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ABSTRACT 

 

Across the world traditional forms of urban management are affected by 

economic restructuring and neoliberalization processes.  These processes alter the 

government role in the provision of social services, give rise to multi-sector partnerships 

for social service provision by public, private and non-profit actors, and stimulate the 

creation of alternative approaches to social service provision.  In this dissertation I 

discuss the impact of these changes on social housing provision in Ribeirão Preto, Brazil.  

I provide a historically-grounded account of political-economic restructuring in Brazil 

that has emerged through neoliberalization, document how these policy shifts affect 

social service responsibilities and the fiscal capacities of local and state governments, and 

show how these transformations increased social housing needs but at the same time 

decreased overall capacity to deliver housing to the very poor.  I also discuss the new 

proposals that attempt to replace the state’s withdrawal from several types of social 

service provision.  Specifically I study partnerships among the public sector, private 

sector, and civil society, describe the emergence, structure, and functions of these 

partnerships in Brazil, and implicitly compare how these partnership approaches are used 

in northern nations such as the United States and United Kingdom.  Finally, I look inside 

social housing organizations to examine alternative housing strategies that have emerged, 

and highlight the problems with these alternative strategies and suggest reasons for their 

failings.  The arguments of this dissertation are developed from ethnographic research 

conducted in the Ribeirão Preto region of Brazil. 
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INTRODUCTION 

“There has everywhere been an emphatic turn towards 
neoliberalism in political-economic practices and thinking since 
the 1970s.  Deregulation, privatization, and withdrawal of the 
state from many areas of social provision have been all too 
common.  Almost all states, from those newly minted after the 
collapse of the Soviet Union to old-style social democracies and 
welfare states such as New Zealand and Sweden, have embraced, 
sometimes voluntarily and in other instances in response to 
coercive pressures, some version of neoliberal theory and 
adjusted at least some policies and practices accordingly (Harvey 
2005, p.2).”  

As Harvey points out, virtually all nations, including those in the southern hemisphere, 

embrace the new neoliberal political economic paradigm to some extent.  The outcomes 

of such political and economic shifts are diverse in the different world regions, but are 

certainly harsh for the majority of Latin American nations’ population.  This dissertation 

discusses the impact of neoliberalism on social service provision, with a focus on the 

social housing sector, and its effect on the lives of millions of urban residents in 

developing regions. 

Although neoliberal ideology has been with us in various forms for several years, 

it has recently become a topic of intense inquiry among critical geographers wishing to 

uncover its mutation over the years, and ultimately the implication for various regions 

and the people living in them.  In this dissertation, I study how political economic shifts, 

articulated through neoliberalization, affect social service provision and the capacity of 

local and state governments to meet the needs of the urban population.  In Ribeirão Preto, 

Brazil, social housing shortages have been the subject of much discussion in the last few 

decades.  At the end of the 1980s the region began to experience higher than average 
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urban growth, and a concomitant downturn in its ability to deliver housing units for the 

lower income population.  In 2007-08 I asked questions regarding the decline in housing 

production and the growing housing deficit throughout the country.  I was usually 

informed that the federal government withdrawal from many social service provision 

activities was one of the main reasons for the region’s ever growing housing deficit.  

During an interview with Sr. Roselino -- the director of COHAB-RP, a local institution 

for social housing provision -- he stated that with the end of the military regime in the 

mid-1980s, all the nationwide housing programs were put on hold, and that their housing 

delivery capacity at present is significantly lower than during the military dictatorship.   

Throughout my interviews with key people in the region’s social housing 

provision sector, I received many responses indicating that political economic reforms 

and governmental restructuring in recent years had negative impacts on the ability of the 

different institutions to deliver housing to the poor.  My dissertation is the story of how 

political and economic shifts and the restructuring of the government in Brazil prevented 

poor families from having access to housing.  Over the course of my field research, I 

came to understand that policies developed at the global level, by international 

institutions such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank (WB), 

play a crucial role in determining who has housing access even in the most remote 

locations.  Therefore, my dissertation research begins with this key question: how do 

political economic policies developed at the global scale determine social service access 

(i.e., housing) for the poor at the local level?  More specifically this dissertation studies 

the particular impacts of neoliberalism 15 or more years into the process in order to 
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evaluate the efficacy of efforts to fill the gaps left by the withdrawal of the state.  

Although in the late 1990s there was a flurry of studies examining neoliberal 

governmental restructuring itself and its impacts, over a decade later it is important to 

evaluate the systems that have emerged to fill the gaps left by the state, and ask how well 

are they working? 

Several countries, including those in Latin America, which engaged neoliberal 

rules, had no other alternative due to the great financial crises in which they were 

immersed.  In order to obtain financial support from wealthier countries and international 

aid institutions, indebted nations were required to comply with the rules and conditions 

imposed by aid institutions.  These rules and conditions were not necessarily beneficial to 

the majority of their population, rendering the poor with limited access to crucial public 

services, such as housing, education, and healthcare.  This research is informed by critical 

urban geography approaches with a special emphasis on governmental restructuring 

through the process of neoliberalization.  While engaging macro scale political-economic 

policies’ impact on individuals’ access to essential public service, I suggest that these 

policies need significant customization to address local conditions before they are 

deployed.   

Through this study I also contribute to the understanding of the capacity of the 

nonprofit sector to replace states’ traditional functions since their neoliberalization.  

Finally, the case study presented here adds to discussions of how the political economic 

paradigm of neoliberalism is yet to bring about human dignity and individual freedom, 

both of which are called ‘the central values of civilization’ by neoliberal proponents.  
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The Research Problem and Context 

 

The history of social housing in Brazil can be traced back to the end of the 

nineteenth century with an increase in housing demand at major urban centers due to the 

country’s industrialization.  For the first time, at the end of the nineteenth century the 

state was required to act more vigorously in the housing sector due to the poor quality of 

the dwellings being built by private entrepreneurs, and the health threats that these 

housing developments were posing to the cities as a whole.  Although a concern existed 

at the government level about the quality and the living conditions of the urban poor, the 

actions taken by the government had modest results and low-income housing in urban 

areas continued to be precarious for many decades.  During the Vargas dictatorship era 

(1930-45) the social housing sector began to gain more importance within the 

government’s political agenda, and it was seen as a basic condition for the reproduction 

of the work force in the country, and therefore, for the nation’s economic growth 

(Bonduki, 1998).  For the first time, the social housing problems in Brazil were 

understood by the government to be beyond the private sector’s capacity to resolve, and 

state intervention was clearly necessary to tackle the negative aspects of the low-income 

housing availability in urban areas.  However, after the Vargas dictatorship, contradictory 

interest within populist’s governments, administrative discontinuity, and the little priority 

of the housing sector led to inadequate housing policies and further problems within the 

sector (Maricato 1996).  It was only in 1964 with the creation of the National Bank for 

Housing (BNH), that the federal government engagement with the housing sector began 
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to achieve positive results.  For more than two decades the Brazilian federal government 

took the lead in the provision of housing allowing thousands of low-income families to 

achieve their dream of becoming a homeowner.  However, once again, the luck of the 

housing sector changed in 1986 with the closure of the BNH.  The circumstances that led 

to the closure of the BNH and the period following the bank closure will be describe in 

more detail in the sub-sequent sections of this document.       

Although the history of housing shortages in Brazil can be traced back to the late 

nineteenth century, in the last few decades this housing shortage reached levels never 

seen before (IBGE 2008).  The neoliberalization of the country’s economy in recent years 

came to integrate a large proportion of the nation’s population into the capitalist labor 

market.  The greater industrial role played by developing nations within the neoliberal era 

encouraged an immense migration flow from rural areas and small towns to medium-

sized cities or metropolitan areas.  Ribeirão Preto, a city with a population of 

approximately six hundred thousand people, has experienced great urban growth in recent 

years.  Consequently, its ability to maintain social services for those in need is much 

reduced.  In a 2008 interview with a staff member of the local institution for housing 

provision in Ribeirão Preto (COHAB-RP), I was told that the social housing sector’s 

ability to meet the city’s demand has deteriorated since the mid-1980s -- the end of the 

country’s dictatorship era.  A local newspaper in 2003 reports: 

“Hundreds of protestors were in front of the COHAB-RP 
building last morning demanding a solution for the lack of 
effective housing programs to resolve the region’s housing 
shortage. Thousands of families have been on COHAB-RP’s 
waiting list for a housing unit for years and seem to be in great 
distress not to see a near solution to the problem.  According to 
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COHAB-RP personnel, the housing crisis has worsened since the 
extinction of the BNH – the National Bank for Housing – in 
1986.  Since then says a COHAB-RP staff, no nationwide 
housing programs for low-income families have been released 
and the situation only tends to aggravate if the federal 
government continue to neglect the sector”. (O Diário 2003) 

Local low-income families in the region have become very discontented with the inability 

of their housing institutions to improve the number of housing units available each year, 

even though the demand and the region’s population has been constantly increasing.  

 Despite the growing national housing shortage since the mid-1980s, little has been 

done to correct the problem.  With the extinction of the National Bank for Housing 

(BNH) in 1986, a nationwide structure that included great expertise in the provision of 

large scale housing developments and top project managers was lost.  Instead, after the 

BNH extinction a void was left in the nation’s social housing segment.  From 1986 to 

2003, when the Ministry of Cities was created, the social housing sector was virtually 

abandoned and had to fend for itself.  The few programs released at the federal 

government level since 1986 were mostly targeted towards middle income groups.  Since 

2003, even with the creation of the Ministry of Cities, there has been little improvement 

in the housing shortage situation for the poor.  In part, the inability of the federal 

government to fund and put forward housing programs targeted to the poor is related to 

the new neoliberal rules that dictate where federal government resources may be invested.  

In fact, prior studies show that the advancement of neoliberalism forced governments to 

abandon their social commitments in order to provide a more market friendly 

environment (Larner 2000).  However, the fundamental outcomes of neoliberalism in the 

different urban segments and global regions require much study before they can be 
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comprehensively understood.  For instance, it must be understood that through 

neoliberalization, governments have abandoned many of their social commitments, which 

has fostered different kinds of social programs and outcomes in different parts of the 

world.  Through the examination of the Brazilian case, this study shows how countries in 

Latin America have sought to respond to social needs among continuing retrenchment.    

This investigation pays special attention to Brazilian medium sized cities, which 

since the implementation of the neoliberal reforms and the decentralization of the 

political, fiscal, and administrative sectors have had their capacity to deliver public 

services much reduced, while the demand for these same services continued to increase.  

It is interesting to note that these same processes that resulted in a reduction of federal 

government’s funding transfers and management support to medium sized cities are also 

responsible for these cities rapid urban growth, and consequently, the principal problems 

associated with rapid population increases and the enduring precarious urban 

infrastructure.  To try and mitigate a further worsening of public services availability, 

medium sized city governments began to establish partnerships with state governments to 

develop programs aimed at keeping certain basic public services available.  For instance, 

in the mid 1990s, a state level institution for housing provision – CDHU - launched 

housing programs targeted at poor families in the state of São Paulo in partnership with 

governments of medium sized cities within the state.  However, the case presented in this 

document shows that the programs put forward by CDHU in partnership with a local 

institution for housing – COHAB-RP - have met neither the region nor the city of 

Ribeirão Preto’s (medium sized city according to Brazilian standards) demand for 
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housing.  During one of my interviews with the COHAB-RP director, I was told that the 

role that COHAB-RP plays in partnership with CDHU for housing provision is one of 

project manager or program administrator.  The local institution for housing has almost 

no resources for new housing programs or housing subsidies for the poor in the region.  

Overall, Brazil’s political, economic, and administrative reforms of the late 1980s and 

1990s motivated a significant migration from the population living in small towns or rural 

areas to medium sized cities which did not have an adequate infrastructure to receive all 

the new comers.  This migrant population had a distorted vision of the opportunities and 

quality of life in medium sized cities, which created in them false expectations with 

respect to life in large urban centers, increasing even further pressure on these cities 

social services responsibilities. 

My research uses multiple methods of data collection to examine how these 

political and economic reforms change the poor’s access to basic public service such as 

housing.  My work involved in-depth interviews with local and state institutions for social 

housing provision and regional private developers, semi-structured interviews with social 

housing inhabitants, as well as the archival examination of COHAB-RP and CDHU 

records.  These sources of evidence speak to the availability of housing over time 

(archival examination); how and why local governments have lost their ability to respond 

to current housing demands (in-depth interviews); and why current 

alternative/decentralized methods of social housing provision fail to meet local needs (in-

depth and semi-structured interviews).  The methods and major findings are explained in 

greater detail in the section “Present Study”, and in the appended articles.   
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I examine the overarching question of this study through three lines of inquiry: 

a. Neoliberalism and the state apparatus: How did the political economic shifts of the 

1990s affect the social service responsibilities and the fiscal capacities of multiple 

levels of government?  How did these transformations simultaneously affect social 

housing needs and the overall ability of the governments to deliver housing to the 

poor?  

b. Multi-sector partnerships for social service provision: How are multi-sector 

partnerships structured in the developing world context, and what kinds of policies 

and programs are they able to undertake?  Why are these partnerships unable to meet 

the social needs of the urban poor in recent decades?   

c. Decentralized forms of social service provision: Why are the decentralized methods 

of social service provision that have arisen under neoliberal restructuring unable to 

respond to the needs of the urban population?  Within this policy and funding context, 

what are the major challenges encountered by local governmental institutions to meet 

their region’s public services demand? 

 

Conceptual Framework 

 

 The key contribution of this study is to illustrate how and why neoliberal 

restructuring takes particular forms with respect to local level urban service provision in 

the global south, as well as why multi-sector partnerships and programs initiated in 

response to retrenchments of the state have persistently failed to meet the needs of the 
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poor.  To ground this explanation, it is important to understand the unique historical, 

political, and geographical contexts of neoliberal restructuring in the south, particularly in 

Latin America, at several different scales. 

Neoliberalism in the global south (Latin America) 

With the objective of demonstrating the impact of neoliberalism in the global 

south, this section describes the historical and regional context of neoliberal restructuring 

in Latin America while positioning some of the unique experiences of the southern 

nations.  As the geographer Jamie Peck argues, when examining neoliberalism one must 

realize that “ in the Atlantic Fordist countries, the structural context for the ascendency of 

neoliberalism was established by the crises of the Keynesian-welfare state…whereas in 

Latin America, the immediate causes were related in origin, but substantially different in 

form” (2004, p. 398).  In the 1970s the developmentalist paradigm of import-substitution 

industrialization (ISI) policies put forward by state leaders in Latin America failed after 

allowing for years of economic growth (Hershberg and Rosen 2006).  The emergence of 

the ISI model happened after the global economic depression in 1929-33, which showed 

how vulnerable the Latin American states were to global economic fluctuations (Gwynne 

1999).  Based on the protection of domestic markets, subsidies, and public investment, 

the ISI period afforded noticeable economic growth and an impressive social protection 

system to the region (Bulmer-Thomas 1994).  The set of ideologies put forward 

throughout the ISI period placed the state as the main actor in economic and social 

development (Perreault and Martin 2005).  With each producing over 90 percent of 

domestically consumed goods, Mexico and Brazil were especially successful during this 
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period, and together contributed more than 60 percent of the region’s industrial output 

(Green 2003).  During this same period, social security, unemployment insurance, public 

education, and healthcare became accessible to large segments of the region’s middle and 

working classes (Hershberg and Rosen 2006).  However, the ISI model’s focus on 

industrialization was particularly unfavorable to rural areas, which later provoked a 

significant rural-urban migration overwhelming the ability of city governments to 

adequately provide basic services (Green 2003).  It is interesting to note that most of the 

achievements of the middle and working classes during that period were not conquered 

by mobilized citizens, but instead were simply provided by states’ authoritarian leaders 

(Hoffman and Centeno 2003).   The highly centralized systems that characterized the ISI 

period allowed little space for citizens to articulate their demands or solutions to 

collective concerns.   

The industrial revolution that took place in Latin America during the ISI period 

rested on the importation of technology and capital goods from abroad, exacerbating 

trade deficits and establishing contradictions within the model (Perreault and Martin 

2005).  To correct the short comings of the model, governments began to print money, 

leading to high inflation and subsequent economic crises in the region in the late 1970s 

and through the 1980s.  During the several years of economic growth, this external debt 

was paid in a timely manner; however, in the 1980s the region began to default on 

payments (Bulmer-Thomas 1994).  Mexico was the first country to declare a moratorium 

on its payments, which led developed-country lenders to cease lending to any Latin 

American state.  This widespread defaulting was determinant in triggering Latin 
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America’s debt crisis, economic contraction, hyperinflation, and the subsequent adoption 

of neoliberal reforms.  The ISI model that in the late 1970s was overshadowed by the 

region’s debt crisis should not be described as the total failure portrayed by many 

neoliberal advocates.  Although the model was not an effective strategy for empowering 

the lower classes or constructing social and political citizenship, during its time, the ISI 

model did provide the lower classes with better public services than those provided after 

the neoliberal inauguration (Birdsall and de la Torre 2001).   

The outcome of the economic crisis affected nearly all countries in the region, 

forcing their governments to turn to the IMF and the World Bank for new loans.  

However, these international institution’s loans came with a series of conditions, 

including a regional Structural Adjustment Program, and subsequent neoliberalization of 

the Latin American states (Green 2003).  The restructuring process that occurred in Latin 

American states certainly made more losers than winners.  The greater competition from 

abroad put significant pressure on local producers, inefficient industries were forced to 

close down, those benefiting from a large state lost their privileges, and the poor felt the 

harsh effects of the deterioration of social service provision (Hershberg and Rosen 2006).  

For these reasons, Latin American states saw great social resistance to the entire 

restructuring process.  In Venezuela, Ecuador, and Bolivia, the political candidates that 

were elected under the guise of anti-neoliberalism supporters later had to conform in one 

way or another to new neoliberal political economic model over much protest from the 

supporters who elected them (Arze and Kruse 2004).  The Worker’s Party (PT) in Brazil 
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and the Socialist Party in Chile rejected the restructuring project for several years after its 

implementation.   

The structural reforms and adjustment programs imposed by Washington-based 

financial and political institutions -- also known as the Washington Consensus -- on the 

Latin American states consisted of several policies including fiscal discipline, public 

expenditure priorities, tax reforms, privatization of the state apparatus, and deregulation 

(Naim 2000).  Such policies were to be followed by Latin American states in exchange 

for further financial resources.  In addition to the policy prescriptions elaborated in 

Washington, the neoliberal reforms were introduced throughout the states of the southern 

hemisphere.  Although not identical, the Washington Consensus policies and the 

neoliberal reforms had similar roots.  Both had the objective of reducing government 

participation in economic development, and opening up a more market-oriented 

economic development.  With little alternative but to embrace the new political economic 

paradigm, Latin American governments accepted that the political economy of 

neoliberalism was the new basis for them to participate competitively in the world 

economy (Gwynne and Kay 2000).  Further, modernization of the regional economy was 

necessary to re-attract foreign investments that fled the region in the 1980s after several 

states declared a debt moratorium.  Finally, with the acceptance of neoliberalism as a 

viable economic model by leading international institutions such as the IMF and the 

World Bank, the new political and economic paradigm became “a common sense of the 

times” (Peck and Tickell 2002, p. 381).   
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Although neoliberalism as a set of ideologies has been with us in many forms for 

over three decades, in recent years it has become object of much inquiry within the field 

of geography.  In fact, its mutations and implications are among the leading studies 

within urban geography, aiming to uncover the reasons behind the enormous inequalities 

that have been generated throughout the world, and how these may play out differently in 

different places (Leitner, Sheppard, and Peck 2006; Peck 2010; Brenner and Theodore 

2004).  For instance, in Latin America, the transformations of labor markets introduced 

with the neoliberal reforms are associated with negative effects on income distribution 

and poverty (Gwynne and Kay 2000).  A survey of the relationship between neoliberal 

reform and inequality shows that the upper classes of society performed considerably 

well during the economic reforms whereas the middle class performed wither to before 

the reforms,  or  worse.  However, the poorest classes -- the majority of the population in 

Latin America -- tended to perform badly, with access to low and declining proportions 

of the southern nations’ income (Altimir, 1994; and Scott 1996).     

While neoliberal economic policies provided sustained economic growth, they are 

associated with increasing inequality.  In Latin America, the neoliberal market-oriented 

policies have, so far, benefited mostly successful entrepreneurs and executives of the 

private sector (Gwynne and Kay 2000).  Although inflation was under control for a few 

years, by the turn of the twenty-first century neoliberal advocates’ hopes for improved 

social welfare proved unrealistic (Hershberg and Rosen 2006).  The average regional 

annual growth rate during the ISI period was almost 5 percent, but between the 1980s and 

1990s these figures dropped to 1.0 and 3.2 percent, respectively (Scott 1996).  The very 
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modest economic growth between the1980s and 1990s contributed to a regional poverty 

rate of over 40 percent (IBGE 2000).  The economic growth experienced in the region 

during the 1990s was accompanied by increasing income inequality and less social 

protection (Green 1996).  In fact, although many Latin American states embarked in the 

transition from authoritarian to democratic regimes at the end of the ISI period and the 

beginning of the neoliberalization process, these nations failed to broaden popular 

political participation in any policy decision making (Gills and Rocamora 1992).  Green 

(1995, p. 164) argues that the new neoliberal political economic model “has ripped the 

heart out of democratization, turning what could have been a flowering of political and 

social participation into a brand of low-intensity democracy” in the region. 

The question of how the new economic model can be orchestrated within 

democracies in which large numbers of voters are not enjoying the benefits of economic 

growth has puzzled many.  Gwynne and Kay (2000) show that through the 

decentralization of power, some neoliberal policies attempted to become closer to local 

needs; however, the outcome of such policies are yet to meet local social demands.  In 

contrast to most Latin American countries, Chile and Bolivia’s decentralization process 

happened through the shift of certain social functions to local governments but without 

many powers of decision making (Hershberg and Rosen 2006).  In fact, according to 

Gwynne and Kay (2000), decentralization in Chile and Bolivia maintains a small state 

while providing cheaper and more efficient social services.  As for the rest of the 

countries in the region, the results anticipated by neoliberal advocates, including 

economic growth and greater income distribution among lower income classes, may not 
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take place because of the very limited state involvement in social welfare matters.  The 

following section demonstrates how the neoliberal model changed lower income groups’ 

access to social services, and why local governments’ ability to meet the needs of their 

constituents has reduced since the neoliberalization. 

 

Existing neoliberal governance and prospects to the poor  

Neoliberal restructuring plays out in diverse ways at local levels in the cities of 

the global south with different implication for different social groups.  This section 

describes how and why this happened, giving special emphasis to the implications of 

these political and economic shifts on the life prospects of the poor.  The 

neoliberalization of the economy in southern nations changed the role and ability of local 

governments to provide social services for lower income groups.  Social service 

provision is now heavily dependent on the efforts and willingness of multiple actors, such 

as local and state governmental institutions, private businesses, and civil society.  In 

1995, Healey et al. stated “urban management cannot be understood these days in terms 

of top-down or command and control models of governance”.  By this, they imply that 

city governments are no longer able to direct urban events as they were in the past.  This 

transformation is in great part due to the globalization of the world economy and the 

acceptance of the neoliberal rules as our new living paradigm.  For local governments 

this means a loss of control over their economies, new urban activities, and social service 

delivery capacity (Kearns and Paddison 2000).  With the advancement of the neoliberal 

market-oriented-economy throughout the world, interurban competition has increased, 
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with cities trying to attract as many investors as possible to boost their local economies 

(Haider 1992).   This competition for investment, in turn, defines the urban 

transformations of the 1990s from a welfare-state model towards a market-oriented 

development model.   Across the world, these changes mean a reduction in social service 

provision in urban areas with negative implications for those dependent on government 

assistance.  

This situation is especially critical in cities of the southern hemisphere where 

rapid urbanization occurred as government shrank and withdrew from most of its 

previous social service activities.  By following the principals of governance, businesses, 

civil society (including community organizations and non-governmental organizations), 

political organizations, religious groups, trade unions and associations, and the whole 

range of governmental agencies can or should all be able to influence and determine what 

happens within the city to which they belong (Devas 2001).  However, depending on the 

sort of interaction between the city’s stakeholders, different outcomes are achieved that 

do not necessarily benefit those in need.  Deva’s (2001) study shows that three critical 

factors influence whether the poor benefit from governance1.  The first is related to how 

inclusive political processes are affecting whether the poor may be heard and have the 

ability to influence policy making. The second critical factor is related to the capacity of 

different governance institutions to respond to the needs of the poor. The third critical 

factor relates to the role of civil society in enabling the poor to exert influence to achieve 

                                                            
1 For the purpose of this study, governance is defined as a form of city management where multiple sectors 
-- public, private, and civil society -- are involved in the development of urban policies and management 
through partnerships 



28 
 

access and benefits.  A large proportion of the population residing in southern regions 

lives in relative poverty with limited access to the minimum level of services needed to 

pursue healthy and productive lives; thus, the decision making power of the poor is  

limited (Stren 2003).  In addition, with the neoliberalization of many southern states, a 

trend towards decentralization and governance followed, placing on city governments’ 

key responsibilities for urban development and urban poverty reduction beyond their 

capacities to achieve them (Manor 1999).  In summation, even though the governance 

schemes in southern cities increased the interaction between a variety of city actors and 

institutions to improve urban development while reducing poverty, their 

accomplishments are generally still inadequate.   

Moreover, the local impacts of neoliberal restructuring in southern states are often 

shaped by their particular political systems and their capacity to provide basic services 

and meet the needs of their citizens.  Although the neoliberalization of most southern 

states was followed by a process of democratization, their political systems are still 

characterized by strong patron-client relationships (Hyden 1999).  This means that the 

poor must provide political support for those in power if their situation is to improve.  

Although initially this may improve access of the poor to certain public goods, this sort of 

arrangement keeps them dependent on favors from a political elite (Benjamin 2000).  

Patron-client relationships prevent alternative political candidates from being elected and 

perhaps improving the poor’s access to certain goods.  Next, the capacity of city 

government institutions to deliver basic services may not meet local needs.  The 

governmental restructuring of many southern states, which transferred most social service 
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provision to municipalities, was not followed by adequate resource transfer or higher 

levels institutional support (Souza. 2000).  The constraints faced by city governments and 

local institutions of the southern nations make them too weak to meet the needs of the 

poor.  Finally, the role that civil society plays in city governance is crucial to determine 

whether the poor’s situation can be improved.  Deva’s (2001) study of several southern 

nations’ cities, including cities in Africa and Latin America, shows that only the presence 

of a dynamic civil society with the capacity and motivation to press for the poor may 

change some of the negative effects of ongoing global political and economic reforms at 

local level.  

 Under governance, local governments of rapidly growing southern cities 

experience increasing pressure to deliver basic infrastructure to citizens who live in 

poverty, while at the same time are pushed to provide sophisticated infrastructure for 

local businesses to be able to compete globally (Evans 1996).  Paradoxically, Sassen’s 

(1991) study shows that at the same time that demands for sophisticated infrastructure 

increased in southern cities, their persistent debt along with national and international 

austerity measures, required local governments to reduce expenditure with new and 

recurring basic infrastructure.  This decline in resource availability for basic 

infrastructure poses significant challenges for the urban poor, which according to the 

World Development 1999/2000 has continued to deteriorate.  

As existing research across disciplines shows (see Mangin and Turner 1968; 

Abrams 1977; Gilbert 1968; Hardoy and Satterthwaite 1989; McCarney 2003), the 

majority of urban residents in the developing world were not integrated into the formal 
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city and its economic, political, social and spatial structures.  Today, in southern cities, 

despite all the information available from the past, the urban poor continue to be marginal 

to mainstream policy considerations in city governance.  Although local governments 

gained new power with recent political economic reforms and governmental 

restructuring, local governments remain for most part disengaged from local citizens, to 

whom their development policies continue to be remote or irrelevant.  In fact, existing 

research shows that often local governments of developing world cities have neither the 

resources nor the political will to initiate effective policy making partnerships with local 

urban residents.  Instead, private commercial interests tend to dominate local governance 

political agendas, which then benefit from most opportunities created by the state.  This 

absence of a vigorous civil-society participatory-process in policy making in many 

southern cities allows public agencies to continue with old-fashioned, top-down 

approaches that hardly serve the needs of the poor (Porio 2003).  

Finally, for a productive relationship between local governments and civil society 

in governance to occur, it is critical that a new engagement between newly-empowered 

local governments and active groups in society is established.  Depending on how 

positive the engagement between local governments and civil society, it may bring 

diverse groups together to articulate their interests creating new openings and political 

space for different and improved livelihoods in southern cities (McCarney 2003).  The 

following section examines the impact of decentralization on the ability of southern cities 

to provide social services and meet the needs of the urban poor. 
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Decentralization and public service provision in southern nations   

The decentralization of government in southern nations is intimately related to the 

neoliberalization process, changing previous forms of service provision, and leading to 

outcomes that are not always positive to the poor.  Perhaps, if decentralization was 

carried out with appropriate transfers of funding, expertise and decision-making power, 

lower levels of government may have better met local residents’ social service 

expectations.  This section explores what neoliberal decentralization means for public 

service provision in the global south, showing some of the crucial factors that allow us to 

understand why this process affects public service provision in specific ways.    

Viewed as a multidimensional process, decentralization in many southern nations 

entails the restructuring of previous political, fiscal and administrative dynamics 

(Montero and Samuels 2004).  Through political decentralization, direct elections for 

state and municipal offices are the new model, allowing local voters to determine their 

local representatives within government (Stepan 2000).  Known for the decentralization 

of revenue, the fiscal decentralization in southern nations meant the decentralization of 

local expenditures (Arretche 2000).  With fiscal decentralization, sub-national 

governments supposedly gain greater control over the sources of their revenues as well as 

greater autonomy in pending local revenues (Bahl and Linn 1994).  The third aspect of 

decentralization, the administrative, is related to the authority and responsibility that state 

and municipal governments gained with respect to managing their goals, resources, 

administer and implement local public policy (Montero and Samuels 2004).  In Latin 

America, the weakening of state-led development model in the 1970s, led to 
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governmental reforms that resulted in the aforementioned forms of decentralization.  In 

fact, several studies point to the failure of the ISI model as the turning point for recent 

decentralization (see Cavarozzi 1992; Rondinelli 1989; Arretche 1999).  Ultimately, the 

constraints produced by structural adjustments in response to the region’s debt crisis of 

the 1980s led federal governments to decentralize the provision of major public services 

transferring those responsibilities to state and municipal levels of government.   

Unable to resist to external pressures, most Latin American states engaged in 

decentralization processes that at present have not achieved the expected results with 

respect to the improvement of social service provision, efficiency, and equity.  

Happening simultaneously in Latin American states, the processes of neoliberalization, 

globalization, and democratization gave no other choice to region but to follow the 

political reforms developed in Washington, which entailed a fair amount of devolution of 

policy responsibilities from federal governments to state and municipal governments 

(Montero and Samuels 2004).  This change, in turn, coincides with some of the neoliberal 

policy prescriptions that sought to free up resources at the national level while 

transferring social responsibilities to local governments, the private, and the civil society 

sectors (Bird and Vaillancourt 1998).  In fact, principals of efficiency, equity and stability 

that supposedly underline neoliberalism’s goals were some of the motivating factors 

behind decentralization (Dillinger 1994).  Along with the shift to market-oriented 

policies, a number of international factors pushed forward through the globalization of 

the region’s economy contributed to the decentralization trend in Latin America.  For 

instance, the liberalization of the region’s market to foreign investors, the 
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transnationalization of production, and the macroeconomic reforms proposed by 

international financial institutions were all crucial in determining the decentralization 

path in Latin America.  In effect, the globalization of the region’s production market 

created new opportunities for state and municipal governments to finance local projects 

while attracting investors (Willis 1996).  Following a series of reforms, the 

democratization process that happened mostly throughout the region also influenced 

decentralization.  The democratization process allowed for greater bottom-up pressure for 

decentralization by creating new political spaces through direct elections at state and 

municipal levels (Beer 2004).  However, although democratization continues to progress 

in Latin America, along with increased demand from the citizens for a more responsive 

government, the outcomes of the decentralization process continue to fail to meet the 

needs of the urban poor. 

Although some of the existing literature suggests that sub-national governments 

are more accountable to their constituents and their needs, and that decentralization is 

therefore the best approach to deliver to local needs, parallel studies show quite the 

opposite (see Tendler 1997; Evans 1997; and Abers 2000).  Wibbels (2004) shows that 

when the goal of the federal government is to devolve government policy responsibilities 

to state and municipal levels without providing the necessary financial support to cover 

these new obligations, decentralization is less likely to improve livelihoods at the local 

level.  Further, other studies show that decentralization will only reduce regional 

inequalities while consolidating equity-enhancing reforms if the transfer of policy 

authority is followed with adequate financial, expertise, and management support 
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(Haggard and Webb 2004).  In Brazil, a country with long histories of uneven regional 

development, fiscal decentralization has for the most part empowered already 

industrialized states, increasing the gap between the wealthier and poorer regions 

(Montero 2000).  For the poorer regions of Latin American nations, decentralization 

aggravates further the local populations’ problems of access to public services.  In these 

cases, the problem for continuing regional inequalities lies at the federal government’s 

level, because sub-national governments alone are unable to correct persistent regional 

imbalances while improving social service provision at the local level (Rezk 1998). 

The problems with decentralization in Latin America have not been corrected 

mostly because of sub-national politicians’ individual interests in supporting recent 

governmental reforms.  Decentralization brought a considerable amount of power to local 

politicians who now refuse to abdicate such power even if that means prolonging 

inequality and substandard service provision at local levels.  In addition, the focus of 

national leaders on economic stability and the attraction of foreign investors has deferred 

the development of new strategies to reduce regional inequality and or improve public 

service provision (Rezk 1998).  While maintaining price stability to control inflation, one 

of the main objects of Latin America central governments, cuts of financial transfers were 

also necessary -- posing additional constraints on the success of decentralization 

(Montero 2000).  Without the financial transfers from federal governments, the state and 

municipal governments of the poorest regions became incapable of responding to local 

demand for better housing, education, healthcare, and basic infrastructure (Montero and 

Samuels 2004). 



35 
 

Thus, while the policy instruments for decentralizing most public services are in 

place in many Latin American nations, other important transformations in government 

bureaucracies, and necessary shifts in relationships between federal and local 

governments and civic groups have yet to occur (Porio 2003).  With decentralization, 

public service provision is the responsibility of local governments, but the capacity of 

these local jurisdictions to respond to current local demands has not changed and 

continues to be insufficient (Simarmarta 1997).  Still largely dependent on federal 

governments’ financial transfers and knowledge, local governments have been unable to 

individually address local constituents’ demands, showing that decentralization in Latin 

America is unlikely to correct either regional inequalities or the precarious situation of 

available public services.  

In summary, this discussion explains how that the neoliberalization of southern 

nations was followed by a series of political economic reforms that changed any previous 

forms of public service provision.  Moreover, the new arrangements put forward through 

governance and decentralization have rarely met local demands, and have persistently 

failed to engage local residents to understand their priorities with respect to public service 

provision.  Finally, Latin American nations’ unique historic, political, and geographic 

contexts contribute to determining the outcomes of neoliberalization in the south, with a 

greater burden for those who are of lower income. 

 

 

 



36 
 

Contribution of the Dissertation and Outline of Dissertation Format 

 Against the backdrop outlined above, this research addresses a number of 

interrelated questions regarding the impact of recent global political economic reforms 

and the restructuring of government in developing regions.  More specifically, this 

dissertation contributes to efforts of geographers and other social scientists to 

understanding: 

a) The impact that economic restructuring and neoliberalization processes have on 

traditional forms of urban management and on the roles that multiple levels of 

government play in social service provision.  Specifically, this study documents how 

these policy shifts affect social service responsibilities and the fiscal capacities of 

local and state governments in unique ways in the global south.  It also shows the 

impact of these transformations on the availability of basic public services at local 

level in this particular geographic context.  

b) The structure and the effectiveness of multi-sector partnerships’ efforts to fulfill 

federal governments traditional social service responsibilities under a neoliberal 

context.  To do so, this research considers the roles and relationships of each sector, 

how partnerships are developed, and the challenges multi-sector partnerships 

encounter in taking over central government’s traditional functions. 

c) The capacity of these alternative methods of social service provision to meet the 

needs of the urban poor in Latin American settings.  This study uses examples from 

the Brazilian city of Ribeirão Preto to demonstrate the effectiveness and limitations of 
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alternative methods of social service provision attempted since the introduction of 

neoliberal reforms and governmental restructuring in developing regions.  

This dissertation consists of three papers, each addressing one main question and 

several sub-questions related to the themes introduced in the first part of this document.  

The first Paper A (see Appendix A), “The Impact of Governmental Restructuring and 

Neoliberalization on the Provision of Social Housing Provision in Brazil”, provides a 

historically grounded account of political-economic restructuring in Brazil that emerged 

through neoliberalization.  It documents how these policy shifts affect the social service 

responsibilities and fiscal capacities of local and state governments, and how these 

transformations increased social housing need while simultaneously decreasing the 

overall capacity of sub-national levels of government to deliver housing to the very poor.  

The main question directing this paper is how recent economic restructuring and 

neoliberalization processes affect traditional forms of urban management in Ribeirão 

Preto, Brazil, the roles that multiple levels of government play in social service provision 

as a result, and how these processes play out differently in the global south.  A critical 

aspect to the argument I develop in this paper is that in contrast to the assumptions 

underlying neoliberal policies, greater involvement from the federal government is 

necessary to improve social service availability in developing regions.  

 Paper B (see Appendix B), “Partnership Approaches on the Provision of Social 

Housing in Brazil: Can the Private and Non-Profit Sectors Bridge the Gap?” discusses 

new institutional and policy arrangements forwarded in an attempt to fill the gap left by 

the withdrawal of the state from provision of social services. More specifically, Paper B 
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studies partnerships among the public sector, private sector, and civil society. It describes 

the emergence, structure, and functions of these partnerships in Brazil, in implicit 

comparison to how these partnership approaches have been deployed elsewhere.   

Finally, Paper C (see Appendix C), “Working Around Political Reforms: An 

Alternative Approach for Social Housing Provision in Ribeirão Preto, Brazil”, looks 

inside social housing organizations to examine alternative housing strategies that have 

emerged as a result of their existence.  Paper C shows the problems with these alternative 

strategies and suggests reasons for their failings. 
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PRESENT STUDY 

 

The full arguments, results, and conclusions of this research are presented in the three 

papers appended to this document.  The following is a summary of the methodology 

employed and the major findings that emerged from this investigation. 

 

Methodological Framework  

For the purpose of this study, I conducted an extended case study designed to 

consider both the national and international political economic structures and 

relationships in which neoliberal urban governance is situated.  In addition, I examined 

how these factors produce particular practices and outcomes at highly localized scales of 

individual housing provision projects, with attention to the mediating role played by 

regional and local governments and non- profit organizations.  In the context of 

neoliberalism, I examined three distinct arenas in which neoliberal policies were 

implemented.  The first arena is that of international financial institutions and leading 

financial institutions, such as the IMF and the World Bank and their policy prescriptions 

to Latin America development in the past three decades.  The second arena studied here 

is that of governance, which entails multiple levels of government and sectors involved in 

the elaboration of policies and programs for urban management.  The third arena 

examined in this study consists of an examination of state and local governments and 

civil society that have together under the mutirão scheme, a self-help program for the 

construction of low-income housing, attempted to fill the gap left by the Brazilian federal 
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government in social service provision.  I use the case study approach in this study 

because it facilitates the understanding of how neoliberal policies at the macro level have 

influenced  changes in the roles of multiple levels of government in social housing 

provision in Brazil.   

Underpinning this study is research into the restructuring of social service 

provision in Brazil.  I develop this case study through the macro-level assessment of 

policy reform under neoliberalism and through the locally-situated work of the 

Companhia Habitacional de Ribeirão Preto (COHAB-RP) a local level institution, and 

the Companhia de Desenvolvimento Habitacional e Urbano (CDHU) a state level 

institution for social housing provision.  This study shows how the transformations 

following neoliberal restructuring are manifested in the Brazilian social housing sector 

and the effects on the sector’s ability to meet the country’s housing demands.    

The data used in this investigation were collected during several months of field 

research in 2007 and 2008 in Ribeirão Preto, Brazil.  Located on the northeast region of 

the state of São Paulo (the most populous state in the country), Ribeirão Preto is a 

medium size city according to Brazilian standards with a population of approximately six 

hundred thousand people, which in the 1970s began to experience rapid urban growth.  

The pro-alcohol program and the subsidies associated with the program launched by the 

Brazilian federal government in response to the 1970s oil crisis encouraged farmers from 

the state of Sao Paulo, especially those from the region of Ribeirão Preto to grow 

sugarcane, rapidly placing the region and the state of São Paulo as the largest alcohol and 

sugar producer of the world.  The sugarcane boom brought a new age of prosperity for 
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the state of São Paulo and the city itself, which on the one hand increased the city's 

wealth but, on the other hand, attracted many migrants from impoverished areas of Brazil 

leading to a rapid population growth and the appearance of slums or favelas as they are 

called in Brazil.  These conditions make the Ribeirão Preto region in the São Paulo state 

an ideal study site because of all the urban challenges that rapid urban growth brought to 

the region’s public institutions, and the private and civil society sectors.   

With the objective to address some of urban challenges associated with rapid 

urban growth, the state of São Paulo and the city of Ribeirão Preto governments began to 

work together to improve social service provision at the local level.  Legislation in the 

state of São Paulo approved the use of one percent of the state’s tax on merchandise 

purchases for housing provision.  This financial resource is managed by a state institution for 

housing (CDHU), which in partnership with a local institution for housing (COHAB-RP) has 

been able to maintain social housing programs available in the region.  Although the political and 

economic interests of both the state and the city in this study are aligned and partnerships are 

established for social housing provision, the state government often dictates the kinds of housing 

programs that are going to be funded with its financial resources.  Nevertheless, state and local 

governments’ attempts and interaction to correct the state’s housing shortage has had some 

positive results and could be used as an example for other states in the country trying to 

improve the quality and availability of basic public services.   

The major findings for this study were developed through the collection and analysis of 

different types of data from interviews with governmental institution personnel, the 

examination of governmental institutions’ archives, interviews with private businesses 
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owners, and interviews with members of a social housing development.  The archival 

data used in this study provides insight into social housing production in Ribeirão Preto, 

Brazil, both prior to and after the country’s neoliberalization.  The archival data helped 

establish whether the neoliberal reforms deteriorated the provision of social housing in 

Ribeirão Preto; the strategies used to continue the production of social housing; and 

whether the new strategies are able to meet the region’s housing needs.  In addition, the 

information gathered through intensive semi-structured interviews with the COHAB-RP 

and the CDHU staff, private businesses owners, and civil society provide a base for 

examining the roles of multiple level governmental institutions (federal, state and local); 

governmental reforms; the relationships between the different sectors involved in the 

production of social housing; and how all these processes influence the provision and 

availability of social housing in Ribeirão Preto, Brazil. 

The data for this study were organized according to source and genre, and 

analyzed through an interpretative analysis process.  This involved an iterative coding of 

interview transcripts and field notes around three main themes in the context of 

neoliberalism which generates the three lines of argument that comprise the papers 

appended to this document.  The three main themes are: the impact of macro political 

economic policies on social service provision; the roles and relationships of public, 

private and nonprofit sectors in taking over central government’s traditional social 

service provision functions; and alternative methods of social service provision in the 

context of neoliberalism.  Finally, throughout this study specific emphasis was placed on 
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identifying the political-economic forces shaping social service provision, and how social 

service provision was altered by recent political economic transformations. 

Paper A  

The empirical basis of Paper A, entitled “The Impact of Governmental 

Restructuring and Neoliberalization on the Provision of Social Housing in Brazil”, are the 

extreme political-economic reforms and governmental restructuring that international 

financial institutions (i.e. IMF and World Bank) and leading financial institutions 

imposed upon Latin American countries about three decades ago.  The objective of this 

investigation is to elucidate the impact of macro political economic policies at the local 

level.  The data used to inform this investigation were obtained during my field research 

in Ribeirão Preto, Brazil, through interviews with local and state governmental 

institutions for social housing provision, and archival research at these same institutions.  

The perspectives of the directors, senior- and junior- staff members of both state and 

local institutions for housing provision, as well as the archival information at these 

institutions were included in the analytical process of this study.   

With the aim of contextualizing the local restructuring of social services in Brazil 

against macro level political economic changes, an in depth description of these shifts in 

Brazil, informed by semi-structured interviews and archival research was undertaken.  

The information gathered allowed me to determine the connections and disconnections 

between macro level policies and their outcomes at local level.   

The overall findings of this investigation suggest that the political economic 

reforms along with governmental restructuring in Brazil were developed or imposed by 
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macro level international institutions.  The IMF and the World Bank are positioned to be 

able to direct, impose, determine, and control policies of nations with implications for 

programs at the local level.  I show that rather than correcting economic imbalances at all 

levels, the ‘neoliberal’ political economic restructuring produced in response to the 

worldwide economic crisis has negatively changed the structure of social service delivery 

in developing nations.  Through this study I show that the active participation of ‘big 

government’ maybe the only solution to restoring public service availability to acceptable 

levels.  

The effects of neoliberal policy restructuring continue to prevail across the globe, 

and the majority of the population living in developing regions such as Brazil continues 

to experience and suffer with the deterioration of already precarious public services.  

International institutions pushing forward these neoliberal polices say that the 

neoliberalization process is a “bitter pill” that must be taken by developing nations in 

order to correct economic imbalances and economic growth to resumed.  As the 

neoliberal political economic discourse follows its course, few are benefiting from 

moderate economic growth and controlled inflation in Brazil. 

Paper B 

 Through the second case study that provides the empirical basis for Paper B, 

entitled “Partnership Approaches to the Provision of Social Housing in Brazil: Can the 

Private and Non-Profit Sectors Bridge the Gap?” I seek to determine what multi-sector 

partnerships for the provision of social services look like in the Brazilian context and the 

reasons why these partnerships fail to meet the housing needs of the poor.  Through this 
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investigation I show the roles and relationships of each sector, how partnerships are 

developed, and the challenges multi-sector partnerships encounter in taking over 

traditional government functions such as social housing provision in Brazil.  More 

specifically, I analyze the relationships and programs of a state level institution for 

housing provision (CDHU), a local level institution for housing provision (COHAB-RP), 

and three private businesses from the housing construction sector in the Ribeirão Preto 

region.  These institutions work together in a number of partnerships for social housing 

provision.  For this particular study I conducted both archival research and interviews to 

develop the necessary understanding of existing multi-sector partnerships for social 

housing provision in the Ribeirão Preto region. 

The governmental institutions and the private businesses selected for this 

investigation are key actors in the social housing sector, and for several years have been 

responsible for social housing construction and delivery in Ribeirão Preto.  My 

investigation of the roles and responsibilities of CDHU, COHAB-RP, and private 

businesses within these partnerships for housing provision is based upon archival 

information from both of these groups, and on personal interviews with key informants.  

During a period of 9 months I conducted multiple semi-structured interviews with the 

directors of 3 private businesses in the housing sector; and another 23 semi-structured 

interviews with key CDHU and COHAB-RP personnel. 

I identified specific themes such as the roles of each sector on social housing 

provision, the structure of multi-sector partnerships for social housing provision, and the 

challenges these partnerships face in meeting the housing needs of the poor.  Specifically, 
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I focus on the roles and relationship of multiple levels of government, the relationships 

between government institutions and the private sector, the role of the private sectors, and 

how and why these relationships and roles are failing to meet the housing needs of the 

poor.  Finally, I conducted a deeper analysis of relevant archival information and 

interviewees’ responses related to the work done by each institution and private 

businesses, their funding capacity, and challenges they face in meeting the growing 

housing demands.   

An important aspect of this study was to understand the reasons why multi-sector 

partnerships for social housing provision in the last three decades continue to fail to meet 

the region’s urban demand.  To explain this failing, I argue that policies and priorities of 

powerful international actors and the Brazilian federal government together set the stage 

for multi-sector partnerships, while systematically failing to grant sufficient resources to 

carry out adequate social service provision through these partnerships.  The data collected 

from interviews are crucial in illustrating this connection and showing the close 

relationship between policies developed at the macro level and the ones deployed in 

Ribeirão Preto.  Using archival and interview data together allows me to examine actual 

programs and policies and how these are implemented and experienced by actors on the 

ground.  The interviews conducted for this study further allow me to consider personal 

opinions, feelings, and commitments to multi-sector partnerships.  

The findings of this investigation suggest that multi-sector partnerships for social 

service provision emerge from policies developed at the macro level with limited regard 

to local circumstances and needs.  Multi-sector partnerships as a means of social service 
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provision were developed mostly in response to the withdrawal of the federal government 

from its traditional functions.  However, instead of replacing or improving the federal 

government’s social service delivery tasks, multi-sector partnerships mostly provide 

room for greater profit accumulation in the hands of private businesses while the urban 

poor are neglected.  This part of my research suggests that a major reason for the 

persistent failing of the housing programs put forward by these partnerships is their 

neglect of civil society as a participant in framing social service programs.  Although 

these partnerships are developed to provide for social services to the poor, the poor have 

little or no influence on what is being agreed or what the priorities should be, and no 

formal role within these partnerships.  Finally, this research argues that minimal federal 

government support and involvement on multi-sector partnerships for housing provision 

is another reason for the continuing failure of these new arrangements to meet local 

demand. 

Paper C  

Finally, in Paper C entitled “Working Around Political Reforms: An Alternative 

Approach for Social Housing Provision in Ribeirão Preto, Brazil, I examine an alternative 

housing provision program, the mutirão program.  Following neoliberal policy 

restructuring, the federal government of Brazil withdrew from most of its social-service 

responsibilities, giving rise to a number of alternative forms of housing provision such as 

the mutirão program.  However, throughout the country, these programs have achieved 

only modest results in diminishing housing deficits.  The mutirão program participants 

and key institutions of the housing sector in Ribeirão Preto, Brazil, Companhia de 
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Desenvolvimento Habitacional e Urbano de Ribeirão Preto (CDHU), and Companhia de 

Habitação de Ribeirão Preto (COHAB-RP), were examined for this study.  CDHU, 

which developed the mutirão program for housing provision in the state of Sao Paulo, 

established a partnership with COHAB-RP for initiating a mutirão program in the 

Ribeirão Preto with the objective of reducing the growing social housing deficit in the 

region.  Paper C looks closely at a local implementation of the mutirão program in the 

city of Ribeirão Preto to uncover why it fails to deliver upon its stated goals. 

Although Papers B and C share an important commonality, the study of 

partnerships between state and local government for social housing provision, they are 

different in key way:  Paper B investigates what partnerships between multiple levels of 

government and the private sector look like, whereas Paper C examines a social housing 

program that was put forward through these partnerships.   Paper C focuses on the 

limitations and effectiveness of multiple level governmental institutions (state and local) 

partnerships for housing provision, which in the mutirão program uses future 

homeowners’ labor in the housing units’ construction process.  Using an examination of 

the mutirão program, paper C presents the actual operations of the alternative programs, 

showing what they can and what they fail to do, as well as what they are expected to do 

in contrast with what actually happens when they are implemented.    

As in Papers A and B, this case is informed by archival material collected at the 

CDHU and COHAB-RP offices during my field research and through personal interviews 

conducted with key CDHU and COHAB-RP personnel and future homeowners  

participating in the mutirão program.  Once again, these materials were organized and 
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transcribed according to source and genre.  The materials were analyzed in the manner 

described earlier, but with emphasis on the themes central to Paper C: that is, how the 

alternative methods of housing provision actually operate, the achievements and 

limitations of the program, and the actual outcomes of the programs once they are 

implemented.  Focusing on the effectiveness and limitations of these innovative 

approaches of housing provision, my analysis pays special attention to whether these 

approaches are responsive to the needs of the urban poor. 

The basic findings of this investigation suggest that the alternative methods of 

housing provision reflect policies developed by governmental institutions with little or no 

input from civil society (i.e., families participating in the mutirão program ).  The 

mutirão program is pitched as an alternative method of housing provision, but is not 

actually alternative.  Rather, it is conventional following many of the same rules as other 

social housing programs.  For instance, in common with traditional social housing 

programs, the mutirão program is organized, managed, funded, and implemented by the 

same actors that put forward other housing programs for lower income families.  It is the 

participation of future residents, that characterizes it as an ‘alternative program’, but this 

participation happened only during the construction process.  Furthermore, in many 

instances participants were discontent with the task they were expected to perform and 

the lack of support from the managing institutions with respect to the entire project.  The 

findings of this investigation point to some specific problems with the mutirão program 

as implemented, including: substandard building materials, a lack of appropriate training 

and supervision of the builders, and little social support for the participating families.  
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Finally, this study suggests that if one of the objectives of alternative housing programs is 

to include civil society in improving the provision of housing units, then, they must give 

civil society an opportunity to express their priorities and concerns within the program 

that is supposed to address their needs. 

In conclusion, the neoliberalization of most southern states has resulted in 

significant changes to the way social services are provided in urban areas.  Along with 

the political-economic reforms and governmental restructuring initiated through 

neoliberalization, a process of decentralization occurred, changing roles and 

responsibilities at multiple levels of government.  However, these shifts were not always 

accompanied by the necessary managerial and funding support from higher governmental 

levels: in many cases, leading to the deterioration of social service provision.  As this 

study shows, social housing in Brazil suffered for over three decades from a lack of 

appropriate funding, programs, and support from the federal government.  The current 

housing deficit in Brazil is approximately 8 million units, and this study contends that the 

number will continue to rise unless there is reform to reestablish federal government 

social responsibilities.     
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Abstract 

 

Around the world, traditional forms of urban management and long-established 

roles in social service provision by multiple levels government have changed and 

continue to change because of economic restructuring and the process of 

neoliberalization.  This paper provides a historically grounded account of the political-

economic restructuring that emerged through neoliberalization and examines the impact 

of the changes on social housing provision in Brazil.  More specifically, this paper 

documents how policy shifts changed the responsibilities of state and local governments 

for the provision of social-services as well as their fiscal capacities, and how the policies 

led to increased demand for social housing while decreasing the overall ability to meet 

the need.  In keeping with existing research from other parts of the world, I argue that 

greater involvement in the public housing sector is needed by all levels of government to 

improve housing availability.  Government involvement, in particular federal government 

involvement, is vital because of its unique capacity to provide funding for large-scale 

projects such as social housing, while interacting with other levels of government to 

understand the varying local needs of different regions.  The evidence is developed using 

ethnographic research conducted with two governmental institutions in Ribeirão Preto, 

Brazil: a local-level institution for social housing provision, Companhia Habitacional de 

Ribeirão Preto (COHAB-RP), and a state-level institution, Companhia de 

Desenvolvimento Habitacional e Urbano (CDHU) for social housing provision.     
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Introduction 

 

In the 1990s, along with other Latin American countries, Brazil undertook a 

restructuring process based on neoliberal principles that altered activities and roles with 

respect to the provision of social services by multiple levels of government.  Social 

service provision in Brazil deteriorated significantly after the federal government 

implemented the process.  Services such as the provision of public housing are 

increasingly insufficient to meet demand: Brazil’s current housing deficit is 

approximately 8 million units (IBGE, 2009)2.    In order to understand the impact of the 

policy changes on the social housing sector, this paper examines the negative impacts of 

neoliberal policies on social welfare that have been documented in a variety of places 

across the world, and illustrates how the Brazilian case mirrors that of other developing 

nations.  Contrary to the perspective of many proponents of neoliberalism, the withdrawal 

of government from many public service activities has not improved social housing 

availability in Brazil.  The restructuring of the Brazilian government resulted in changes 

to how public services are provided, but without meeting the needs of the lower income 

populations they are supposed to serve.   

This paper examines the impact of neoliberalization processes and the roles of 

federal, state, and municipal governments in the provision of social housing in Brazil.  It 

further examines the implications of the changing roles of government in social housing 

                                                            
2 For the purpose of this study the term ‘housing deficit’ refers to the number of families without adequate 
housing: that is, living in houses built with non-durable materials or improvised materials;  living in a 
building not originally built for housing purposes; or more than one family living in the same house. 
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provision; and how these changes affect the arrangements through which social housing 

provision is achieved.   The discussion explains the limitations to the ability of existing 

government agencies to improve social housing availability in Brazil, and emphasizes the 

essential role of the federal government if the housing shortage is to be resolved.  The 

paper provides a descriptive and historically-grounded account of how neoliberal 

restructuring in Brazil shifted many responsibilities from the federal level to the local 

level, and provides ethnographic evidence of the impacts of these shifts on the provision 

of services in the Brazilian housing sector.      

The evidence is developed using ethnographic research conducted with two 

governmental institutions in Ribeirão Preto, Brazil: a local-level institution for social 

housing provision, Companhia Habitacional de Ribeirão Preto (COHAB-RP), and a 

state-level institution, Companhia de Desenvolvimento Habitacional e Urbano (CDHU) 

for social housing provision.  

 

Examining Neoliberalism 

        

Denoting new forms of political-economic governance based on the extension of 

market relationships (Larner 2000), neoliberal ideology rests on the belief that the ideal 

model for economic development is based on an economic regime that emphasizes the 

choices of individuals over collective choices, open and deregulated markets, and 

minimal state interference (Brenner, Peck, and Theodore 2005).  Although the neoliberal 
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ideology may be traced back to the 1930s and the publications of Friedrich von Hayek 

and Milton Friedman on the societal benefits of market economies, it did not gain 

widespread prominence until the 1970s when the global recession reached a climax. 

Economic crisis in the United Kingdom (UK) and United States (US) afforded 

neoliberalism a unique opportunity to become the dominant political-economic model for 

most developed nations around the globe, and to later extend itself into the peripheral and 

semi-peripheral states such as Brazil and other Latin American countries.  Popularized by 

think-tanks and corporate decision-makers, this political agenda was supported by 

powerful international organizations such as the IMF and the World Bank and applied 

throughout the world.  As noted in the writing of Peet and Hartwick (1999, pp. 52), some 

of the policies launched with the advancement of the neoliberalism include: 

 Fiscal discipline: effective capping of government budget deficits; 
 Public expenditure priorities: should focus on supply-side investments, not on 

social amelioration or progressive distribution 
 Tax reform: rates should be held down and incentives sharpened 
 Financial liberalization: interest rates and capital flows should be market 

determined 
 Exchange rates: rates should be sufficiently competitive to induce rapid growth 

in nontraditional exports 
 Trade liberalization: quantitative restrictions on imports should be removed 
 Foreign direct investment: barriers to the entry of foreign firms should be 

abolished 
 Privatization: state enterprises should be returned to private ownership 
 Deregulation: governments should abolish regulations restricting competition 
 Property rights: legal systems should ensure property rights without excessive 

costs 
 

As evidenced in the policies indicated above, and in contrast to its claim to be a 

liberated, independent, fair competitive system, neoliberalism is paternalist, authoritarian, 

and interventionist.  For example, the privatization of many state enterprises was at the 
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same time often authoritarian and interventionist because it was usually implemented 

without the approval of the majority of the population.  In fact, neoliberal policies were 

not formulated to ensure full employment and an inclusive welfare system; instead, 

governments focused on improving economic efficiency and international 

competitiveness (Larner 2000).  The neoliberalization process triggered a series of 

institutional reforms and adjustments that destroyed previously-existing institutional 

frameworks and powers, divisions of labor, social relations, and welfare provisions 

(Harvey 2006).  The advancement of neoliberalism as a globalized strategy provided a 

better environment for further private capital-accumulation while the foundations of 

national economies and social solidarities began to erode (Larner 2000). Finally, the 

process of neoliberalization began to undermine the power of democratically-elected 

governments, preventing them from ensuring customary universal social-service 

provision.   

As far as its geographic development, neoliberalism is characterized by uneven 

growth, although no place can claim total immunity to the new political economic 

paradigm (Harvey 2006).  Evidence of neoliberal policy implementation and 

experimentation is found throughout the world.   For instance, with the election of 

Thatcher in the UK and Reagan in the US, new repertoires of government practices were 

developed, not to roll back the state in general, but to develop a particular kind of state 

that would ultimately facilitate capital accumulation (Peck and Tickell 2007, p. 29).  In 

addition to providing an excellent environment for capital accumulation, the goal of the 

new political-economic model was to dismantle all forms of the national and local 
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Keynesian welfare state, while releasing government from responsibility for the provision 

of most social services.  In general, neoliberalization in most developed, northern 

countries, as well as the developing ones of the south, resulted in massive public 

spending cuts, significant subsidies to the private sector, the rescaling of state 

responsibilities and resource allocation capacities, and a shift away from democratic 

modes of social action (Miller 2007).  The role and presence of the state in countries 

undergoing neoliberalization changed considerably, and the outcome of such changes has 

resulted in diverse impacts on the different social classes (Dumenil and Levy 2004).  For 

instance, government withdrawal from most of its responsibility for social-service 

provision contributed to a deteriorating quality of life for many dependent on basic public 

services while generating more profit for private business owners.  Under neoliberal 

rules, the government is no longer the direct provider of goods and services; instead, it is 

to provide an optimal environment for the private sector and individuals to perform such 

functions.   As described by Harvey (2006, p.145), under neoliberalism, state 

interventions are to be kept to a bare minimum “to secure private property rights and to 

support freely functioning markets”.  

After a few years of trial in developed countries, the effects of the neoliberal 

policies were evident in the deep sociopolitical contradictions created, increasing social 

and spatial polarization, and a general discontent among the urban poor (Peck 2001).  In 

light of the many negative social-externalities, perverse economic consequences for the 

poor, and deterioration of many forms of social protection, neoliberalism underwent a 

phase of readjustment (Peck and Tickell 2002).  In its second phase, neoliberalism is 
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increasingly concerned with “political foregrounding of new modes of social and penal 

policy-making, disciplining, and containment of those marginalized and dispossessed by 

the neoliberalization of the 1980s” (Peck and Tickell 2002, p. 389). According to Brenner 

and Theodore (2002), these adjustments are organized to address the disruptive and 

dysfunctional sociopolitical effects of the initial phase of neoliberalism.  Although 

adjustments were made, the life prospects of the urban poor are not substantially 

improved and the essential character of neoliberalism remains unchanged.  Brenner and 

Theodore (2002) assert that the neoliberal project is no longer exclusively orientated 

towards the promotion of market-driven capitalist growth, but towards the provision of an 

optimum environment for the capital accumulation of very few. 

Finally, the implications of neoliberalization on the provision of social services 

are especially disappointing.  As part of the neoliberalization process, many states went 

through a process of restructuring that greatly reduced their participation in social service 

provision, making it difficult to meet social needs, such as housing.  Considering the 

harsh outcomes of neoliberalization for the poor, many scholars and politicians who once 

begged for less government intervention are asking for the return of government to 

manage the deleterious social consequences caused by neoliberal policies (Peck and 

Tickell 2002).  In the following section, I compare and contrast the outcomes of this new 

political agenda under the different contexts of the developed and the developing world.  

The following discussion addresses some of the important omissions in the existing 

literature. 
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Neoliberal Reform in the Developed and Developing World  

In most Latin American states the introduction of the neoliberal regime occurred 

later than in the US and the UK.  The failure of policies such as import-substituting 

industrialization (ISI), developed to boost the economy, convinced southern governments 

to embrace neoliberal rules --  reducing the role and the size of the state in their 

economies (Biglaiser and DeRouen Jr. 2004).  The economic crisis following the failure 

of the ISI project caused many Latin American governments to open-up their economies 

and engage in a series of reforms supported by international institutions such as the 

World Bank (WB) and International Monetary Fund (IMF).  After a period of economic 

stabilization, implementation of a functioning market economy, and a shift to export-led 

growth, Latin American states seriously engaged the rules of the neoliberal regime 

(Green 1996).  By the mid-1990s, the majority of Latin American countries were 

governed under neoliberal rules.   

With the advancement of neoliberalism in the region, the Latin American 

population’s dependency on government assistance increased further with rising 

unemployment.  Between 1990 and 2000 unemployment increased across Latin America: 

the unemployment rate in Brazil increased almost 3 percent between 1990 and 2000, 

whereas in the UK it decreased by approximately 4.6 percent (World Development 

Report 2008).  Under such a situation, it is crucial that governments in Latin America 

remain involved in the provision of social services and assistantship programs, an 

ideology that contradicts the basic principles of neoliberalism.  As illustrated by the 

unemployment-rate examples provided above, the neoliberalization process often had 
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different effects in the developed and developing worlds. Although not completely 

insulated from some of the harsh effects of neoliberalism, the societies of developed 

nations were generally better-prepared to deal with the negative effects of neoliberalism 

due, for example, to their stronger economic situation and higher levels of education.  As 

described by Schultz (1999) higher levels of education and a stronger economy can 

ultimately enhance peoples’ opportunities and reduce their dependence on government 

assistance.  

It is here that the existing literature fails to address the strong differences in the 

impacts of neoliberal policies under different contexts.  For example, under neoliberal 

reforms, states in Latin America were forced to drastically reduce their budgets for basic 

social services (i.e., education, health, and housing), and instead, were encouraged to 

invest in activities such as communications and transportation under the logic that this 

would boost the economy.  Although decent infrastructure is important, in the short term 

good infrastructure alone cannot improve access to basic goods and services for low-

income populations and government funding for the provision of social services is still 

necessary (Mohan 2005).  For instance, Peck’s (2001) assertion that neoliberal states 

abdicate their responsibility, allowing other sectors to take over traditional functions, is 

only feasible when the scale of social need is within the capacity of the private and 

voluntary sectors.  In the case of developing nations, government not only plays an 

important role in restructuring projects (i.e., governance and neoliberalization), and the 

organization of master plans for urban development/ redevelopment projects, but is the 

primary provider of funds and professional expertise (Foweraker 2001) -- yet another 
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reason why government withdrawal from the provision of basic social services has a 

considerably greater negative impact on the population in developing countries.  

Although neoliberal reform has generated some economic growth, it is 

increasingly associated with inequality and social polarization at the local level (Gwynne 

and Kay 2000).  The Inter-American Development Bank Report (2008) recognizes the 

paradoxical outcomes of the neoliberal reforms in Latin America, confirming that even 

though economic imbalances were corrected, poverty rates increased and the income gap 

continues to be larger than any other region of the world.  Furthermore, the impact of 

neoliberal reforms in Latin American cities rendered most of the countryside nonviable 

for social reproduction and living.  With fewer jobs available in rural areas, and limited 

access to basic services such as education, health, and housing, the rural population began 

to migrate to cities in search of a better quality of life and jobs in industry (Perz 2000).  

Finally, in contrast to the described benefits of decentralization in the US and the UK, 

decentralization in Latin America simply increased the pressure on city governments 

(Garcia 1995).  With limited financial resources available for the provision of social 

services, the difficulties faced by Latin American local governments in meeting the needs 

of urban resident needs has increased and the prospects of a better quality of life for 

newcomers are worse.  

Another important aspect of contrast between Latin American countries and 

northern countries such as the UK and the US is the practice of urban governance that has 

gained prominence with the advancement of neoliberalism.  In the US and the UK, the 

participation of civil society in the formulation of urban policies increased (Raco 2000). 
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For example, research by Elwood (2002) and Martin (2004) explores the role of small, 

locally-situated grassroots groups within neoliberal urban governance in developed 

nations.  Their research emphasizes the potential of these groups to contribute to urban 

policy decision-making in their regions.  This has not been the experience in most Latin 

American cities.  Civil society in Latin American cities is rarely included in the decision-

making processes for urban development or revitalization projects (Boshi 2003).   In fact, 

in most Latin American cities the administrative system is very likely to present strong 

partnerships between government and the private sector, but rarely include civil society 

(Mohan 2005)3.  In contrast, in the US and the UK it is usual to have civil society 

participate in the urban policy decision-making process, and exert considerable influence 

on the priority given to different development projects (Raco 2000).  In the following 

section, I demonstrate how the economic and political shifts and new arrangements for 

the responsibility of social services, abdicated by the state, played out in Brazil. 

 

Governmental Restructuring in Brazil  

The distinct forces that triggered the restructuring of government in Brazil include the 

financial crises of the federal public sector initiated in the 1970s, agitation for stronger 

democratization in the country, and the advancement of the neoliberal reforms (Garcia 

1995, IPEA).  The scarcity of federal financial resources and the resulting inability of the 

federal government to fund social programs led state and municipal governments to lobby 

                                                            
3 For the purpose of this study civil society is defined as all of the organizations which are not public or for-
profit institutions 
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for fiscal and taxation reforms and greater political autonomy.  During the late 1970s and 

early 1980s, debates regarding the need for a stronger democracy in Brazil gained 

importance.  State and municipal representatives called for changes to obsolete public 

policies and for greater public participation in policy formulation (Gaetani 1999).  State 

and municipal agencies questioned the nature and direction of federal government action, 

giving rise to a process of decentralization and emphasizing the need for governmental 

restructuring (Tavares and Fiori 1993).  The advancement of neoliberalism in the 1990s 

strengthened the move towards government restructuring, motivated by the goal of 

reducing the social responsibilities of the federal government’s rather than a commitment 

to fostering strong democratic principles.  At this juncture Brazil was moving away from 

being a developmental state to a market-orientated state. 

After several years of debate, the restructuring of the Brazilian government 

increased the political and fiscal autonomy of state and municipal governments and later 

their administrative responsibilities.  Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, political, fiscal, 

and administrative reforms were gradually implemented.  Falleti’s (2006) writings on the 

Brazilian restructuring highlight the important aspects of each reform.  For instance, an 

administrative reform that is not followed by fiscal reform has little chance of improving 

social services provision.  If the purpose of administrative reform is to transfer 

responsibility for the provision and management of social services to state and municipal 

governments, a transfer of financial resources for the execution of such activities is also 

necessary.  Although the power of lower levels of government to make decisions may 

increase with administrative reform, social service availability will likely deteriorate 
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without appropriate transfer of financial resources (Falleti 2006). According to Arretche 

(1999) having administrative, fiscal, and political reforms occur in parallel may improve 

the ability of local governments to provide social services in their jurisdiction, while 

creating state and municipal legislative assemblies to represent local interests (Arretche 

1999). 

In Brazil, the three reforms -- political, fiscal, and administrative -- occurred 

through a governmental restructuring process.   The first reform was political; 

congressional approval of direct elections for state governors and senators.  This reform 

increased the political autonomy of state governments because they were democratically 

elected by the Brazilian people, and therefore, represented the interests of the citizens.  

Next -- and of most importance to state and municipal governments -- came fiscal reform.  

Fiscal reform increased financial resources transfers from federal government to state and 

municipal governments, and the latter’s ability to levy local taxation if necessary.  Both 

the political and the fiscal reforms were ultimately secured in the 1988 Brazilian 

constitution.  At that point, regional governments, including municipal, de facto became 

politically and economically independent.  With fiscal reform in place, not only were 

state and municipal governments allowed to raise funds through their own taxation 

systems, but were entitled to greater financial resources transfers from the federal 

government (Garcia 1995).   

The final reform was administrative, which was to increase the responsibilities 

and expenditures of state and municipal governments in the provision of social services 
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(Garman, Haggard and Willis 2001).  The administrative reform was the least favorite 

reform of state and municipal governments because they did not want greater 

responsibility for the population in their jurisdictions (Dickovick’s 2003). Despite the 

lack-of-interest in administrative reform from the subnational governments, for the 

federal government it was the most important.  As mentioned earlier, the federal 

government was determined to divest itself of responsibility for the provision of social 

services, to reduce its overall expenditures on its citizens, and to transfer some of the 

traditional functions to lower tiers of government or to the private sector.  The ultimate 

goal of the Brazilian federal government was to become a regulator and promoter of the 

country’s development, rather than take continuing as the entity directly responsible for 

development, a goal that closely follows neoliberal principals (FUNDAP 1999). 

Among the problems with the initial reforms of the 1980s and early 1990s, were a 

lack of understanding of the diversity of Brazilian cities and the differential impacts the 

reforms would have in the different urban environments.  For instance, as Garcia (1995) 

notes, the reforms did not consider the differences in the characteristics of Brazilian 

cities, pertaining to population distribution and economic strength, operational and 

administrative capacities, distinct technical knowledge and executive competence, levels 

of community organization, or the existing relationships between civil society and local 

governments.  In fact, as reported by the IBGE (2008), 70 percent of the 5,000 cities 

throughout Brazil have less than 20,000 inhabitants, and 20 percent of Brazilian cities 

have only 20,000 - 50,000 inhabitants.  Thus, 90 percent of Brazilian cities have 

populations of less than 50,000 inhabitants, which generally means weak economies and 
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modest tax revenues.  With the implementation of the political and fiscal reforms the 

number of small cities in Brazil grew considerably.  Local politicians took advantage of 

the political decentralization and created new municipalities with the objective of 

obtaining more funding from the federal government (Gomes and MacDowell 2000).  

This had undesirable consequences from both the economic and social perspectives 

because of the imbalances created in terms of fund distribution from the federal to lower 

tiers of government.  As described by Gomes and MacDowell’s (2000), political reform 

in Brazil led to an increases in the absolute and relative amount of transfers of tax 

revenues from large municipalities to smaller ones.  This benefited a small portion (not 

necessarily the poorest) of the population of small municipalities to the detriment of the 

population living in the medium and large municipalities where resources became scarce.  

Understanding these factors is crucial to determining whether decentralization is the best 

approach for resolving problems such as inadequate provision of social services. 

Although in many instances the literature describes the restructuring process as 

positive and necessary, believing that autonomous local institutions would ultimately lead 

to improvements in the provision of social services (Faguet 2004), the outcomes of such 

changes have proven to be quite different.  As noted earlier, the number of small 

municipalities in the country increased with the advancement of the political reforms and 

the decentralization process.  With a greater number of municipalities, the financial 

reserves of the federal government were insufficient to adequately fund the social-service 

provision projects of medium and large cities (Gomes and MacDowell’s 2000).  Adding 

to the problem of inadequate financial resources, the lack of intergovernmental 
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interaction, knowledge transfer, and cooperation were new challenges of the 

decentralization process (Dickovick 2003).   

The fiscal problems introduced with the advancement of the political and fiscal 

reforms and the decentralization process, culminated in the formulation of a new law in 

the late 1990s: the Lei de Responsabilidade Fiscal or ‘Fiscal Responsibility Law’ 

(Bresser-Pereira 2003).  The new ‘Fiscal Responsibility Law’ withdrew some of the 

benefits that the 1980s and early 1990s reforms brought to municipal and state 

governments.  It forced them to become more accountable for their financial resource 

usage and somewhat more dependent on federal financial support for the provision of 

some social services, including housing.  As described by Dickovick’s (2003), Brazil 

began to experience some level of recentralization and the fiscal autonomy of regional 

and local governments looked uncertain.  According to the federal government, the 

reason for the second round of fiscal reform was to make spending more transparent at all 

levels of government (Bresser-Pereira 2003).   The Fiscal Responsibility Law was 

organized to prevent governors and mayors from engaging in the type of unsustainable 

spending patterns that led the country to financial crisis in the late 1980s and early 1990s 

(Dillinger and Webb 2001).  Ultimately, the goal of the federal government goal was to 

organize a transfer of financial resources from the federal to state and municipal levels, 

accompanied by a transfer of expenditure obligations, thus, relieving the federal 

government of many responsibilities for social services (Dickovick’s 2003). 
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Determined to regain financial control, the federal government attempted to 

weaken state governments and empower municipalities (Dillinger and Webb 2001).  

Aware of the highly decentralized nature of Brazilian politics after the constitution was 

written in 1988, the federal government used the above mentioned strategy to counter the 

power of state level governments where the opposition to federal government was often 

the strongest (Arretche 1999).  In fact, empowering local governments would ultimately 

increase the influential power of the federal government at the local level, and later the 

support of local voters Falleti’s (2006).  Significantly, the process of neoliberalization 

followed by decentralization did not substantially reduce federal power.  Although 

political, fiscal, and administrative reforms changed the general scope of the power and 

responsibilities of the different levels of government, the Fiscal Responsibility Law 

secured great power for the federal government.   Meanwhile, states and municipalities 

have difficulty maintaining or improving the quality of public- service provision because 

they remain dependent on federal resources to implement social service programs and 

projects.  The following section discusses the impact of the abovementioned reforms in 

the Brazilian social housing sector where federal government financial support declined 

significantly over the last three-decades. 

 

Neoliberal Restructuring of Brazil’s Social Housing Sector 

 Brazil’s experience of social housing shortage has a long history.  With President 

Kubitschek’s push for greater industrialization in the 1950s, the social housing shortage 

deteriorated.  The possibility of finding employment in the industrial sector stimulated an 
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exodus from rural to urban areas, increasing the need for housing in many Brazilian cities 

(Denaldi 2006).  According to the IBGE (1990), the urban population in Brazil increased 

from 26 percent in 1940 to 68 percent in 1980, and is currently above 80 percent.  As the 

urban population expanded there was no state intervention to secure even basic 

infrastructure to support the population growth (Ferreira and Tsukumo 2006).  Social 

housing programs and provision were not a priority of the federal government during the 

1950s.  As stressed in Denaldi’s (2006) writings, the Brazilian government believed that 

it would be less expensive for the people to find their own solution to the housing 

shortages.  It was only in 1964 with the military regime in power, that the federal 

government began to address the housing problem and develop strategies to improve 

housing availability in Brazilian cities (Bonduki 1998).  During this period, the 

government created a bank, the Banco Nacional da Habitação (BNH), to manage and 

invest the resources from the Fundo de Garantia por Tempo de Serviço (FGTS), the 

Brazilian equivalent to the US Social Security Program, on social housing programs.  

During the time of the military regime, 1964-86, the federal government took the lead in 

resolving the housing shortage for the first time in its history.  By making resources 

available and establishing nationwide housing programs, the federal government 

produced a record number of social housing units, 4.3 million, in just over 2 decades 

(Ferreira and Tsukumo 2006). 

 Due to the rigid economic model established during the military regime, Brazil 

experienced an economic crisis followed by high inflation and unemployment rates 

(Denaldi 2006).  This crisis and its effects had a severe impact on the financial reserves 
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and funding capacity of the BNH’s, leading to bankruptcy.  Following the bankruptcy of 

the BNH, all nationwide social housing programs were suspended, and the social housing 

sector was ignored by the federal government (Bonduki 1998).  Without a national 

strategy to resolve the country’s housing deficit, state and local governments begin to 

develop alternative methods to continue social housing production, but on a much smaller 

scale (Ferreira and Tsukumo 2006).  For instance, some states increased taxes on 

merchandise and used the extra income to subsidize regional social housing construction.  

Along with state governments, municipalities mobilized their resources to increase 

housing availability in their jurisdictions (Denaldi 2006).  The strategies used by lower 

tiers of government only accentuated the ongoing process of decentralization in Brazil, 

further decreasing the responsibility of federal government for social housing. 

Although the efforts of state and municipal governments contributed to 

maintaining some level of social housing availability, they were insufficient to tackle 

such a massive problem.  In the mid 1990s, the housing deficit in Brazil was more than 

six million units, and the need for federal government intervention was evident (IBGE 

2000).  The following map depicts the 2008 housing deficit scenario in the different 

regions of the country, highlighting particularly severe deficits in the state of São Paulo 

where the city of Ribeirão Preto is located.   
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Map 1 – Housing deficit in Brazil in 2008 

 

As Ferreira and Tsukumo (2006) demonstrate, the political, fiscal, and 

administrative reforms and the restructuring of the Brazilian government evolved, 

neglecting the needs of the largest segment of its urban population, particularly the very 

low-income.  Without nationwide policies and programs to address housing shortages for 

families with very low incomes of only one to three times the minimum monthly wage, 

the housing deficit continues to increase (Denaldi 2006).  As stressed throughout the 

discussion, greater federal government involvement is needed in the housing sector 

because of the large scale of housing project need and the financial resources such 

projects require.  The current model of social housing provision, with state and local 

governments sponsoring and managing the majority of the housing production, has 

Housing deficit in 
Brazil in 2008  

 

Source: IBGE archives, 2008 
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achieved only modest results.  In general, the restructuring of the Brazilian government 

had a negative impact on the provision of social housing because neither the private 

sector nor state and local governments have adequate support -- that is, financial, 

technical, or administrative expertise -- to take over the traditional role of the central 

government in social service provision.  

The preceding section describes the impact of the political and economic shifts on 

social service provision indifferent contexts, each with similar negative outcomes for the 

poor.  The following section examines the impact of neoliberal reforms on the Brazilian 

social housing sector to demonstrate how the structural transformations put forward by 

neoliberalism further contributed to the housing shortage.   

 

Local-Level Impacts of Social Housing Reform: The Case of Ribeirão Preto, Brazil  

 

In the context of neoliberal policy, challenges of governmental restructuring in the 

global south, and changes in the roles and capacities of the different tiers of government 

in Brazil, I examine social housing provision in Ribeirão Preto, Brazil.  Amid the 

structural transformations in funding for social service provision, and the transfer of 

responsibilities to local government, there are relatively few studies documenting the 

impacts of these shifts at the sub-national and local levels in Brazil.  Drawing on 

ethnographic research conducted with local and state level housing organizations active 

throughout this period of change, I document how the changes affected the capacity for 
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the provision of housing, the mechanisms through which housing is provided, and the 

populations served.  Ultimately this study shows an overall retrenchment in fiscal 

capacity and a growing demand for housing that calls for a greater role for federal 

government in the provision of social housing. 

 For the purpose of this investigation, I use a case study approach to facilitate an 

understanding of how neoliberalization and the restructuring of the Brazilian government 

affected social housing provision by different levels of government.  I use this case study 

to demonstrate how the transformations of neoliberal restructuring are manifest in 

Brazil’s social housing sector and the impact on the ability of the housing sector to meet 

demand.  The social housing sector provides a useful and important example of the 

impacts of neoliberal restructuring because it experienced major changes as a result of the 

restructuring.  Further, the sector involved both the private and non-profit sectors over 

some time, providing an opportunity to consider whether these sectors are able to meet 

the needs formerly the responsibility of the federal government. 

 The arguments in this paper are developed from ethnographic research conducted 

with two governmental institutions in Ribeirão Preto, Brazil; a local-level institution 

providing social housing, Companhia Habitacional de Ribeirão Preto (COHAB-RP), and 

a state level institution, Companhia de Desenvolvimento Habitacional e Urbano 

(CDHU).  I selected Companhia Habitacional de Ribeirão Preto (COHAB-RP) and 

Companhia de Desenvolvimento Habitacional e Urbano (CDHU) as the focus of the 

study for several reasons.  First, both institutions were founded prior to the Brazilian 
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reforms initiated in the 1980s, and therefore, have experienced multiple methods of social 

housing production and outcomes.  Second, these institutions continue to employ several 

workers hired when the institutions were founded or just a few years after their 

inauguration.  These personnel have valuable information with respect to social housing 

programs.  They have knowledge of the housing provision and production methods prior 

to, during, and after the restructuring reforms of the 1980s and neoliberalization of the 

1990s.  Finally, both institutions hold valuable archival material that informs and 

supports the findings of this investigation. 

 The data presented in this study were collected during several months of field 

research in 2007 and 2008 in Ribeirão Preto, Brazil.  The findings of this project were 

developed through the collection and analysis of different types of ethnographic data -- 

primarily interviews with personnel of governmental institutions and examination of their 

archives.  I used multiple methods to gather information to enable better data verification 

while generating chains of evidence and the opportunity for data triangulation.  The use 

of multiple data sources provides sufficient information to distill the differences between 

the field researcher and the participant’s interpretation of the matter (Yin 2003).  In 

addition to multiple data sources, I used multiple methods of data collection; these 

strategies enabled me to develop a more-complete perspective and supplement some of 

the data sources, while allowing verification and interpretation of overlapping 

information sources.  For instance, COHAB-RP’s written archival documents were 

somewhat incomplete or even absent.  On several occasions, the employee in charge of 

helping me to find information for specific years reported that the archival volume was 
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missing, and that the only way to obtain the missing information was to interview one of 

the older institution’s employees.  With the objective of filling such gaps, I conducted 

interviews with several COHAB-RP and CDHU personnel. The interviews were useful in 

building a more complete account of the histories and roles of COHAB-RP and CDHU in 

the provision of social housing.  The qualitative data gathered for this project provide 

valuable information on the impact of the reorganization of government institutions on 

social housing provision and the future prospects for the housing sector without strong 

federal government participation. 

I used COHAB-RP and CDHU archival documents to learn about the process of 

social housing production in Ribeirão Preto, both prior to the advancement of 

neoliberalism and after the implementation of the neoliberal policies and government 

restructuring.  The data provide historical information about: the production of social 

housing in the region, the social housing programs used in the past and present, the 

different roles of the urban sector in the production of social housing, the institutions that 

provide the financial resources for social housing construction, the target populations of 

social housing programs, and the past and current demands for social housing.  I use this 

information to determine whether the advancement of neoliberal reforms deteriorated the 

provision of social housing in Ribeirão Preto, the strategies used to continue the 

production of social housing, and whether the new strategies may be considered 

successful. 

I conducted intensive semi-structured interviews with the staff of COHAB-RP 

and CDHU.  The information gathered through intensive interviews forms the basis for 
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examining the roles of the multiple levels of governmental institutions (federal, state and 

local), governmental reforms, the relationships between the different sectors involved in 

the production of social housing, and how these processes influence the provision and 

availability of social housing in Ribeirão Preto.  I also used interviews to ascertain 

whether COHAB-RP and CDHU staff share similar opinions with respect to the problems 

that exist in improving social housing production in the region.  Through the interviews, I 

learned the opinions of the interviewees on possible solutions to the problem of social 

housing shortage.  In general, the intensive interviews are a useful source of data because 

they provide knowledge about the interviewees’ experiences and opinions while allowing 

comparison with the information gathered through the document analysis.  The data for 

this project were analyzed through an interpretative analysis process that involved an 

iterative coding of interview transcripts and field notes around themes of government 

restructuring and neoliberalization, intergovernmental relations and the impact on 

housing production, and the current status of social housing provision in the region. 

My research at COHAB-RP shows that after the reforms were implemented the 

production of housing units dropped considerably in the region.  The following table 

shows the trajectory of housing production in the Ribeirão Preto region between 1970 

and 2008, highlighting the importance of the federal government involvement in the 

housing sector: 

 

 

 

 



83 
 

Table 1- Housing Units Built per Decade (1970-2008) 

Decade Funded by Number of Housing Units Built 
per Decade 

1970-1979 Federal Government 3171 

1970-1979 State Government 0 
1970-1979 Local Government 0 
1980-1989 Federal Government 16190 
1980-1989 State Government 0 
1980-1989 Local Government 0 
1990-1999 Federal Government  4343 
1990-1999 State Government N/A 
1990-1999 Local Government 0 
2000-2008 Federal Government 5738 
2000-2008 State Government 4313 
2000-2008 Local Government 283 
2000-2008 Public-Private 

Partnership 
1659 

 

Source: COHAB-RP digital archives, 2008 

 

Prior to the 1990s and the establishment of the neoliberal reforms, housing 

production in the Ribeirão Preto region reached desirable levels with production of more 

than 1,600 units per year and demand of approximately 2,000 units per year4.  Yet, as 

demand increased with increasing urbanization in the 1990s, production began to decline 

(see Table 1). 

Having operated for more than three decades in the social housing sector, 

COHAB-RP experienced many effects of the government reforms and neoliberalization, 

and therefore, has a unique position with respect to this project.  For instance, several 

COHAB-RP interviewees commented on the challenge of meeting the high demand for 

                                                            
4 According to the COHAB-RP staff, a ‘desirable level’ is the production of housing units no less than 30% 
of the current demand.  .  Between 20% and 30% of applicants for a housing unit at COHAB-RP will buy 
or resolve their lack of housing problem without COHAB’s assistance (COHAB-RP, 2008) 
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housing with limited financial resource available following the reforms.  Some long-term 

COHAB-RP employees who worked for the institution for over 25-years provide a 

historical account of the impact of the reforms on the region’s housing sector.  For 

instance, as one staff member explains: 

“The financial resources from the FGTS – equivalent to the US social security 
program and controlled by the federal government - that in the 1970s use to be 
loaned directly from the federal government’s vault to the COHABs or local 
governments, no longer comes to the COHAB or local governments.  With the 
Fiscal Responsibility Law, the financial resources ceased to come to the COHABs 
or local governments...  the federal government does not provide loans for very 
low- income families – families with combined monthly income between 1-3 
minimum national wages – therefore, for this income group the existing financial 
resources are not sufficient, and COHAB-RP cannot help this group because of a 
lack of financial resources”  

                          - (Roselino – COHAB-RP, personal interview, 2007) 

Here, Roselino emphasizes that the withdrawal of the federal government from 

the provision of social services contributed to deteriorating housing provision in the 

region.  Restrictions placed on loans for social housing development projects by the 

federal government are viewed as one of the main reasons for COHAB-RP’s reduced 

ability to deliver housing units in the Ribeirão Preto region.  Restrictions increased 

because, as explained earlier, the provision of social services was no longer a priority of 

the federal government.  In addition to insufficient funding, another aggravating factor 

behind the condition of the Brazilian housing sector is the poor financial situation of the 

local institutions for social housing provision.  Another staff member from COHAB-RP 

explains that the reforms are leading local institutions for housing to become extinct: 
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“Since the initial reforms in the late 1980s, local institutions for housing such as 
the COHAB-RP have lost most of their traditional importance as federal 
government’s social housing provider agencies… we work everyday with the fear 
that one morning they will announce that COHAB will be shut down because of a 
lack of financial resources... we will lose our jobs and as for the very low-income 
people, their chances of owning a house will become much slimmer.”  

                 - (Maria Ignêz – COHAB-RP, personal interview, 2007) 

Clearly the evidence shows that the reforms initiated in the 1980s contributed to 

deteriorated social housing availability in the country.  With little fiscal autonomy to push 

forward large-scale social housing development projects, COHAB-RP was helpless to 

address the region’s housing deficit.  The evidence further confirms that without sufficient 

financial support and a master-planned social housing program articulated at the federal 

government level, the future prospects of the sector are limited.  

Another issue emphasized by COHAB-RP’s employees interviewed, is the 

oversight of the federal government with respect to social housing programs for families 

with a very low-income of only one-to-three- times the minimum wage.  When the 1980s 

reforms were implemented and with the end of the BNH, this low-income group ceased to 

receive federal government loans for social housing purchases.  A COHAB-RP staff 

member noted that only higher-income families (with a combined monthly income more 

than three-times the minimum national wage) could meet the federal government loans 

requirements: 
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“The federal government provides loans to families with a combined monthly 
income greater than three minimum national wages.  For families with combined 
monthly income between 1-3 minimum national wages there are virtually no 
loans available… the least that the federal government could do to help very low-
income families to buy a house is to reduce the taxes that private developers have 
to pay on the construction of social housing developments… that would reduce 
the final cost of the unit, making it more affordable for the very low-income” 

- (Gilmar – COHAB-RP, personal interview, 2007) 

Without federal support, local institutions are unable to meet the region’s housing 

need.  The IBGE data confirms that federal housing assistance is wrongly targeted if the 

objective is to reduce countrywide housing shortages.  A recent IBGE report shows that 

the target population for federal housing assistance should be those with very low-income 

(less than three-times the minimum).  The 2005 IBGE report states:  

“Between 1995 and 2003, approximately 78 percent of the federal government’s 
financial resource for housing assistance was allocated to families with combined 
monthly income higher than five minimum national wages.  Approximately 8 
percent was allocated to very low-income families with combined monthly 
incomes between 1-3 minimum national wages, which make for approximately 83 
percent of the country’s total housing deficit” 

                                                    - (IBGE report, 2005) 

Following the implementation of the reforms and the cutbacks in federal 

assistance, very low-income families in need of housing sought help from other 

institutions. However, thus far these institutions are unable to fully meet the high 

demand. 

In the state of São Paulo, where the city of Ribeirão Preto is located, the very low-

income families look for assistance at Companhia de Desenvolvimento Habitacional e 

Urbano (CDHU).  Established in 1949, CDHU works with COHAB-RP in the effort to 

provide social housing programs in the region.  Using funds from the ICMS (a state tax 
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on merchandise purchases), CDHU provides assistance and subsidies to very low-income 

families.  The director of CDHU office in Ribeirão Preto states: 

“The CDHU receives from the state of São Paulo 1 percent of the ICMS tax to use 
on housing programs within the state… the resources from the ICMS allows the 
state government to subsidize part of the housing cost… that is why the CDHU 
can afford to provide some housing for families with combined monthly income 
between 1-3 minimum national wages.” 

                                   - (Evaldo - CDHU, personal interview, 2008) 

Although local and state institutions have used several different means to provide 

housing for the poor, their success is limited and the housing deficit remains.  According 

to the interviewee, the state of São Paulo’s strategy to maintain social housing programs 

for lower income groups should be implemented throughout the country in a national 

effort.  The government reforms and neoliberalization should not prevent state and local 

governments from creating alternative programs, even though the programs are evidently 

insufficient to completely solve the regional housing shortage: 

“Government institutions from local to national levels can contribute in some way 
to reducing the national housing deficit, they just have to be creative and willing 
to work in the new “post-governmental reforms” environment.  This will not 
substitute for federal intervention… the Brazilian housing shortage can only be 
addressed with combined efforts of multiple levels of government and a special 
involvement of federal government with its large funding capacity… no 
partnerships of any kind can replace stronger federal government involvement.” 

                                      - (Evaldo - CDHU, personal interview, 2008)  

The evidence shows that the alternative methods of housing provision for the poor 

organized at lower levels of government may help improve housing availability, but also 

explains that the alternatives cannot entirely replace federal intervention.  In addition to 

the need for more levels of government involvement and interaction, the expertise and 

financial support of the federal government are key to resolving the social housing deficit 
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in Brazil.  The government reforms followed by the decentralization process did not 

provide the lower tiers of government with the structure and fiscal autonomy necessary to 

perform large-scale social service tasks such as social housing.  The attempts made to 

increase social housing production through multi-sector partnerships had only modest 

results, and failed to fully replace the federal government’s traditional function of public 

service provision.  After several years without a national master plan to reduce housing 

shortages, in 2002 the Brazilian voters elected president Luis Inácio Lula da Silva with 

hopes of seeing improvement in the housing situation of the poor.  However, when 

interviewed, Milton, a former director of CDHU office in Ribeirão Preto stresses that even 

after Lula took office, little changed with respect to federal programs for housing:  

“Since Lula took office there has been discussion about the need for greater 
involvement from federal government in the social housing sector… this is just 
talk because in reality nothing has changed…there are virtually no federal social 
housing programs for families with combined monthly income between 1-3 times 
minimum national wages...the very few programs that exist at the federal level are 
not implemented…there is an urgent need for a master social housing program at 
the federal level to tackle housing shortages at a larger scale.” 

                                  - (Milton - CDHU, personal interview, 2007) 

Milton further suggests that the housing programs launched after the closure of 

the BNH in 1986 never had the same impact in the sector, and their achievements were 

insufficient to solve the country’s social housing shortage:  

 

“The only time that Brazil had a national social housing program was during the 
military regime in the 1960-70s.  During that period, social housing production 
all across the country was substantial…federal government was directly 
involved in the production of housing developments, providing financial 
resources, expertise, and the necessary stability for the sector...after 1986 with 
the closure of the BNH, the federal government has not released any national 
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housing programs, and state and municipal institutions are left with social 
housing provision responsibilities that are beyond their capability.” 

                             - (Milton - CDHU, personal interview, 2007)  

Here, Milton stresses that the government reforms left the social housing sector 

devoid of federal assistance.  State and municipal institutions for the provision of social 

housing that had direct financial support from the federal government prior to 1986 

ceased to receive expected funds and large-scale housing projects were suspended.  The 

housing situation continued to deteriorate with government restructuring.  In the face of 

much adversity, state and local institutions created alternative methods for social housing 

production, with modest results.  Evaldo of CDHU explains that his institution created a 

program for the state of São Paulo, mutirão, with the intent of increasing housing 

availability in the region:  

“The mutirão is a program that uses the future homeowner’s labor to build the 
housing units, and state government subsidies to reduce the final cost of the 
house…this program reduces the cost of the unit by approximately 20 
percent…although some positive results have been achieved, if the federal 
government was involved the results nationwide could be significantly 
improved.”  

                                          - (Evaldo - CDHU, personal interview, 2008) 

The evidence as well as the assessment of the archival materials make it clear 

that the alternative methods of housing provision created by local and state institutions 

achieved some success, however, these programs are unable to fully meet the regional or 

countrywide social housing needs. 

This study demonstrates that Brazil’s neoliberalization followed by government 

restructuring resulted in mostly negative consequences for the social housing sector.  

Government restructuring in Brazil helped increase Brazil’s housing shortage for several 
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reasons.  First, it required the federal government to drastically reduce expenditure on 

social services, including social housing provision; which then radically decreased at the 

same time as urbanization increased at an unprecedented rate.  Second, with government 

restructuring, the role of the federal government in the provision of social services 

changed:  The federal government abandoned its traditional role and began to act as a 

regulator of the country’s development activities, which according to this study, resulted 

in the deterioration of social housing availability.  Third, the federal government’s social 

responsibilities were transferred to lower levels of government, which were inadequately 

prepared to take over the tasks of managing and financing large-scale projects such as 

housing provision.  More than 80 percent of the population in need of housing assistance 

is very low-income; state and municipal institutions need support (i.e., subsidies and 

expertise) from the federal government to increase housing production and assist the 

correct target group.   Finally, partnerships between local and state level institutions for 

social housing provision have achieved only modest results in reducing the country’s 

housing deficit.  Although valid, the alternative methods used for social housing 

production in the Ribeirão Preto region are not ideal.  Only a federal-level housing 

program, with a specific budget allocated to assisting very low-income families, can 

succeed in reducing the country’s housing shortage. 

Throughout my investigation at COHAB-RP and CDHU regional offices, the 

federal government’s oversight with respect to the provision of social housing was 

strongly emphasized by staff members.  When the government reforms began in the mid 

1980s, the previously existing social housing programs at the federal level were 
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suspended and the housing shortage worsened.  The few programs that exist at the state 

and municipal levels are insufficient to supply the housing demand generated by the 

mostly very-low-income families.  COHAB-RP and CDHU personnel agree that 

partnerships between state and municipal levels of government, the private sector, or 

local institutions alone cannot replace federal government involvement.  A federal effort 

to develop a master strategy to boost housing production is the only way to address the 

precarious situation of the country’s social housing sector.  

In summary, this study demonstrates that the current prospects of the social 

housing sector are not favorable.  The federal government must revise its current role 

and work to interact with other tiers of government to improve the provision of social 

services.  Partnerships between lower tiers of government, local institutions, or the 

private sector can only marginally improve low-income housing availability and are not 

the solution to the problem.  This study concludes that only the federal government has 

the financial resources and managerial expertise needed to adequately address Brazil’s 

current housing shortage.   

 

Conclusion 

 

Government restructuring and the advancement of neoliberalism in Brazil 

strongly impacted the dynamics of social housing provision in the Ribeirão Preto region.  

As part of a series of reforms over the last three-decades, the federal government slowly 
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reduced its participation in the provision of social services, transferring traditional 

responsibilities to lower tiers of government and institutions, or other sectors.  Lower 

levels of government were ill-prepared and unable to meet the social needs of their 

jurisdictions.  In addition, as this study demonstrates, state and municipal levels of 

government did not receive adequate financial resources or knowledge-transfers from the 

federal government to provide their population with the much-needed social services.  

The partnerships established between state and municipal institutions and the private 

sector in attempting to fulfill the social service gaps left by the federal government did 

not attain the expected results.  In contrast to the situation often described in the 

literature, the reforms that took place in Brazil to decentralize the power of the federal 

government did not improve social service provision at the local level.  Perhaps this is 

because the scale and the scope of the social needs in Brazil are many times beyond the 

capacity of private, local or state institutions to resolve – as in many other developing 

nations.  In contrast with many developed nations, in developing countries the federal 

government not only plays an important role in pushing forward restructuring projects, 

but is also the primary provider of funds and expertise for social service provision.   

This study shows that the high poverty rates in developing nations make the 

management and cost of public assistantship simultaneously ineffective and expensive 

for a single tier of government to control.  For example, in Brazil, even when the private 

sector is a partner of state or municipal institutions in projects focused on social service 

provision, such as  housing, the achievements are still modest relative to demand.  

Furthermore, this research finds that the large-scale nature of social housing projects and 
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the level of resources required for them to be successful can only be achieved through a 

combined effort by multiple levels of government (particularly the federal government) 

and other sectors.  In Brazil and other developing nations, neoliberalization is not 

without severe consequences for the urban poor.  In fact, if the federal government 

continues to neglect the sector, the current social housing shortage of approximately 7.5 

million units is expected to increase to 10 million units by 2015 (IBGE 2008).  Together, 

the results suggest that in general the reforms do not benefit the majority of the 

population in developing nations and a change in the political course is needed to restore 

some credibility to public service provision.  After three-decades of fiscal, political, and 

administrative struggle, the lesson learned is that only federal governments have the 

power to overcome state and local adversities.  As stressed by Lake (2002) even with the 

advancement of neoliberalism, power and control never really disappeared from the 

hands of federal government so what is really needed is a redirection of federal power.  

In order to improve the living conditions of the urban poor, the role of federal 

government should be realigned in support of decent social service provision and 

equality (Lake 2002).  To reassert the potential for political change at the federal level 

does not weaken or ignore opportunities presented at the state or municipal scale.  

Finally, in order to improve the provision of social housing in developing nations, not 

only is there is a need for political change at the federal level, but also a need to explore 

new forms of political change with a common goal of improving the availability of 

social services for all groups. 
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Abstract 

 

 Stimulated by economic and political reforms, multi-sector partnerships have 

developed around the world to fill the gaps in social service provision left by the 

governments.  This paper describes and discusses multi-sector partnerships in the 

Brazilian context, and examines the reasons these partnerships often fail to meet the 

housing needs of the poor.  More specifically, this research demonstrates the roles and 

relationships of each sector, how partnerships are developed, and the challenges multi-

sector partnerships encounter in taking over traditional governmental functions such as 

social housing provision.  The paper concludes with some thoughts on the potential 

problems of multi-sector partnerships as an alternative to federal government 

involvement in the provision of social services and proposes an alternative framework 

that emphasizes the key-role of the federal government in the development of large-scale 

social service projects.  The arguments from this paper are developed from ethnographic 

research conducted with two government institutions for social service provision in 

Ribeirão Preto, Brazil:  a local level institution, Companhia Habitacional de Ribeirão 

Preto (COHAB-RP), and state-level institution, Companhia de Desenvolvimento 

Habitacional e Urbano (CDHU), as well as three private housing-construction companies 

in the region. 
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Introduction 

 

Economic restructuring and neoliberalization processes altered traditional forms 

of urban management around the globe, changing the roles and relationships of different 

sectors (public, private and civil society) involved in the provision of social services.  In 

Brazil, the economic and political reforms initiated during the 1980s and 1990s gave rise 

to a new form of urban management, known as urban governance, which involves multi-

sector partnerships responsible for social service provision.  For the purpose of this 

project, multi-sector partnerships are defined as partnerships between sub-national 

governments and the private sector for the provision of social services provision, which 

in some circumstances may also include civil society as a partner.  To comply with 

reforms, the federal government withdrew from most of its traditional role in the 

provision of social services, increasing the need for other sectors to take on the 

responsibility.  In order to fill the needs for basic public services previously met by the 

federal government, multi-sector partnerships developed at unprecedented rates; 

however, the success of such arrangements is doubtful.  The difficulties encountered by 

multi-sector partnerships in delivering the necessary social services led researchers and 

Brazilian society to question the reasons for the constant failures.  This paper discusses 

the alternative arrangements put forward in an attempt to fill the gap left by the federal 

government: specifically it studies partnerships among the public sector, private sector, 

and civil society.   The paper describes the emergence, structure, and functions of these 

partnerships in Brazil, in comparison to how similar partnership approaches were 
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implemented elsewhere.  For instance, this investigation shows that over the last two 

decades, the changing role of the federal government contributed to the deterioration of 

the availability of social housing units in the Ribeirão Preto region of Brazil and that the 

structure of the multi-sector partnerships developed for social housing provision in the 

Brazilian southeast were unable to meet the growing demand for units. 

Using data from the IBGE (2008) with respect to the Brazilian social housing 

sector, this research investigates how multi-sector partnerships developed for social 

housing provision; how the partnerships changed over the last two decades while 

adapting to new political and economic scenarios; and the types of challenges multi-

sector partnerships face in maintaining social housing programs in the current context.  

Using ethnographic research, this paper demonstrates the challenges that partner 

organizations face in their attempt to meet the housing needs of the poor, particularly as 

neoliberalism changed both the need itself and the ability to fulfill that need.  Finally, this 

study shows how the impacts of neoliberal restructuring in Brazilian cities may mirror or 

differ from those of the United States (US) and United Kingdom (UK).  These arguments 

are developed from research conducted in 2007-2008 with COHAB-RP, CDHU and 

private developers, in Ribeirão Preto, Brazil. This research provides support for future 

studies of social housing provision in other regions of Brazil and other countries 

undergoing similar government reforms. 
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Examination of Neoliberal Urban Governance 

 

In the 1970s, governments in the US and the UK engaged the process of 

neoliberalization and an urban administrative shift from government to urban governance 

in order to boost the economy of urban areas (Bevir and Rhodes 2003).  Government 

administration refers to a form of city management and urban policy development where 

the government is the primary decision-maker.  In contrast urban governance is a form of 

city management where multiple sectors -- public (local scale), private, and civil society -

- are involved in the development of urban policies and management through partnerships 

(Rhodes 1996).  Overtime, these partnerships evolve amid a withdrawal of the state from 

much of its role is the provision of social services and usually begins with public-private 

partnerships (largely focused on economic development and urban redevelopment 

schemes). Next, the process is expanded to include the involvement of civil society and 

the nonprofit sector in the partnerships, particularly in the context of social service 

provision.  Osborne and Gaebler (1992), in Reinventing Government, provide an 

interesting overview of the governance versus the government approach to public 

administration (see Table 1). 
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Table 1 - Dichotomy of Public Administration 

 
Source: Osborne and Gaebler (1992) 

As Table 1 indicates, under governance, the state’s main role is to regulate and 

facilitate development rather than to take direct responsibility for development.  Under 

governance, the state no longer takes the lead in providing for the poor, instead it seeks to 

provide an environment in which individuals provide for themselves (Stoker 1998).  

However, the context in which the neoliberal reforms are implemented is rarely taken 

into account, preventing policy makers from understanding the effects of such reforms on 

the average population.  The changes that ensued from neoliberal reform in Latin 

America had a notoriously negative impact on the ability of the majority of the populous 

to access basic public services Gwynne (1999). 

On one hand, some scholars characterize urban governance as a process that 

involves a decreased role for federal government in urban development projects.  On the 

other hand, some call attention to its hybrid nature because there are cases where the 

development of urban projects occurs with the participation of federal and local 

governments along with civil society and the private sector (Imrie and Raco 1999).  

Dichotomy of Public Administration 
Governance                                                        Government 

Steering Rowing 
Empowering Service 
Competition Monopoly 

Mission-driven Role-driven 
Funding outcomes Budgeting inputs 
Customer-driven Bureaucracy-driven 

Earning Spending 
Preventing Curing 

Team-work/participation Hierarchy 
Market Organization 
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Whitehead (2003) stresses that urban governance also refers to a process of city 

management where more flexible and entrepreneurial urban policies are put forward with 

the intent of promoting urban regeneration and development.  Perhaps, governance is 

better defined as “a change in the meaning of government, referring to a new process of 

governing; or a changed condition ordered rule; or the new method by which society is 

governed” (Rhodes 1996, p. 652).  Ultimately, governance is concerned more with 

creating the conditions for ordered-rule and collective -action that lead to greater 

potential for capital accumulation and less with the actual improvement of public utility 

(Harvey 1989).  Finally, the outcomes of the governance are not unlike those of 

government, rather, the difference lies in the processes through which the end means are 

reached (Stoker 1998). 

The impact of neoliberalism and governance schemes on the provision of public 

services in cities of the US and the UK often resulted in changes not necessarily to the 

benefit of the poor.  In the past, state institutions were responsible for the delivery of 

most public services, today those same services are provided by private companies 

through the process of privatization of the state apparatus or by quasi-governmental 

organizations (Wolch 1990).  Kamat’s (2004) research highlights the problems with such 

shifts in the provision of urban services.  First, when private companies become involved 

in the provision of urban services, there is a tendency for those services to become more 

costly, therefore, excluding segments of the urban population from access to certain 

goods and services.  Second, when private organizations become responsible for the 

provision of public services, and problems with the quality or the spatial distribution of 
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those services is inadequate, urban beneficiaries have little bargaining power to ask for 

service improvements.  Further, Fuller and Geddes (2008) stress that private 

organizations are not as accountable as public institutions in the provision of public 

services; and in contrast to public institutions, private organizations are not required to 

answer to voters when the provision of services is substandard.   Finally, there is a major 

disjunction between the goal of service to the public and the goal of profit.  Under 

neoliberalism and governance, urban residents who wish to have similar access to urban 

services previously provided by the state, must become more engaged with the rules of 

the market economy and able to provide for themselves (Kamat 2004).  

The triggering factors for this new managerial imperative go beyond public sector 

deficits, debts, and scarce resources; instead they are associated with global political-and- 

economic transformations and a rapid change in the environment in which the 

government operates (Boase 1999).  In fact, Massé (1993) argues that three 

transformations are identifiable as being determinant in the shift from government to 

governance process.  First, higher levels of education and the rapid transmission of 

information lead to populations that demand a participatory role in public policy 

decision-making.  Second, the “triumph of economic liberalism” over centrally-planned 

economies resulted in the adoption of the strengths and weaknesses of the free market 

system and its unrelenting competitive climate.  Third, as a result of the first two, Massé 

suggests the sovereignty of the individual states is undermined as external forces become 

extremely influential on the nation’s internal affairs.  It may be expected that these 

transformations would prompt a shift from a government that “rows” to one that “steers”.  
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However, existing studies show that with the advancement of governance, the public 

sector often loses control over setting the agenda (McCarney 2003).  These shifts lead to 

the creation of several forms of public-private partnerships for the provision of social 

services.  The public-private partnerships often involve a contract between a 

governmental institution and a private party for the provision of social services.  Finally, 

this new form of social service delivery through public-private partnerships permanently 

changes the roles and relationships of the different sectors (Boase 1999).  An important 

change resulting from governance is that it stimulates a change in the balance of power, 

which often comes to rest with private – rather than public -- interests (Harvey 1989). 

By incorporating, at least to some extent, the varied interests of both civil society 

and the private sector, the multi-sector partnerships established through governance 

changed the roles and relationships of the different sectors and the state with respect to 

social service delivery.  Based upon several public-private partnerships identified in the 

literature, Boase (1999) describes four-types of partnership: the consultative, the 

contributory, the community development, and the substantive, which allow for different 

levels of participation from civil society.  Consultative partnerships are those in which 

governments seek expert input from groups and organizations in society for policy 

formulation.  Although some influence on policy decision-making may result from this 

type of partnership, it does not necessary empower societal participants.  Contributory 

partnerships are where the government provides funds or sponsors a societal 

organization, exerting little or no control over the activity carried out by the sponsored 

organization.  Community development partnerships are those in which the government 
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and a group work together to achieve similar goals.  For example, partnerships between 

school boards and the government for the achievement of mutual goals.  Finally -- and of 

most interest to this research -- are the substantive or true partnerships, which involve a 

collaborative relationship between the private and the public sector; the type used as one 

of the main forms of social housing provision in Brazil.  In this type of relationship there 

is combined responsibility for decision-making, provision of resources, and the risks and 

goals.  However, as Boase (1999) stresses, one of the crucial limitations of true 

partnerships lies in their inability to include civil society as a stakeholder in the decision-

making process. 

Expanding on the parallel between neoliberalization and governance, the primary 

intent of states engaging neoliberalization was to transfer the responsibility to promote 

urban regeneration and development to local governments, the private sector and civil 

society through governance schemes.  However, most partnerships between lower tiers of 

government and the private sector were unable to meet the social needs of the urban poor 

because of lack of financial expertise and organizational support from the federal 

government on large-scale projects.  According to Sparke (2006), contrary to the belief 

that neoliberal states have less influence on the development of urban policies and 

projects, nation states continue to exert power at all urban scales and to determine the 

paths of urban development.  For instance, most central governments of neoliberal states 

continue to interfere in their nation’s trade agreements, the privatization of state 

apparatus, and the devolution of the functions of social service provision to local 

governments or other sectors (Larner 2000). Finally, Peck (2001, p. 446) reveals that the 



108 
 

neoliberalization process led several states “to denigrate their own capacities and 

potentialities, to restructure and cut themselves, to engineer their own reform and 

downsizing,” allowing other sectors to take over many of their traditional functions.  

Taken together, this demonstrates that the main concern of the central governments of 

neoliberal states is not to facilitate the success of local level partnerships for public 

service provision, but to provide an optimum environment in which the market can better 

operate. 

In keeping with the core principles of neoliberalism, many urban development 

projects organized through governance schemes exhibit a distinctly competitive 

character; and a lesser concern with their impact on improving the quality of life of the 

urban poor.  For instance, Craig and Porter (2006) show that in most cases, projects put 

forward under governance have the intention of improving the competitive edge of cities, 

or parts of cities’, vis-à-vis other cities, and not necessarily in providing an optimum 

environment where the various sectors operate as partners to improve the life conditions 

of the urban poor.  Moreover, as Harvey (1989) argues, urban entrepreneurialism, 

enterprise zones, waterfront developments, and the urban politics developed through 

urban governance are not always a reflection of local pressures, but a reflection of 

interurban competition with little benefit to the urban poor.  Finally, the entrepreneurial 

character of governance is not a reflection of local pressures for urban change, but rather 

a reflection of national or international political systems, characterizing the process as a 

macro process with minimal advantage to the poor  (Peck 2004).  In sum, under 

Keynesian states, cities in the past were much less exposed to extra-local pressures due to 
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reduced interurban competition and less consistent with the rules of capital accumulation 

(Harvey 1989).  However, today, cities exhibit a much greater entrepreneurial character 

and an almost complete devotion to the requirements of capital accumulation and the 

global economy.  This scenario excludes local partnerships for public service provision 

from the agenda of federal governments and therefore limits their ability to solve 

problems of social service provision. 

In light of the many negative social externalities – for example, increasing 

unemployment rates, difficulty in accessing heath care, education, and housing, and the 

deterioration of many forms of social protection -- neoliberalism, as well as governance, 

underwent a phase of readjustment (Craig and Porter 2006).  According to Brenner and 

Theodore (2002), the deterioration of the urban environment with the advancement of 

neoliberalism and governance, especially among the urban disenfranchised, triggered 

several changes with the goal of addressing the hard outcomes and failures of such 

projects initial phases.  The character of the partnerships (public-private) initially 

developed for the provision of social services began to change to incorporate civil society 

as a new partner.  Civil society worked in conjunction with the public and private sectors 

in the development of urban policies and projects (Devas 2001).  As a result, if initially, 

regeneration projects through governance were put forward in the neighborhoods of 

cities, today they are often broader in scope and may include city-wide regeneration 

projects (Kearns and Paddison 2000).  The inadequate results of city regeneration and 

development projects through public and private partnerships called for the need to 

include civil society in the urban policy decision-making process; which, in turn, allowed 
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local citizens to voice and include their priorities as part of the regeneration projects 

(Bailey 2003).  

However, even after several revisions and modifications, the essential character of 

neoliberalism and governance is little changed and the poor continue to suffer the harsh 

effects of the political and economic reforms (Peck and Tickell 2002).  Perhaps, the 

failure of governance to engage in the problems of the urban vulnerable is a consequence 

of the somewhat insignificant influence that civil society has on the elaboration of urban 

policies (Bailey 2003).  Even though there is a recognition that the participation of civil 

society in the formulation of urban policies has the potential to increase the credibility of 

governance as an inclusive process; in practice, civil society participation in decision-

making processes and urban politics is an object of much skepticism among researchers 

(Howell and Pearce 2000).  In fact, there is extensive debate in the northern- as well as 

southern-centric literatures, regarding the need to empower civil society with the 

necessary skills and financial means to enable active participation as a strong partner in 

urban governance (Devas 2005). 

Thus far, the discussion highlights many of the limitations of governance as an 

effective process to improve the life conditions in urban places.  Characterized by an 

entrepreneurial character, it is a preference for public-private partnerships, and a form of 

government that emphasizes economic growth over the distribution of wealth -- urban 

governance has a long way to go before it will be of benefit to the urban poor.  However, 

some urban researchers highlight the positive aspects and the potential of the governance 

process.  For instance, the participation of community groups in the design of urban 
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policies and in projects for service provision, increased through multi-sector partnerships 

established through governance (Martin 2004).  Another positive aspect of governance 

that is stressed particularly in the British literature refers to the fact that multi-sector 

partnerships are an important mechanism by which to organize people and resources with 

the goal of improving the urban environment (Carley 2006).  This points to attempts at an 

inclusive approach to solving urban problems; giving civil society an opportunity to 

express their concerns and be vigilante of the urban policies put forward.  Additionally, 

government support of governance for the development of urban policies through multi-

sector partnerships increases the possibility that the needs and expectations of the urban 

population will be met. 

Geddes’ (2006) research demonstrates that no single sector is capable of 

addressing or proposing urban policies that fulfill the expectations of the majority of 

urban residents; acknowledging that through governance, multiple sectors have an 

opportunity to formulate a new urban environment.  This leads to the conclusion that 

governance has the potential to transform the urban settings with the participation and 

input of all sectors. It is a process with the potential to allow increased understanding of 

community interests.  Further it allows an incorporation of the experiences and abilities 

of other sectors to regenerate and develop urban areas through inclusiveness.  Although 

the literature presented so far is based primarily on examples from the US and the UK it 

is of great importance to theorize neoliberalization in Latin America; thus, a closer look 

into the specificities of the southern case is needed.  Existing research evidence suggests 

that neoliberal reforms in Latin America played out rather differently than in the US and 
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the UK.  For instance, whereas governance in the US and UK indicates opportunities for 

a more inclusive urban administrative model, in Latin America, governance is yet to 

demonstrate traces of social inclusiveness in urban regeneration and development. In 

contrast to the US and the UK, in most Latin American countries civil society not did 

play a significant role in the design and development of strategies for the improvement of 

urban areas; in determining which projects should given priority by the government; or in 

deciding where governmental expenditure should focus (Souza 2005). 

 

Multi-Sector Partnerships amid Neoliberalism in Latin America 

This section continues the discussion of multi-sector partnerships, but now 

focuses on their emergence and development in Latin America amid the neoliberal 

government restructuring. Understanding the challenges facing the partnership 

organizations in meeting the social needs of the population is important because it allows 

an understanding of their limitations and strengths.  Engaging neoliberalization and 

governance processes later than the US and the UK, most Latin American states 

underwent extensive reforms and restructuring, and are currently ruled by the same 

political economical model of the northern states.  In the late 1980s, Latin American 

governments understood that engaging in the political economy of neoliberalism was 

crucial to become a world competitor.  Moreover, Latin American treasury ministers 

believed that the modernization of their economies, according to neoliberal rules, would 

ultimately attract foreign investment and contribute to a new wave of economic growth 

(Gwynne and Kay 2000).  Ultimately, neoliberalization was seen by most Latin American 
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states as an opportunity to remove their economies from the deep debt crises of the 

1980s, while providing access to much-needed external finance. 

With the stated objectives of promoting good governance, open markets, and 

public participation, Latin American federal governments outsourced public services and 

functions to lower levels of government and the private sector through the establishment 

of multi-sector partnerships.  However, contrary to promoting public participation and 

good governance, Peck and Tickell (2002, p. 386)  show that with neoliberalization, 

“local institutions and actors in Latin American states were being given responsibility 

without power, while international institutions and actors were gaining power without 

responsibility.”  The control over local resources and policy agendas given to 

municipalities did not necessarily imply greater local autonomy because external actors 

continued to exert a superior influence on local-level decision-making (Perreault and 

Martin 2005).  Thus, as Huber and Solt (2004) state, even though local actors may have 

more opportunities to participate in urban policy formulation within neoliberal 

governance, their range of options is diminished or predetermined by external actors. 

Multi-sector partnerships in Latin America are structured differently than in the 

United States and United Kingdom, raising the question of whether these partnerships are 

similarly ineffective at improving the conditions of  the urban poor (Pessoa 2008).  As 

stated earlier, with the advancement of such processes, the federal government’s role as 

the primary provider of public services has changed; currently what we see is the 

provision of public services by actors from the public (local government) and private 

sectors in the form of partnerships (Souza 2005).  A case study by Otiso (2003) in Africa, 
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shows that one of the problems with this sort of arrangement is that investing in the 

provision of public services is not financially viable for the private sector, therefore 

limiting the success of public-private partnerships in the provision of social services.  In 

fact, Otiso demonstrates that no single-sector has the necessary financial capacity and 

expertise to fully support large-scale projects such as the provision of social housing, and 

multiple sectors must be involved in these enterprises, including the federal government.  

However, according to the neoliberal rules, federal governments are no longer involved 

in issues of social service provision, instead, federal governments should transfer such 

functions to lower tiers of government tiers or sectors, compromising the provision and 

availability of social services.  

As outlined earlier, an important difference between governance in the US and the 

UK and that of Latin America is with regard to the extent and nature of community 

participation in the development of urban policies.  In contrast to the US and the UK 

where the participation of civil society in the formulation of urban policies increased 

(Martin 2004); in Latin American cities, civil society is rarely included in decision- 

making processes for urban development or revitalization projects (Boschi 2003).  Latin 

American cities engaged with governance are very likely to present strong partnerships 

between local government and the private sector, but rarely including civil society 

(Pessoa 2008).  This is one of the reasons why many cities in Latin America, with the 

support of government, acquired a strong entrepreneurial character, increasing 

governmental revenues and capitalist profits (Huber and Solt 2004).  The problems 

generated by the lack of participation by civil society in urban policy formulation were 
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described above through the US and the UK literature; these problems are enhanced in 

Latin American cities where the urban poverty rate is higher and need for governmental 

assistance is much greater (Perreault and Martin 2005). 

The failure of the neoliberalization process to assist the poor had different impacts 

in Latin American versus the northern societies.  In contrast to the generally 

economically-strong societies of the North, Latin American society remains primarily 

poor and heavily reliant on government for many basic services (Inter-American 

Development Bank 2008).  Under neoliberalism, states in Latin America were forced to 

reduce their budgets dedicated to basic social services (i.e., education, health, and 

housing) significantly and instead, encouraged to invest in communication, 

transportation, and telecommunications -- which were understood to be essential to 

boosting the economy (Faguet 2004).  Although neoliberal reform generated some 

economic growth, it must be made clear that it is increasingly associated with inequality 

and social polarization at the local level (Gwynne and Kay 2000).  Finally, the Inter-

America Development Bank (2008) recognizes the paradoxical outcomes of neoliberal 

reforms in Latin America and confirms that even though economic imbalances have been 

corrected, unemployment rates increased and income distribution continues to be worse 

than in any other region of the world.  For instance, the unemployment rate in Brazil 

increased almost 3 percent in the last decade; and the proportion of the population living 

in poverty increased to 22% in the last three decades (World Development Report 2008). 

In Brazil, the implementation of neoliberalism and the shift from government to 

governance came at a high cost to the poor.  The neoliberal model followed by 
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governance practices did not produce either the expected strengthening in the political, 

economic, and social spheres, or the expected gains in efficiency, equity, and freedom; 

creating at least two disjunctures in the urban environments of the developing world.  

First, as highlighted by McCarney’s (2003), is the disjuncture between building 

competitive global cites and ameliorating the life condition of the majority of city’s 

residents.  On one hand, there is evidence of foreign firms and federal governments being 

concerned with improving the competitiveness of cities in order to enhance the overall 

macroeconomic performance of the nation.  On the other hand, local policymakers have 

to manage external pressures to enhance cities’ competitiveness, while responding to the 

basic needs of their (primarily poor) constituents.  For instance, whereas government 

perceives local economic development as dependent on city beautification in order to 

attract investment; local citizens, often poor, have a different perspective on what the 

city’s priorities should be -- a perspective more focused on their need for public services 

(Shami 2003). 

The second disjuncture produced by neoliberalism and governance is one between 

the increased power of local governments to make decisions through decentralization, 

and an urban civil society more dependent on external assistance to access public services 

(Porio 2003).  Porio’s (2003) shows that even though the process of decentralization 

occurred, local governments continue to be disengaged from local citizens and their 

needs; local governments lack both the financial resources and the political-will to 

engage in effective partnerships with their constituents, and instead, continue to establish 

partnerships with the private sector, providing minimal benefit to the poor.  These 
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disjunctures highlight the fact that civil society is not regarded as an important 

stakeholder in partnerships promoted through governance for urban development; 

instead, in the developing world, governance continues to be a form of urban 

administration where the public (local government) and the private sector are the main 

actors and decision-makers. 

Finally -- as evidenced in the literature -- with the advancement of the neoliberal 

reforms in Brazil, the multi-sector partnerships developed to maintain the provision of 

social-service fail to meet the country’s growing demand.  Although there is a consensus 

in the literature about the limitations of the current partnership structures to meet the 

social service needs of the Brazilian population, the existing research has not yet fully 

explored why this occurs.  In fact, existing studies further fail to discuss the implications 

that neoliberalization and governance processes may have on multi-sector partnerships 

developed for the provision of social services in the context of the developing world.   

The large number of very low-income people and high levels of poverty and 

unemployment, limit the success rates of public-private partnerships.  For instance, the 

existing literature fails to discuss why the advancement of the neoliberal reforms 

increased dependency on governmental assistance for the majority of the Brazilian 

population.  Using the social housing sector as the study case, the following section 

explores why the partnerships developed to replace the traditional role of the central 

government in the provision of social services fail to meet the needs of the majority of the 

Brazilian population.  The findings of this investigation bridge gaps in the existing 
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literature with respect to the failures of alternative forms of social service provision in the 

developing world under a neoliberal context. 

 

Examination of Social Housing Partnerships in Ribeirão Preto, Brazil 

 

In this research, I examine social housing provision in the Ribeirão Preto region 

of Brazil in the context of neoliberal policies, a shift from the government to a 

governance administrative model, and changes in the roles and relationships of the 

various sectors -- public, private and civil society.  I uncover and articulate the roles and 

activities of multi-sector partnerships in the Brazilian context; how these partnerships are 

structured and developed; whether the partnerships are successful in the provision of 

social services; and the challenges the partnerships face in maintaining social housing 

programs and availability.  The main objective of this investigation is to demonstrate how 

the impacts of neoliberal restructuring in the cities of Latin America, both mirror and 

differ from those of the US and the UK. 

This research uses a case study approach to examine how neoliberalization and 

urban governance in Brazil affect the roles and relationships of the public, private, and 

civil-society sectors involvement in the provision of social services.  The approach was 

selected because it allowed the collection of updated information from local and state 

housing institutions, as well as from private businesses, all of which contribute to 

understanding the reasons for the limited success of multi-sector partnerships in the 
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provision of social housing.  Although case studies focus on unique events, the insights 

gained by this type of research approach may be applied theoretically to inform other, 

larger questions (Yin 2003, Bryman 1988).  For instance, through the use of the case 

study, this investigation uncovers the effectiveness and limitations of multi-sector 

partnerships in meeting low-income housing demand in Brazil while stressing the 

negative effects of federal government withdrawal from the provision of social services.  

The arguments in this paper are developed from ethnographic research conducted with 

two governmental institutions responsible for social housing provision in Ribeirão Preto, 

Brazil: a local level institution, the Companhia Habitacional de Ribeirão Preto 

(COHAB-RP), and a state level institution, the Companhia de Desenvolvimento 

Habitacional e Urbano (CDHU) ; as well as with three private housing-construction 

companies in the region.   

COHAB-RP and CDHU are appropriate agencies to study for several reasons.  

First, both institutions were founded prior to the Brazilian neoliberalization initiated in 

the 1990s, and therefore experienced multiple methods and results of social housing 

production.  Second, these institutions continue to employ several workers hired when the 

institutions were founded or within a few years of their inauguration.  These personnel 

have valuable knowledge of the housing programs and of the provision and production 

methods used both before and since neoliberalization.  Finally, both institutions possess 

valuable archival material that helps to inform and support the findings of this 

investigation.  The three private companies interviewed for this study were Costallat 

Engenharia, Protenco Projetos Tecnicos e Construções, and Almeida Marin 
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Construções.  These companies were selected because of their experience in the field of 

affordable housing-construction and involvement with government institutions and civil 

society in the production of social housing. 

The data presented in this study were collected during several months of field 

research in 2007 and 2008 in Ribeirão Preto, Brazil.  The findings and conclusions were 

developed through the collection and analysis of different types of ethnographic data: 

primarily interviews with government personnel and private companies, and through 

examination of the archives and records of governmental institutions and private 

companies involved in affordable housing construction.  In addition to multiple data 

sources, I used multiple methods of data collection, to help supplement any incomplete 

information from a single source -- while creating overlapping information, which is 

useful for verification and interpretation.  For instance, COHAB-RP’s written archival 

documents were somewhat incomplete.  On several occasions, the employee charged 

with helping retrieve information for specific years reported that the archival volume was 

missing, and the only way to obtain the missing information was to interview one of the 

institution’s long-term employees.  To develop a more complete picture I conducted 

interviews with several COHAB-RP’s and CDHU’s personnel. The interviews were 

useful in developing a more complete account of COHAB-RP and CDHU’s roles and 

relationships with the other sectors (private and civil society) involved in the provision of 

social housing. 

I used COHAB-RP’s and CDHU archival documents to develop an understanding 

of the process of social housing production in Ribeirão Preto, both prior to the 
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advancement of neoliberalism and after the implementation of the neoliberal policies and 

government restructuring reforms.  The data provide historical information about the 

production of social housing in the region, the differing roles and relationships of the 

urban sectors in the production of social housing, the institutions providing the financial 

resources for social housing construction, and the target populations of the social housing 

programs.  This information helps determine whether the advancement of neoliberalism 

and governance schemes deteriorated the provision of social housing in Ribeirão Preto, 

the nature of the multi-sector partnerships used to continue the production of social 

housing, and whether the multi-sector partnerships may be considered successful.   

The information gathered through intensive semi-structured interviews with staff 

of private companies and governmental institutions forms the basis for examining the 

roles and relationships of the multiple urban sectors (government, private and civil 

society), recent governmental restructuring, and how these processes influence the 

provision and availability of social housing in Ribeirão Preto.  Through these interviews I 

was particularly interested in whether the staff of COHAB-RP and CDHU share similar 

opinions to the private developers regarding the problems that exist in improving social 

housing production in the region.  The interviews clarified the interviewees’ opinions 

with respect to possible solutions to the problem of social housing shortage.  Intensive 

interviews are a useful source of data because they provide information about the 

interviewees’ own experiences and opinions, while allowing comparison with the 

information gathered through document analysis.  Finally, the data for this project were 

analyzed using an interpretative analysis process that involved an iterative coding of 
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interview transcripts and field notes around themes of neoliberalization, urban 

governance and its impact on housing production, and the prospects for the provision of 

social housing in a developing region in the context of neoliberalism and governance. 

 

Assessment of Housing Provision in Ribeirão Preto by COHAB-RP and CDHU  

The decline in housing production from the 1970s to the present suggests that 

after the political and economic reforms were implemented the provision of public 

services such as social housing deteriorated significantly.  This occurred for several 

reasons including a lack of financial resources and the inability of local-level institutions 

to assemble partnerships for housing provision that include civil society (that is, 

prospective residents) and the federal government.  As the social housing supply declines, 

demand continues to increase and currently stands at 3,500-4,000 units per year 

(COHAB-RP, 2008).  My investigation at COHAB-RP shows that the production of 

housing units declined considerably following the federal government withdrawal from 

social housing provision programs since the mid 1980s.  Table 2 shows the downward-

trajectory of housing production in the Ribeirão Preto region between 1970 and 2008. 
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Table 2 – Number of Housing Units Built per Decade, Funding Agency and 

Partners 

 
Decade Funded by Partners Number of Housing 

Units Built 

1970-1979 Federal Government Federal / Local Governments 3171 
1970-1979 State Government  0 
1970-1979 Local Government  0 
1980-1989 Federal Government Federal / Local Governments 16190 
1980-1989 State Government  0 
1980-1989 Local Government  0 
1990-1999 Federal Government  Federal / Local Governments 4343 
1990-1999 State Government  N/A 
1990-1999 Local Government  0 
2000-2008 Federal Government Federal / Local Governments 5738 
2000-2008 State Government State / Local Governments 4313 
2000-2008 Local Government Local Governments 283 
2000-2008 Public-Private Partnership Local Gov. / Private Sector 1659 

 

Source: COHAB-RP Archives, 2008 

 The figures demonstrate the importance of federal government involvement in the 

social housing sector.  Prior to 1990 and the establishment of the neoliberal reforms in 

Brazil, housing production in the Ribeirão Preto region reached desirable levels with 

production of more than 1,600 units per year (IBGE 2008)5.  The advancement of 

neoliberalism altered this positive trend, transferring responsibility for the provision of 

social services to different levels of government and sectors, reducing housing production 

in the region to approximately 400 units per year between 1990-1999.  With limited 

financial resources, the local government established partnerships with the state 

government and the private sector to maintain social housing production.  The state 

                                                            
5 According to the COHAB-RP staff, a ‘desirable level’ is when the production of housing units is no less 
than 30 percent of demand.  Between 20 and 30 percent of applicants for a housing unit at COHAB-RP will 
buy or resolve their lack of housing problem without COHAB’s assistance (COHAB-RP, 2008) 
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government became an important partner after the 1990 because of its ability to subsidize 

housing for very low-income families within the state of São Paulo.  However, housing 

production through local and state governments’ partnerships never reached the levels 

seen in the 1970s and 1980s when the federal government funded most social housing 

programs. Consequently, the region has a housing deficit of approximately 4,000 housing 

units per annum6.   The neoliberal reforms resulted in the withdrawal of federal 

government from social housing programs, changing the previously dominant system of 

federal-local government partnerships.  As evidenced in Table 2, whereas prior to the 

reforms, the main partnerships for housing provision were between federal and local 

governments, today, they are primarily joint efforts of state and local governments or 

local governments and the private sector.  

 Several of the COHAB-RP interviewees commented on the problems faced by the 

institution after the implementation of the reforms: meeting the high demand for housing, 

limited financial resources, and the difficulties of keeping social housing programs 

available to very low-income families through multi-sector partnerships.  One long-time 

employee of COHAB-RP reveals some of the main challenges encountered by existing 

multi-sector partnerships in meeting the region’s current social housing demands, 

explaining:  

 

 

                                                            
6 For the purpose of this study ‘housing deficit’ refers to the number of families without adequate housing 
(that is, living in houses built with non-durable materials or improvised materials; or living on a building 
not originally built for housing purposes; or more than one family living in the same house). 
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“COHAB-RP’s crucial partners for social housing provision are the federal government 
and the state government. The partnerships between the federal government and 
COHAB-RP for housing provision happens with funds from the FGTS (the Brazilian 
equivalent to the US Social Security Program) controlled by the federal government, and 
COHAB-RP’s project management work.  The partnerships involving federal 
government financial resources benefit only families with combined monthly income 
greater than three-times the minimum national wage.  The partnerships between the state 
government and COHAR-RP operate through CDHU, which provides state funds while 
the COHAB-RP manages, builds, and organizes a list of qualified applicants/ buyers for a 
social housing unit.  The partnerships between the state government (CDHU) and 
COHAB-RP do benefit families with combined monthly income 1 to 3 times the national 
minimum wage.”  

                         - (Gilmar – COHAB-RP, personal interview, 2008)    

 

 Gilmar emphasizes that partnerships with the federal and state governments are 

crucial because the governments are the main providers of funding for this type of social 

service.  However, the fact that partnerships between local government (COHAB-RP) 

and the federal government are not designed to assist very low-income families 

subsequently limit the success of federal-local government partnerships in reducing the 

social housing deficit in the region.  This investigation also suggests that high levels of 

mortgage payment defaults by the very-low income groups in the past, influenced the 

federal government’s policy decision with respect to loans to the very poor.  As result, 

the very poor receive extremely limited financial support for housing from the federal 

government.  The rules of the neoliberal reform leave very low-income families with 

little likelihood of receiving housing assistance because the rules require the federal 

government to pose severe restrictions on loans for social housing projects.  The majority 

of families in need of social housing earn less than three- times the national minimum 

wage, rendering federal and local government partnerships inappropriate to address the 

region’s housing problem. This type of partnership cannot reach the poorest of the poor, 
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who unfortunately are the majority in the Ribeirão Preto region, and in the entire country.  

The problem is further exacerbated because funds available at the state level are lower 

than the funds available at the federal level for housing production for higher-income 

families.  Thus, one of the main challenges for current partnerships that seek to maintain 

social housing programs and construction availability is a shortfall in the funds needed to 

address the demand of the very low-income population; which according to this study is 

more than 90 percent of the families in need of housing assistance.  COHAB-RP’s 

director explains that the neoliberal reforms further decrease the possibility for the very 

poor to access housing:  

“The Fiscal Responsibility Law, that followed the neoliberalization process, made the 
financial resources available for housing production for the very low-income very 
scarce… the federal government ceased to transfer financial resources to local 
government levels to provide loans for very low- income families – families with 
combined monthly income 1 to 3 times the national minimum wage – for that group the 
existing financial resources for housing are not sufficient. The neoliberalization of the 
country decreased the financial resource transfers from the federal government to local 
governments for social service provision.  The reforms increase the working difficulties 
in the social housing sector because it diminished our ability to assist approximately 90 
percent of the families with housing needs.”  

- (Roselino – COHAB-RP, personal interview, 2007) 

 

The evidence shows that the housing situation was worsened by the cut in 

financial resources associated with the transfer from federal to local governments in 

combination with the restrictions placed on the use of the available resources for social 

housing programs.  The structural changes that took place at all levels of government 

with the advancement of political and economic reforms modified the importance of local 

institutions in the social housing sector.  With little fiscal autonomy to develop and 
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prioritize large-scale social housing development projects, the ability of COHAB-RP to 

provide social housing and address the region’s housing deficit is reduced.  Without 

adequate financial support and a master planned social housing program articulated at the 

federal government level, the prospects for the social housing sector are limited.  In light 

of this dismal situation, partnerships with the private sector and other levels of 

government are clearly needed in the region.  For instance, COHAB-RP established 

partnerships with CDHU in order to improve the availability of housing units in Ribeirão 

Preto.  Established in 1949, CDHU receives funds from the ICMS (a state tax on 

merchandise purchases) from the state of São Paulo (where Ribeirão Preto is located), 

which it uses to subsidize the construction of social housing units for families with a 

combined monthly income one-to-three times the national minimum wage and higher.  

The partnership between COHAB-RP and CDHU allows for the provision of housing 

units for families not assisted by the federal government.  The director of CDHU office in 

Ribeirão Preto states: 

“The partnerships developed between CDHU and local governmental institutions are an 
example of alternative strategies that can be used to tackle the social housing shortage in 
Brazil…however, these lower governmental tier partnerships and those between local 
government and the private sector for social housing provision are insufficient to reduce 
the social housing deficit at the national level due to its massive scale…only the federal 
government has the capacity and the resources necessary to resolve Brazil’s social 
housing shortage.” 

                                      - (Evaldo - CDHU, personal interview, 2008) 

 

Evaldo’s view is that the types of partnerships developed between the state and 

local government institutions within the state of São Paulo should be implemented 

throughout the country in a national effort to reduce the country’s housing deficit of 



128 
 

approximately eight million units.  The interview with the CDHU director demonstrates 

that although the federal government has withdrawn from much of its responsibility in 

the social housing sector, different strategies at lower tiers of government may be used to 

continue the housing assistance programs.  A former CDHU director states: 

“Partnerships with the private sector are not the solution to reducing low-income housing 
shortages in Brazil…the primary interest of the private sector is profit and the 
construction of low-income houses does not allow for much profit …the partnership 
between CDHU and COHAB-RP has had some positive results because it assists families 
with combined monthly income 1 to 3 times the national minimum wage in the purchase 
of a social housing unit using subsidies from the state of São Paulo 
government...however, more financial resources are needed to tackle the region’s housing 
deficit… and that resource only the federal government will be able to provide.” 

                   -    (Milton - CDHU, personal interview, 2007) 

Milton’s assertions emphasize that although alternative methods for social housing 

production may contribute to reducing the region’s housing shortages, federal government 

funds are crucial to improve housing availability.  This demonstrates that the government 

reforms initiated in the 1990s transferred social responsibilities to lower levels of 

government and the private sector that are beyond their ability to resolve.  Another 

COHAB-RP staff member highlights that the modest success rate of existing partnerships 

for social housing provision lies in the fact that not all the interested parties participate in 

the partnerships for housing provision in the region: 

“In my opinion, one of the main problems with respect to the partnerships developed for 
social housing provision in Ribeirão Preto is the fact that they do not include civil society 
(future homeowners) as a stakeholder.  Many times the decisions taken by local 
institutions and the private sector do not reflect the main interests and concerns of 
families that will eventually live in the housing developments built through these public-
private partnerships. So, besides the problem of not having enough funds for the 
construction of housing for the very poor, the units built for this group do not necessarily 
meet their needs or expectations because they are not heard throughout the entire process. 
The problem for me is not only in the fact the federal government has been neglecting the 
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very poor and their housing needs, but also the fact that the little that is provided to this 
group still does not meet their expectations and cannot fulfill their needs.”  

                            -    (Nacarato – COHAB-RP, personal interview, 2007) 

This evidence shows that the exclusion of the future homeowners from the 

partnerships may reduce the ability to respond to the needs of the poor in a number of 

ways: first, with respect to the quality of the housing developments, and second with 

respect to the number of units provided.   Without the participation of future homeowners 

in the housing development decision-making processes, the housing provided often lacks 

the facilities of most importance to the poor (i.e., schools, health clinics, transportation, 

and leisure spaces).  The number of units provided may increase if potential homeowners 

have a voice in the organization and management of the housing projects -- perhaps the 

imposition of rules developed between the public and the private sectors through 

partnerships prevent alternative forms of housing production that could increase the 

number of built units every year.  Finally, the evidences shows that even the supposedly 

more collaborative partnerships fail to meet the needs of the poor.  The following section 

introduces evidence from the private sector with respect to social housing provision in the 

Ribeirão Preto region. 

 

Assessment of Housing Provision in Ribeirão Preto by the Private Sector 

Interviews with the directors of three private construction companies in the 

Ribeirão Preto region expose the reasons for the private sector’s minimal interest in the 

construction of social housing.  One director of a private construction company that 



130 
 

worked in partnership with COHAB-RP on the construction of social housing 

developments states: 

“The private sector needs to work in a stable environment to survive…there is never a 
continuation of the social housing policies and programs proposed by the Brazilian 
federal, state, or municipal level governments. One of the main reasons why construction 
companies choose not to work in the area is the lack of long-term public policies for the 
social housing sector. Moreover, it may take a long time for private companies working 
with governmental institutions to get paid after the contracted services are finished.” 

                            - (José Batista – Costallat Engenharia, personal interview, 2007) 

The public sector’s inability to play its role in partnerships established with the 

private sector for social housing provision increases the challenges faced by public-private 

partnerships in improving low-income housing availability.  The general scarcity of funds 

for public service provision makes the sector unattractive to private companies, including 

those of the construction sector.   Batista’s statement shows that although neoliberal 

reforms generally improved businesses opportunities in the region for the private sector, 

private-sector interests in the provision of social services remain minimal because of the 

uncertain nature of the profit-returns.  The evidence suggests that the structure of 

partnerships for social housing provision do not work for two reasons:  First, the private 

sector has little interest in working on social service provision due to the unreliability in 

government payment; Second, due to the constant changes in government policies and 

programs with respect to social service provision.  The director of another construction 

company in Ribeirão Preto who has worked in social housing construction since 1975 

makes some important remarks: 
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“For the private sector there are two main problems in investing in the construction of 
social housing units.  First is the fact that private banks do not want to lend money to 
finance social housing projects due to the high probability of mortgage defaults among 
the very low-income population.  Second is the difficulty that exist in removing families 
from their financed homes for mortgage payment defaults…the Brazilian judiciary 
system is very inefficient and it could take years to expel an occupant in default from the 
house.” 

                       -  (Moacir – Protenco Construções, personal interview, 2007) 

This quote helps to explain another reason for the lack of private sector interest in 

working on social housing projects and establishing partnerships with the public housing 

sector.  The few partnerships established between the local government and the private 

sectors are insufficient to significantly improve housing availability in the region.  

Although the reforms initiated in the 1990s required significant changes in political, 

economic, and urban administration spheres, they did little to diminish the country’s 

bureaucracy -- making private investments in social service unattractive.  José Carlos, 

another private developer in the Ribeirão Preto region, expresses his concern regarding 

the lack of a national budget to assist very low-income families with housing purchases: 

“Social services should be funded in one way or another by the government…it is called 
social housing for a reason…this type of housing requires governmental funding and 
subsidies because the very low-income cannot afford to pay the interest charged by the 
private banks to finance the purchase of a home.  The private sector will not resolve the 
Brazilian social housing deficit, even if it establishes partnerships with the local 
government…what we need to do to resolve the problem is first, have part of central 
government’s budget designated for social housing; second, provide more incentives to 
the private banks to invest in social housing projects; third, have a legislation that ensures 
that mortgage defaulting families can be evicted from the house in a timely manner.   

                                  -  (José Carlos, – Almeida Marin Construções, personal interview, 2007) 

José Carlos points to the “social” nature of social housing projects, and the 

importance of federal involvement in reducing the Brazilian housing deficit.  The number 

of public-private partnerships developed for housing provision is insufficient to resolve 



132 
 

the housing shortage in Brazil.  In order to increase the number of public-private 

partnerships for housing provision, the public sector needs to become a more active 

participant -- making available the necessary funds, reducing bureaucracy, and 

committing to the establishment of long-term social housing programs and policies.  At 

the same time, the programs and policies must ensure a consistent flow of cash to the 

private companies providing contracted services. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This study demonstrates that the country’s neoliberalization followed by a move 

towards the governance administrative model generally had negative consequences for 

the social housing sector.  The research shows that neoliberalization and the 

advancement of governance in Brazil contributed to an increased housing shortage for 

several reasons.  First, it required the federal government to drastically reduce 

expenditures on the provision of social services, including social housing, which resulted 

in radically reduced production.  Second, with neoliberalization, the role of the federal 

government as social-service-provider changed:  The federal government abandoned its 

traditional role and began to act as a regulator of the country’s development activities, 

which according to this study, resulted in the deterioration of social housing availability.  

The idea of having various sectors working together, through multi-sector partnerships to 

maintain social service availability has had only modest success, and is unlikely to 
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replace the traditional role of the federal government.  The current structure of multi-

sector partnerships for social service provision have neither the right partners in place 

nor the necessary funds available, which further jeopardizes their ability to provide basic 

services.  Third, partnerships between sub-national governments and the private sector 

are unable able to meet the growing housing demand, especially among very-low income 

families.  Although valid, multi-sector partnerships are not ideal, mostly because of the 

constraints described above.  Finally, this study shows that only long-term policies and 

programs organized at the federal level, with a specific budget allocated to assist very 

low-income families, have the potential to effectively reduce the country’s housing 

shortage.  

Throughout my investigation at the COHAB-RP, the CDHU regional office, and 

with local private-developers, the need for federal oversight of social housing provision 

was emphasized numerous times.  With the advancement of neoliberalism and 

governance schemes in the Brazil, the existing social housing programs at the federal 

level were put on hold and the country’s housing shortage aggravated.  The few 

programs that exist at state and municipal levels or in the form of multi-sector 

partnerships are insufficient to meet housing demand.  The COHAB-RP and the CDHU 

personnel, and local private-developers agree that partnerships between different levels 

of government or with the private sector alone cannot entirely replace federal 

government intervention.  A national effort from all sectors involved in the social 

housing field, including the federal government, to define, fund, implement, and manage 
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a master strategy to boost housing production is the only way to successfully address the 

precarious situation of the social housing sector.   

The political and economic reforms initiated in Brazil with the advancement of 

neoliberalism had a large impact on the dynamics of social housing provision in the 

Ribeirão Preto region.  As part of the neoliberalization process, the Brazilian federal 

government reduced its participation in the provision of social services, transferring its 

social responsibilities to lower levels of government and other sectors.  The introduction 

of neoliberalism followed by a shift to the governance administrative model found lower 

levels of government ill-prepared to meet the social needs of their jurisdictions and a 

private sector with little incentive to participate in social service provision.  This study 

shows that the attempts made by state and municipal levels of government through 

partnerships for housing provision are insufficient to adequately provide the low income 

populations with the social services they need.  Moreover, the structure of the 

partnerships established between state and municipal governments and the private sector 

with the objective of filling the gaps in social service provision left by the federal 

government also does not allow societal need to be adequately addressed.  Contrary to 

the perspective of proponents of neoliberalism, neoliberalization and the urban 

administrative shift to the governance model did not improve access to social services 

for lower-income families at the local level.  Perhaps this is because in Brazil, as in 

many other developing nations, both the scale and the scope of social need are many 

times beyond the capacity of state or municipal governments or private institutions to 

resolve.  According to this investigation, in the developing nations, federal governments 
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must play the important role of prioritizing and orchestrating social programs and 

policies, and also be the primary provider of funds and expertise.  Moreover, this study 

shows that in Brazil, the majority of the population in need of government assistance is 

the very low-income, which makes the management and cost of public assistance 

simultaneously ineffective and expensive for lower levels of government or the private 

sector to control.  Finally, this investigation verifies that the large scale of social housing 

projects and the resources required can only be organized and achieved through a joint 

effort between the multiple levels of government and sectors, including the federal 

government and civil society. 

If the federal government continues to neglect the housing sector the current 

shortage of approximately 8 million housing units is expected to increase to 10 million 

units by 2015 (IBGE 2008).  The neoliberal political and economic reforms initiated in 

Brazil in the late 1980s and 1990s rendered the average urban population devoid of 

many basic public services.  A change in political course is necessary to restore some 

degree of credibility to the establishments responsible for the provision of public 

services.  After three-decades of economic, political, and administrative struggle, the 

lesson learned is that a more active role for the federal government is crucial to diminish 

adversities at the local level.  According to Lake (2002), even with the advancement of 

neoliberalism, power and control never really left the hands of the federal government, 

so what is needed is a redirection of federal power.  However, to reassert the potential 

for political change at federal level does not necessarily mean a weakening  or neglect of 

opportunities presented at sub-national scales (Lake 2002).  Instead, new partnerships 
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and relations between cities, regions, and the federal government are needed to minimize 

the negative effects of neoliberalism for the urban poor.  
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Abstract 

 

In response to government restructuring and changes in funding policies, the 

social housing sector in Brazil adopted alternative methods of housing production to 

maintain housing availability.  Although beneficial, the alternative methods are 

insufficient to fully meet the country’s growing housing demand and do not fulfill the 

expectations of the low-income urban population.  This paper discusses an innovative 

approach to social housing production in a region where the social housing shortage has 

been a problem for several decades.  Focusing on the effectiveness and limitations of the 

mutirão program as an alternative method of housing provision, this paper proposes that 

greater involvement from the federal government and civil society are key to reducing 

social housing shortages.  The arguments in this paper are developed from ethnographic 

research conducted at two government institutions for social housing provision in 

Ribeirão Preto, Brazil: a local institution, the Companhia Habitacional de Ribeirão Preto 

(COHAB-RP), and a state level institution, the Companhia de Desenvolvimento 

Habitacional e Urbano (CDHU), and also at the Conjunto Habitacional Jardim Paiva I, 

a social housing development in Ribeirão Preto, Brazil.  
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Introduction 

 

The impact of the neoliberal reforms on the Brazilian social housing sector is 

significant.  Since the 1990s when the neoliberal policies were initiated, the country’s 

social housing shortage increased considerably, reaching a deficit of approximately eight 

million units in 2008 (IBGE 2008)7.  With the objective of meeting the neoliberal terms, 

the Brazilian federal government began to withdraw from many of its traditional social 

responsibilities, including the provision of social housing.  The federal government’s 

social functions were transferred to municipal and state governments, the private, and the 

civil society sectors; however, the responsibilities given to these institutions were well 

beyond their capacity to manage or finance.  In an attempt to minimize the impact of the 

reduction in funds and expertise from the federal government, alternative methods of 

social housing provision were explored by local level institutions.  Partnerships between 

state and municipal governments, and the private and the civil society sectors were 

developed to perform roles previously filled by the federal government.  Although these 

multi-sector partnerships helped to keep social housing programs available, their 

production capacity is consistently lower than the total demand.  The limited ability of 

such partnerships to supply the growing housing demand in developing countries has led 

researchers and society itself to question their validity as an alternative to federal 

government participation in large-scale, social service projects.  This paper discusses an 

                                                            
7 For the purpose of this study housing deficit refers to the number of families without adequate housing 
(that is, living in houses built with non-durable materials or improvised materials; or living on a building 
not originally built for housing purposes; or more than one family living in the same house). 
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alternative approach to social housing production in a region where social housing 

shortages have been a problem for several decades.  According to COHAB-RP, a local 

institution for social housing provision, in 2008 the housing deficit in the region was 

approximately 4,000 units.  Focusing on the effectiveness and limitations of the 

alternative methods of housing provision, this paper proposes that greater involvement of 

low-income urban residents and the federal government, including their participation in 

the development of housing programs, organization, management, decision-making 

processes, and funding, are key in diminishing social housing shortages in Ribeirão Preto, 

Brazil. 

Using data from the social housing sector in Ribeirão Preto, Brazil, this research 

investigates: the social housing production methods developed in the region to address 

the housing shortage; the contributions of each sector (public and civil society) in 

maintaining social housing production; and the major challenges encountered by the 

government institutions in meeting the region’s social housing demand.  The questions 

addressed in this research demonstrate the reasons why, following the advancement of 

neoliberal reforms, many of the alternative methods of social housing provision are 

unable to meet the housing needs of the urban poor.  In addition, the empirical data used 

in this discussion may assist future studies on the social housing sector in other 

developing countries undergoing similar economic and political reforms.  The arguments 

of this paper are developed from ethnographic research conducted at two governmental 

institutions for the provision  of social housing in Ribeirão Preto, Brazil: a local 

institution, the Companhia Habitacional de Ribeirão Preto (COHAB-RP) and a state-
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level institution, the Companhia de Desenvolvimento Habitacional e Urbano (CDHU); 

and at a social housing development, the Conjunto Habitacional Jardim Paiva I. 

 

Examining Social Housing Provision in the Developing World 

 

The beginning of social housing production in many developing countries 

occurred in parallel with processes of industrialization and economic growth, followed by 

a rapid and uncontrolled urbanization (Hardoy; Mitlin; and Satterthwaite 2001).  Seeking 

higher wages and a better quality of life, rural workers fled to cities with hopes of finding 

employment in the industrial sector and to enjoy access to basic services (i.e., hospitals, 

schools, housing) not readily available in rural areas (Bonduki 1998).  To further 

complicate the situation, in many developing nations the implementation of neoliberal 

reforms drastically reduced the support of the federal governments in public service 

provision, leaving many low-income urban residents with no alternative but to live in 

informal housing settlements (McCarney and Stren 2003).  According to Hunter, 

Thomas, and Whiteford (1983) the massive rural to urban migration in developing 

nations was not accompanied by adequate provision of public services, including 

housing.  In addition to inadequate housing availability, the low incomes earned by 

newcomers are insufficient for rent or mortgage payments in the city, giving rise to the 

construction of illegal settlements within urban areas (Davis 2007).   
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Outside the scope of any official government guidelines for residential 

construction, informal housing settlements are home to one-to two-thirds of the urban 

population of developing nations.  These informal settlements are widely known for 

noncompliance with zoning regulations, building codes, property rights, or infrastructure 

standards (Satterthwaite 2008).  The large number of informal housing settlements that 

exist in developing countries is mainly due to the fact that low-income urban residents 

cannot afford the costs of high quality and professionally designed projects.  This 

happens because of the inability of the formal employment sectors of developing 

countries to absorb large sections of the urban population; or to provide adequate wages 

and salaries to those employed (Werna 2004).  As a result, the informal housing sector is 

a crucial part of urban growth and development in developing nations, providing housing 

for the urban poor (Keivani and Werna 2001).   

The focus on the informal housing sector as a primary means of addressing access 

to housing to the urban poor of developing nations is due to the fact that their builders are 

the most important organizers, builders, and planners of third-world cities.  Lizarralde 

and Root (2008) assert that the very group able to deliver affordable housing to the very 

poor is systematically excluded from participating in the formulation of housing policies 

and construction techniques.  Satterthwaite (1999) suggests that that for many years Latin 

American governments refused to recognize the importance of their citizens; ignoring 

their existence, legitimate rights, and public service needs.  Encouraging greater 

participation from builders of informal housing in subsidized housing projects and policy 

formulation requires the reformulation of structural policies, principals, and values of 
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urban intervention, all of which governments of many developing nations are generally 

unwilling to allow (Ferguson and Navarrete 2003).  In fact, until recently it was common 

to see city planners in developing nations, including Brazil, refer to city maps with large, 

established squatter settlements omitted, and areas occupied by slums described as open 

space (Davis 2007).  Finally, as described by Satterthwaite (2008), when ignoring the 

existence of informal settlements in urban areas, the governments of developing nations 

are also ignoring the existence of thousands of city residents. 

In many Latin American countries, including Brazil, even the economic crisis of the 

1980s was not sufficient to alert government officials of the heavy burdens imposed on 

the low-income populations (Satterthwaite 2008).  Instead, the literature emphasizes that 

in many cases the government believed that the economic growth generated by 

neoliberalization would take care of the provision of public services, and that the rapidly 

growing illegal settlements were a temporary phenomenon (Maricato 1996).  With that 

mindset, many federal governments of developing nations excused themselves from their 

traditional social responsibilities of basic public service provider, reallocating 

responsibility for such tasks to lower tiers of government, the private sector and civil 

society.  Hardoy, Satterthwaite, and Mitlin (2001) label this governmental attitude 

‘benign tolerance’ because it resulted in several negative social-externalities in cities, 

including greater social and economic segregation with lower-income groups clustered in 

the worst quality and poorly-serviced location within cities.  With the majority of the 

urban population in developing nations earning minimal wages despite the 
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implementation of the neoliberal reforms, obtaining a legal housing unit became an even 

greater challenge for the urban poor. 

The chaos in the housing sector of many developing nations led researchers and 

international institutions such as the World Bank and the United Nations Center for 

Human Settlements (UNCHS) to propose strategies for ameliorating the shortage of 

housing units in those regions.  However, there is a crucial difference between the 

strategies proposed by researchers and those proposed by international institutions.  The 

former imagined a process through which millions of low-income households obtain 

direct financial, material, and technical support from government and international 

agencies to continue with their self-help housing construction model (Keivani and Werna 

2001).  Researchers such as Turner, Mangin, and Abrams expound the self-build process 

as an ideal form of housing provision through which low-income households are “…able 

to provide their own housing units at their own pace and according to their own priorities 

and requirements of their stage of life, on mainly squatted land in informal settlements” 

(Keivani and Werna 2001, p. 194).  In contrast, international development institutions, 

understand the enabling strategies as a mechanism whereby governments facilitate 

market efficiency in low-income housing production, making the low-income housing 

business more attractive for the private sector, and thereby increasing the availability of 

units (Malpezzi 1999).  The strategies presented by the World Bank and the UNCHS 

were intended to persuade governments in developing nations to review their zoning and 

building regulations, which they argued, pose barriers to private sector development of 

low-income housing (World Bank 2008).  Whereas the strategies proposed by low-
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income housing production researchers envisaged the expansion of the informal self-

build housing sector, the World Bank, on the other hand, envisaged the expansion of the 

formal land-housing-market as a solution to the housing shortages of developing 

countries (Keivani and Werna 2001).  Finally, the World Bank formulated a number of 

policies aimed at reorientating government activity in developing nations away from 

direct housing provision and regulation of the private housing markets, to facilitating the 

functioning of housing markets (Jonas and Ward, 2004). Core elements of such policies 

include: 

 developing property rights; 
 developing mortgage financing, including lending and borrowing at positive 

interest rates; 
 rationalizing subsidies; 
 opening-up urban land for residential development through the provision of 

infrastructure; 
 reforming building and planning regulations concerning land- and housing- 

development for the expansion of market activity; 
 organizing the building industry by eliminating regulatory barriers; 
 developing an institutional framework for managing the housing sector. 

 

Challenging the policies proposed by the World Bank, Keivani and Werna (2001, 

pg. 193) argued that these strategies exclude “complementary and alternative public, 

cooperative/community based and informal modes of housing provision from serious 

policies considerations.”  Further, the strategies proposed by the World Bank, -- written 

to aid private business operations and capital accumulation -- are seen as facilitating the 

advancement of the neoliberal regime, which underlies the Bank’s agenda for 

development (Porio 2003).  Finally, Mooya and Cloette (2007) demonstrate that rather 

than enabling poor people to gain access to housing and land, these strategies allow the 
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market to operate with fewer regulations, assuring greater profitability in the production 

of low-income housing projects, without ensuring adequate provision or access to 

housing.  In summation, the advancement of neoliberal policies and the strategies used by 

international aid institutions for the provision of social housing in developing nations 

failed to produce the expected results, instead, they further aggravated the housing 

deficit.  The following section articulates the problems generated by the combination of 

neoliberalization and ineffective policies for housing provision in Brazil. 

 

Social Housing in Brazil  

This section describes the context of urban housing need in Brazil, highlighting 

the consequences of the uncontrolled rural-to-urban migration, particularly from the 

country’s less-developed regions of the southeast; the history of the federal government’s 

involvement in social housing provision since the 1950s; and the failure of recent efforts 

to adequately meet the housing needs of the urban poor through multi-sector partnerships.  

The past few decades in Brazil are marked by significant political change, governmental 

restructuring, and rapid urbanization, which together determine the course of social 

service provision, including housing.    

As in many other less-developed regions, urbanization in Brazil occurred partially 

because of industrial and economic growth, but mostly as a result of the rising and 

unrealistic expectations of rural people of finding employment in the cities (Brunn 2003).  

Between 1950 and 1960, the import substitution industrialization (ISI) program in Brazil 
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was responsible for an enormous migration from rural to urban areas, giving rise to rapid 

urbanization and increasing housing demand (Perz 2000).  According to IBGE – Instituto 

Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística - (2008) reports, the urban population in Brazil 

increased from 26 percent in 1940 to 68 percent in 1980; the urbanized population is 

currently greater than 80 percent.  This rapid increase in the urbanized population was not 

accompanied by effective government intervention to provide even minimal levels of 

urban infrastructure; and social housing programs and provision were not a priority of the 

federal government during the 1950s (Ferreira and Tsukumo 2006).  In fact, the federal 

government believed that it would be less expensive to have people find their own 

solution to housing shortages (Denaldi 2006).  It was not until 1964, with the military 

regime in place, that the federal government engaged the problem of social housing 

shortage and began to develop programs and strategies to improve housing availability in 

the urban areas (Bonduki 1998). 

During the military regime, 1964-1985, the government created a bank, the Banco 

Nacional da Habitação (BNH), to manage and invest the resources from the Fundo de 

Garantia por Tempo de Serviço (FGTS), in social housing programs8.  This was the first 

time that the federal government took the lead in resolving social housing shortage.  By 

making available the necessary resources and establishing nationwide housing programs, 

the federal government produced a record number of social housing units; 4.3 million, in 

just over two decades (Ferreira and Tsukumo 2006).  The closure of the BNH in 1986 

                                                            
8 The Fundo de Garantia por Tempo de Serviço (FGTS) is the Brazilian equivalent of the US Social 
Security Program 
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placed future social housing programs and construction in jeopardy with responsibility at 

the sub-national level, as I discuss in subsequent sections. 

In the 1980s, following the rigid economic model established during the military 

regime and the failure of the ISI program, Brazil experienced an economic crisis followed 

by high unemployment and high inflation (Shidlo 1990).  The rise in the unemployment 

rate reduced the FGTS resources, diminishing the BNH’s ability to fund social housing 

(Ferreira and Tsukumo 2006).  High inflation exacerbated the problems of the BNH 

because the mortgage payments made by customers towards their houses were readjusted 

once-or twice-a-year, whereas their debt was readjusted every quarter (Cymbalista and 

Santoro 2005).  To correct this problem, the BNH required higher readjustments from 

customers that were usually higher than salary readjustments; consequently customers 

were often unable to pay the readjusted rates (Rolnik and Cymbalista 2003).  This 

situation had a severe impact on the financial reserves and funding capacity of the BNH, 

leading it to bankruptcy.  Following the closure of the BNH, all national programs for 

social housing were suspended and the social housing sector was ignored by the federal 

government once again (Bonduki 1998). 

In addition to the industrial crisis in urban areas in the 1980s, the agricultural 

sector also experienced its share of the Brazilian economic recession.  During this period, 

smallholder-agricultural-entrepreneurs were unable to pay the high interest rates charged 

by banks, and therefore, unable to invest in future crops, leading many to abandon rural 

areas to seek new opportunities in the cities (Massey 1998).  In this second major 

migration-flow from rural to urban areas, Brazilian migrants maintained the utopian 
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image of urban areas as places where a higher quality of life and better opportunities 

were easily attainable (Bonduki 1998).  According to the IBGE (2008), between 1980 

and 1991, rural areas of Brazil lost approximately 1.4 million people per year, a rate 

comparable to the losses of the previous decades. 

The rural exodus in the 1980s may be summarized as a “reflection of short-term 

slowdown in capital penetration in agriculture, a medium-term industrial crisis with 

sustained commercial and service sector growth” (Perz 2000, p. 852).  The massive 

internal migrations between the 1950s and 1980s resulted in a persistent and 

uncoordinated urbanization of many Brazilian cities, to the detriment of the people 

dependent on government-funded programs (Rolnik 1997).  As Hays-Mitchell and 

Godfrey (2003) stress, the advantages of living in urban areas in several Latin American 

countries, including Brazil, declined immensely after the 1980s.  Today, assets such as 

access to education, healthcare, sanitation, and housing – some of the main drivers behind 

migration to urban areas -- are rarely available for the urban poor.  Complicating this 

situation in urban areas, the country’s difficulty in solving the crisis internally led the 

government to seek financial help abroad.  The international help was associated with a 

series of budgetary conditions, among them, severe cuts in public service expenditures 

followed by a process of neoliberalization (Green 1996). 

After the closure of the BNH in 1986, a Special Secretariat for Community and 

Housing Affairs (SEHAC) was set up by the Brazilian government to promote a number 

of community-based projects including housing provision (Valença 1999).  Because of 

the poor housing results achieved by the SEHAC, the government created a ministry to 
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manage housing. However, over a short period of time, responsibility for the housing 

sector was exchanged among several different ministries, the Ministério do 

Desenvolvimento Urbano e Meio Ambiente (MDUMA), the Ministério da Habitacao e 

Bem-Estar Social (MHBES), and finally the Ministério do Interior (MI) (Valença 2001).  

The lack of a stable institutional basis for the housing sector after BNH suggests that the 

country’s housing problem was no longer a priority of the federal government.  During 

the Sarney presidency (1985 – 1990), the variety of financial, fiscal, economic, and 

political problems led the government to further reduce investment in areas of social 

service provision, including housing (Valença 1999). 

The housing programs launched in the second half of the 1980s had little impact 

on Brazil’s housing shortage (Maricato 1996).  For instance, the Programa de Mutirão 

Habitacional launched in November 1987, was to produce 500,000 housing units in only 

150 days.  This program was organized as a joint effort between all levels of government 

and civil society with the federal government providing building materials, the state 

government providing community services such as paving, water and electricity supply, 

the local government contributing the necessary land, and future residents providing 

several hours of labor (Valença 1999).  However, as with other housing programs of the 

period, the Programa de Mutirão Habitacional had a very modest result, with fewer than 

20,000 units built in total.  Melo (1992) argues that one of the reasons for the modest 

result of the program was extremely high inflation, which eroded the purchasing power of 

the allocated funds before they reached the community. Further, the use of the program 

for political deals, and a lack of a properly-coordinated institutional framework also 
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contributed to the low number of completed housing units (Bonduki 1998).  The social 

housing sector continued to deteriorate after Sarney’s presidency ended in 1990.  

The Collor government took office in 1990 and launched an array of housing 

agencies, all of which played different roles in planning and delivering social housing 

(see Table 1).  Collor’s government estimated a deficit of approximately 10 million 

housing units in 1990, with the majority of that deficit concentrated among the very low-

income urban population (IBGE 2008)9.  One of the main promises of the Collor 

presidential campaign was to tackle the low-income housing shortage (Valença 2007).  

At the start of the term, the Collor government launched a massive social housing 

program, which aimed to reduce the IBGE’s estimated Brazilian housing deficit by 30 

percent (Boletim Habitação 1991; Valença 2007).  Through the creation of a new 

secretariat, the National Secretariat of Housing at the Ministry of Social Action (MAS), 

the government introduced the Immediate Action Plan for Housing (PAIH) with the 

objective of fulfilling its promise and reducing the country’s housing deficit (Valença 

1999). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
                                                            
9 For the purpose of this study the term ‘housing deficit’ refers to the number of families without adequate 
housing (that is, living in houses built with non-durable or improvised materials, living on a building not 
originally built for housing purposes,; or more than one family living in the same house). 
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Table 1- Housing agencies and functions (1990-1992) 

Source: Valença 2007 

However, the PAIH program had two main problems that eventually resulted in 

its failure (Valença 2007).  First, although the government had a general idea of the 

nationwide housing deficit, it was ill- informed of each region’s specific needs and the 

social groups most affected by the problem.  A lack of familiarity and interest in the BNH 

archival records by the government were in part responsible for the insufficient 

knowledge of the specific needs of each region – resulting in the government’s failure to 

assist those in greatest need.  Second, the proposed housing program was pro-market, and 

responding mainly to the interests of private business rather than focusing on the needs of 

the urban poor.  Created initially as an emergency program to rapidly address the 

enormous housing deficit in the country, the PAIH continued in conjunction with other 
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Management of policy implementation 
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Private 
Companies; 

Local and state 
governments; 
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Promoters 
Contracts for loans 

Construction work (private contractors) 
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housing programs for the first two years of the Collor government, with little impact on 

the plight of the urban poor.  Two other important programs launched during the Collor 

administration -- The Program of the Social Entrepreneur (PEP) and the Cooperative 

Program -- again benefited mostly private businesses in the construction industry (Melo 

1992).  All the programs had high private sector involvement because of their profit 

potential.  The PAIH program involved very little risk to private business; and both the 

PEP and the Cooperative Program had no government restrictions with respect to the 

final price of housing units; thus, completed units were typically made available to higher 

income groups (families earning 12-times the national minimum wage or more) (Valença 

2007). 

The programs initiated during the Collor administration, as well as some of the 

agencies for housing provision, came to an end due to a mismanagement of the FGTS 

funds that reached almost the end (Klak 1993).  At that point, the MAS/CEF system was 

forced to cease approving any new low-income housing projects due to lack of funds 

from the FGTS.  Exacerbating the situation, after President Collor’s impeachment, the 

Itamar government was unable to initiate any new housing programs due to the financial 

difficulties of the social housing sector (Valença 1999).   

In 1995, continuing the trend of ineffective national social housing programs, the 

next elected president, Fenando Henrique Cardoso (FHC), showed little interest in 

resolving the housing provision challenges (Ferreira and Tsukumo 2006).  The FHC 

government’s strict commitment to the country’s neoliberalization process left few 

resources available for social service provision by the federal government (Treisman 
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2003).  The FHC administration closed the Ministry of Social Action and created a new 

Secretariat of Urban Policies (SPU) under the Ministry of Planning (MP) for managing 

the country’s social housing sector (Valença 2001).  The new secretariat created two new 

housing programs using FGTS funds and the small federal budget: the Pró-Moradia and 

the Pró-Credi.  The former was targeted at families with a very low combined monthly 

income (one-to-three times the national minimum wage); the latter was targeted at 

families earning up to12 times the national minimum wage.  However, as with the earlier 

programs of the Collor administration, the programs had little effect on Brazil’s social 

housing deficit, which continued to escalate (Valença 2001).  Because of FHC’s 

government assumption that inadequate housing in Brazil was mostly a matter of 

household income, the programs failed to bring together the key sectors-- federal and 

local government, and community members -- in the articulation of social housing 

policies (Keivani and Werna 2001).  Keivani and Werna’s (2001) argue that more 

integrated housing policies are needed to recognize and better coordinate multiple forms 

of housing provision among the different income groups. 

The negative implications of the closure of the BNH and therefore, the federal 

government’s disengagement the social housing sector were enormous.  The BNH 

closure meant the dismantling of the financial housing system (SFH), which had access to 

the Brazilian savings account system and the FGTS funds for the provision of social 

housing.  According to Bonduki (1998), subsidy schemes that operated between the 

savings account system and the FGTS funds were broken, diminishing the funds to 

support social housing production.  Compounding the problem, with the end of the BHN, 
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“the country lost its main policy think-tank, decision-maker and promoter of social 

housing” (Valença 1999, p. 1766).  The expertise and institutional experience 

accumulated over two decades of BNH operation were lost along with all the investments 

made in human capital and institutional infrastructure (Denaldi, 2006).  Perhaps, as 

stressed by Valença (2007), the pro-market and entrepreneurial character of the housing 

programs launched by the different administrations after the BNH era (1964-86) 

contributed to the failure of the Brazilian social-housing-sector to resolve the country’s 

housing deficit.  Figure 1 presents a timeline of the different ministries and secretariats 

involved in social housing provision after the termination of the BNH in 1986, under 

different presidencies. 

Figure 1 – Governmental Institutions for Housing Provision (1986-2010) 

 

 

 
SEHAC- Secretariade Habitação e Ação Social for Community and Housing Affairs 
MDUMA - Ministério do Desenvolvimento Urbano e Meio Ambiente 
MHBS - Ministério da Habitacao e Bem-Estar Social 
MI - Ministério do Interior 
MAS - Ministério de Ação Social 
SPU – Secretaria de Politicas Urbanas 
MP – Ministério do Planejamento 
MC – Ministério das Cidades 

Finally, the advancement of neoliberalism in the 1990s increased Brazil’s 

vulnerability to and dependency on external actors and capital for urban development 

projects, reducing the access of the poor to housing and land (Porio 2003).  Although the 

closure of the BNH gave rise to new forms of social housing provision that involved 
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public, private, and not-for-profit sectors, the relationships between these partners were 

shaped by both external and internal factors.  For instance, the decisions of government, 

landowners, foreign investors, and private developers significantly affected the pattern of 

land use and housing investments; and more importantly, the regulation of these actions 

by state agencies (McCarney and Stren 2003).  Instead of reducing the dependence of the 

urban poor on federal funds for housing, the end of the military regime (1964-85) 

followed by neoliberalization, increased the need for housing programs with 

governmental subsidies (Denaldi 2006).  The social housing programs put forward by the 

government since 1986 emphasize close ties between local and state governments and the 

private sector, with a focus on profit, leading to housing programs and policies that are 

unresponsive to the needs of the urban poor (Ferreira and Tsukumo 2006).  Ferreira and 

Tsukumo (2006) reveal that the majority of the programs released by the government 

after the BNH closure were mostly organized with a for-profit intent, were targeted at 

higher income groups, and were less concerned with the housing needs of the urban 

population.  The partnerships between state and local tiers of governments and the private 

sector were unable to meet the growing housing demand following the failure of the BNH 

excluding thousands of urban poor from access to decent housing and basic 

infrastructure.  In view of inconsistent social housing programs and a federal government 

mostly disconnected from the role of social service provision, Brazil’s extensive housing 

problems remain unresolved. 

In summation, the existing literature presented here explains why some of the 

more conventional approaches to housing provision failed.  However, this same literature 
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fails to discuss the alternative approaches being used for housing provision by developing 

nations.  Moreover, the literature does not address why the alternative approaches are 

succeeding or failing.  The next section contributes to the literature by examining one of 

the alternative approaches used for housing provision in a developing world context.  The 

case study presented contributes to a broader understanding of the limitations or 

effectiveness of alternative forms of housing provision under the neoliberal rules, and is 

of assistance to researchers conducting studies in other developing regions undergoing 

similar economic and political reforms. 

 

Assessing an Alternative Approach for Social Housing Provision in Ribeirão Preto, 

Brazil   

 

As part of this project I examined an alternative method of housing provision, the 

mutirão program, a self-help program, at the Conjunto Habitacional Jardim Paiva I.  

This type of self-help program is usually organized by a state level housing institution in 

partnership with local governments, and involves future homeowners’ labor in the 

construction process of housing developments.  In this type of housing programs state 

and municipal governments act as the main organizers, managers, supervisors, and 

funding providers for the project.  This method of housing provision gained momentum 

due to its potential to reduce the total cost of the housing units in approximately 20 

percent by using the labor of future homeowners in place of private construction.  In 
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contrast to self-help programs or mutirão as they are called in Brazil, mainstream 

approaches to housing provision traditionally include the participation of the public and 

private sectors in partnership for the construction and delivery of social housing 

developments, but do not involve residents in any of the aspects of the housing provision 

process.   

The Ribeirão Preto region was selected as the study area because of the large-

scale of its social housing shortage.  Throughout this investigation I aimed to uncover the 

methods of social-housing production developed in Ribeirão Preto to address the social 

housing shortage, the contributions made by each sector (public/civil society), and the 

major challenges encountered by local institutions in meeting the region’s social housing 

demand.  The main objective of this investigation is to examine how the alternative 

strategies differ from mainstream methods of housing provision, and explore how the 

potential of alternative approaches may be limited by the dominant systems that surround 

them. In doing so, this research also illustrates the challenges that alternative methods of 

social housing provision encounter in replacing the federal government’s traditional 

function. 

I conducted my investigation at COHAB-RP and CDHU for several reasons.  

First, both institutions were founded prior to the Brazilian neoliberalization initiated in 

the 1990s, and therefore experienced multiple methods of social housing production and 

outcomes.  Second, these institutions continue to employ several workers hired when the 

institutions were founded or within a few years after their inauguration.  These personnel 

have valuable knowledge of the housing programs and the provision and production 
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methods used both before and since neoliberalization.  Finally, both institutions possess 

valuable archival material that helps to inform and support the findings of this 

investigation. 

The housing development selected for this study, the Conjunto Habitacional 

Jardim Paiva I, is part of the mutirão or self-build scheme. The mutirão program 

involves a partnership between a state and municipal government institutions, and 

housing beneficiaries (future homeowners) with the goal of providing housing units for 

very low-income families.  The housing development investigated in this study was not 

part of any federal program and did not receive any federal subsidy for construction.  

Instead, Conjunto Habitacional Jardim Paiva I was organized by lower tiers of 

government (state and municipal), and used the participation of civil society (future 

homeowners) during the construction process.  Organizers and beneficiaries share mixed 

feelings about the effectiveness of the mutirão program as a method of social housing 

provision. 

This study was conducted during several months of field research in 2007 and 

2008 in Ribeirao Preto, Brazil.  My findings emerge from analysis of different types of 

ethnographic data, including interviews with governmental institution; examination of the 

archived and records of government institutions on low-income housing construction; 

records from the Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatisticas’ (IBGE); and interviews 

with families that participated in the construction of the Conjunto Habitacional Jardim 

Paiva I housing development.  The multiple sources of evidence illuminate different 

aspects of my questions, and speak to gaps between different sources. For instance, some 
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of COHAB-RP’s written archival documents were incomplete or missing altogether.  To 

fill these gaps, I examined the IBGE’s archives and interviewed several COHAB-RP’s 

and CDHU’s personnel. These interviews were useful to build a more complete account 

of COHAB-RP and CDHU’s role in the provision of social housing in the study area and 

the problem with federal government’s withdrawal from the housing provision function.  

The qualitative data gathered for this project provide valuable information on the impact 

of the political and economic reforms of the 1980s and 1990s on the social housing 

provision sector as well as the future prospects for a housing sector that is afforded ever-

declining federal government involvement 

COHAB-RP’s and CDHU’s archival documents are used to learn about the 

process of social housing provision in Ribeirão Preto, both before and after the political 

and economic reforms of the 1980s and 1990s.  The data provide historical information 

about the production of social housing in the region, the different roles of the various 

urban sectors in the production of social housing, and the alternative methods used for 

housing provision under the new political and economic regimes.  The interviews with 

COHAB-RP and CDHU personnel and residents of Conjunto Habitacional Jardim Paiva 

I illustrate the limitations and effectiveness of the mutirão as a method of social housing 

provision; and the extent to which this alternative form of housing provision can replace 

the federal government’s traditional function of housing provision in the Ribeirão Preto 

region.  The interviews clarify the interviewees’ opinions with respect to possible 

solutions to the problem of social housing shortage.  Finally, the intensive interviews are 

a useful data source because they provide information about the experiences and opinions 
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of the interviewees, while allowing comparison with the ‘official’ information gleaned 

from archival documents.  The data for this project were analyzed through an 

interpretative process involving iterative coding of interview transcripts and field notes 

around themes of political and economic reforms in Brazil in the 1990s and its impact on 

housing provision, as well as the prospects for social housing provision in the region 

under a neoliberal context. 

The Impact of Political and Economic Reform on Housing Programs 

The goal of this section is to highlight the impact of Brazilian economic and political 

reforms on the ability of local institutions to provide housing to the poor.  The evidence 

demonstrates that with the reforms, a significant amount of federal funding to lower-level 

institutions responsible for the provision of social services was eliminated, limiting the 

ability of the institutions to meet the needs of the lower-income urban population.  

Operating for more than three decades in the social housing sector, COHAB-RP 

experienced many impacts of the recent political and economic reforms and the country’s 

neoliberalization process.  For instance, the information gathered during my investigation 

at COHAB-RP’s office suggests that the production of housing units declined 

considerably in the region after the closure of the BNH in 1986, while demand continued 

to increase.  Several COHAB-RP interviewees commented on the institution’s challenge 

of meeting the high demands for housing, the limited financial resources, and the 

alternative methods of housing provision used to keep social housing programs available 

after the reforms.  A COHAB-RP staff member explains: 
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“Since the closure of the BNH, the difficulties for COHAB-RP in responding 
to the region’s social housing demand have increased.  With few financial 
resources available, COHAB-RP depends on the approval of the Caixa 
Econômica Federal (CEF - Federal banking institution) for moving forward 
with the construction of new social housing developments.  The CEF does not 
prioritize loans for families with combined monthly income between 1 and 3 
times the national minimum wage, which makes up the majority of the urban 
population in need of housing.   

- (Roselino – COHAB-RP, personal interview, 2008) 
 

After the BNH ceased operation as the financial agent for Brazil’s social housing 

programs, COHAB-RP no longer received direct financial resources for social housing 

developments, limiting the institution’s decision-making power on both the scope of 

housing projects as well as the beneficiaries.  Further, Roselino emphasizes that the BNH 

closure, and resulting loss of federal funding and involvement in housing programs 

worsened the position of the Brazilian housing sector.  The failure of the BNH increased 

COHAB-RP’s challenge to meet the region’s housing demand, which according to 

Roselino needed to reduce the total number of housing units built, and allocate those 

units to families with combined a income of more than three- times the national minimum 

wage.  The BNH’s function as a financial agent was transferred to a federal banking 

institution (CEF) that received clear instructions from the federal government on suitable 

target groups for residential loans.  However, COHAB-RP and IBGE records (see Table 

2) show that in the last 30 years the largest proportion of the country’s housing deficit 

was concentrated in the very low-income population group:  
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Table 2 – Housing Deficit in Brazil 

 

Finally, the local- and state-based approach to housing provision severely 

disadvantages the states and municipalities with the highest need or lowest resources.  

The director of the CDHU office in Ribeirão Preto refers to the lack of a national social 

housing program targeted at very low-income groups as one of the main challenges to 

resolving the regional and national housing shortage: 

“The biggest problem in Ribeirão Preto, and in Brazil as a whole, with respect to the 
social housing deficit is that today 95 percent of the deficit is in families with combined 
monthly income between 1- 3 times the national minimum wage. From the current 8 
million families in need of housing in the country, 7.6 million are families with combined 
monthly income less than 3 times the national minimum wage. Local institutions, the 
private sector, and civil society have been trying alternative methods for housing 
provision, but the achievements are insufficient to supply the growing housing demands 
in urban areas. The characteristics of the housing shortage in our region make it difficult 
for local government institutions alone to resolve the situation. The private sector, local 
institutions, and civil society can contribute to the process, but the financial resources and 
a national housing program to tackle the country’s housing shortage has to be provided 
by the federal government” 

-   (Evaldo - CDHU, personal interview, 2008) 

                                                            
10 For the purpose of this study housing deficit refers to the number of families without adequate housing 
(that is, living in houses built with non-durable materials or improvised materials; or living on a building 
not originally built for housing purposes; or more than one family living in the same house). 

Year 
Total housing 

deficit in Brazil 
Housing deficit10 
in São Paulo state 

Housing deficit % per income group in Brazil 
(monthly income in minimum wage – m.w.) 

 1-3 m.w. 3-5 m.w. 5-10 m.w.  > 10 m.w. 

1980 
Approx. 4.3 
million units 

Approx. 614.0 
thousand units 

Approx. 
66 

NA NA NA 

1991 
Approx. 5.0 
million units 

Approx. 793.0 
thousand units 

Approx. 
72  

NA NA NA 

1995 
Approx. 5.62 
million units 

Approx. 912.0 
thousand units 

Approx. 
79  

NA NA NA 

2000 
Approx. 5.9 
million units 

Approx. 1.09 
million units  82.5 9.4 5.8 2.3 

2007 
Approx. 6.36 
million units 

Approx. 1.25 
million units 90.4 5.8 2.8 1.0 

Source: IBGE and COHAB-RP archives and personal interviews, 2008. 
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Evaldo’s comments emphasize that the limited financial resources available for the 

production of very low-income housing development is a major challenge to local 

institutions.  Moreover, it confirms the findings of previous evidence regarding the 

limitations of the alternative methods of social housing provision to meet growing 

housing demands at the regional level and across the nation. 

 

Assessment of the Mutirão Housing Program by Local Institutions 

This section focuses on the perception of local institutions as to the effectiveness 

and limitations of alternative forms of social housing, in contrast to traditional systems 

where the federal government provides competed housing units suitable for habitation.  

Although alternative methods of housing provision benefit a number of low-income 

families, a broader range of social and financial support is needed for these alternative 

programs to succeed.  For instance, the mutirão (self-build program) scheme used in the 

construction of the Conjunto Habitacional Jardim Paiva I housing development in 

Ribeirão Preto was organized and financed by CDHU, managed by COHAB-RP, with the 

participation of individual families (mutirantes) in the construction process.  According to 

the different groups involved the results of this type of housing provision are mixed.  The 

director of CDHU in Ribeirão Preto states:  

“There are some benefits in the production of housing using the mutirão scheme.  For 
example, the final cost of the housing unit is 20 percent cheaper than a traditional social 
housing unit because it has the future homeowner (mutirante) working in the construction 
process and because fewer taxes have to be paid to the government due to the self-build 
construction process.  However, the mutirante has to put in 30 hours of work per week on 
the construction of their house.  Most mutirantes have regular jobs and cannot be present 
at the construction site during the week.  Most mutirantes have to pay someone to work 
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for them on the construction site otherwise they won’t qualify to receive their social 
housing unit, which poses a financial burden to the future homeowner.” 

                                                                  (Evaldo - CDHU, personal interview, 2008) 

As Evaldo notes, although there is reduction in the final cost of the housing unit, 

the mutirão program may initially be financially burdensome to participating families.  

Further, if the participating family does not contribute the required 30 hours of labor per 

week, their housing unit may be transferred to another family on the waiting list.  Thus, on 

one hand this type of housing provision is effective because it reduces the final cost of the 

unit; but on the other hand it poses a burden to participating families who work at regular 

jobs and the construction site simultaneously, or hire a third-party to work at the 

construction site. This situation limits the success of mutirão as a form of housing 

provision.  According to Milton, a former CDHU director, besides the difficulty faced in 

completing the required working hours established by program organizers, the fact that 

the houses built under the mutirão program were mostly delivered to families with a 

monthly income more than 3-times the minimum national wage is another downside of 

the mutirão program.  Milton states: 

“The problem with the mutirão program for the construction of the Conjunto 
Habitacional Jardim Paiva I housing development is that it did not benefit only very 
low-income families, with combined monthly income between 1-3 minimum national 
wages.  This type of program should be restricted to very low-income families because of 
the lower final cost of the social housing unit in comparison to other social housing units 
delivered through different programs. This program has tax benefits and is partially 
subsidized by the state of Sao Paulo, which allocates 1 percent of the ICMS (a state tax 
on merchandise purchases) to the provision of social housing for the low-income urban 
population.”   

                  (Milton – former CDHU director, personal interview, 2007) 
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Milton’s comments emphasize that the primary purpose of the mutirão program in 

Ribeirão Preto was diverted, contributing to the program’s limited success in reducing the 

region’s housing shortage among the majority of the families with housing needs.  

COHAB-RP’s records (see Table 3) on the mutirão program for the construction of the 

Conjunto Habitacional Jardim Paiva I, confirm Milton’s assertion regarding the category 

of families that benefited the from the mutirão program phase I:  

Table 3 - Families Benefited with Housing from the Mutirão Program 

Source: COHAB-RP archives, 2008 

Table 3 clearly shows that only 20 percent of the houses built under the mutirão 

program were allocated to the very low-income group.  This demonstrates that this type of 

alternative programs is not ideal for addressing Brazil’s housing shortage given that the 

majority of families in need of housing assistance are those with very low monthly 

incomes.  The idea that the mutirão program is not ideal for resolving the country’s 

housing shortage is highlighted several times by the directors of local and state 

institutions for housing provision.  Finally this section suggests that a reorientation of 

alternative programs to address the needs of the very poor as the primary target group and 

additional funds from the federal government are needed to improve housing availability 

for the poor.  

Family combined monthly income in 
minimal wages 

Number of families benefited with 
a housing unit from the mutirão program at 

Conjunto Habitacional Jardim Paiva I 
1-3 m.w. 112 

3-5 m.w. 174 

5-10 m.w. 199 
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Assessment of the Mutirão Housing Program by Participants 

This section demonstrates the diverse responses of participants to the mutirão 

program. Some thought the program was viable and helpful, whereas others encountered 

difficulties in fulfilling the program’s requirements.  Those experiencing difficulties point 

to a lack of organization across the project as a whole, and a failure to provide 

participating families with the necessary social support to meet the project’s working 

requirements and schedule.  For example, a social worker at COHAB-RP’s office, 

involved in the Conjunto Habitacional Jardim Paiva I project said that although the 

mutirão program has given an opportunity to very low-income families to purchase a 

housing unit at very low cost, its construction method is not ideal for either the future 

homeowner or for the local institutions in charge of managing the program.  She says: 

“The mutirão program organized to build the Conjunto Habitacional Jardim Paiva I 
housing development encountered several challenges. First, the construction took place 
during the week when most mutirantes had to be at their regular jobs; second, the 
location of the construction site was difficult to access  with no nearby public 
transportation ; third, several mutirantes gave up on their unit for lack of time to work on 
the construction site or because they could not afford to pay a third person to work on 
their behalf; last, the scale of the project, with 2,095 housing units being built, made it 
difficult for COHAB-RP to manage the work of each family representative on the 
construction site, leading to mutirantes’ frequent waste of time.” 

                                  (Heloisa – COHAB-RP, personal interview, 2007) 

 

This testimony shows some of the limitations of the mutirão program as a method 

of social housing provision.  Ideally, the mutirão program should be applied to smaller-

scale projects where both the local institution organizing the program and the mutirante 

may work and participate on the project without sacrificing either their personal lives or 

the quality of the housing project.  The mutirão program was used in large-scale projects, 
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and proved to be an infeasible alternative for housing provision.  Mutirantes’ health 

problems, alcoholism, disability, and improper working behavior at the construction site 

also limited the success of the mutirão program at the Conjunto Habitacional Jardim 

Paiva I housing development.  Another social worker involved in the project states: 

 

“During our daily visit to the construction site we have noticed: several mutirantes that 
showed up to work drunk; two cases of mutirantes that had convulsion while working; 
and mutirantes that at the end of the daily working period were drunk. These issues were 
a problem to the development of the project as a whole, making one think about the 
validity of the program as an alternative for housing provision.  Besides, several 
mutirantes were injured at the construction site through not wearing the proper safety 
gear or simply lack of experience in building construction…also, the large number of 
mutirantes on the construction site everyday increased our challenge to closely manage 
each individual’s behavior or health problems, many times compromising the project in 
one way or another.”     

                                                   (Teresa – COHAB-RP, personal interview, 2007) 

 The behavior of the mutirantes on the construction site is an issue of concern for 

the COHAB-RP personnel in charged of managing the construction of the Conjunto 

Habitacional Jardim Paiva I housing development.  Improper working behavior by the 

mutirantes often compromises the quality of the work, delaying the entire schedule for the 

project.  Teresa’s assertions show that having future homeowners working on the 

construction of their housing unit for a reduced final cost is not necessarily a smooth 

process. 

The mutirantes’ evaluation of the mutirão program as a method of housing 

provision are also mixed.  Many participating families are disappointed with the process 

whereas others see the program as a valid solution for housing provision.  The community 

leader at the Conjunto Habitacional Jardim Paiva I housing development says: 
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“Overall the mutirão program was not a good form of housing provision for several 
reasons.  First, not all the mutirantes worked the same amount of hours at the 
construction site, making it an unfair process of housing provision among participating 
families.  Second, most of the mutirantes were not qualified to work at the construction 
site due to disabilities or the heavy work involved in the construction process.  Third, the 
mutirante was never involved in the program’s decision-making process, making the 
Conjunto Habitacional Jardim Paiva I housing development a place to store people and 
not a place for people to live decently.”     

(Irmã – community leader at Conjunto Habitacional Jardim Paiva I, personal 
interview, 2008) 

The difference in treatment among the mutirão participating families, the 

difficulties of working on the construction site, and the lack of involvement of 

participating families in the entire process highlighted by the local community leader, 

demonstrate some of the additional limitations of the mutirão as a method of housing 

provision.  Irmã’s comments suggest that the mutirantes were not treated as partners in the 

process, and were simply used to perform construction tasks that were often beyond their 

capabilities.  Yet, not all responses from those directly involved in the program are 

negative.  A mutirante with a positive view of the mutirão program says:   

“I think that when the future homeowner works on the construction of their own house 
they place more value on it. We worked the amount of hours stipulated by the CDHU and 
COHAB-RP and in less than five years from applying for a housing unit we had our 
house. I think it was good that we worked on the project because we could expedite the 
process and help finish the construction of the housing units more quickly.  For our 
family the process was worth it because we pay lower mortgage payments due to the state 
of São Paulo subsidies and because we got our house relatively fast.” 

(João – mutirante, personal interview, 2008) 

Some participating families of the mutirão program are satisfied with the project’s 

duration, and with the subsidies that the state of São Paulo provides to make the housing 

units more affordable.  João suggests that some of the families that obtained a house 

through the program added value to their property, which may ultimately benefit the 
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entire neighborhood because they are likely to maintain and improve the neighborhood’s 

facilities.  João’s assertion demonstrates the effectiveness of the program with respect to 

its final cost, duration, and even the satisfaction of the future resident with their new 

home.  However, others offer a different perspective on the program as a method of low-

income housing provision. Anália another mutirante from the Conjunto Habitacional 

Jardim Paiva I housing development, is resentful of the program for several reasons: 

“After almost two years working on the construction site I began to have several health 
problems on my spine, legs, etc.  For me the mutirão scheme is not a fair method of 
housing provision for participating families.  What upsets me the most is that although I 
worked all the hours that the CDHU and COHAB-RP specified, other families that live in 
the development today did not. For instance, when a participating family could not work 
on the construction site and had to pay a third person to work for them the hours 
stipulated by CDHU and COHAB-RP, those people often did not do the work; and 
instead, many times brought alcohol to the construction site and drank all day inside an 
unfinished housing unit…and at the end of the day they would just sign as if they had 
worked all day on behalf of the family that was paying them to do their work on the site.” 

 (Anália – mutirante, personal interview, 2008) 

One of the conditions of participation in the mutirão program was to have a 

regular job.  Analia’s comments speak to both the dissatisfaction of some of the 

participating families with respect to the program, and the problems that CDHU and 

COHAB-RP found regarding the behavior of the mutirantes on the construction site.  

Another mutirante who participated in the construction of the same housing development 

project suggests: 
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“It would be better to have all the participating families pay a higher mortgage payment 
and not  have to work on the construction site.  This could have prevented the 
dissatisfaction of many families and made the process more just. Besides, most 
participating family members had little or no experience in building construction, and had 
to be trained by professionals to execute their assigned tasks. During the mutirão project 
there was a lot of time waste, material waste, and stolen construction materials due to the 
difficulty of controlling and screening people moving in and out of the construction site.”   

(Maria – mutirante, personal interview, 2008) 

Several participants question the fairness of the mutirão scheme as a method of 

housing provision among participating families.  Their discomfort with the entire process, 

and the animosity between families that actively worked on the construction site and those 

that did not is clear. These struggles further impinged on socialization among the residents 

of the Conjunto Habitacional Jardim Paiva I housing development revealing the 

limitations of the mutirão program in providing for a friendly environment in the 

neighborhood after houses are completed. 

In summation, the mutirão alternative approach for the provision of social housing 

lacks a broad range of social support that would ultimately allow the program to succeed. 

The provision of building materials and land for housing construction are insufficient to 

address the range of problems that exist around the provision of housing.  For instance, 

the lack of social support for the mutirão program participants led to several cases of 

injuries, drinking on the job site, and participants paying others to perform their work 

requirement.  Perhaps greater supervision at the job site, specific training programs for 

participating families, as well as security and first aid services at the construction sites 

may provide greater support to all involved in the project, leading to a more successful 

outcome.   In part, the absence of such support may be attributed to the failure of the 
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federal government to create policies or offer funding that encourage social housing 

institutions to provide more than just building materials and land. 

Although theoretically organized to provide housing for very low-income families, 

the mutirão, fails to achieve this for several reasons.  First, from the total number of 

housing units built, only about 23 percent were allocated to families with a combined 

monthly income of 1-to3 times the national minimum wage.  The remaining units were 

allocated to families with higher incomes.  Second, the organization of the project as a 

whole failed to understand the limitation of individual families with respect to the project 

requirements, and did not provide sufficient social support to participating families.  

Third, because the mutirão program is a sub-national program, it cannot benefit from 

additional expertise or resources of the federal government.  Finally, this investigation 

shows that the mutirão housing program only marginally improves social housing 

availability and is not perceived by those involved the best solution to the problem.  

 

Conclusion  

 

The political and economic reforms triggered by the neoliberalization process 

initiated in Brazil in the late 1980s and 1990s dramatically changed the dynamics of 

social housing provision in the Ribeirão Preto region.  In order to comply with the new 

political and economic scenario, the federal government reduced its participation in the 

provision of social services, transferring that responsibility to sub-national governments.  
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With new responsibilities, state and municipal governments developed alternative 

methods of low-income housing provision.  However, this study shows that the 

alternative methods have numerous limitations and are unlikely to fully address the 

country’s housing deficit that is concentrated among the very low-income urban 

population.  For instance, this investigation confirms that 90 percent of the families in 

need of housing in Brazil are within the lowest income group, whereas that only 20 

percent of the housing units built through alternative housing programs are presently 

allocated to this income group. 

Thus, although the mutirão housing program in Brazil is a potentially viable 

strategy, it is not a panacea for resolving the country’s enormous housing deficit.  This 

study suggests two main reasons for the mutirão program failure.  First, there is a need 

for the mutirão program to provide social support to participating families.  Second, 

there is a need for greater federal involvement to provide additional expertise and 

resources that are not sufficiently available at local or state levels.  In summation, the 

findings of this research cast doubt on the neoliberal rules that require a reduction in 

public sector expenditures by transferring social service responsibilities to non-profits 

and those receiving services.  Instead, this study demonstrates that for the mutirão 

program have a chance at success it needs to provide even more services and support, 

which requires even greater levels of funding.  

Finally, under the circumstances described in this document, neither the enabling 

strategies as proposed by the World Bank nor the alternative forms of housing provision 

developed to take over the traditional functions of federal governments achieve the 
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expected results in the developing world. This study suggests there a need for greater 

integration and organization between different tiers of government, the private sector, 

and the community to improve housing availability in developing regions.  Perhaps, 

what needs to occur is a redirection of the power of federal governments without 

ignoring the potential to improve the opportunities of all living in urban areas at the 

subnational level. 
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APPENDIX D. INTERVIEW QUESTIONS USED DURING FIELD RESEARCH 

For COHAB-RP/ CDHU-SP personnel: 

1. What are the recent social housing developments built/being built under the 

coordination of CDHU-SP/ COHAB-RP?  

 How were these recent developments conceptualized?   

 Did their conceptualization involve partnerships among different sectors (i.e. 

public, private, non-for-profit)?  And if so, were the partnership arrangement 

similar in the different housing developments? 

 Which partner(s) would you consider a crucial one for the construction and 

improvement of social housing availability? 

 

2. What are the governmental (municipal, state, federal) institutions that provide funding 

to the COHAB-RP social housing projects? 

 What are the levels of funding provided by municipal, state and federal 

institutions? 

 Has the level of funding by the various institutions changed over time, and if 

so, how, when and why? 

 Are there specific requirements/ stipulations imposed by the different 

institutions in order to fund social housing projects?   

 Are the different institutions (municipal, state, federal) known for providing 

funds only for specific types of social housing projects? 

 

3. Do governmental institutions provide resources for social housing projects other than 

funding? 

 If so, what are the sorts of resources that the different institutions (municipal, 

state, federal) provide? 

 Are there any specific conditions/circumstances under which these resources 

are provided by municipal, state or federal institutions, please explain? 
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4. Who are some of the COHAB-RP/ CDHU-SP’s main partners in the construction of 

social housing developments in Ribeirão Preto? 

 What are the contributions of the different partners (public, private, voluntary) 

in the construction of social housing developments?  And what are the 

conditions/ requirements under which the contributions are provided? 

 When did partnerships with the different sectors (private, public, voluntary) 

begin? 

 Why was a partnership established with “one of the main partners” (public, 

private, voluntary) described on your previous answer? 

 Public 

 Private 

 Non-for-profit 

 What are the criteria COHAB-RP/ CDHU-SP uses when evaluating 

forming a    partnership with the different sectors (public, private, 

voluntary)? 

 

5. Are low-income households or community based organizations in low-income areas 

involved in construction/ delivery of social houses? 

 How do these individuals/ groups contribute to the construction/ delivery of 

social houses?  And are these types of contributions typical in social housing 

developments elsewhere? 

 How did such contribution(s) become part of households/ community based 

organizations’ role in the process of social housing construction and delivery? 

 How critical have been these individuals/ groups contribution to the 

improvement of social housing availability in Ribeirão Preto? 

 

6. How has the provision of social housing changed as a result of partnerships with 

private/ voluntary sector? 

 How has the process of social housing provision changed as a result of 
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partnerships? 

 Has the volume of social housing units available increased as a result of such 

partnerships? 

 How has the capacity of social housing being built changes with partnerships? 

 Were there any other improvements in social housing provision as a result of 

partnerships?   

 

7. What programs exist for social housing provision available at COHAB-RP/ CDHU-

SP? 

 Who is involved in the organization of such programs (i.e. all levels of 

governmental institutions, specific governmental institutions, private sector, 

non-for-profit sector)? 

 What is the institution that determines which programs shall be released? 

 Are there other existing programs for social housing and delivery in Ribeirão 

Preto? 

 

8. What have been the main changes related to funding levels between the late 1980’s 

and early 1990’s with respect to social housing provision? 

 Were there any changes with respect to the source of funding for social 

housing provision in that same time period? 

 Were there any variations in the process of gaining financial support from the 

various governmental institutions (municipal, state, federal), between the late 

1980’s and early 1990’s, for social housing provision? 

 What are the institutions currently involved in the funding process for social 

housing? And how are such institutions contributing? 

 What institution is currently providing the most funding for social housing 

construction?  Has this institution been able to maintain this level of funding 

over the years?  And has the funding for social housing been sufficient to meet 

the increasing demand? If yes, how?  If not, why? 
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For neighborhood association leaders/ individual households/ non-for-profit groups: 

 

9. Has your neighborhood association, non-for-profit group, or family participated in the 

process of social housing construction and delivery in Ribeirão Preto? 

 Did your neighborhood association, non-for-profit group, or family face any 

challenges during the participation?  If yes, what sorts of challenges? 

 Do you believe your neighborhood association, non-for-profit group, or 

family play an important role in the process? 

 Do you believe that your neighborhood association, non-for-profit group, or 

family involvement has changed the process or output of social housing 

construction and delivery? 

 Is your neighborhood association, non-for-profit group, or family pleased with 

the outcome of social housing process? 

 

10. How has your neighborhood association, non-for-profit group, or family been 

involved in the process of social housing provision in Ribeirão Preto? 

 What sorts of roles does your neighborhood association, non-for-profit group, 

or family play in the process? 

 What are the other groups, institutions, individuals, etc involved in the 

process?  

 What are the specific roles that these other groups, institutions, individuals, 

etc play? 

 

11. How would you describe your working experience with COHAB-RP/ CDHU-SP, the 

private sector, governmental institutions, other neighborhood associations, non-for-

profit groups, or families? 

 How did the different groups participate?   

 What specific tasks did they perform?  

 How do you evaluate their participation, please explain? 
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 How influential were the different groups with respect to the process of social 

housing provision?  

 

12. Has your neighborhood association, non-for-profit group, or family participated in the 

elaboration of policies for social housing provision?   

 If yes, how was the experience?  Do you believe your neighborhood 

association, voluntary group, or family play an important role in the process? 

 If yes, is your neighborhood association, voluntary group, or family pleased 

with the outcome of the process? 

 

For private developers: 

13. Has your company worked with neighborhood associations, non-for-profit groups, or 

low-income families for the construction and delivery of social housing in Ribeirão 

Preto?   

 If yes, which neighborhood associations, non-for-profit groups, or low-income 

families have your company worked with?  

 What was your company’s role in the project(s)? And how was your company 

supposed to contribute to the project(s)? 

 What did you company specifically do in the project(s)? 

 What sorts of contribution did your company end up making to the project(s)? 

 When specifically did you company get involved in these kinds of partnership 

work for social housing construction and delivery and why? 

 

14. How has neighborhood association(s), non-for-profit group(s), or low-income 

families been able to contribute to the construction Jardim Paiva I or Jardim Diva T. 

Carvalho social housing developments?  

 What other partners (i.e. governmental institutions, other private companies, 

COHAB-RP/ CDHU-SP) were involved in the project? 

 How was each partners supposed to contribute to the project(s)? 
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 How did each partner actually contribute to the project(s)? 

 Do you believe that the partners in general were able accomplish their tasks 

and perform their initial roles?  If not, why?  If yes, why and how? 

 

15. Are there any specific challenges of working with CDHU-SP/ COHAB-RP or other 

partners in the construction of social housing developments in Ribeirão Preto? 

 Are there any benefits of working with these institutions/ groups? 

 How, in your opinion, could these partnerships be improved to benefit the 

low-income populations in need of housing? 

 Could you please reflect upon your working experience with CDHU-SP/ 

COHAB-RP or other partners on a specific housing development (i.e. Jardim 

Paiva I or Jardim Diva T. Carvalho)?  Was there any remarkable failure(s) or 

success(es) in the project? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 


