888 when freed slaves with nowhere to go started 
building shacks on the steep hillsides or partially drained 
mangrove swamps. They were joined by unemployed 
former soldiers, who went to claim land the government 
had promised them before the Canudos War. 

Today those coming in are the jobless, many of  them 
‘climate refugees’ unable to make a living inland because 
of  drought. 

Photo © Mauricio HoraTwenty percent of Rio’s six million population live in favelas
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“To get a visitor in here, one always has to negotiate 
with the drug dealers,” explains Noelle Resende, a 
young lawyer who runs a human rights centre for the 
local residents. “Every week there is a police raid and 
shootings and the place resounds with gunfire.” 

Rio and its favelas are synonyms for violence. In 
a pattern common all over the city, Providência’s 
inhabitants live under the de facto authority of  a private 
army called the Comando Vermelho (CV) which runs the 
drug trade. It is also in conflict with other such groups, 
the Terceiro Comando (Third Command) and the Amigos 
dos Amigos (Friends of  the Friends). For many residents it 
is better to make do here even if  they have to live in fear. 

Operating from one of  the highest houses, which was 
purchased and renovated by a secretive British benefactor 
known only by the initials JR, Resende and her group 
assist people with all kinds of  problems. “Sometimes it 
is a birth certificate or an ID that we help them obtain, 
other times there are family issues, divorces, etc. But it 
is the children who face lots of  problems.” Resende’s 
colleagues provide extra classes for children who attend 
class in either morning or afternoon shifts. 

On the walls are photographs by Mauricio Hora, 
today a prize-winning photographer but by his own 
admission, the son of  a 1970s drug dealer. He teaches 
photography to the children and youth as a way of  
building peace and curbing violence. 

Pedro Stronzenberg, a lawyer and human rights 
activist who works with Resende, says: “We all know 
the problems, and we have the solutions and we have to 
put these in place, and we need gun control. So long as 
there is a perception that the state cannot protect them, 
people will have guns.”

Homicide rates
Brazil tops the list for fear of  insecurity in the 2007 
UN-HABITAT Global Report on Human Settlements. 
According to a 2008 survey published by Rio Como 
Vamos (Rio How We Are Doing), 75 percent of  
respondents cited violence and safety as being the worst 
aspects of  living in Rio, while 65 percent said they did 
not trust the police.

The biggest problems in the slums are homicides and 
attacks against the person, rather than against property 
– quite the opposite when it comes to the formal part 
of  the city.

But the International Olympic Committee, which 

looked hard and critically at Rio, is satisfied that the 
city’s USD 14.4 billion Olympic budget will produce a 
great summer Olympic fest, and that it will also give a 
boost to the city with ambitious infrastructure projects 
that can be used long after the games.

IOC officials praised Brazil for reducing crime. They 
noted that the city’s homicide rate had dropped to 33 
per 100,000 people last year from 39 per 100,000 the 
year before and officials have said that they expect the 
rate to continue falling despite a rise between April and 
June 2009.

Although that was much higher than the homicide 
rates in competing cities, last year’s homicide rate in Rio 
de Janeiro was the lowest in 17 years. And even though it 
is not uncommon for the main highways connecting the 
city to the airport to be closed off  because of  shootouts, 
the IOC also praised the city for introducing new 
community policing programmes in selected favelas, 
which it expects to replicate throughout the poorer 
neighbourhoods.

In greater Rio de Janeiro, there are about 1,000 favelas 
that stretch all the way into Ilha do Governador, the 
biggest island in a huge inland bay called Guanabara, 
which was named after a colonial era Portuguese 
governor. The island is linked to the mainland and 
downtown by a series of  modern bridges and highways. 
But commuters complain that bus services into town are 
poor, as is the metro rail system, which does not in their 
view serve greater Rio properly.

The Ilha is also the home of  the Galeão-Antonio 
Carlos Jobim International Airport, aptly named in 
honour of  the father of  Brazil’s very special bossa nova 
music.

Doing the fixes
Jorge Bittar, Rio de Janeiro’s Municipal Secretary, 
explains that the city, like all urban areas in Brazil, has 
seen a considerable influx from the countryside over the 
past decade.

“In most Brazilian cities the poverty is not in your face 
but in Rio it is — because of  our topography,” explains 
Bittar, citing new plans for slum upgrading and large-
scale housing construction on unused urban lands.

“The prospects of  improvements are much better for 
us because the Brazilian economy is now forging ahead 
and is quite robust,” he says. “Brazil has a huge divide 
between the poor and those better off  and among the 

measures we are taking to redress this are the Bolsa 
Familia, the cash assistance plan for 11 million families 
living below the poverty line.”

Bittar said Rio city authorities were also in partnership 
with the government to build 100,000 new homes 
for low-income people over the next four years. With 
the major global sports events coming up, he said 
considerable investment is going into the improving the 
environment and developing better public transport and 
new housing.

However it goes, João Buracão is sure to be watching.

The breathtaking beauty of Rio can lead many to forget that the first favela was built here 
Photo © Eric Lucksh Santos

The prospects for improvements are good due to the 
strong Brazilian economy          Photo © Julica Lopes

Additional reporting: Manuel Manrique,
Regional Information Officer for Latin
America, UN-HABITAT.

“In most 
Brazilian cities 
the poverty is 
not in your face 
but in Rio it is 
— because of  
our topography.”

 Jorge Bittar



CEMEX promotes sustainable communities
Programs that stand out include CPAs, Patrimonio Hoy and Mejora tu Calle.

Sustainability is what characterises CEMEX, as it allows the balanced development of the 
company, the communities where it is present and the country as a whole. Through training, self 
employment, do-it-yourself home construction and town facility improvement programs. CEMEX 
has contributed to the increase in the quality of life of 3.9 million people over the past seven 
years.

Patrimonio Hoy 

This program, which is in-line with the UN’s Millennium Goals, offers financing to families that 
earn less than three minimum wages, to build or expand their homes.

CEMEX finances the cost of materials and offers assistance, which allows the program’s 
participants to generate savings of up to one third of the cost and to reduce construction time by 
60%.

In its 10 years of existence, Patrimonio Hoy has provided more than $110 million to more than 
293,000 families, with a recovery percentage greater than 99%.
The program currently has 85 beneficiary-care centres in 45 cities throughout the country.
The program’s successful business model has enabled it to extend its presence to Colombia, 
Venezuela, Costa Rica and Nicaragua.

Centros Productivos de Autoempleo (CPA)

There are currently 8 CPAs in operation in various cities across the country, whereby families 
that earn less than two minimum wages, produce basic materials intended for the construction or 
expansion of their homes.

At present, more than 2,900 families have participated in the program, which has allowed them to 
build a similar number of houses of 10 metres squared.

For this scheme, the local council contributes land with electricity, water, services and 
installations, while CEMEX provides the necessary machinery, tools and consumables for the 
manufacture of bricks. Participants receive 50% of the production as payment; while the rest is 
given to CEMEX to sell to cover operation costs. 

Mejora tu Calle 

This program includes the participation of CEMEX, local authorities and members of the 
community.

It allows work to be carried out on paved roads, town facilities and basic infrastructure, with the 
aim of improving the quality of life and increasing the value of family estates. 


