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Abstract 

 

Expulsados de la ciudad:  

Spatial dynamics of neoliberal housing policy in Chile and Brazil 

 

Sara Gajer McTarnaghan, M.S.C.R.P. and M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisor:  Bjørn Sletto 

 

Across Latin America there is a housing deficit of 59 million units, meaning 

roughly one in three people struggle with inadequate shelter (IADB, 2012). This deficit is 

representative of the ongoing challenge at both local and regional levels to ensure access 

to housing for an overwhelmingly urban population. Governments have responded to this 

challenge through many strategies, including the provision and financing of government 

subsidized social housing to fill the gap in the private housing market. In addition to 

meeting low-income housing needs, social housing has also gained increasing attention in 

the region over the past few decades as a means of poverty alleviation more broadly. In 

several countries, social housing programs follow a demand-based model whereby the 

government provides subsides to the private sector for the construction of units. The 

demand-based housing subsidy that was first created in Chile in the late 1970s was 

recently applied in Brazil under the Minha Casa, Minha Vida program. While these 

programs are often applauded for their wide coverage, housing millions of people in both 

countries, concerns have been raised over the quality and location of such units. These 



 vi

critiques are challenging the proclaimed success of such projects as mechanisms for 

poverty alleviation and community development. 

This thesis examines the implementation of social housing programs in Santiago, 

Chile and Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, finding not only similar typologies of housing and 

implementation processes, but also overlapping motivations and challenges. This is quite 

surprising, since the programs emerged within drastically different political, historical 

and social contexts which in turn would suggest divergent approaches. While the 

program emerged in Chile during the military dictatorship, in Brazil the new housing 

policy grew out of two decades of urban reform and urban legislation based on the right 

to the city principles.  This research shows that the programs in Chile and Brazil are both 

driven by a neoliberal discourse that crosses national boundaries and encourages the State 

to delegate planning and implementation of low-income housing to the private sector. In 

both cases, a highly problematic outcome of such transfers of responsibility from the 

State to the private sector is the resulting spatial distribution of housing units, which has 

created a legacy of geographic segregation and decreased social integration. The process 

of expulsion of low-income families from high value areas of the city into peripheral, 

isolated zones of homogenous poverty has been a direct result of the housing policy in 

Santiago since the late 1970s and promises to repeat itself in Rio de Janeiro if additional 

regulations are not provided by state and municipal authorities. The experiences in 

Santiago and Rio de Janeiro demonstrate the need for housing interventions based on 

more thorough and purposeful planning process with the participation of targeted 

communities coupled with local government oversight.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Housing insecurity continues to mark the everyday life of low-income families in 

Latin America. As cities in the region grow, change, or respond to environmental 

hazards, poor residents are repeatedly forced to relocate and rebuild their homes in new 

locations. The solutions to the housing crisis pursued by governments, private actors, and 

communities have ultimately proved to be insufficient given the sheer scale of the 

housing deficits, and these solutions have often required evictions and displacement 

which in turn have triggered new housing challenges. Despite the long-standing efforts to 

address the housing deficits, the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) finds that, 

“the housing shortage is one of the greatest challenges to social and economic 

development in Latin America and the Caribbean today” (BOUILLON et al, 2012: 88).  

While there are undeniably market dynamics that shape these vulnerabilities in 

urban space, there is also a repeated history of movement of low-income populations 

dictated through government intervention – both via forced evictions and more innocuous 

instruments of social policy. Recently, one prominent intervention has been the provision 

and financing of state-subsidized housing, where governments provide subsidies to the 

private sector for the construction of units under a demand-based housing subsidy model. 

This subsidy approach to housing is centered on the active participation of the private 

sector in the design, construction and provision of housing for low-income families and 

corresponds with increasingly neoliberal urban agendas in which the state rescinds some 

or much of its planning responsibility to private, non-state actors (RICHARDS, 1995; 

ROLNIK, 2013).  

However, this market-oriented approach to housing for low-income groups is 

exacerbating the process of dislocation.  Through social housing programs which promise 
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to fulfill the “dream of homeownership” for thousands of families, governments are 

limiting the landscapes of opportunity and access for low-income individuals as 

subsidized housing is most commonly built on the urban fringe, the last frontier of the 

city where low land costs can facilitate profits for private developers who participate in 

this housing model.  

This demand-based housing subsidy model was first pioneered and developed in 

Chile in the late 1970s, where it has been continuously implemented since. The subsidy-

based program has drastically reshaped urban landscapes, especially in the metropolitan 

region of Santiago, where the program moved thousands of households from informal 

settlements, or campamentos, in diverse areas of the city and channeled them into 

monotonous housing blocks concentrated on the urban fringe.  The legacy of this mass 

reorganization of residential spaces of Santiago is highly visible today.  

The Chilean housing experiment was a central element of a vast economic 

restructuring during the military dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet in the 1970s and 1980s 

in collaboration with economic advisors from the Chicago School, known as the 

“Chicago Boys”.  During this period, Chile emerged as a laboratory for neoliberal policies 

and housing became a central component of this new paradigm (GILBERT, 2002). Since 

beginning mass-scale housing construction in the 1980s and 1990s, the Chilean model 

gained much attention and was promoted as a regional model by a variety of international 

agencies. For example, in 1993 the United States Agency for International Development 

(USAID) hosted the First International Seminar on the Chilean Experience in Financing 

Housing in Quito, Ecuador, where representatives proclaimed, the “Chilean experience is 

the most successful in Latin America; it is also undoubtedly one of the most significant 

worldwide” (CIEDESS, 1995: 1).  The diffusion of the model through USAID, World 

Bank, and other international agencies in the 1990s and early 2000s led to its adoption in 
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throughout the region, including in the form of the INFONAVIT program in Mexico and 

through various housing interventions in Colombia.  

Despite the markedly different historical contexts (dictatorship vs. democracy in 

Chile and Brazil, respectively) and constitutional rights based frameworks1, this housing 

model was recently applied in Brazil. In 2009, the federal government in Brazil launched 

Minha Casa Minha Vida (MCMV; My House, My Life in English), a massive public 

housing program using a demand-based model which promises to house the nation’s poor 

both in urban and rural areas. Due to the developer driver approach and lack of public 

participation, MCMV was a noteworthy departure from what had been two decades of 

urban reform, culminating in important institutions such as the Ministry of Cities and 

legislation such as the City Statute. Together these and other innovations codified many 

“Right to the City” principles and promised a more progressive urban future based on the 

social value of land (FERNANDES, 2007).  In the first five years of MCMV, the federal 

government contracted nearly four million housing units to be built across the country, 

simultaneously delivering the “dream” of home ownership and economic growth through 

the construction sector (MINISTERIO DAS CIDADES, 2013).  

While these programs are often celebrated for their scale, housing millions of 

people in both countries, increasingly concerns have been raised over the quality and 

location of the housing units produced. These critiques question the image of such 

projects as effective mechanisms for poverty alleviation and thus a worthwhile use of 

limited government resources. At the household scale, problems include small apartment 

sizes (averaging 25 – 40 square meters) that are unable to accommodate larger families or 

extended kinship, common to low-income households. These small units are plagued by 
                                                 
1 Chilean constitution does not include a right to housing provision – or a government commitment to 
housing of any variety, whereas the Brazilian 1988 constitution includes the general principle of the right to 
adequate housing for all persons (Bouillon (ed.), 2012: 240). 
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overcrowding or are expanded informally, which threatens the structural integrity of the 

building, creates problems with lighting and ventilation, and sparks conflict between 

neighbors. Beyond their small size, poor construction quality is endemic in these housing 

developments, as cheap materials and hasty construction timelines lead to low quality 

housing units, with problems such as cracking visible shortly after occupation. 

Additionally, the housing projects often fail to include basic neighborhood amenities, 

such as park spaces, sidewalks, and commerce, all necessary to support such dense 

populations. This is exacerbated by the spatial distribution of these social housing units: 

demand-based housing projects are built almost exclusively on low-cost land on the 

urban periphery, which isolates residents from important urban services and amenities.  

As this thesis will explore, the challenges stemming from the spatial distribution 

of these housing units are due to design of the housing program itself. The neoliberal 

approach to social housing devolves much of the state or municipal role in program 

design and urban planning to private developers, leading to preference for cheap, 

peripheral land. The systemic location of social housing on the urban fringe has negative 

implications for both program beneficiaries and the city at large. For residents, low 

access to public services, long transit times, and high susceptibility to criminal activity 

shape their day-to-day experience.  Subsequently, municipalities must respond to 

increased demand for public services and public safety on the urban periphery, incurring 

higher costs and facing structural challenges in service provision.  

As the negative social and economic repercussions of isolated locations, 

segregation, and poor construction quality have become ever more visible, this model of 

subsidized housing has been increasingly challenged during the last decade, in Chile but 

also in Brazil (DUCCI, 1997; JIRON, 2004; RODRIGUEZ & SUGRANYES (Eds) 2005; 

SABATINI 2008, ROLNIK, 2013; CARDOSO et al, 2014). Despite vociferous critique, 
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however, these neoliberal housing approaches remain popular, and new quantitative 

housing targets feature prominently in campaigns and political discourse. In order to 

understand the contradiction between the urban reality and the persistence of demand-

based housing as a model approach, it is necessary to explore the political and economic 

drivers of this policy. The popularity and strength of this model is in part due to a 

powerful discourse of modernization coupled with a “rights” based narrative of 

homeownership, premised on a neoliberal economic model that favors macro-economic 

growth. 

In the pages that follow, I will examine the implementation of demand-based 

housing development in Chile, the first country to pioneer such an approach in the late 

1970s, and in Brazil, a recent adopter after an important period of progressive urban 

reform.  I focus on the cities of Santiago and Rio de Janeiro, both major cities which are 

central to their respective national economies and imaginaries, and which are prioritized 

in the implementation of this neoliberal housing policy nationally. The central questions 

of my research are: (1) What are the drivers of localization for public housing projects in 

Rio de Janeiro and Santiago de Chile under demand-based housing policies? (2) What are 

the spatial implications of such patterns of location for recipients of a subsidized housing 

unit as well as the city at large?  

This thesis is based on two periods of fieldwork in Santiago and Rio de Janeiro in 

May – August 2013 and June - July 2014, respectively. I used qualitative research 

methods, such as semi-structured interviews and observations to gather information from 

key informants, including public housing residents and individuals working in policy, 

advocacy, program implementation and academia, about the experiences, successes and 

limitations of such a program. Additionally, I conducted a spatial analysis of newly 

constructed public housing projects to evaluate to what degree they are integrated into the 
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consolidated and amenity-rich neighborhoods that promises to connect (or maintain 

existing connections) of residents to opportunities associated with the city. Further, the 

results of interviews and spatial analysis were triangulated with a rich body of policy 

evaluation literature and press coverage of the social housing programs in both countries.  

After a brief explanation of methodology and research limitations in Chapter 2, I 

explore the historical trajectories of housing policy regionally and the mechanisms of 

each housing program in Chapter 3. In the following chapters, I analyze the spatial 

patterns of the housing program in both Santiago de Chile and Rio de Janeiro in order to 

evaluate the implementation of the housing policy. Specifically, in Chapter 4, I discuss 

the drivers that influence planning and localization of low-income housing projects built 

using demand-based subsidies. Next, in Chapter 5, I utilize spatial analysis to evaluate 

trends in localization of new housing projects and discuss the implications of such 

patterns, including initial lack of basic public and private services, emergence of criminal 

activity, and rapid decay of projects. In conclusion, Chapter 6 addresses the policy 

repercussions of the use of demand-based housing subsidies at such a massive scale and 

provides a few modest recommendations for future practice.  
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Chapter 2: Methodology and Research Limitations 

This chapter provides a brief description of the research approach, methodology, 

and the limitations of this thesis, as well as my positionality as a foreign researcher 

dealing with issues of policy and urban development in Latin America.   

POSITIONALITY 

I originally became interested in the topic of social housing through previous 

work and study in Santiago. As an exchange student at the Universidad de Chile and 

Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile in 2009, I was introduced to the processes of 

economic restructuring experienced in Chile and its tangible impacts on Santiago’s built 

form and urban landscapes. I was first exposed to the vast public housing stock in 

Santiago in Professor Luis Fuentes’s Geografía Urbana course during a visit with city 

officials to several housing projects in Quilicura, a neighborhood at the northwest edge of 

Santiago. This visit incited a series of questions about how this expansive stock of public 

housing came to exist in Santiago and, importantly, how effectively it served the housing 

needs of residents.  

I returned to Santiago after graduation and had the opportunity to engage with 

some of these questions directly through my work at Techo, a housing non-profit founded 

in Chile in the 1990s with operations across Latin America. While my day-to-day work 

consisted of grant writing and the more administrative aspects of non-profits, I saw 

firsthand the contradictions and tensions associated with this type of housing policy.  By 

this point in Chile it was commonplace to hear discussion and critique of the housing 

policy from both the political right and left. While the quantitative miracle of nearly2 full 

                                                 
2 Despite assumptions and statements about universal housing coverage in Chile, TECHO conducted a 
survey in 2013 that estimated 925 campamentos (informal settlements) housing roughly 31,780 families. 
The February 2010 earthquake on the southern coast of Chile caused major damage to the housing stock in 



 

8 

housing coverage was regularly commented upon, the formation of ghettos, 

overcrowding and entrenchment of inequality were often offered as caveats or 

contradictions to the proclaimed success of the program. As an organization, Techo found 

itself in a tricky position, simultaneously critiquing this legacy and developing social 

programs to address the poor quality of existing social housing, while also continuing to 

build new housing projects with government funding.  In this context, the doubts and 

expectations of families recently eligible and selected for new units were quite complex: 

a combination of relief, excitement, and nervousness of what the new communities would 

look like. Transitioning from my professional experience with Techo into my graduate 

studies in Planning and Latin American Studies at UT, it became immediately obvious 

that these questions merited further exploration, both in Santiago and on the regional 

scale.  

Despite (or perhaps as a result of) these field experiences, my perspective is 

surely influenced by my positionality as an outsider. It is my hope that my experiences, 

contacts and prior studies facilitated worthwhile inquiries and the design of relevant 

questions, while my relative outsider status allowed me to listen and be open to a variety 

of opinions, experiences and explanations that emerged to describe and explain these 

projects through my interviews. Surely, I will have overlooked or misunderstood 

subtleties at times, especially in the case of Brazil where I have weaker language skills 

and less personal experience. Nevertheless, it is my hope that this research lays the 

groundwork for future work and activism towards decent housing for all, recognizing the 

subtleties and contradictions associated with urban development programs as they are 

lived and experienced by ‘beneficiary’ families.  

                                                                                                                                                 
affected cities and caused a spike in housing needs. Since the earthquake, the reconstruction in affected 
regions has been the focus of much, but not all, of new subsidized housing construction.  
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RESEARCH DESIGN  

I employed a comparative case study approach, analyzing two cases of demand-

based housing subsidies: Santiago, Chile and Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. The comparative 

design allowed for a more robust analysis of the impacts of subsidy driven social housing 

on the well-being of families and communities who reside in such projects, as well as the 

perceptions of success or failure of the policy in two unique cases within the Latin 

American context. As this policy continues to diffuse and be adopted across the region, I 

found it particularly important to understand the built manifestation of these interventions 

as well their reception by residents and other stakeholders in a local context.  

I selected Chile and Brazil based on the similarities in the housing policy under 

study. Through a process of policy diffusion, the demand-based housing subsidy that was 

first developed in Chile in the late 1970s was recently applied in Brazil under the MCMV 

program. While the housing policy applied is remarkably similar, the historical, legal and 

right-based frameworks are very different in both countries which, I hypothesized, might 

impact the on-the-ground application and lived-experience of the policy. In an era of 

“best practices” in development work, where policy models and development patterns 

crisscross the globe, comparative policy analysis is increasingly relevant. 

My qualitative approach to policy evaluation was guided by the interpretive 

tradition (PRASAD, 2005; BEVIR and KADAR, 2008; ANGEN, 2000) via an actor 

centered approach, which allows the trajectory and design of research to be shaped by 

encounters in the field.  I was interested in comparing responses to the housing policy by 

various actors from the “ground up” instead of evaluating the policy on a series of 

established metrics of satisfaction, common to post-occupancy evaluation. The goal of 

this research is to explore understandings or perceptions of successes and shortcomings 

of the implementation of a public housing policy through a variety of stakeholders, in 
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order to translate shortcomings of and frustrations with these programs into opportunities 

for improved housing policies. 

An integrated, qualitative and spatial policy evaluation requires a variety of data, 

including interviews, spatial data, policy documents, and media reports. The types of data 

used in this study varied slightly between the two country cases due to different 

governing frameworks and data accessibility, but symmetry in the data sources and 

collection processes was maintained to the extent possible. 

The qualitative research is based on two summers of fieldwork in country. I first 

conducted fieldwork in Santiago, Chile from June – August 2013 thanks to support from 

the Teresa Lozano Long Institute for Latin American Studies (LLILAS) and the School 

of Architecture at UT Austin (UTSOA). The following summer, I conducted field 

research in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, from June – July 2014 with the generous support from 

a BRASA Brazil Initiation Grant, UTSOA, and the Brazil Center at LLILAS. Research 

on Brazil was feasible thanks to a Foreign Language Area Studies grant from the 

Department of Education, secured through LLILAS, which allowed me to develop 

language proficiency in Brazilian Portuguese before beginning fieldwork. In both 

countries, I collaborated with local organizations to gain a more nuanced perspective and 

access to a wider range of informants. I am forever indebted to Techo, specifically the 

Centro de Investigación Social in Santiago and Catalytic Communities in Rio de Janeiro 

for their interest and support for my project. Additionally, several institutions were 

generous in sharing GIS data which facilitated the spatial analysis included in this report. 

Specifically, my most sincere gratitude goes to the Centro de Inteligencia Territorial at 

Universidad Adolfo Ibañez, the Oberservatorio de Ciudades at Universidad Católica de 

Chile as well as the Centro de Investigación Social at Techo.  
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Qualitative Analysis 

During both periods of fieldwork, I conducted interviews with a variety of 

stakeholders, including residents at housing project sites, government officials and other 

relevant practitioners, as well as academics and advocacy groups who work on housing.  I 

used a semi-structured survey format with a similar base questionnaire for all 

participants, and more specific questions based on each respondent’s experiences to best 

extract relevant information and findings from these conversations. For example, 

interviews with residents were most concerned with their personal experiences with the 

housing policy and perceptions of their new home and community. On the other hand, 

individuals responsible for policy design and implementation were also targeted for semi-

structured interviews focused on perceptions of success and failure of the housing policy 

(and specific cases, when relevant). This included officials within federal government 

agencies, local municipalities, and private/non-profit actors with EGIS designation. 

Additionally, I sought out individuals and organizations professionally engaged on the 

issue of housing policy for interviews. This included non-profit organizations (NGOs), 

think tanks, and scholars who actively work on these issues. In this category, 

representatives from international organizations with knowledge of both countries were 

particularly interesting. Whenever possible, all interviews were recorded and transcribed 

to facilitate data thematic coding and data analysis.  

Interview data was then complemented by secondary data collection through 

policy documents, media coverage, and published scholarly research on the housing 

policy in both cases selected. The process of reviewing policy documents was not only 

important for triangulating the interview data, but also revealed interesting differences or 

incongruities between official discourses, statements in interviews, and the lived 

experiences I observed at the housing developments. 
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Spatial Analysis 

The third methodological component of my research was spatial analysis of the 

location of public housing projects in relation to the city at large. I used spatial analyst 

tools built into the GIS program ArcGIS 10.2 to conduct a suitability analysis of social 

housing sites based on access to a series of basic public services and urban amenities and 

distance from hazardous sites. This allowed me to rank the housing projects across 

themes and in a composite ranking based on their access to services (using distance as a 

proxy).  

For this analysis, I needed to collect a relatively large body of data for both case 

cities, including geo-referenced data on public and private amenities, social housing, key 

urban and environmental infrastructure, political and administrative boundaries, socio-

environmental risks and hazards. When possible, I sought to collect spatial data that 

included qualitative information to allow for a more nuanced spatial analysis. For 

example, standardized testing scores (SIMCE) were available for all high schools in 

Santiago, which allowed me to disaggregate high, average and under-scoring schools.  

To begin, all the data was reviewed and prepared for analysis. The geographic 

data in this study was defined and projected to have the following metadata: WGS 1984 

Projection: UTM Zone 19S for Santiago and Zone 23K for Rio. Additionally, all data was 

clipped or restricted to the two study areas. In the case of Santiago the study area was the 

Santiago metropolitan area composed of 32 comunas or discrete municipalities. For Rio 

de Janeiro, I focused specifically on the municipality of Rio de Janeiro composed of 

twenty-three administrative districts. The populations of these two areas are similar: over 

five million for the metropolitan region of Santiago and over six million for the 

municipality of Rio de Janeiro. In regards to physical size, the municipality of Rio de 

Janeiro is much larger, approximately 486 square miles, while Santiago is 247.6 square 
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miles. It should be noted that the municipality of Rio de Janeiro forms part of the larger 

Rio de Janeiro metropolitan area with a population of over 12 million people and a 

landmass of 1,759 square miles. 

To begin my analysis, I created amenity maps in vector format across the seven 

themes identified: education, health, safety and public services, public transportation, 

commerce, recreation and hazards. The specific inputs for each of these themes are listed 

in the Figure 2.1, below. Amenity maps allow readers to get a sense of the patterns of 

localization of these urban services and facilities across the metropolitan area in relation 

to the location of housing projects. These layers were symbolized by type, whenever 

possible, to show a detailed breakdown of the amenity types. 
DATA PROCESSED IN ARGIS FOR SPATIAL ANALYSIS 

Theme Santiago Rio de Janeiro 
Health Hospitals, Emergency Rooms, 

Medical Centers, Health Clinics 
State and Federal Health 
Facilities, Municipal Health 
Centers, Urgent Care Centers 
(UPAs), Pharmacies  

Education Public (Municipal) Preschools, 
High Schools (ranked by 2012 
total SIMCE scores and classified 
High, Average, and Low 
Scoring), Higher Education
  

Day Care Centers, Infant 
Development Centers (EDIs), 
Integrated Public Education 
Centers (CIEP), Municipal 
Schools.  

Public Transportation Metro System, Transantiago Bus 
Routes, Feeder Bus Routes, Bus 
Terminals 
 

Metro Stations, Supervia Rail 
Stations, BRT lines, Bus 
Terminals. 

Safety and Public Services Fire Stations, Police Stations, 
Investigations (PDI), Post 
Offices, Lower Courts, 
Ministries, Municipalities, Civil 
Registries  

Police Stations, Fire 
Departments, Social Assistance 
Units.  

Commerce Malls, Commercial Centers, 
Grocery Stores, Open Air 
Markets 

Grocery Stores, Malls, Banks.  

Recreation Green Space, Public Spaces, 
Athletic Facilities 

N/A (Insufficient data) 

Hazardous Sites Illegal Dumps, Landfills, 
Abandoned Lots 

N/A (insufficient data) 

Figure 2.1 | Spatial data included in analysis, by theme and city.  
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For each of the seven thematic areas I used the vector amenity map created in the 

previous step to conduct a suitability analysis using the Spatial Analyst Toolset. First, I 

used the Euclidean Distance Tool to measure proximity to amenities (listed in the table 

above). (In the case of hazardous sites, distance from (instead of proximity to) was used 

to evaluate the housing projects.) A uniform classification system (Classes = 10 / Equal 

Intervals) was used. For cases in which proximity was desirable, the classes were 

reversed so that 1 would represent the highest level of access to amenities and 10 the 

lowest. For features such as environmental hazards where distance from site was 

desirable, the new classes were not reversed, so that 1 would represent most distance 

(most desirable) and 10 greatest proximity (most risk). For each theme, amenities were 

assigned a “weight” or significance in the suitability equation using the raster calculator 

tool. Weights were determined by prioritizing the most important services and amenities.  

The weights raster data was reclassified for each theme (Classes = 10 / Equal 

Intervals / Inverse New Classes). This was converted back to vector format and spatially 

joined with the housing projects to rank the projects by access. The housing projects were 

then symbolized by quantity (GRIDCODE). Projects scoring 1 were defined as High 

Access, 2 = Medium Access and 3 and above = Low Access. This was consistent across 

all thematic access categories except for proximity to hazardous sites. For hazardous 

sites, the greatest distance from sites was considered to represent lowest risk. As such, the 

housing projects were ranked based on GRIDCODE score as follows: 1 = Low Risk, 2 = 

Medium Risk, 3 and above = High Risk. The ranking of housing projects was symbolized 

by color and is displayed on each of the seven thematic maps. 

Using the suitability analysis from each of the seven thematic categories, I created 

a final Combined Accessibility Ranking to evaluate the housing projects holistically. 

Using the Raster Calculator Tool in the Spatial Analyst Toolset, I combined the seven 
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thematic raster files for Santiago and five for Rio de Janeiro. The combined access raster 

was then reclassified (Classes = 10 / Equal Intervals / Inverse New Classes). Next, the 

reclassified file was converted back to vector format and spatially joined with the housing 

projects to rank the projects by access. The housing projects where then symbolized as 

follows: projects scoring 1 were defined as High Accessibility, 2 = Medium and 3 and 

above = Low. From the combined access ranking analysis, I selected one high ranking 

and one low ranking project per city for further examination. By zooming in on these 

sites, the reader can get a sense of what is immediately available to the residents within a 

1km radius of the housing project.  

LIMITATIONS  

It is important to mention several limitations to the research presented in the 

following pages. The limited scope of the research is influenced by the time allowed for 

independent research during a master’s degree program. While two summers of fieldwork 

provided excellent opportunities to engage in dialogue and debate, visit projects, collect 

data, and conduct interviews, it was impossible to track families and projects over the 

course of application, selection, occupation and residency of new housing projects.  Due 

to time and resource constraints, I could only interview one or two individuals from each 

of the groups of interest in each country. This small sample size, in turn, affects the 

generalizability of the research. For the most part, applicability of the results will be 

limited to the cities studied, preventing evaluation of the housing policy as a whole. 

Despite these limitations, the mixed-methods approach and interpretivist methodology 

may be highly generalizable to similar studies of social or urban policy evaluations. 

Further, as a foreign researcher, I had great difficulty contacting social housing residents 

who were interested and willing to participate in my research. It is unfortunate that the 
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perspectives of academics, advocates and program advisors are often favored over the 

voices of residents themselves, which is a limitation both to this thesis and much of the 

published work on public housing.  

Before turning to the case analysis, the next chapter will provide a historical 

overview of the emergent role of housing as a component of social policy, trends in 

housing intervention in Latin America, and the mechanics of demand-based housing 

subsidies for the urban poor in Chile and Brazil. The historical analysis reveals many 

contradictions between social policy that is effective at addressing the pressing housing 

deficits and needs of the urban poor, and models that are feasible – in economic and 

political terms – at various historical moments. This is particularly acute for housing 

policy, as land markets and construction are difficult to separate from the larger economic 

goals of countries and regions.    
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Chapter 3: Historical Overview of Housing Policies 

This chapter provides a historical overview of housing programs and urban 

interventions in Latin America, analyzing the major policy frameworks and the drivers 

and rationales that supported them. Evidenced by several decades of experimentation in 

housing policy, there is a constant tension between large-scale government production of 

housing and the acceptance, or even support, of informal, self-build housing solutions. 

Throughout the 20th century, driven by structural changes in global and local 

economies and urban demographics, housing programs emerged as a central tenet of 

social policy in several Latin American countries. Interventions in the housing and urban 

development arena have largely been driven by discourses of modernization, later 

complemented by right-to-housing and right-to-the-city discourses since the 1980s. 

However, since the 1990s, emergent neoliberal policy frameworks in many countries 

influenced these traditional drivers of housing intervention, characterized by a reduction 

in state involvement in the implementation of social welfare programs. Today, these 

disparate rationales for housing intervention have coalesced around demand-based 

programs, in which governments provide funding in the form of subsidies to low-income 

families to seek housing units in the private market.  

Additionally, in this chapter I will explain the mechanics of such neoliberal 

housing programs in both Chile and Brazil. As we will see, despite criticism of the homes 

and apartments built and occupied under this model, in both countries government 

funding continues to fuel the construction of these units. This tension between effective 

social policy (providing safe and adequate housing for all) and the complicating factors 

of modernization, economic growth, employment and homeownership shape these 

housing markets and influence the design and output of such programs.  
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CONSOLIDATING HOUSING AS SOCIAL POLICY  

Although housing was not initially considered alongside health, education, and 

pensions as a core component of social policy in the early literature (MARSHALL, 1964) 

or practice, housing policy has emerged over the last several decades as an increasingly 

relevant and powerful part of the social safety nets of various Latin American countries. 

Today, the state’s focus on housing responds to the pressing needs of the overwhelmingly 

urban population.  

While urbanization is now a worldwide phenomenon—the global urban 

population surpassed rural population in 2008—Latin America experienced an earlier and 

more rapid trend of urbanization (UN HABITAT, 2012). Already by the 1950s, 

populations in Latin America had begun fleeing the countryside to settle in cities. Today, 

over 80 percent, or four out of every five individuals in the region, live in an urban area. 

As such, Latin America is the developing region with the highest rate of urbanization, 

which is simultaneously an advantage and a challenge. The massive waves of rural to 

urban migration coupled with poor planning and insufficient investment in infrastructure 

created the conditions for the housing deficit that the region has inherited today 

(BOUILLON et al, 2012: 14). Although the great migration of rural families to the city 

would suggest abundant opportunity (or at least the perception of it) in urban areas, 

urbanization in Latin America was “characterized by limited incorporation of the labor 

force into the urban formal sector, a weak capacity for social integration, and increases in 

poverty” (FILGUEIRA and FILGUEIRA, 2002: 132). The dual impact of urban 

population growth, outpacing the provision of housing and infrastructure, and limited 

labor integration, made housing a pressing concern for governments and citizens alike.  

The legacy of this housing crisis is evident in the region today, as one in every 

three households struggles with some form of inadequate housing. According to a recent 
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study by the IDB, five million households rely on another family for shelter, three million 

live in houses that are beyond repair, and 34 million live in houses that lack one or more 

of the following: title, water, sewage, adequate flooring and sufficient space 

(BOUILLON et al, 2012: 14). Since it is such a large and region-wide issue, housing 

developments have come define the built environment in many large cities. According to 

the IDB: 

Given the pervasiveness of poor housing, the stereotypical image of the modern 
Latin American and Caribbean city is a conglomerate that combines a vast array 
of informal settlements of slums, surrounding pockets of formal residential 
neighborhoods and business districts (IBID: 6). 

The image of the slum as the city, however, is not unique to Latin America. In his book, 

Planet of Slums, Mike Davis stresses the relevance of informal settlements as the 

foremost global urban development pattern today, as a full third of the global urban 

population resides in such areas (2007: 22).  

Beyond urbanization and its corresponding demographic shifts, other structural 

factors such as modernization, new urban poverty, and the international development 

agenda have influenced or demanded an increasing role by the state in housing policy.  

The emergence of so-called “new social policies” has moved the region away from 

universal social policies towards targeted programs with private sector participation 

(FILGUEIRA and FILGUEIRA, 2002).  This is one of many shifts dictated through 

international development agents and lenders under the Washington Consensus. These 

targeted programs stress eligibility based on income cut-offs or other poverty evaluation 

metrics. Additionally, governments have been encouraged to decentralize assistance, 

which in turn has become increasingly technical in nature. The case of housing reform in 

both Chile and Brazil is emblematic of this new wave of social policy, transforming 

social housing policy from a rights-based approach to a targeted approach.   
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The changing role of social policy in the region is partly a result of the 

demographic and socio-economic shifts experienced there. Statistics show great reduction 

in poverty levels over the past few decades, but high levels of income inequality and lack 

of improvements in wellbeing challenge the degree to which poverty statistics accurately 

inform regional development. While these material lacks coupled with low indicators of 

wellbeing illustrate the challenges faced by states to meet the growing needs of their 

citizens, many scholars have noted the changing nature of urban poverty over the past 30 

years. For example, studying the case of Mexico, De la Rocha (2002) coined the term 

“poverty of resources” which looks beyond the resources of poverty approach captured in 

quantitative studies. De la Rocha notes that the survival strategies of many urban 

households are no longer viable and current labor conditions only further dilute the 

strength of social organization among poor, which have been their historical basis for 

survival (DE LA ROCHA, 2002: 86). Under these constraints, the assumption that 

informal housing can meet a household’s immediate needs and grow with them overtime 

becomes less feasible.   

This heterogeneous type of poverty has been called the “pobreza de los 

modernos” (poverty of the moderns) (TIRONI, 2003 and BENGOA, 1985) and stems 

from a combination of social transformation, democracy and economic growth. This 

“modern poverty” reflects a cultural poverty caused by the ghettoization of cities as well 

as household level factors such as the deterioration of family structures. Such changes in 

the type, or expression, of poverty in Chile, Brazil and other Latin American countries 

complicates the states’ ability to combat poverty through social policies such as housing, 

while simultaneously creating a greater necessity for social policy. 
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TRENDS OF HOUSING INTERVENTION IN LATIN AMERICA  

Latin American governments have experimented with various types and scales of 

housing intervention during the periods of rapid urbanization and population growth 

through today.  The complications associated with the design and implementation of 

effective housing programs, coupled with changing governance and economic structures 

has resulted in much trial and error in housing programs across the region throughout the 

past century. Low-income communities have been forced to respond and adapt to these 

changing paradigms, which have important material and spatial consequences. Spatially, 

government intervention in housing has tended to interrupt and dislocate the geographies 

of low-income communities, forcefully removing communities from more centrally 

located settlements for the periphery in cyclical trends.  

In the following pages, I will outline the major trends in housing programs 

implemented across the region. It should be noted, however, that all countries did not 

attempt each type of program, nor did they necessarily pursue them at the same time. The 

legacy of interventions in housing in different countries and urban areas is reflected in the 

significant variation of housing deficits between countries found in the region today. The 

infographic below summarize quantitative and qualitative housing deficits at the national 

scale: 
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Figure 3.1 | Housing deficit by country, Latin America. 

Source: IDB, retrieved from: http://www.iadb.org/en/news/news-releases/2012-05-

14/housing-deficit-in-latin-america-and-caribbean,9978.html   

 

The variation reflects the different methods and programs pursued, as well as the 

importance of locally appropriate and contextual solutions to urban housing. Rojas and 

Medellin (2010) stress that there is no “one size fits all” approach applicable across 

countries and regions:   
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Countries should base their housing policies and programs on detailed and well-
documented diagnoses of their housing situation, thereby avoiding the temptation 
to imitate policies and programs that have worked in other countries but that may 
not work as well in their own [country] (In BOUILLON (ed.), 2012: 27). 

As discussed above, during the first half of the 20th century in Latin America there 

was a major exodus of individuals and families from the countryside and into the region’s 

growing capital and intermediary cities. This was driven by various factors, including 

structural changes in the economies of the region in the post-colonial era. In Brazil, for 

example, the abolition of slavery in 1888 prompted many black former-slaves to leave the 

plantation and search for employment in the city. This was compounded throughout the 

early stages of industrialization processes in the 1920s, where new labor opportunities in 

factories served as a “pull” factor, enticing people to move out of the countryside for new 

economic opportunity. The industrial pull was further intensified in the 1950s when many 

countries pursued Import Substitution Industrialization (ISI) policies, limiting imports 

dramatically while promoting domestic industrial production. From 1925 to 1967 in Latin 

America and the Caribbean, the percentage of the population living in urban areas 

increased from 25 percent to 61 percent (USAID, 2012).  

Upon arrival in the city many migrants were immediately faced with the lack of 

housing options, and began to incrementally build their own homes – based on the 

economic resources available to them, the location of employment opportunities, and 

family size. Over several decades, informal settlements proliferated across the urban 

landscape and came to be defined by UN HABITAT as neighborhoods characterized by 

overcrowding, poor or informal housing, inadequate access to safe water and sanitation 

and insecurity of tenure (UN-HABITAT, 2003). At first, the consolidation of informal 

settlements was largely unregulated and unchallenged by city authorities and there was 

little interference in the formation of emergent neighborhoods. 
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This laissez-faire approach changed, however, in the mid-20th century, as many 

military dictatorships took control across the region. The military governments moved 

aggressively to evict residents and eradicate informal settlements. One rationale for the 

removal of these settlements was the “disorder” prescribed to them: “since the squatters 

were not supposed to be where they were, one of the universal policies was squatter 

clearance” (ALDRICH and SANDHU, 1995: 27). Early evictions occurred in the absence 

of an alternative policy solution. Houses and neighborhoods located near employment 

centers were simply destroyed and families were moved to the periphery, where they 

were left to build new (albeit less visible) informal settlements with similar infrastructure, 

material, and service deficits. Beyond simply managing “disorder”, in Chile the evictions 

and relocations “formed part of a systematic attempt to homogenize and segregate 

neighborhoods, cleansing elite and upper-income residential and commercial 

development in places like Las Condes and Vitacura” (WARD, 2014: 192). 

As informal settlements became almost universally seen as a problem that needed 

to be wiped from the urban landscape, the solution in the following decades was state-

sponsored construction of modernist public housing estates.  Between 1950 and 1972, 

large public housing estates became the preeminent public policy solution to low-income 

housing, despite the inability of any government to build at a scale that would 

successfully address both current and growing housing needs. This moment paralleled 

major investments in public housing in the United States and Europe and the growing 

popularity of the Corbusier vision of the transformative potential of modern utopian 

architecture.  According to Pugh, the modernist approach to building public housing with 

origins in Europe and the United States was “transplanted without giving much thought 

to the different contexts of the developing countries”, causing complications in the 

program implementation in the region (PUGH, 1995: 63).  Reflecting on the legacy of 
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such housing projects, McGuirk claims that the projects were pursued as if  “modernism 

riding to the rescue,” building the utopian vision of Le Corbusier at a scale even larger 

scale than conceived by Corbusier himself (2014: 3).   

 Several Latin American countries including Mexico, Brazil and Venezuela were 

particularly aggressive in pursuing such policies during the 1950s and 60s, building 

estates that housed up to 100,000 people. Social housing for the military dictatorships 

often allowed the juntas to gain favor among their support bases and dissident groups. 

These housing projects are quite dramatic in their scale. The image below is the Nonalco-

Tlatelclo housing estate in Mexico City, built in the 1960s by Mexican Architect Mario 

Pano (Figure 3.2).  

 

 

Figure 3.2 | Nonalco-Tlateloclo Housing Estate Mexico City, Mexico. 

Source: Armando Salas Portugal, Retrieved: http://www.archdaily.com/514417/justin-
mcguirk-s-radical-cities-across-latin-america-in-search-of-a-new-
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architecture/5394f3dec07a803df400047a_justin-mcguirk-s-radical-cities-across-latin-
america-in-search-of-a-new-architecture_1-_nonoalco-tlatelolco_-jpg/ 
 

The estate included 130 separate buildings on one site and is the largest housing 

project in Mexico. Nonalco-Tlatelclo and other mega-estates became the perfect 

illustration of modernization and progress for Latin American governments in this era. 

During President Kennedy’s visit to Mexico City in June 1960, he was brought to one 

such project. As McGuirk reflects, 

In the 1960s, what else would you show the US president to flaunt your 
modernizing nation if not industrialized ranks of housing stretching as far as the 
eye could see? Mechanization, social mobility, and economic power all wrapped 
up in one potent image (2014: 1). 

The perfect image of modernity was quite temporary in the case of these housing 

estates as major structural and social problems quickly became evident.  Despite 

technological advances in building methods, there was little assurance for construction 

quality or resilience of the buildings. The 1985 earthquake in Mexico City caused severe 

damage to Nonalco-Tlatelclo and other estates as several towers collapsed, causing high 

death and injury tolls.   

Additionally, it became increasingly evident that the low-income families 

removed from informal settlements very rarely occupied the public housing that had been 

constructed. Instead, most of the units were “poached” by middle class families, 

bureaucrats and employees at state companies. Davis argues that “public- and state-

assisted housing in the Third World has primarily benefited the urban middle classes and 

elites, who expect to pay low taxes while receiving high levels of municipal services” 

(2006: 69).  Perhaps nowhere is this tension between swelling informal communities and 

the modern image of the housing estates more visible than the 23 de Enero project in 

Venezuela. Architect Carlos Villanueva, commissioned by the military junta led by 
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Marcos Perez Jimenez, completed the project in 1957. The estate was immense, including 

9,000 apartments (double the size of the infamous Pruitt-Igoe projects in the United 

States). However, the military dictatorship fell before the apartments were formally 

distributed and occupied, and on January 23, 1958 there was a major informal occupation 

of the project. Today, 23 de Enero can be described as a hybrid neighborhood, as 

informal housing has emerged in-between each of the estate’s towers.  

The failure of these modernist housing estates compounded by continued urban 

population growth turned the public policy agenda back to the informal settlements, but 

this time as a potential solution to urban housing, rather than a problem.  Throughout the 

1970s, scholars and activists began discussing the notions of self-help and the need for 

governments to enable the poor instead of evict and dislocate them (IBID: 71).  Based on 

his work in Lima, John Turner spearheaded this campaign, arguing for the importance of 

autonomy and letting squatter groups build with their own resources to consolidate homes 

and neighborhoods over time (TURNER, 1976). This represented a counter-proposal to 

the highly standardized and large-scale approach of public housing estates, which Turner 

and others found static and alienating.  This approach was formalized through the 

Vancouver Declaration at the United Nations Habitat I conference in 1976, which 

recognized the importance of addressing informal human settlements directly:  

In meeting this challenge, human settlements must be seen as an instrument and 
object of development. The goals of settlement policies are inseparable from the 
goals of every sector of social and economic life. The solutions to the problems of 
human settlements must therefore be conceived as an integral part of the 
development process of individual nations and the world community (UN 
HABITAT, 1976: 4).  

Latin American governments followed this new approach to urban intervention, 

pursuing “sites and services” projects to manage or direct the growth of informal 

settlements, including designating and mapping plots, providing basic infrastructure -
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electricity, sewage, water – in informal settlements, and allowing people to build their 

own homes. Throughout this period, the World Bank became an active supporter of sites 

and services programs, financing over 116 projects in 55 countries between 1972 and 

1990 (PUGH, 1995). These projects had mixed success: they were important for 

demonstrating the feasibility of low-cost upgrading schemes, yet once again they 

struggled to reach the lowest-income groups as households had to pay the costs of basic 

services upfront.  

The experience with sites and services projects set the precedent for involvement 

of low-income families in their own urban solutions, which was influential in the next 

stage of housing intervention in the 1990s and early 2000s that was based on 

participatory planning and slum upgrading. Under these frameworks, governments sought 

to create public policies that would complement the natural processes of consolidation 

and improvement of the informal housing stock over time through programs to improve 

infrastructure, neighborhoods and housing tenure. Programs such as Favela Bairro in Rio 

de Janeiro, Habitat in Mexico or El Mezquital in Guatemala were based in new 

discourses of informality which sought to “restore urban qualities of the poorest 

settlements in both the central and peripheral areas, and to integrate them into the 

multifaceted complexity of the metropolitan context” (SEGRE in Hernandez and Kellet 

(eds.), 2010: 175).  

Under these schemes, informal settlements would undergo comprehensive 

upgrading, seeking to balance the discrepancy in service provision between the formal 

and informal sector of the city. In certain cases this has involved extensive transportation 

infrastructure, such as the cable car in the Complexo de Alemão in Rio de Janeiro. While 

some celebrate the innovation associated with this new transportation infrastructure, 

many residents questioned why a multi-million cable car was installed, rather than basic 
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sewage or trash collection. Although a range of infrastructure upgrades has been pursued 

under slum upgrading frameworks, there are rarely comprehensive or intersecting 

projects in the same area as evidenced in the Complexo de Alemão.  

The most recent phase in housing intervention has been an attempt to maximize 

home-ownership through government subsidies, engaging the private market to build 

units for lower-income households.  This policy emerged after decades of austerity 

measures and structural adjustment policies which sought to minimize states’ role in 

social welfare programs. This approach seeks to enable markets to address the 

affordability gap in housing by providing targeted subsidies for homeownership to the 

poorest (BOUILLON et al, 2012). The success of such a program is contingent on the 

willingness of the private sector to “go down-market” and build units that are accessible 

to low income families with subsidy allotments (Ibid: 65). Successfully meeting the 

needs of lower income households has proven to be a central challenge to these 

programs, as builders and financial institutions restrict lending to only middle-income 

households with a history of regular incomes. According to the IDB, “government 

subsidy programs have proved insufficient to persuade financial institutions to finance 

and developers to create a supply of low-cost housing solutions for low-income and 

informally-employed households” (Ibid: 229). As I will detail in the following section, 

this approach was pioneered by Chile in the late 1970s and adopted by international 

agencies such as the UN as a best practice in the late 1980s, prompting other countries 

such as Colombia, Mexico and Brazil to replicate the program.  

PIONEERING NEOLIBERAL POLICIES FOR HOUSING THE POOR: THE CHILEAN 

EXPERIENCE  

The history of public housing in Chile dates back to 1906, yet the reforms that 

largely shape current policy and the switch to a demand side system with participation of 
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the private sector occurred during the military rule, part of the wide range of neoliberal 

free-market reforms. Historically, Chile experienced an even more accelerated and 

extensive process of urbanization than the region as a whole. During the 1950s-1970s, 

Santiago and other urbanized areas experienced a boom in informal settlements, known at 

the time as callampas. The highest rates of growth in Santiago occurred in the 1960s with 

migrants arriving from the countryside in unprecedented numbers (RODRIGUEZ and 

SUGRANYES (eds.), 2005: 25). In the 1960s, the successive governments of Alessandri 

and Frei moved away from a policy of eradication of informal settlements, favoring a 

policy of self-help construction and on-site improvements which leveraged the human 

and physical capital of low income communities with the goal of creating ownership of 

their housing projects. Further, the lote approach, also known as Operación Tiza, 

involved delineating small plots of land that could accommodate new arrivals to the city. 

These projects were largely in line with the sites and services approaches to urban 

development that the World Bank and other agencies were advocating at the time. By 

1970, the country faced a housing deficit of roughly 600,000 units and homeless 

committees organized into a national movement.   

Upon election in 1970, Salvador Allende moved away from a self-help housing 

policy, which his government believed to be an exploitation of low-income workers, and 

began a widespread campaign of social housing projects constructed by the State. This 

process was abruptly stopped after the military coup on September 11, 1973, and the 

military government did not develop a clear housing strategy alternative to the Allende 

proposal until the late 1970s (RODRIGUEZ & SUGRANYES (eds.), 2005: 25).  

Since its inception the military government aggressively sought to rid Santiago of 

informal settlements despite the absence of alternative low-income housing solutions. 

Davis argues that the expulsion of squatters from informal settlements was pursued in 
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order to “reestablish middle-class hegemony in the central city” (2007: 109). Pinochet’s 

junta was interested in creating “homogenous socio-economic areas in the city” as well as 

isolating and disbanding neighborhood and community organizing among low-income 

communities, which the political right viewed as centers of potential resistance (Ibid: 

109). The forced evictions left many families homeless without the means to rent or 

purchase a new home. Schneider attributes the demolitions and forced evictions to the 

marked rise in the number of families forced to stay with family members as allegados in 

overcrowded homes. The percentage of families living as allegados (measured by three 

or more people per bedroom) rose from 25 percent to 41 percent between 1965 and 1986 

(SCHNEIDER in Davis, 2007: 19).  

Pinochet’s solution to the housing crisis came as part of a larger package of 

neoliberal reforms instituted in the late 1970s and early 1980s in Chile. The new housing 

policy, which moved away from a rights-based approach, changed the role of the 

government to that of a subsidiary agent, leaving all construction and other transaction 

related responsibilities to private, non-state entities. This program was centered on the 

state’s role in creating an “enabling environment” for the private sector to address the 

housing needs of the poor, which the free market was not accommodating on its own. 

The state was no longer to build public housing as it did under Allende, but rather to 

contract the private sector to produce market units to meet demand for houses by families 

with restricted incomes (backed by government subsidies). 

The policy was designed between 1975 and 1978, yet there is some debate over 

identifying precisely who were the principal individuals responsible for the policy. Many 

cite Jose Pablo Arrellano, at the time an economist and researcher for Centro de Estudios 

de Planificación Nacional at the Universidad Católica de Chile (CEDPLAN) who later 

served as the Minister of Education, as a principal actor. In 1976 he published a report 
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entitled “Elementos para una política de vivienda social” on the deficient state of Chilean 

housing finance. In the report Arrellano stresses the importance of house for basic human 

needs and warns that governments must pay due attention to this important issue: “los 

gobiernos no pueden sustraerse a esta realidad, máxime cuando los sectores afectados 

presionan para que contribuyan a solucionarla” (ARRELLANO, 1976: 47). Gilbert 

(2002) claims that this report “lays down everything that was to underpin the housing 

policy in the country, except how to do it” (311). Following the 1976 Arrellano report, 

the Corporación de Estudios Económicos at the Universidad de Chile was contracted by 

the Central Bank to create a proposal on Chile’s economic and social policy – including 

housing. This report is considered to put many of Arrellano’s concerns into action.  

The role of the University of Chicago must also be underscored in understanding 

the formation of the social and economic policy of the Military Junta. In 1956 an 

agreement was signed between the Universidad Católica de Chile (PUC) and the 

University of Chicago for a group of PUC and Universidad de Chile students to receive 

scholarships for postgraduate student in Economics at the University of Chicago. The 

basis of this partnership was for the students to return to Chile as professors at the PUC, 

which helped the university to grow in prestige throughout the 1960s, especially in the 

fields of economics and business. Sergio Castro, Felipe Kast and others who had studied 

at the University of Chicago published the book El Ladrillo: Bases de la política 

económica del gobierno militar chileno in October of 1973, immediately following the 

coup. This document, however, was not available publically until 1992. In the 1992 

Prologue to the publication, Sergio Castro claims that the authors’ goal was to get the 

country out of the economic slump that it had fallen into under Allende’s rule: “¡de la 

desesperanza y de la pobreza generalizada en que nos estaba envolviendo y encarcelando 

el régimen de la Unidad Popular!” (KAST, 1992: X). The document was very well 
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received by Pinochet and his advisors, and led them to place many of the original authors 

in important government posts, bringing them out of academia and into the public sector. 

The expansive role of academics in the military governments helps to explain why 

subsequent pubic policies mimic so closely the recommendations of Kast, Arrellano and 

others who were associated with the country’s two major universities.  

While the influence of the University of Chicago in politics and ideology is clear, 

USAID was the only foreign institution that was directly involved in the formulation of 

the Chilean housing policy. The Santiago office of USAID financed a University of Chile 

housing study and provided technical consultancy. Other major institutions such as the 

World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank were not active in Chile, 

especially with regard to the field of housing during the first years of the Pinochet 

regime.  

Interestingly, while the Ministry of Housing and Urban Development (MINVU) 

was largely absent from the policy design stage, the actors elected MINVU to administer 

the program. Stipulated in this administrative process was the creation of the FICHA-

CAS, a tool to measure poverty, including a site visit, which would dictate household 

eligibility for government subsidies. The MINVU would additionally be responsible for 

creating and diffusing guidelines and application materials for the subsidies. The 

architects of the policy thought this technocrat/administrative approach would make the 

“rule for allocating subsidies manifestly open and transparent [so that] any form for 

political favouritism or corruption would be impossible” (GILBERT, 2002:10). 

Under this policy, the state through the Ministerio de Vivienda y Urbanismo 

(MINVU) set regulations on basic quality and construction standards while the 

municipalities were responsible for legal and urban standards. In practice, this eliminated 

all planning controls over the land market in order to reduce the cost of acquiring land 
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(Ibid: 310). The state was also responsible for creating standards for the distribution of 

the demand-based subsidies, facilitated through the FICHA-CAS system to measure 

household poverty and establish eligibility. The total subsidy provided under this 

program totaled roughly $10,000, including a $3,500 subsidy from the government, $500 

in personal family savings, and a $6,000 low-interest mortgage managed by the State 

(ARAVENA and IACOBELLI, 2012: 54).  

This policy began to be implemented widely in the mid-1980s and was fully 

consolidated under democratic rule during the 1990s. Social housing during this period 

was understood by the MINVU as a “finished unit that would solve the housing deficit 

problem” to be accessed through the joint work of family saving and state support 

(JIRON, 2012: 2). In practice the policy was largely focused on providing housing 

alternatives to those living as squatters in campamentos or as allegados in overcrowded 

houses, and served to greatly reduce the number of informal settlements in the country. 

The importance of the historical legacy of housing policy in Chile, according to Richards, 

is “the profound and ingrained belief that the State had a responsibility for the 

amelioration of poverty and for social welfare” that is evident even in the policies 

emerging during the military regime (RICHARDS, 1995: 516). The amelioration of 

poverty thus became part of the modernization campaign of the Pinochet government. 

The modernizing role of the state was understood to facilitate this transition, in the words 

of the MINVU in 1979:  

En nombre de todos los ciudadanos de Chile, el estado ayuda en dinero para la 
compra de su casa y la solución de su techo. Así ganara usted la dignidad humana 
que tanto merece por su honradez y su trabajo. Esto no es paternalismo. Es 
justicia social. (In RODRIGUEZ and SUGRANYES (eds.), 2005: 27).  

Beyond the stated goals of social justice, many scholars have noted that the 

government was acutely interested in removing informal settlements from municipalities 
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such as Santiago or Los Condes, as their presence threatened to create distortions in the 

land markets of areas with “high development potential” (Ibid: 30). I will address this 

tension between housing solutions and geographical displacement in greater detail in the 

following chapters.  

Since the return to democracy in 1990, the Chilean government has focused 

largely on the eradication of informal settlements, seeking to reduce risks associated with 

the highly precarious living situation and improve quality of life for Chilean citizens, and 

has, by and large, successfully closed the housing deficit. The core principles and design 

of the housing policy has remained relatively consistent from that implemented in the 

1970s and 1980s, although the Housing Reform of 2000 and the introduction of the 

Fondo Solidario de Vivienda (FSV, Debt Free Dynamic Social Housing) in 2002 adjusted 

the policy to reach the most vulnerable populations, correct some of the persistent 

challenges in the State’s role as a mortgage collector, and account for the hidden subsidy 

present in the massive default of mortgages. 

The FSV targeted the poorest families who had trouble accessing the subsidy pre-

reform due to little to no savings capacity. Under this program the total housing subsidy 

is roughly $7,500 plus small family savings contributions. Beneficiaries are owners of the 

home without any mortgage conditions. All homes or apartments under this program 

must be a minimum of 25 square meters including a living room, kitchen, bathroom and 

bedroom. Additionally, developments are limited to 300 housing units in an attempt to 

prevent monotonous areas of public housing. Despite good intentions, some argue that 

the reduced value of the subsidy and rising land costs have pushed the construction of 

Debt-Free dynamic social housing units farther out into the urban periphery (ARAVENA, 

2012: 64).  
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The implementation of the housing policy, specifically the vivienda progressiva 

(“progressive housing”) program which targets the lowest income groups in Chile, is a 

quantitative success that merits recognition. However, it is also essential to take a critical 

look at the impact of the housing policy on beneficiary communities and the urban areas 

of the country to better understand the unintended consequences of such a long-sustained 

policy.  

The continuous commitment to the policy and financing for the housing program 

from the 1970s to today is most frequently cited as the core of the success of the program. 

Because of the economic growth during this period, resources were available for the state 

to remain committed to the program. Further, the institutional backing and support from 

the Chilean Builders Union (Cámara Chilena de la Construcción) has facilitated this 

ongoing program (RODRIGUEZ and SUGRANYES (Eds), 2005: 35). Authored by an 

interdisciplinary group of Chilean scholars, the book Los con techo: un desafió para la 

política de la vivienda social, is strongly critical of the program as a whole, yet does 

recognize the success of the housing policy as a financial model which works as a 

mechanism to reduce the quantitative housing deficit in the country, claiming:  

En Chile, la política de financiamiento de vivienda social del Ministerio de 
Vivienda y Urbanismo ha sido un éxito. Es un hecho indiscutible. En los últimos 
25 años, ha facilitado la construcción de más de medio millón de viviendas 
sociales en el país. Son viviendas terminadas, en terrenos urbanizados, entregadas 
en propiedad. Sus dueños corresponden en su mayoría a familias situadas en los 
dos primeros quintiles de la población chilena (Ibid: 13).  

To some degree this longstanding investment in housing has been effective in 

helping to reduce material poverty in the country, coinciding with a period of historical 

improvements in the quality of life for Chilean citizens. Between 1987 and 1998, poverty 

rates dropped dramatically from 40 percent to 17 percent and extreme poverty revealed a 

similar trend reducing from 14 percent to 5 percent (Ibid: 40). Chile has been one of the 
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only countries in Latin American to successfully reduce poverty in the region to this 

extreme, although income inequality has been harder to address and the GINI coefficient 

for Chile remains above the regional average. 

 Following the 2002 housing policy reform, actors in the housing arena, including 

the MINVU itself, have been forced to look beyond the quantitative goal of closing the 

housing deficit to confront the unintended consequences of Chilean housing policy. This 

includes poor construction quality and rapid deterioration, urban segregation in Santiago 

and uncontrolled urban growth, as well as ghettoization of peripheral neighborhoods 

which has created a myriad of social effects such as sexual abuse, violence and drug use. 

Many claim that the housing problem in Chile today has evolved from the homeless, 

allegados, or residents of informal settlements, to the challenge posed by “los con techo;” 

i.e. the beneficiaries of the housing policy who now ostensibly “have a roof.”  

First, major concerns have been raised about the quality of the public housing 

units constructed by non-state entities who have EGIS status. Many of the housing units 

show structural flaws and have a short-life span. Furthermore, the complete lack of urban 

design or attention to architectural style contributes to discontent over the housing stock 

as the units are structurally and aesthetically second-rate housing alternatives. The 

physical design of these housing developments units has negatively impacted the quality 

of life of residents because of their small size and their lack of public space and amenities 

(Ibid: 13). Housing subsidy recipients have begun to organize over the past ten years 

against the construction companies and MINVU, bringing legal complaints about safety 

and servicing issues on site.  

Furthermore, as mentioned previously, in practice the housing subsidy has been 

used to purchase and build public housing units almost exclusively on land on the urban 

periphery, due to low land costs in the short term. This pattern of greenfill development 
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on previously agricultural lands on the outskirts of Santiago has caused the urban 

boundary to grow disproportionately fast. The peripheral location has proven to further 

worsen the quality of life of residents, which was already limited because of design and 

structural problems:  

Greater urban and social segregation and an over-concentration of highly 
vulnerable families in excluded areas, broadened the disparity in access to urban 
services, worsened local living conditions, increased environmental 
contamination and urban security problems, deteriorated urban and historic 
centres, and increased transportation costs (JIRÓN 2010, 1).  

The unintended consequences of this unplanned urban growth negatively impacts 

not only the residents as they are isolated from the city as a whole, but also creates 

problems for urban management and financing because the city bears the burden of 

providing infrastructure and transportation to these distant sites after the land developer 

has moved on to another project.  

This spatial segregation from the rest of the city as well as high concentration of 

low-income families living together in isolation has caused what has been referred to by 

Chilean academics, such as Francisco Sabatini, as the “ghettoization” of Santiago. The 

concentration of social classes in different comunas has significant fiscal impacts for the 

municipalities. “Municipalization” reforms in the 1980s mandated that a significant 

portion of the local budget is to be collected through local property taxes. As such, “the 

ability of municipalities to meet their own needs for urban investment has been limited to 

those where higher income populations are concentrated” (ARRIAGADA and SIMIONI, 

2000:9). 

These communities display not only poor construction and infrastructure but 

reveal much higher rates of many new and emerging social problems such as drug use, 

sexual abuse and violence which have not previously been prominent in informal 
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settlements. Rodriguez (2010) explains this connection between land use, urban planning 

and social problems:  

Buena parte de lo que se construyó en los últimos veinte años no solo es de muy 
mala calidad física, sino que, en el caso de Santiago, se han construido verdaderos 
guetos urbanos, lugares con grandes problemas sociales, producto de las políticas 
públicas: esto es, producto de la acción del Estado (2010: 25).  

These alarming social issues that have surfaced in the concentrations of public 

housing projects on the urban fringe present a challenge to the State to re-integrate these 

families into the city, if not spatially then at least socially through a broad spectrum of 

necessary social policies. In her first term as president, Michelle Bachelet advanced a 

series of important reforms to the housing program. This new framework recognized the 

success in creating mechanisms for financing basic housing units, but also reiterated the 

need to close the housing deficit nation-wide and identified shortcomings with regard to 

the quality and the social and physical integration of these units. 

During this period, the debate over housing policy and integration of public 

housing into the urban fabric of Santiago and other cities sparked a conversation between 

academics, activists, architects and public servants about what to do with the existing 

housing stock and how to move forward with policy. Through these publications, 

conferences and forums, several interesting proposals have surfaced both from the 

architecture or design perspective as well as from the public policy reform community. 

Looking for alternatives, the MINVU approached Santiago based architects 

Elemental to design a better “product” that permitted public housing projects to be 

located on higher cost centrally located land.  Alejandro Aravena and the other principal 

architects at Elemental firmly believed that a well-designed city “can be a shortcut to 

equality” and that the role of professionals was the “capacity to articulate, represent and 

validate the interests of the poorest citizens who are normally excluded” (ARAVENA & 
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IACOBELLI, 2012: 51). Elemental understood that the scarcity of resources available for 

low income housing has led most if not all recent public housing projects in Chile to be 

situated on peripheral, low-cost urban land. In the case of Quinta Monroy in Iquique 

where Elemental first piloted new designs, the demands of the residents to stay on the 

current property meant that current typologies and designs for public housing would not 

work due to small lot size. Recognizing that multi-story building restricts future growth 

of individual units, Elemental opted for an “incremental” row-house design, a ground and 

second floor schema with space for each unit to grow horizontally.  

 Residents occupied the homes in December 2004 and thus far the results have 

been promising. Photographs and surveys of the sites exactly two years after occupation 

reveals that most families have successfully added on to their main structure to have a 

seventy square foot living environment instead of forty square meters, which is the norm. 

Further, residents have expressed extreme care for the facades and maintenance of their 

properties. Most positively, from an economic perspective, the value of these units has 

increased over time. This has not been the case with similarly situated MINVU housing 

projects (Ibid: 191).  

Commitment to FSV housing programs continued despite changes in party 

leadership during the presidency of Sebastian Piñera (2010-2014). New projects were 

financed and supported across the country, although much of the housing subsidies were 

redirected towards reconstruction efforts after the devastating earthquake in 2010. 

Ironically, while continuing to finance the construction of new housing projects, the 

Piñera government began to confront the negative legacy of the housing policy, 

specifically those failed projects that had led to the ghettoization of many of Santiago’s 

neighborhoods. Under the program Segunda Opportunidades, with a pilot program in the 

neighborhood Bajos de Mena, deteriorated housing has been slated for demolition and 
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existing residents are given a 700 UF (approximately $28,000) to find housing on the 

private market (MINVU).  

FROM URBAN REFORM TO MINHA CASA, MINHA VIDA: SHIFTING URBAN 

DEVELOPMENT AGENDAS IN BRAZIL 

For much of the 20th century in Brazil, unprecedented growth of favelas was led 

by real estate speculation and easy profits.  There was major migration to urban centers 

such as Rio de Janeiro or São Paulo as migrants from rural areas or the impoverished 

northeast region sought new opportunities in the city.  Due to a lack of affordable 

housing, for rent or purchase, many new arrivals sought self-build alternatives in favelas.  

While traditional state-built public housing has been one tool of urban 

intervention in Brazil, the public housing programs have always fallen very short of total 

housing demands. For example, the Vargas Government built 242,000 housing units 

between 1937 and 1954, housing roughly 800,000 people or 10 percent of Brazil’s urban 

population in the 1950s (BONDUKI, 2010). These homes were financed by trade unions 

(IAPs) and benefited union members in each sector. This excluded a significant 

percentage of the urban population, working informally, and therefore favelas continued 

to grow rapidly during same period of mass housing construction. 

Similar to Chile under Pinochet, the military period (1964-1986) was 

characterized by the construction of large-scale housing estates on the periphery of cities. 

The Banco Nacional de Habitação (BNH) was the state administrative unit responsible 

for managing the housing program during this period, which oversaw a previously 

unprecedented construction of subsidized housing. Nearly six million units were built 

between 1967 and 1986 (LARA, 2012: 554). Despite the large scale of this program, 

BNH housing was mostly a middle class solution and was not successful in providing 

housing to those with the greatest needs, i.e. families in the lowest 20 percent income-
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earning bracket. At the time, the construction of modernist housing estates was used as a 

tool for evictions of favelas. In the southern areas of Rio de Janeiro alone, 175,000 

individuals were evicted from favelas in the military period (VALLADARES, 2005). The 

BNH was unable to keep up with growing demand for subsidized housing from an 

increasingly urban population that was suffering due to the economic recession of the 

1980s, known across Latin America as the “Lost Decade.” Further, Raquel Rolnik argues 

that the housing solutions were often incomplete, creating “a city outside the city […] 

eternally lacking the infrastructure, facilities, and services that characterize urban areas” 

(ROLNIK, 2011: 240). According to Vicente del Rio “relocating families to low-quality 

modernist cookie-cutter housing far from the city […] has caused more problems than its 

solved (DEL RIO, 2009: 16).  Unlike Chile, however, at the time that Brazil returned to 

democratic rule in 1985, the BNH was dissolved. 

Under the leadership of Collor, Franco and later Cardoso, the transition back to 

democracy in Brazil during the 1990s was driven by a strong pro-market orientation that 

established a climate of modernization (VALENCA and BONANTES, 2010). Largely 

focused on urban and social policy that met the needs of the middle classes, Brazil 

became increasingly integrated in the globalized era of neoliberal reform during this 

period.  The 2002 election of the Labor Party (PT) candidate Luiz Ignacio da Silva 

promised a major shift towards leftist, pro-labor reform and the full articulation of the 

rights-frameworks established in the 1988 constitution.  

After the dictatorship in Brazil, a new constitution and then a major urban reform 

movement led to a rights-based approach to urban development. While the 2001 City 

Statute officially inscribed the Right to the City into federal law in Brazil, the urban 

reform movement from the 1970s and 1980s, especially during the moment of democratic 

transition, was responsible for bringing the issue of rights to center stage. In particular, 
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the civil society group known as the National Forum for Urban Reform (FNRU) secured 

approval for constitutional legislation on urban reform (AVRITZER, 2007: 154). The 

1988 Constitution led to important changes in planning and urban development policies 

through the introduction of the concept of the “social value” or “function” of land 

(FERNANDES, 2007). The concept of social value thus introduced social justice as a 

measure in land use planning, which had the potential to challenge the traditional sanctity 

of private property. The constitutional decrees, however, did not establish mechanisms 

for implementation and did not delineate responsibilities between different branches of 

government, and little immediate progress was made on advancing urban reform.   

After increased pressure from the FNRU movement in Brazil, in 2001 the much-

celebrated City Statute was passed into law. This legislation clearly defined the social 

function of land which had been introduced in the 1988 Constitution. Among other tools, 

the Zona Especial de Interesse Social (ZEIS) land use designation was created for more 

sensitive planning and program development in favelas, which had been excluded from 

the formal city due to lack of land titles and irregular growth patterns. In many ways, this 

was the first time these communities received formal recognition by the state, giving 

residents a sense of security to remain living in their self-built communities.  

In the article, “Constructing the ‘Right to the City’ in Brazil,” Fernandes stresses 

the importance of a legal-political framework to address urban reform, claiming it is one 

of the main factors for correcting the “exclusionary nature of urban development 

process[es]”  (2007: 208). Of these legal mechanisms, Fernandes stresses the importance 

of the social-environmental function of property as it recognizes urban development as a 

public matter rather than parcels of individual or state interests (Ibid: 211). Beyond 

regulatory and legal frameworks, the City Statute served an important conceptual 

function as well, interpreting the constitutional principles that named the social value of 
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land, breaking with the individualistic tradition of civil law. The City Statute also ushered 

in a period of decentralization of urban development by requiring that all municipalities 

with more than 20,000 inhabitants develop and approve Master Plans with the active 

participation of civil society and residents.  

It would appear, unsurprisingly, that the discourse is more effectively established 

and consolidated than is concrete action. While the City Statute provides legal backing to 

those municipalities already committed to addressing acute urban, social and 

environmental problems of low-income communities, it has little coercive power to 

create reform nation-wide. There are no minimum standards to address the City Statute or 

implement broad cross-sectorial federal programs. Many scholars and practitioners have 

identified large gaps between the goals of the urban reform movement and planning and 

development practice, especially with regard to the regularization of favelas and public 

participation (FRIENDLY, 2013).  

There are exceptions to this, of course, with both Belo Horizonte and Porto 

Alegre receiving international acclaim for innovations in participatory budgeting and 

planning. In the case of Belo Horizonte, Lara (2008) tracked the development of 

participatory budgeting and planning, highlighting the success of the Vila Viva favela 

urbanization program in Aglomerado da Serra, for example.  More recently, however, 

Lara (2013) notes that the lack of institutionalization of participatory processes and the 

overconfidence in the role of good design threaten this success. Additionally, the rushed 

process of development in the lead-up to mega-events in Brazil have limited the 

participatory process, “creating several opportunities for speculative capital to insert itself 

into the fabric of the city, steamrolling or dismissing decades of efforts to foster inclusive 

practices and participatory processes.” (LARA, 2013: 563).  
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Another possible reason for the lackluster implementation of the urban reform 

agenda might be changes and crises at the federal level. In 2005, after a political scandal 

known as the mensalão, conservative populist parties such as the PP and PR gained 

influence in the Lula government. The mensalão involved the payment of a “monthly 

allowance” in the sum of R$30,000 to members of opposition parties (PL and PP) to win 

votes and support. In the aftermath of this scandal, President Lula changed many key 

posts, including replacing the leadership of the Cities Ministry – individuals who had 

been key actors in the urban reform movement in Brazil – with more moderate 

individuals with ties to the construction sector (FLYNN, 2005: 1232). 

Increasingly, many attribute lack of progress on reform to the “state of exception” 

that has been fostered in Brazilian planning and urban development as priorities have 

shifted to address infrastructure needs for the 2014 World Cup and 2016 Olympic Games. 

This frustration erupted in the major protests of June and July 2013, which focused on 

key concerns of the urban reform movement, such as transportation. Henrique Frota from 

the Brazilian Institute of Urbanistic Law recently commented on Al Jazeera about the 

contradictions of law and implementation, claiming that “although Brazil has some of the 

most advanced urban policy legislation in the world there have been violations in every 

eviction case in the World Cup's host cities” (DALBERT, 2014). Raquel Rolnik, a former 

UN Special Rapporteur on Housing, has also spoken out aggressively against the forced 

evictions related to World Cup infrastructure, which some are estimating are as high as 

250,000 residents (COMITE POPULAR, 2014). 

Despite limited implementation in the home country, Brazil gained international 

renown for innovative approaches to urban development and slum upgrading. The 

Favela-Bairro program was celebrated internationally as were programs of participatory 

budgeting. While the models certainly have flaws, these programs represent interesting, 
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innovative approaches that draw on the new legal, rights-based frameworks that had been 

institutionalized in Brazil since 1988. After its signing, legal scholar Edesio Fernandes 

proposed that the Brazilian urban law should serve as a model because “the ‘right to the 

city’ is to be understood not only as a socio-political and/or philosophical value, but also 

as a legal right” (FERNANDES, 2007: 202). These creative Brazilian models have been 

shared through an increasing number of international networks, such as UN Habitat or the 

Housing International Coalition, although the influence or scope of these organizations 

varies.   

However, the successful implementation of the Right to the City and progressive 

urban development in Brazil will require renewed commitment and new instruments at 

the municipal scale as well as agenda setting at the federal level, both of which have 

made little progress thus far. In re-assessing the efficacy of the City Statute ten years 

later, Fernandes questions its applicability to other countries and recognizes that there are 

major barriers to implementation or enforcement within the Brazilian Urban context. One 

key challenge is based in the historical connection between urban planning and real estate 

markets, which tends to further segregation (FERNANDES, 2013: 231).  Further, the 

Brazilian judiciary has not yet set a precedent of enforcing the collective urban rights 

established in the legislation. For Fernandes this raises the question whether or not it is 

understood, “o direito brasileiro mudou significativamente. Mas será que os juristas 

entenderam?” (Ibid: 232). Thus far, despite some applause at the international stage, 

Brazil has not ushered in a new mechanism or model of urban governance to be 

replicated across the global south, as many initially hoped.   



 

47 

Minha Casa Minha Vida Housing Program 

In 2009, Brazil drastically redirected its current approach to housing and urban 

development with the inception of the Minha Casa, Minha Vida housing program, 

established under Federal Law # 11.977/2009. President Lula marked the launch of the 

program with a highly publicized speech on the importance of the MCMV program, 

declaring that MCMV would bring “housing for the people, income for workers and 

development for Brazil.” 

MCMV created a new housing finance system, providing subsidies to very-low 

and low-income Brazilian families. The provision of subsidies serves to encourage the 

private sector to design and build new housing units for lower income groups 

traditionally underserved by formal, private sector housing development. Similar to the 

Chilean model, government subsidies finance the private construction sector which in 

turn is responsible for designing and building the units. According to the government, 

this program served a dual purpose of stimulating the construction sector while reducing 

the housing deficit. The ambitious scale of the program—one million houses in the first 

phase—reflects the potential of this policy to deeply impact the lives of many Brazilians. 

The switch to this type of housing program was a drastic departure from a commitment to 

in-situ development and participatory favela upgrading, such as Rio de Janeiro’s 

innovative program Favela-Bairro pursued over the past decades.  

Officially, MCMV was designed to address the housing shortage in Brazil and 

realize the dream of homeownership of low-income families. In 2008, the housing deficit 

was estimated at roughly five and a half million units. Most of the deficit (42%) was 

attributed to a quantitative shortage, which would be addressed through expanding the 

supply of housing units through new constriction (MINISTERIO DAS CIDADES, 2011). 

The housing shortage is experienced most acutely in urban areas and among very low-
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income families (those earning less than 3 minimum wages or roughly USD 713 per 

month) (Ibid).  

MCMV emerged at the onset of the global economic crisis in 2008 and many 

argue that it served as an important stimulus and thus prevented the crisis from seriously 

impacting Brazil. According to UN Habitat’s evaluation of the MCMV, “from the outset, 

the crisis backdrop underlay the political decision to place housing production at the core 

of the counter-cyclical policy” (2013: 31). Additionally, the role of the central 

government in supporting construction is seen to have benefits in the labor markets:  

The construction sector has resumed a central role in national economic 
development in recent years. The launch of national programmes targeting large-
scale investments in infrastructure including housing, has boosted demand in the 
construction sector, which has decisively contributed to the creation of jobs, rise 
of income and tax collection (Ibid: 23).  

However, the conflation of social interest housing and economic development has 

been the subject of much critique by several scholars and practitioners.  Sandra Becker, 

for example, questions the ability of market-driven social programs to effectively address 

housing needs:  

Conflict between state intervention and the dominance of neoliberal market logic 
becomes most obvious in the case of the social housing program Minha Casa 
Minha Vida. It has to be questioned whether this hybrid of social welfare and free 
market economy really offers a solution to the housing deficit in Brazil (In 
ANGELLI & HEHL (eds.) 2014: 61)  

The tension between effective social policy and market-oriented production is 

reflected in both the institutional design and policy framework of MCMV. Interestingly, 

despite being an important urban policy, MCMV was not developed by the Ministry of 

Cities but rather the government’s economic ministry in consultation with real estate 

interests provided the initial program framework (VALENÇA AND BONATES, 2010: 

172). As such MCMV is not under the purview of the Social Housing National System, 
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which has institutionalized processes of participation and social control in the housing 

arena. This leaves MCMV program almost entirely “in the hands of private promoters” 

(Ibid: 172). Krause, Neto, and Balbim (2013) note that the MCMV housing priorities 

have been detached from considerations of housing deficits and need assessments 

established in both the National Social Housing Fund and the National Housing Plan in 

favor of strategic planning for macroeconomic growth.   

  After the policy design phase in 2008-2009, the Ministry of Cities inherited the 

program and was tasked with refining its design in accordance with legal, social and 

political constraints. Specifically, the National Housing Secretariat within the Ministry of 

Cities is responsible for implementation of the program to “articulate the economic 

oriented approach entailed in the original design of the Programme with the holistic and 

long-term strategy of the National Housing Plan and the National Housing Policy” (UN 

HABITAT, 2013: 31). The Ministry of Cities is responsible for both the urban and rural 

articulations of MCMV, although this analysis will only focus on the former, the 

Programa Nacional de Habitação Urbana.  

Families are eligible for a MCMV housing unit based on their income and are 

connected to the project options offered by the private construction sector through 

CAIXA, a government owned bank. CAIXA is responsible for monitoring the project and 

is the primary mechanism for government oversight, but also maintains flexibility to 

establish the basic building guidelines, as these are not mandated by the state.   

State and municipal governments also play a role in the administration of MCMV, 

especially with regard to housing projects that are targeted to the lowest income groups 

(Faixa 1). In this case, local governments are responsible for registering and selecting 

beneficiary families. While the federal government is primarily concerned with income 

qualification, local governments can establish additional criteria for qualification such as 
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“families living in disaster risk areas; victims of natural disaster; and female-headed 

households” (UN-HABITAT 2013: 42). Additionally, the city government is responsible 

for licensing and approval of the projects and in some cases will contribute counterpart 

funding or land donation.  

Each level of government plays some role in incentivizing developers to 

participate in the production of MCMV housing, as the program depends on the effective 

mobilization of the construction and real estate sectors. According to UN-Habitat’s 

evaluation, thus far incentives have included: 

 Reducing the risk on investments; reducing bureaucracy in the licensing and 
project approval process; implementing tax incentives such as – the Special Tax 
regime aliquot reduction for enterprises catering to low-income families (from 6 
to 1 percent); granting tax exemptions on construction materials; the stimulation 
produced in the market by the substantial policy subsidies (Ibid: 78).  

The private construction sector, in turn, must comply with the minimum norms 

established by CAIXA, the Ministry of Cities, and local government regulations (when 

applicable).  

The program established three “tiers” for eligibility based on income brackets. 

Each tier has different project requirements, finance structures and targeted beneficiaries.  

The maximum threshold for eligibility is a combined household income of less than 10 

minimum wages. Based on 2009 minimum wages, the first income bracket, Faixa 1, is for 

very low-income households earning zero to three minimum wages monthly, or less than 

USD 754. The second group, Faixa 2, is targeted for households who earn between three 

and six minimum wages (USD 754-1508). Lastly, Faixa 3, are middle class households 

earning 6-10 minimum wages or (USD 1508-2518). The focus of this analysis is 

predominately concerned with how MCMV meets housing needs for the lowest income 

population, Faixa 1.  
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Similar to the Chilean FSV model, the subsidy covers the vast majority of the 

housing costs for very low-income families, on average between 60-90 percent of the 

property value (UN HABITAT, 2013: 36).  Families are responsible for making a 

monthly contribution during a ten-year period that is fixed at no more than ten percent of 

the monthly household income. This means that the MCMV program is based on a 

“capacity to pay” system rather than a cost recovery mechanism (Ibid: 37). The 

mortgages amortize at the end of the ten-year payment period. Only after this point are 

residents eligible to sell their units. Despite low mortgage payments, the utilities and 

condominium costs have proven to be a burden for some program beneficiaries, 

representing a monthly cost they typically did not have in their prior residence. In Rio de 

Janeiro there are several important caveats to the payment scheme in “exceptional cases”: 

Local governments used the Residential Leasing Fund to resettle victims of 
natural disasters or who needed to be relocated due to the implementation of 
infrastructure projects. In such cases, households are granted housing units from 
the MCMV program, but where they do not make the decision to move they are 
exempted from payment. The unit is fully subsidized. Beneficiaries are allowed to 
sell the units provided the total value of the loan (including the subsidy) is paid 
off.  This measure aims to prevent buyers or beneficiaries of taking advantage of 
the subsidy (Ibid: 47).   

With regards to the materiality and construction of these units, the vast majority 

of construction to date follows two basic typologies: detached homes with a minimum 

area of 35 square meters, or apartments with an average of 42 square meters.  Most 

MCMV Faixa 1 units built in urban areas follow the condominium typology of five-story 

apartment buildings without elevators. Technically, housing developments cannot exceed 

500 units. Still, new developments are often built adjacent to other MCMV 

condominiums being built by the same developer.  



 

52 

The first phase of the MCMV program from 2009-2011 managed a total program 

budget of US 18.4 billion dollars for the construction of one million new housing units in 

Brazil (Ibid: 31). Despite the fact that 90 percent of the housing deficit is attributed to 

households earning less than three minimum wages, only 40 percent of the housing units 

contracted during this first phase was targeted towards this income group.  As of the 

beginning of 2012, 567,003 housing units had been completed nationwide, with 414,035 

delivered to beneficiaries and 152,648 awaiting occupancy approval. An additional 

438,125 units were under construction.  The second phase of the program was established 

under Federal Law 12.424, 201, which set guidelines and projections for an additional 

two million housing units to be contracted and built by 2014. Most recently, just weeks 

before the campaign period began in July 2014, President Dilma Rousseff of the Workers 

Party (PT) announced Minha Casa Minha Vida 3, a new iteration of the program to be 

carried out through 2015. While the substantive changes of MCMV 3 relative to the 

current policy remains unclear, it does suggest a renewed support and enthusiasm for the 

program. Under MCMV 3, the nationwide housing target was raised to three million units 

by 2015. 

While quantitative reports of the first five years of implementation of MCMV in 

Brazilian cities would indicate major progress in terms of reducing the housing deficit, 

the local experience of MCMV in many cities has suggested that the housing solutions 

may be inadequate and problematic. For many, the type, scale and location of the Faixa 1 

housing built through MCMV is all too similar to BNH housing produced during the 

military dictatorship and under the Alliance for Progress program, which created new 

neighborhoods such as the infamous Cidade de Deus (“City of God).” Angelli and Hehl 

draw direct comparisons between the experience of MCMV in Rio and City of God: 

“Will history be repeated, leading again to the proliferation of suburban ghettos, 
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multiplied more than one hundred times?” (2014: 6).  Similarly, Sergio Magalhães, ex-

Housing Secretary of Rio de Janeiro, spoke out against the program’s prescriptive 

approach to housing in an editorial in the national newspaper OGlobo: 

Através de programas habitacionais que se sucedem, seja o dos IAPs, da Casa 
Popular, do BNH, do Minha Casa Minha Vida, são os governos os protagonistas. 
Mudaram os regimes, ditadura, democracia, ditadura, democracia — mas o 
modelo permanece o mesmo. É o governo que diz onde e como o povo deve 
morar (MAGALHÃES, 27/04/2013).  

From an architectural and planning perspective, the design, construction and 

location draw into question the sustainability of these projects over time. “The 

marginalization of the MCMV projects, the lack of public infrastructure and the 

disintegration of existing urban fabric lead to the production of isolated urban structures 

that turn into ghettos” (ANGELLI & HEHL (eds.), 2014: 60). Further, the lack of public 

spaces and/or integration into existing city infrastructure does not create structures for 

socialization and resident participation.  

Affordable land supply has been perhaps the greatest barrier of the program and 

the resulting locational patterns of MCMV are cause for alarm for many: 

After governments remarkable achievement of providing access to housing, it 
would be most urgent to provide access to the city, which doesn't only serve to 
guarantee civil rights and the equal distribution of public means but also intends 
to address all issues that make up the city, that offer physical, economic and social 
structures for a local community to create its proper environment, enabling an 
adequate livelihood that can be adapted according to collective needs and 
changing desires (Ibid, 6-7).  

Discomfort and uncertainty about the mass-production approach to low-income 

housing pursued under MCMV is especially relevant in Brazil in light of the major 

progress made in urban legislation and reform, which theoretically forged more 

democratic and equitable forms of urban planning. Papdaki and Undersbock highlight 
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this contradiction and the degree to which MCMV has strayed from the collective urban 

interests established in recent legislation:  

While the City Statue guarantees the public function of private property, many 
public initiatives have recently promoted private homeownership as a way to give 
access to housing to low-income populations living under precarious conditions. 
Rather than providing public funding to promote private property, it would be 
more appropriate for state-sponsored programs to fist address collective interests. 
Instead of guaranteeing the mere right of owning a private shelter, these programs 
should address another aspect of the right to the city – one that conceives of the 
city as a common ground, as the framework where collective an private interests 
can be mediated” (In ANGELLI and REHL (eds.), 2013: 59). 

As will be explored at greater length in the following chapters, the first years of 

funding and implementation of MCMV has had mixed reception in Brazil, with many 

urban experts quite wary about the future of the program. Similar to the Chilean 

experience, critics of the program note the qualitative deficits in this new housing 

construction, yet are careful not to discourage much-needed government investment in 

housing issues. Early indicators of problems within the housing projects and the threat of 

future problems demand urgent inquiry and evaluation. Additionally, alternative models 

both within and beyond the MCMV framework should be considered and pursued. The 

analysis in the following chapter will delve into the spatial dynamics of the housing 

programs to better understand what drives the location of social housing in such 

inaccessible, peripheral areas of both Santiago and Rio de Janeiro.  
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Chapter 4: Spatial drivers and geographies of public housing 
development in Santiago and Rio 

This chapter explores the drivers of localization of public housing projects in Rio 

de Janeiro and Santiago. The housing policy plays an important role in relocating low-

income populations in highly homogenous, peripheral zones with a high concentration of 

other social housing projects.  Despite wide recognition of the importance of well-

integrated sites for housing, peripheral location and isolation has persistently plagued 

interventions in affordable housing. It is often argued that in order to make a project 

feasible – economically and otherwise – a good location must be sacrificed. This 

naturalized assumption about location is not a coincidence but rather a result of the policy 

and economic frameworks which shape the relationships between the network of private 

and public actors responsible for program implementation. These important spatial 

drivers result in noticeable patterns of spatial distribution of housing developments, 

forming distinguishable geographies of public housing which differ from other patterns 

of residential development in the city.  

The emergent geographies of social housing development tend to be found in less 

desirable areas of the city, far from communities of origin, depriving program 

‘beneficiaries’ of many of the opportunities associated with the city. There is wide 

recognition of this pattern of peripheral urban development in Chile in the 1980s and the 

BNH policies under the Brazilian dictatorship in the 1960s, when social housing was 

concentrated in what Raquel Rolnik (2010) termed the não-cidade. Increasingly, there is 

a sense of urgency that this pattern must be corrected in contemporary housing projects, 

despite a lack of consensus on how to avoid this development pattern.  
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Before analyzing the impacts of this pattern of urban insertion in Chapter 5, I will 

describe and discuss the policy-driven, financial, and socio-cultural factors which dictate 

the geographies of public housing in Rio and Santiago.  

POLICY DRIVERS 

In both Chile and Brazil, federal policies establish the development framework, 

program design and specific terms that regulate the nation-wide implementation of social 

housing programs. As a subsidiary agent, the state under this model is charged with 

enabling the private production of housing. The federal government must therefore 

encourage or incentivize the construction and real estate sectors to build housing for low-

income families, a group that has been traditionally excluded from formal private housing 

markets. In doing so, these housing policies are characterized by a laissez-faire approach 

in which few standards are established, especially with regard to the specifics of urban 

planning and appropriate siting. Thus, at a high level, in both countries it appears to be 

the lack of regulation and free-market approach which guides siting for social housing 

rather than explicit policy drivers. The disconnection between housing production and 

urban development strategies is increasingly noted, and both countries have experienced 

a rise in policy activity or regulation which shapes patterns of localization over the course 

of their respective programs.  

In Chile, the social housing policy is designed at the federal level and regulated 

by the MINVU. Under the military regime, the policy was initially designed as housing 

program with a focus on economic development and was not connected to any national or 

municipal urban development plans. Under this framework, the policy was to be 

implemented uniformly across the country, treating the conditions and characteristics of 

all municipalities equally.  Housing production and the reduction in the quantitative 
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housing deficit was the principal goal of the program and subsidies were employed to 

meet the housing demands of the poorest Chileans. Homes, then, came be to be 

understood as a simple market product. According to Benito Baranda, Chilean housing 

expert and current executive director of América Solidaria: 

Durante muchos años en Chile se ha comprendido el problema de la vivienda 
como problema de productos, de cuantos viviendas produce, de cuantos subsidios 
entrega y no como un instrumento o política social para tener una sociedad más 
integrada igualitaria (Personal Interview, July 2013).  

With a focus on mass-production of housing units, the role of the federal 

government was to create an “enabling environment” through flexible housing policies 

that were favorable to developers and would ensure the provision of housing for all. At its 

core, this approach required the loosening of land and development regulations through 

economic liberalization of land markets. Heavily influenced by the Chilean Chamber of 

Commerce and real estate interests, in 1979 a new National Urban Development Policy 

created a flexible planning system based on the principle that urban land was in fact not a 

scare resource and planning restrictions must be lifted to allow for natural growth in 

urban areas based on market trends. Based on these reforms, at the urban scale “the 

market displaced the state as the main force driving the expansion of the city” (JIRON 

2004: 6). While the state is not directly involved in the mechanics of locating these 

housing developments, many scholars still stress the responsibility of the state in this 

arena – establishing the framework and providing the subsidies which facilitated this 

growth: “Aquí la ciudad de los pobres ha sido creado por el Estado, por la exitosa política 

de vivienda del Estado chileno” (DUCCI, 1997: 105). 

In the first years of the program in Santiago, the neoliberal economic policy was 

coupled with explicit policy considerations to eradicate informal settlements from high 

value areas of the city. New public housing units in blocks were presented to dislocated 
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families as a “proper” housing solution, even though the desire on the part of government 

to remove distortions in liberalized land market (as informal settlements were considered 

to be) was the actual motivating factor. Displayed on the map below, approximately 

150,000 families were resettled after 139 campamentos were regularized between 1980 

and 1987. This process involved the intentional removal of low-income households from 

central and northeastern municipalities (in white) to emerging, peripheral municipalities 

(in black) (JIRON, 2004).  
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Figure 4.1 | Populations eradicated from campamentos in Santiago, 1980s.  

Retrieved from: http://web.uchile.cl/vignette/revistaurbanismo/n1/2.html 
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The impact of liberalized land markets, government investment in social housing, 

and the policy of displacement from high value areas caused rapid growth of Santiago’s 

urban territory. This, in turn, resulted in the conversion of agricultural land to urban land. 

Rojas and Greene (1995) found that the production of subsidized housing required 12,000 

hectares of additional land annually between 1974 and 1995. Based on the peripheral 

growth trajectory in Santiago, this massive demand for land supported the conversion of 

over 6,000 hectares of agricultural land. However, peripheral municipalities were ill 

equipped to service rapidly growing populations. The lack of local resources was 

aggravated by the fact that social housing (the principal land use in many of these areas) 

was exempt from real-estate property tax, depriving the municipalities of their most 

important source of revenue (Rojas and Greene, 1995). The municipal governments 

lacked the economic, technical and human resources to guide the growth of low-income 

housing estates within their territories. According to Jirón, the crux of this problem was 

the inability of a “national totalizing ministry” to relate to and appropriately address the 

localized problems of communities. Further, while local management capacity is 

minimized by the centralized decision-making, the consequences of such decisions are 

assumed by the local government (JIRON, 2004: 10).  

The rapid, uncontrolled peripheral growth of housing estates reached a crisis point 

in the 2000s, and the MINVU sought to address localization of housing in the policy 

reforms of 2001 and 2006. This crisis was largely associated with the shortage of 

available land for development, much of which had been exhausted during initial boom 

of housing construction in the late 1980s.  According to Rojas and Greene (1995), slow 

investments in trunk infrastructure meant that in the mid-1990s land costs represented 20-

25 percent of the final cost, whereas to ensure adequate (estimated at eleven percent) 

profit, unimproved land must not exceed eight per cent of total costs. While I will address 
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the financial drivers more explicitly in the next section, it is clear that the policy 

constraints were largely shaped by establishing minimum standards that could ensure the 

economic viability of projects for private developers.  

Policy makers initially responded to the rising land costs and pressure from 

private development community by raising the maximum subsidy for basic housing units.  

In 2006, the Subsidio Diferenciada a la Localización (SDL) was developed, providing an 

additional subsidy for housing projects serving low-income groups in sites that are better 

integrated in the existing urban fabric. The SDL mandates that 60 percent of the 

applicants should be currently residing in the municipality where the project will be built 

and that the lot must be located within the urban limits of a city of with more than 5,000 

inhabitants. Furthermore, the lot most be connected to sewage and potable water and 

have direct access to a road, public transportation within 500 meters, schools within 1 

kilometer and primary medical care within 2.5 km (MINVU, 2008).  

 While some were confident that the SDL would ensure the quality of the public 

housing projects and reduce the harmful consequences of socio-spatial segregation, 

others were immediately dubious of the transformative potential of this reform, as it did 

not address the structural issues of land:  

El aumento del valor de la vivienda básica proviene también de decisiones de 
Estado ante el criterio muy cuestionable de que ‘no hay suelo para construir 
viviendas sociales en las grandes ciudades.’

 
En vez de enfrentar el tema del suelo 

desde la realidad de segregación, plusvalía y gestión innovadora, el MINVU se 
pliega a la opción comercial de subir los precios. La inexistencia de un monitoreo 
sistemático de las intervenciones del MINVU tiende a deformar la interpretación 
de causas y efectos del agotamiento del modelo. Desde su inicio, el subsidio 
habitacional jamás ha tenido en cuenta la localización de la vivienda en la trama 
urbana, contribuyendo de esta forma a profundizar la ya grave situación de 
segregación socio espacial de las ciudades en Chile. (RODRIGUEZ AND 
SUGRANYES (Eds), 2005: 53). 
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In practice, instead of ensuring greater urban integration of social housing, the SDL has 

caused further real estate speculation, rewarding developers with larger budgets and 

profit margins for the same housing products. In other words, according to Ana 

Sugranyes, executive director of Habitat International Coalition in Latin America , “si 

hay un subsidio de la localización, automáticamente el suelo sube, y entonces quiere 

decir que otra vez los pobres ahí no derecho” (Personal interview, July 2013).   

 Additionally, the 2006 reforms established a requirement for a new administrative 

actor, the Entidade de Gestion Inmobilario Social (EGIS), which was designed to provide 

technical and social support for all social housing projects directed to very-low income 

households. The EGIS requirement opened up housing development to non-profit 

developers and municipalities themselves to play a more active role in the provision of 

housing for low-income families. The EGIS requirement had several promising 

advantages, such as greater participation of families in the design of projects and more 

sensitivity to the vulnerabilities of the beneficiary population (TORO, 2006). On the 

other hand, the lack of oversight of the MINVU of EGIS projects has meant that the 

program is often not implemented as designed (TORO, 2005; TAPIA, 2009; SAGREDO, 

2010). Techo is one example of a non-profit agency with a history of work on housing 

and community development that entered in the production of government subsidized 

social housing after the EGIS reform. According to a project manager at Techo, strategic 

localization and access to opportunity is essential for their projects, despite higher costs 

incurred (Personal Interview, July 2013). Additionally, Elemental architects have entered 

the social housing arena, proposing incremental forms of construction which could ensure 

more suitable housing units in better locations for lower costs.  

While recent policy changes have acknowledged the importance of localization 

for social housing projects in Chile, over its 40-year history the program has favored the 
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construction industry by defining terms that are favorable to the private sector in order to 

incentivize production. This laissez-faire, enabling approach has by-and-large been 

replicated in Brazil under Minha Casa Minha Vida despite innovations in land-use and 

urban planning under the 1988 Constitution and 2001 City Statute.  

Similar to the Chilean case, the guidelines for implementation of social housing 

projects under MCMV are set at the federal level and applied nation-wide. The policy 

establishes an institutional framework that divides responsibilities among different actors, 

which in turn drives the localization of the subsidized housing projects. Under this 

framework, the federal government, municipal governments, and the national bank, 

CAIXAm, are responsible for financing projects and establishing eligibility, whereas 

housing construction is left in the hands of the developers. This means the private sector 

is highly influential in determining the material and urban quality of such projects. 

According to Cardoso et al., “(I)t is the private companies who will dictate where the 

projects are built, of what construction quality and for what income bracket - leaving the 

municipality and civil society a secondary role” (2014: 7). In order to encourage private 

sector participation a lot of flexibility was built into the programs. This impacts location 

trends and the viability of specific lots. This is especially acute in cities with tight land 

markets such as Rio de Janeiro. Locally, loosened regulations include: “smaller lot size 

for more units, increased floors without elevators, reduction in impervious cover 

requirements for lots, among other design requirements (CARDOSO et al., 2014: 144).  

In addition to the terms of the MCMV legislation, there are several policy tools in 

Brazilian urban planning that have the potential to influence the siting of MCMV 

projects. For example, the Ministry of Cities published a guide to achieve good 

localization of MCMV projects based on use of City Statute. According to the Ministry, 



 

64 

the subsidies facilitated through MCMV provide a good opportunity for municipalities to 

determine adequate locations for social housing:  

Através do plano diretor de cada cidade que e possível inserir instrumentos 
urbanísticos que permitem ampliar o acesso a terra bem localizada para produção 
de moradia de baixa renda (ROLNIK et al, 2010: 18). 

In order to set-aside land for affordable housing, municipalities must take an 

active role in planning, using special instruments such as special interest zoning or land-

banking. In order for municipalities to facilitate strategic MCMV projects, they should: 

identify priority zones for intervention, identify and establish demand for housing, 

facilitate actions to reduce costs of production of units, donate land, and pursue external 

subsidies (Ibid).  In turn, the Ministry of Cities will prioritize the designation of federal 

funding to municipalities which have undertaken these activities.  

The guidelines established by the federal government were complemented at the 

local level in Rio de Janeiro through the publication of a series of non-binding 

recommendations for sustainable housing under MCMV (SMH, 2009). The document is 

directed to local housing developers in order to “orientar os empreendedores parceiros no 

âmbito do Município do Rio de Janeiro para a produção de habitações mais saudáveis, 

econômica e ambientalmente sustentáveis” (Ibid, 2). Sustainability, in this case is defined 

as:  

A sustentabilidade deve ser entendida como o processo pelo qual os atores 
envolvidos na produção habitacional do programa administram as condições 
matérias de sua reprodução, gerando justiça social, democracia e operando 
racionalmente os recursos ambientais. O cidadão e um atore importante no 
processo, pois a forma como ele habitara trará qualidades duradouras ao habitat, 
estendendo o processo da sustentabilidade ao âmbito social (Ibid: 5). 

Despite the sustainability focus, the document includes only minimal considerations for 

localization, simply mandating that projects be located in zones which allow multi-family 
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building and stating that industrial zones are excluded. The municipality of Rio de 

Janeiro suggests they will also consider several factors in the decision to approve 

projects, including whether or not the lot is registered, if a current road connection is 

exists or is planned, if deforestation of the lot is required and the degree to which the lot 

is connected to basic public services such as electricity, water, wastewater and drainage 

(Ibid, 4). While giving much rhetorical attention to sustainability and quality of projects, 

the municipal government of Rio has not added any additional binding project 

requirements to the minimum building standards established by the federal government.  

In addition to proving additional recommendations, municipalities are encouraged 

to support production of Faixa 1 MCMV projects through the donation of land. This is 

especially important in the major metropolitan areas where land costs are very high. 

According to a senior CAIXA official from Rio de Janeiro, there have been at least four 

major condominiums built in Rio de Janeiro through land bank donations, which is “the 

only way to accommodate projects in the center of Rio” (Personal Interview, July 2014). 

One example of this is the Bairro Carioca project in Triagem, where 2,240 units were 

built for the lowest income group on a lot owned by the LIGHT public utility company in 

a consolidated area of the city. This modality, however, continues to be the exception  

Today, the explicit policy drivers of MCMV set at the federal level are 

complicated in Rio by the extreme development pressure in preparation for major mega-

events, including last summer’s 2014 World Cup and the upcoming 2016 Olympic 

Games. The intensity of this development has created a state of exception in planning and 

urban development in Rio (GAFFNEY, 2010) under which MCMV is being re-worked 

not as a policy to reduce the housing deficit, but rather as a policy of relocation to house 

families that are eradicated from settlements in areas that are being used for infrastructure 

projects for mega-events. The relationship between the mega-events and housing policy 
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in Rio merits further study to see to what degree the policy is being used as an instrument 

to make evictions politically feasible. Here there are important parallels with the early 

years of the Chilean program in which social housing was a concession to remove 

settlements from high value areas. While this “social cleansing” function appears to be 

outside the formal policy framework, it is facilitated by political actors at different scales. 

This has profound impacts on the management of the city. According to Cardoso et al.:  

Se sobressai a gestão da cidade, que passa a ser realizada tal como uma empresa. 
Esta cidade-empresa se reflete no casa da cidade do Rio de Janeiro, onde, 
associado as transformações do sector produtivo, destaca-se a realização de 
megaeventos (copa do mundo e olimpíadas) como elemento de impulsão do 
mercado imobiliário, exercendo influencia no deslocamento de população no 
ambiente interurbano através da gentrificacão de áreas destinadas a grandes 
equipamentos urbanos e do reassentamento de populações de baixa renda para 
empreendimentos construídos a partir dos novos programas habitacionais de 

interesse social, localizados maioritariamente na franja urbana (2013: 167-168).  

Overall, the policies in both countries are designed to facilitate collaboration between the 

federal government and construction sector in order to achieve mass-production of 

subsidized housing. However, these policies have been developed with little attention to 

the spatial location of such housing projects.  

FINANCIAL DRIVERS 

As discussed in the prior section, the subsidized housing policy has been designed 

to be amendable to the interests of private developers. Due to the limited role of the 

government in creating an “enabling environment” for private production of housing, 

financial drivers and profit-seeking behavior is more influential than the policy itself in 

driving the design and localization of low-income housing projects. The scale of 

production under the demand-based subsidy model represents an important shift in the 

forms of production of low-income housing in the developing world, where 70% of the 
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population builds and occupies properties outside of the legal private property market 

(MARICATO, 2010: 8). Formal markets have traditionally served a small, high-end 

market through extensive land speculation, which, according to Maritcato, tends to:  

…not only drive up the prices for the desirable types of property, but also unleash 
a competitive stampede for available land. Holding back vacant land is a built-in 
feature of this model that combines luxury property, speculation, high profits, an 
absence of social policies on a significant scale (i.e. going beyond the much feted 
‘best practices’), a severe housing scarcity for the majority, segregation and 
widespread construction informality (Ibid: 8). 

The established practices of land development means that land values are quite uneven 

across metropolitan areas, with high-value areas concentrated in the central city and 

around upper-class residential neighborhoods, and with values dropping towards to urban 

periphery. In order to maximize profits, developers (quite naturally) seek to produce at 

costs below the maximum subsidy. In both Santiago and Rio, low-cost land in the 

periphery has become the center of production for subsidized housing units in order for 

developers to minimize costs and maximize profits. 

The inclusion of land costs in the maximum values of the housing projects have 

encouraged private developers to engage in speculative land purchasing. In the case of 

Santiago, this drives development from urban into semi-rural areas, according to Brain et 

al: 

Con el fin de maximizar sus ganancias rentistas, buscan construir en terrenos de 
valores “rurales”. Las licitaciones ganadas por empresas constructoras que 
construían viviendas sociales en terrenos provistos por las autoridades, son cosa 
del pasado. Como mecanismo de financiamiento, el Subsidio Habitacional ha 
contribuido a la aglomeración de conjuntos de viviendas en la periferia 
homogénea y mal servida, de paso debilitando la soberanía del consumidor al 
restringir severamente su posibilidad de elección. En este sentido, el Subsidio 
Habitacional ha sido un subsidio a la oferta más que a la demanda (2010: 117). 

Whereas there was some variation in the location of informal housing settlements, under 

the subsidy program the market asserted complete control over residential opportunities 
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for low-income families in Santiago, pushing the poor out of the city. Baranda notes the 

“dictatorial” nature of the land markets under this system: 

En un momento la dictadura obliga las familias a retirarse de sectores donde ellos 
vivían pero después la dictadura del mercado de suelo efectúa la misma violencia 
sobre las familias con una supuesta libertad de que tu podías escoger el lugar 
donde querías vivir. (Personal Interview, July 2013) 

While the peripheral development was feasible in the early stages of the program, 

massive urban growth and expansion of the urbanized area in Santiago makes it difficult 

to identify land for current projects.  

 The short-term profit-seeking behavior of the housing developers is not reconciled 

with the long-term economic and social costs of the promoting development in remotes 

areas that are often not connected to existing urban infrastructure. Edwards argues that 

those costs are never internalized: “the allocations for these new developments fail to 

include the costs of transport, distance, time, equipment, services and infrastructure” (in 

JIRON, 2004: 6). This shifts the servicing and maintenance responsibilities to local 

governments, which are not equipped with resources through the federal housing 

program.  

In Brazil, despite the availability of progressive urban planning tools through the 

City Statute, land values is the primary driver of siting for MCMV projects in Rio. 

Following this simple market logic, peripheral areas distant from urban centers where 

land is cheapest are selected almost exclusively for development. However, these areas 

often lack basic infrastructure and public services, which is highly problematic for 

residents. Based on their analysis of Rio, Cardoso, et al. find: 

Este distanciamento dos grandes centros urbanos dificulta a permanência / 
sobrevivência das famílias de baixa renda contempladas pelo MCMV, gerando 
uma série de problemas de mobilidade urbana, acesso a comercio e serviços, 
inserção em escolas, garantia de trabalho etc (2013: 144).  
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Since the start of the program in 2009, however, land costs on the urban periphery 

have continued to rise due to real estate speculation in new frontiers. Similar to the 

Chilean case, this has driven the policy framework to be further loosened and amenable 

to developers while raising the price ceiling on projects which has a distorted impact on 

the quality of such projects:  

The increased liquidity, housing production and productivity gains through 
economies of scale triggered by the program have not resulted in lower prices and 
more quality in the production of urban space. There is increasing evidence that 
grants, subsidies and tax incentives have been capitalized by oligopolistic players 
in the real estate-finance complex, effectively reinforcing combinations of land 
price escalation, higher profit margins and lower quality of increasingly 
standardized units (KLINK & DENALDI, 2014: 225). 

Unlike private market housing developments which must consider consumer 

preferences and market demand, localization and construction decisions for social 

housing are made entirely based on cost-minimization, as the private developers have no 

responsibility for commercializing the product. Under this modality, the buildings are 

constructed and sold to CAIXA, which is responsible for distributing them among 

beneficiaries and collecting small payments over the ten-year mortgage period. In other 

words, under this model developers are not responsive to housing demand: “não precisam 

dominar as dinâmicas do mercado imobiliário local nem investir em elementos que 

agreguem qualidade estética / arquitetônica / construtiva aos empreendimentos” 

(CARDOSO & JAENISCH, 2014:14).  With total disregard of consumer needs, 

developers of subsidized projects build housing typologies that are not likely to sell on 

the private market. According to a representative from the Brazilian Architectural 

Association (IAB): 

Por exemplo ao tipologia, as próprias plantas, são plantas sem nenhuma 
criatividade, aquele famoso “H”. E são prédios, de 5 pavimentos sem elevador, 
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que a produção imobiliária jamais faria porque ele não vá poder vender. Pero 
como e para pobre, ai faz (Personal Interview, July 2014) 

The disconnection between consumer preferences and the housing typologies 

actually produced threatens the sustainability of the project. Ironically, while real estate 

speculation and land markets dictate where public housing is to be built under the 

MCMV, combating real estate speculation is offered as the reason that beneficiary 

families must reside at the property for a full ten years before they are eligible to re-sell 

the unit. According to a manager at CAIXA, the reason for limiting residential mobility 

for ten years is that without this restriction, “families would be essentially priced out and 

pushed back to the periphery within just a year” (Personal Interview, July 2014). 

While most attention has been devoted to the land drivers of project cost 

minimization, there is increasing consideration of the need to lower construction costs in 

order to ensure good quality housing at the price established by the government. 

According to one private developer, there is much room for growth in the construction 

model: 

This means that, not only can we incorporate supplementary facilities such as 
rainwater capture and solar energy panels, but also we build much faster (with 
firm cash flow control) and bring gross costs down by 20-30%.  Therefore, we 
can acquire better-located land and develop simple, yet well-built housing units 
(using the best materials on the market) that adhere to the ever-demanding 
technical norms (Personal correspondence, July 2014) 

Despite this potential, however, he argues that the program is not designed to encourage 

such innovation and rigorous testing of materials and construction strategies makes new 

innovation difficult.  

SOCIO-SPATIAL DRIVERS: NIMBYISM   

While policy flexibility which allows for profit-maximization is the principal 

driver of localization, discrimination and distrust of housing projects by neighbors has 
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also been influential in driving localization.  In both Santiago and Rio, the planning 

concept of “not in my backyard” or NIMBYism adds yet another barrier to good 

localization. Through NIMBYism, segregation and the separation of different social 

classes further intensifies itself, as groups seek to protect relative homogeneity of land 

uses and social classes.  Because the housing policy in Chile originally entrenched 

residential segregation in Santiago, it is increasingly difficult to meet new location goals 

today. While segregation has been evident since the formation of cities in Chile, 

Sugranyes argues that it increased dramatically during the military dictatorship: 

Bueno, la segregación ha sido definida desde el inicio de cualquier ciudad en 
chile. Y ha sido fuertemente, fuertemente potenciado durante la dictadura militar. 
O sea el hecho de que no haya ningún campamente en los barrios altos de 
Santiago, es un reflejo de un plan de desarrollo urbano, porque si hubo realmente 
una política de limpieza y de asegurar que la potencialidad inmobiliaria se 
mantuviera ahí sin ninguna riesgo de unos cuantos pobres vivienda ahí.  O sea, la 
segregación ha sido pensada, ha sido potencializada y ha sido apoyada también en 
términos de gobernanza ya que en el mismo momento que se hacia el limpieza de 
los campamentos también se hizo la subdivisión de la ciudad en administraciones 
locales bien separadas. O sea, cada comuna tiene su población más o menos 
homogénea. (Personal Interview, July 2013).  

Baranda refers to this legacy of segregation by class as the “costo de la 

desintegración,” which he argues is far greater than the initial costs of land or 

construction (Personal Interview, July 2013).  The high degree of segregation in Santiago 

makes it very difficult for the government or non-profit organizations to break with the 

historic patterns of localization. The following map highlights the degree of socio-

economic segregation in Santiago, with indicators of both income and education 

revealing two entirely different realities: high levels in the northeast cone of Santiago in 

municipalities such as Providencia, Las Condes and Lo Barneachea, and much lower 

levels everywhere else. A project manager at TECHO noted this phenomenon as one of 

the largest barriers to implementation, as any attempt to site a housing project in an 
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integrated, higher-class neighborhood raises problems: “En todas partes donde nosotros 

construimos proyectos de vivienda sociales nadie los quiere como vecino” (Personal 

Interview, July 2013).
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Map 4.1 | Socio-economic distribution in Santiago, Chile. 
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CONSOLIDATING GEOGRAPHIES OF PUBLIC HOUSING  

The influential political and financial drivers of localization of social housing, 

complemented by the cultural legacy of socio-spatial segregation, have led to the 

peripheralization of poverty in both Rio and Santiago. After 40 years of implementation, 

the enormous scale of the housing program is one of the key factors in Santiago’s 

residential landscape as “67% of all low-income households today live in subsidized 

housing units built between 1980 and 2002” (3.7% live in slums and the other 29.6% live 

in other types of housing units, including subsidized housing built before 1980) (TIRONI, 

2009: 976). These projects are overwhelmingly concentrated in the outer ring of the city, 

specifically in southwestern municipalities such as Puente Alto. The concentration of 

social housing in a few isolated areas led to the consolidation of urban ghettos 

characterized by low mobility and opportunity as well as socio-economic homogeneity. 

The social implication of these patterns of development will be address in the following 

chapter.   Since the reforms of the 2000s there has been shift in the pattern of localization, 

visible on the map below. While there is a continuous exclusion of social housing from 

the highest-value areas of the city, the presence of projects closer to the city center can be 

observed.  The map visualizes the post-reform public housing projects (unit of analysis 

for this study) compared to the location of the housing projects in the period between 

1980 and 2004. A secondary map on the right illustrates the localization of informal 

settlements and areas classified as ghettos.
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Map 4.2 | Low-income housing in Santiago, Chile 

Over the first 5 years of implementation of MCMV in Rio, there are also 

emergent geographies of public housing. Even within the MCMV program, the 

geographies of the projects vary by socioeconomic status, with different patterns 

emerging for the three economic levels or social groups. Within the Municipality of Rio, 

48.25 percent of the projects were designated for the lowest group. Of the Faixa 1 

projects, 58.5 percent are located in the Zona Oeste, 26.83 percent in the Zona Norte and 

13.1 percent in Jacaraepagua. The opposite is observed for FAIXA 3 projects directed to 

the lower-middle class, the majority of which were in Jacarepagua or Zona Norte.  In 
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fact, this concentration of housing projects can be observed even at smaller the 

neighborhood scale, according to Cardoso et al:  

Quantidade significativa do total de unidades de interesse social produzidas pelo 

programa localizam-se em apenas três bairros situados na zona oeste da cidade e 
no limiar da mancha urbana (2013: 3).   

 The map below highlights the production of MCMV units in Rio directed at the 

three target groups since the start of the program in 2009. The resulting concentrations of 

public housing limits the integration of the units with existing residences, and the great 

distance to communities of origin serves to break social and employment networks. 
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Map 4.3 | MCMV Social Housing Projects in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil  

The evident peripheralization of housing for the lowest income group in the first 

five years of implementation in Rio suggests that the instruments created by the City 
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Statute and other legislation are underutilized and relatively ineffective. This reflects a 

step backwards in the urban development of Rio for Cardoso et al: 

 O PMCMV1 ratifica e reproduz a periferização da provisão de moradia para as 
faixas de renda de 0-3 s.m., desestabilizando/desrespeitando muitas das 
conquistas na luta pelo direito a moradia legitimadas por lei via estatuto da cidade 
e pela implantação Sistema Nacional Habitação de Interesse Social durante os 
anos 2000 (2013: 3).  

The similarity between Santiago and Rio de Janeiro in terms of spatial drivers and 

geographies of public housing are quite noteworthy, especially given important historical, 

legal, and political differences. It serves as evidence of the strength of this particular 

housing model, suggesting it is indeed possible to promote access to formal housing units 

for large groups of people who were traditionally excluded. However, the other side of 

this coin is the resulting spatial distribution of such projects. In both cases, “enabling” 

policies have prioritized the participation of the private sector and relied on the 

displacement of low-income residents to the urban fringe, justified as a means of 

fulfilling the so-called dream of homeownership. The concentration of housing 

production in the urban fringe raises concerns about the benefits to ‘beneficiary’ families 

as well as the sustainability of these housing developments. In the following chapter, I 

will address the social consequences of these concentrations of low-income housing 

projects, focusing in particular on access to amenities and services.  
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Chapter 5: Social Consequences of the Geographies of Public Housing 
Development in Santiago and Rio 

As demonstrated in the previous chapter, spatial drivers of localization lead to 

clustering of low-income housing in both the Chilean and Brazilian cases, especially in 

peripheral or otherwise undesirable land. There are multiple and interconnected socio-

economic implications of these geographies which shape the daily experiences of 

residents and threaten the legacy and sustainability of these housing interventions over 

time. This chapter will analyze the social implications of such patterns of localization, 

based on spatial analysis on the access to basic services and urban amenities 

complemented by interviews and secondary data. 

The location of a housing project is important as it positions its occupants in a 

network of opportunities for employment, education, culture, socialization, recreation, 

commerce, and transportation, among others. As such, a good location is one of the key 

factors for adequate housing. Among the central arguments for strategically located 

housing is its importance for a balanced city, effectively using existing infrastructure, 

minimizing commutes and the environmental problems associated with sprawl, and 

connecting diverse and complementary land uses (ROLNIK et al, 2010).  Location can be 

evaluated and understood quite literally as proximity (walkable or otherwise) to such 

opportunities or as connectedness, measuring the ease of access using transportation 

networks. Thus a strategic location for housing is one that possesses resources in its 

immediate vicinity and also positions residents with easy access to other areas of the city. 

The urban amenities present in a given sector are considered the “geography of 

opportunities” (ROSENBLUM, 1995; BRIGGS & WILSON, 1995). This framework has 

emerged as a useful analytical tool for evaluating disparate locations in complex 

metropolitan areas.  
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Due to unequal patterns of urban development and the unbalanced distribution of 

goods and services throughout the city (SOJA, 2006), in many metropolitan areas the 

city-center became synonymous with places of opportunity and access. The center 

provides formal employment opportunities, but it is also where cultural, recreational and 

other amenities are most commonly concentrated. The periphery is the other extreme: a 

space void of such opportunities. Maricato describes the development trajectory in the 

periphery of cities in the developing world: 

On the fringes of the peripheral city we find a mixed and unequal ‘third world’ 
type of dispersion illustrated by the presence of very poor non-urbanised 
neighborhood sharing space with gated (or walled) communities built on 
predominantly American lines. This type of horizontal development, punctuated 
by vacant lots awaiting price appreciation, increases the costs of urbanization in 
cities where budgets are constrained by the sheer weight and size of social needs 
(2010: 15).  

Recently, center/periphery relationships in major urban areas have begun to shift 

as auto-dominated urban development patterns have supported the creation of poly-

nucleated cities.  In cities with multiple centralities, new areas of opportunity emerge, 

altering the existing center/periphery relationship. However, despite the development of 

new central nodes, social housing continues to be largely developed in peripheral, 

underserviced areas.  

A DREAM COME TRUE? ANALYZING ACCESS TO OPPORTUNITY FROM SOCIAL 

HOUSING  

In order to evaluate the ability of social housing projects to improve quality of life 

for beneficiaries, I conducted a critical spatial analysis of the geography of opportunities 

of recently constructed social housing projects in Santiago and Rio de Janeiro. In 

Santiago, the analysis focuses specifically on basic housing projects (Fondo Solidario de 

Vivienda) that were contracted and built after 2006, when the government reformed the 
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housing policy to prioritize better localization. In the case of Rio de Janeiro, I used data 

from the Secretaria Municipal da Habitacão on contracted MCMV projects for the Faixa 

1 (0-3 minimum wage earners) group in the municipality of Rio de Janeiro since the 

program’s inauguration in 2009.   

Using distance as a proxy for access, I evaluated the access to opportunity for 

public housing residents in their new homes based on their proximity to public services 

and urban amenities as well as distances from hazardous sites. Thematic amenity maps 

document the distribution of services and amenities across the case cities for the 

categories identified: education, health, safety and public services, public transportation, 

commerce and recreation. Then raster analysis in GIS was utilized to rank projects based 

on proximity to amenities on a qualitative scale of low, medium or high access. 

Additionally, projects were evaluated based on distance from hazardous sites and ranked 

low, medium or high risk. The common critique that the housing policy has created 

unrestrained growth on the urban periphery, largely in isolation from the city, could be 

tested for my case studies through this approach. 

The analysis contextualizes the real constraints caused by the location of public 

housing on the urban periphery for residents. However, there are several important 

limitations to the analysis which merit discussion. As noted above, distance is used as a 

proxy for access. While this is a necessary step in order to conduct spatial analysis, 

distance is unable to capture many other barriers (physical or otherwise), which prevent 

access to specific goods and services. For example, limited economic resources of 

residents may prevent them from using formal commercial or transportation services 

despite proximity. Additionally, close proximity may be irrelevant if the service or 

facility is of unacceptable quality. For example, a family will likely choose to enroll their 

children in a school that is further geographically but ensures higher quality of education. 



 

 82

Similar issues were reported with basic public services: despite close proximity of police 

or fire, residents note that these agencies do not respond promptly to calls from the 

housing projects. To mitigate these limitations, the results of the spatial analysis are 

complemented and contextualized through interviews, secondary data and media 

coverage to the extent possible.  

MAPPING ACCESS TO OPPORTUNITY 

The following maps and accompanying narratives address the distribution of basic 

services and amenities with relation to new social housing projects in both Santiago and 

Rio de Janeiro. The analysis is organized by theme, with a composite index and 

discussion included at the end.  

Santiago de Chile 

Education 

The map of educational facilities in Santiago reveals wide coverage of preschool 

and k-12 schools across the city, while institutions of higher education are largely 

concentrated in the historic core of the city, distant from housing developments. Overall, 

social housing projects ranked fairly high for access to educational facilities. Only 

twenty-one percent of projects ranked low accessibility, 40 percent ranked medium, and 

38 percent high. Roughly 1/3 of all housing projects had a municipal day care center 

located within a half kilometer of the site, while 80 per cent of housing projects had 

access within one kilometer.  

Although the location of k-12 schools are well dispersed (all but one project had a 

k-12 school within a kilometer), analysis on the performance of the schools shows 

concentrations of high achieving schools in the northeastern cone of the city with 

underscoring schools creating a peripheral belt around the city with the exception of the 
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northeast cone. School performance was evaluated using 2012 standardized test scores 

(SIMCE 4 Básico). In many cases these low-performing schools were the closest school 

to the housing projects (within the 1km buffer). While 97 per cent of properties have a 

public school within one kilometer of their home, for 76 percent of the projects this 

neighboring school was a low achieving score (as defined by a cumulative score of less 

than 680 on the SIMCE 4). On the contrary, only twelve percent had a high achieving 

school within one kilometer.  

One major challenge is the lag between construction of social housing and 

sufficient public services to meet the needs of growing populations on the urban 

periphery. Baranda notes the slow arrival and poor quality of educational facilities near 

social housing in much of Santiago: 

La política pública en general llega tardíamente, la construcción de las escuelas en 
la experiencia chilena ha demostrado que tarda más o menos entre cinco y quince 
años en completarse la cobertura de una nueva población, lo que insólito. Porque 
tú dices si yo estoy construyendo y haciendo una planificación desde el estado 
porque eso no lo hacen los privados con pleno libertad, lo hace también el Estado, 
tiene que aprobar los proyectos (Personal Interview, July 2013).  

 The lack of educational opportunities for residents upon arrival in new 

neighborhoods sets a problematic precedent of low educational attainment among youth 

at the projects, according to Baranda, causing lasting harm to such communities.   

 On the following page, Map 5.1 shows the distribution of educational facilities in 

Santiago (left) and the ranking of housing projects per access to education (right).  
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Map 5.1  | Analysis of Educational Facilities in Santiago de Chile.  
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Public Health  

Overall, the housing projects ranked highly on access to health facilities, 

suggesting that the network of hospitals, clinics, medical centers, emergency services, 

and consultorios is widely distributed wide across Santiago. Seventy-two percent of 

housing projects ranking high for accessibility to health facilities, twenty-five percent 

medium, while only two percent ranked low access. Nine out of ten projects had at least 

one of the above-mentioned facilities within a one-kilometer radius of their home. Clinics 

were mostly commonly the closest medical facility, while only six percent had a hospital 

or major facility nearby.  

Similar to educational facilities, however, there is a difference between the 

existence of such a facility and an acceptable level of service provided there. A resident 

of a social housing project in the La Pincoya neighborhood of Huechuraba in the north of 

Santiago spoke to this tension:  

Acá hay dos consultorios. El tema estructural bien, nada que decir. El tema es que 
con los que trabajan ahí siempre pasa lo mismo. El otro día ponte tu estuve todo la 
mañana ahí por el tema de la ficha, por un desorden del sistema perdí toda la 
mañana. Fui a las nueve y recién a las una salí y siendo que había poca gente y 
todo. En ese sentido no se gana nada de tener consultores al lado (Personal 
Interview, July 2013). 

The poor quality of service provided at the local health center is a concern for the 

residents.  The interviewee noted that such inconsistent service or long-wait times are 

common in many health centers and the ability to walk to the clinic or go another day if it 

is too full is very important. Map 5.2 on the following page shows distribution of public 

health facilities and ranking of accessibility from social housing developments. 
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Map 5.2 | Analysis of Health Facilities in Santiago de Chile.  
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Transportation  

The majority of housing projects in Santiago ranked high or medium for 

accessibility to transportation infrastructure, although the housing projects located in 

central Santiago had much higher ranking due to high network connectivity. Almost half 

of social housing projects analyzed ranked high for access to transit (48%), 44 percent 

ranked medium, and six percent low access. Most transit access is accomplished through 

the bus network, and 78% of projects are within a ½ kilometer of a Transantiago bus 

route, while all but one project are within a kilometer of such facilities. On the other 

hand, only one housing project is within a half kilometer of the metro system and only 10 

percent are within one kilometer of the metro.   

As evident from the following map, Transantiago buses have quite thorough 

coverage across the city. However, long trips and wait times and overcrowding can lessen 

the quality of service at these more distant sites. This presents a major challenge for 

access to employment, which is concentrated in the city-center and the northeast cone of 

Santiago. Also, low-wage jobs are often concentrated in high-income residential areas. 

For example, a commute between home in Puente Alto (a southern comuna with a high 

concentration of housing projects) and work in Las Condes would take two to three 

hours: 

No existen los accesos en términos de locomoción, para poder llegar a los lugares 
de trabajo, y la llegada al lugar de trabajo es de dos o tres horas. Porque tienes que 
trasladarte desde el extremo de puente alto, del extremo sur de la ciudad hasta el 
extremo oriente de la ciudad, para poder llegar y trabajar o en una casa particular 
o a trabajar no cierto en una construcción (Personal Interview, July 2013). 

Map 5.3 on the following page shows the public transportation network (left) and 

accessibility to transportation from social housing (right).
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Map 5.3 | Analysis of Transportation Facilities in Santiago de Chile.  
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Safety and public services 

Similar to health facilities, housing projects in Santiago ranked relatively high for 

access to safety and public services. The clear exceptions to this are groups of housing 

projects in the municipalities of Quilicura and Renca, located in northwest Santiago. In 

total, nearly 60 percent of projects ranked high in terms of access to safety and public 

services, 31 percent ranked medium and eight percent had low access. In terms of fire 

protection, 36 percent of projects have a fire station within one kilometer, and 91 percent 

are within 2 kilometers.  This is similar for police stations: 44 percent have Carabineros 

within one kilometer and 89 percent within two kilometers.  

Speaking about their neighborhood, residents in La Pincoya addressed the 

challenges of safety in a neighborhood that is stigmatized as a violent area. The existence 

of violence and drug traffic in the same area as low-income housing developments is 

often seen as complicating police and safety response to the needs of social housing 

residents. The stigma associated with the presence of drug-trafficking often causes the 

police to be less responsive to citizen calls, since police officers themselves must be 

careful entering certain territories. Two residents in La Pincoya addressed the lackluster 

response of the police and fire: 

Los bomberos no llegan nunca, para empezar. Hay un incendio y cuando llegan 
los bomberos el incendio ya está apagada. Y esto que está cerca, porque están ahí 
(Personal Interview, July 2013). 

Entonces, el acceso, la muni (municipalidad) está cera, pero no están dando y los 
bomberos los mismo porque imagina en el momento que se reventó el grifo y los 
bomberos no vinieron. AguaAndia no vinieron. Carabineros no vino nunca. Si tu 
lo llamáis con algún incidente, no aparece…(Personal Interview, July 2013).  

The following map 5.4 illustrates the access to safety and public services in Santiago. 
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Map 5.4 | Analysis of Public Service Facilities in Santiago de Chile. 
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Commerce 

The commerce maps show interesting trends of commercial activity in Santiago, 

with formal commercial sites (malls, commercial centers and grocery stores) more 

densely concentrated in the central and northeastern areas of the city and informal 

markets very prevalent in the rest of the city. Unlike some of the public services 

analyzed, many of the housing projects ranked medium or low on access to commercial 

facilities.  Only twenty-one percent ranked high access, while half of all projects ranked 

medium access and 27 percent ranked low access. Additionally, while clusters of better 

and worse access are visible, there is not one clear area to focus additional attention. To 

ensure food security, for example, informal markets are an important resource for 

residents locally, and the analysis shows that 93 percent have a market within one 

kilometer while only 30 percent of projects have a grocery store within the same distance.  

Most projects are further away from major commercial centers; twenty percent and ten 

percent have a mall or commercial center, respectively, within two kilometers. The 

following map 5.5 highlights access to commercial facilities in Santiago. 
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Map 5.5 | Analysis of Commercial Facilities in Santiago de Chile.  
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Recreation 

Much like in the case of commerce facilities, the housing projects mostly ranked 

low or medium for access to recreational facilities. The green space data was separated 

into well-maintained and poorly maintained spaces (per information provided in the 

spatial database). The highly unequal distribution of green space, such as the large parks 

concentrated in northeast Santiago, becomes especially acute when disaggregating parks 

into good and poor quality spaces. Most of the poorly maintained spaces are located near 

housing projects, and only fourteen percent of projects ranked high on access to 

aggregated recreational facilities. These high-ranking projects are concentrated in the 

comunas of San Joaquin, Estación Central, Huechuraba, Las Condes and Pedro Aguirre 

Cerda. On the other hand 46 percent of the projects ranked low access.  

 For purposes of this analysis, poorly maintained spaces where calculated as a dis-

amenity (distance from instead of proximity to) as they can become sites for unsafe 

activity, which can lessen quality of life in the neighborhood instead of improving it.  

Eighty percent of projects are less than one kilometer from large public spaces (over 2000 

m2) that are in poor condition.  The lack of safe recreational facilities forces residents to 

turn inwards and avoid the street. Sugranyes compares this situation to that of a prison: 

Y entonces, para la gente, como lo hemos dicho muchas veces, vivir en un 
conjunto de estos del subsidio del SERVIU a veces es como vivir en una cárcel. 
Hay que encerarse, y cuando la mujer sale a trabajar tiene que encerar a los niños 
porque los niños no tienen donde ir a jugar. Y porque hay miedo, entonces, se 
encierra (Personal Interview, July 2013).  

Map 5.6, below, shows the distribution of recreational facilities in Santiago and 

accessibility to such resources from social housing projects. 
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Map 5.6 | Analysis of Recreation Facilities in Santiago de Chile.  
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Hazardous Sites 

The following map, which shows proximity to hazardous sites, is perhaps the 

most telling and startling results of the analysis. Nearly 64 percent of the housing projects 

analyzed ranked high risk due to their proximity to hazardous sites (illegal dumps, 

landfill and abandoned lots). The co-location of public housing projects and these 

hazardous sites is clearly visible, while the wealthier parts of the city show a complete 

lack of such locally unwanted land uses (LULUs). Housing projects located in the 

western municipalities such as Renca and Lo Espejo had particularly high exposure to 

hazards. On the other hand, all projects to the east of the center of Santiago in the 

municipalities of Huechuraba, Peñaloen, Puente Alto, La Florida and Choncali ranked 

low or medium exposure.  Similar to poorly maintained open spaces, abandoned lots 

create spaces for illegal dumping of trash or other uses. Nearly all of the projects (91 per 

cent) had an abandoned lot in the immediate vicinity of the housing project (within a half 

kilometer). Map 5.7, below, shows the distribution of hazardous sites including 

abandoned lots and illegal dumps and the exposure to risk for residents of social housing 

projects.  
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Map 5.7 | Analysis of Exposure to Hazardous Sites in Santiago de Chile.  
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Composite Accessibility Ranking 

There was great variation in the distribution of accessibility scores across the 

themes analyzed. For example, low scores in recreation and commerce countered high 

accessibility scores in health and public services. Alarmingly, the vast majority of 

housing projects face significant risk due to their proximity to hazardous sites. Overall, 

the majority of the housing ranked medium access (64%), and a smaller portion ranked 

high or low access, 23% and 12%, respectively. The highest-ranking projects are 

generally located closer to the city center and along major transit corridors. Medium 

access projects form a secondary ring around these projects, increasingly distant from the 

city center and services available there. Lastly, low ranking projects are found 

exclusively on the urban fringe at the edge of the urbanized area. 

Here we see the legacy of the market and institutional drivers that dictate 

localization of social housing projects.  Despite some improvements from earlier 

iterations of the project, there is continuity in the general trends of location: 

La dificultades se acrecientan porque las viviendas más baratas terminan siguen 
construidas en los lugares más baratos, y los lugares más baratos son las periferias 
de las ciudades. Como eso queda en manos del mercado, al final – no cierto -  el 
mercado es extremamente duro en eso. Si tú no tienes dinero o no tienes la 
suficiente cantidad de dinero, no puedes vivir integrado a la ciudad, y tienes que 
terminar viviendo en terrenos baratos,  en casas regulares – no malas pero 
regulares – en donde no están construido los barrios, porque los barrios se van 
construyendo en relación también al poder adquisitivo de las personas, a la 
cantidad de servicios que ellos puedan pagar, no cierto, efectivamente  al cual 
puedan acceder (Baranda, Personal Interview, 2013) 

The distribution of social housing with relation to key urban services and amenities 

within Santiago is important when evaluating the program and the “dream of 

homeownership” that is repeatedly celebrated and offered as an undisputable benefit of 
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such policies. However, this “dream” takes different shape depending on where in the 

city it manifests itself: 

Recibir una vivienda en los Bajos de Mena o en Boca Sul en San Pedro o La Paz, 
pues es un desastre. Es recibir una estigmatización de la pobreza para siempre. Y 
sin ninguna oportunidad o posibilidad de nada (Sugranyes, Personal Interview, 
2013). 

Map 5.8 on the following page shows the distribution of combined accessibility 

scores for Santiago. Additionally, the pie charts summarize the ranking per thematic area.  
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Map 5.8 | Composite Access Ranking in Santiago de Chile.  
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Rio de Janeiro, Brazil 

Education  

Similar to Santiago there is a robust network of public education facilities across 

Rio, which, for the most part, intersects with the areas of development of MCMV 

housing projects.  The majority of housing projects ranked medium for access to 

education facilities (54 percent), while 36 percent ranked high and nine percent low. 

High-ranking projects are located in or around important nodes or sub-centers in the 

central, north and west zones, while low ranking projects on are the fringes of such areas.  

Municipal schools are the most prevalent education facility in the immediate 

vicinity of housing projects.  Eighty-nine percent of the projects have a municipal school 

within one kilometer and 43 percent have a school even closer, within a half kilometer of 

the housing site. Other types of educational facilities are slightly less ubiquitous. For 

infants and younger children, crèches (day cares) are an important resource for working 

mothers and parents; twenty-two percent of the projects have a daycare within a half-

kilometer and 58 percent within one kilometer. Similarly, espaçoes de desenvolvimento 

infantiles (EDI, infant development centers) provide education and care to children from 

six-months to five years and eleven months. This is a new and growing program led by 

the Secretaria Municipal de Educação in Rio. Twenty-five percent of MCMV Faixa 1 

projects have an EDI within a half-kilometer and nearly 60 percent within one kilometer.   

Additionally, 43 percent of the housing projects are located within one kilometer of a 

centro integrado de educação pública (CIEP). Map 5.9, below, highlights this network of 

public educational facilities (bottom) and shows the ranking of MCMV housing projects 

on access to education across the city (top).  
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Map 5.9 | Analysis of Educational Facilities in Rio de Janeiro  
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Health 

Despite relatively good coverage of educational facilities, rankings on access to 

health services (another vital public good) are noticeable lower.  The analysis considered 

municipal health clinics as well as larger state and federal hospitals and medical centers, 

unidades de pronto atendimento (UPAs, immediate care centers) and pharmacies.  One 

half of all projects ranked low on accessibility to these health services, 35 percent ranked 

medium and only ten percent ranked high access.  

Municipal health centers are the most common health facility in Rio and 66 

percent of all projects has at least one facility located within one kilometer from the 

housing project. On the contrary, only ten percent are this close to a hospital or other state 

or federal medical facility. Additionally, thirteen percent of the housing projects have a 

UPA within 2 kilometers. Interestingly, only five percent of projects have a pharmacy 

within a one-kilometer radius of the site. This is reflective of the distance from 

consolidated commercial areas, which will be addressed later on.  

In regards to health facilities, projects located near the city-center were near a 

wide variety of health facilities, which is reflected in the higher scores noticeable in that 

area. Alarmingly, none of the properties in the Zona Oeste or west zone (where the bulk 

of Faixa 1 projects are built) earned high scores on health.  

Map 5.10 on the following page shows the network of health facilities and 

accessibility to such facilities from MCMV housing projects.  
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Map 5.10 | Analysis of Health Facilities in Rio de Janeiro.  
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Transportation 

 Relatively limited access to public transportation is one of the most alarming 

features of the emergent geographies of MCMV social housing development in Rio de 

Janeiro. As mentioned above, ease of access to public transportation is essential for 

residents in order to connect them to the network of opportunities and services beyond 

the immediate vicinity of one’s home.  In the spatial analysis only thirteen percent of 

projects ranked high on access to transit, which considered the Supervia rail system, the 

metro system, BRT bus system and major bus terminals, and nearly 60 percent of the 

projects had low access to transit.  Very few projects are in the immediate vicinity (half 

kilometer) of metro, rail or BRT systems (six percent, five percent and nine percent, 

respectively). Extending the search radius to two kilometers, there is slightly better access 

to metro, rail or BRT (21 percent, 50 percent, 48 percent, respectively); however, 

accessing these transportation systems requires residents to use alternative transit 

methods such as walking, feeder bus, Moto taxi, or van to get from one’s home to the 

nearest transit station. This can be overly burdensome for residents with limited time and 

monetary resources.  

The long distances and lack of rapid transit options has caught the attention of 

many researchers and advocates. Speaking at a forum on housing in Rio in July, 

sociology professor from FioCruz, Flavio Serafini noted that much of the working class 

population that have been relocated to MCMV projects now have a two and a half hour 

commute each way. This means that fourteen hours of the day are occupied by work and 

commute.  He continued stating: “this is what's at stake and what must be fought for: the 

right to the city and the right to urban mobility” (Conference proceeding, July 2014).  

Map 5.11 on the following page shows the transportation network and ranking of 

accessibility to transit from social housing developments.   
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Map 5.11 | Analysis of Transportation Facilities in Rio de Janeiro.  
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Safety and Public Services 

 Similar to the other thematic areas analyzed, safety and public service facilities 

including police, fire and unidades da assistencia social (social assistance units) are 

concentrated around central zone and sub-centers, leaving many of the housing projects 

outside of this important network. Because of this, the majority (around 60 percent) of 

MCMV housing projects for the lowest income group ranked low on access to safety and 

public services. Only 15 percent of the projects ranked high access.  

This absence of basic public services has a very real impact on the public safety in 

these newly constructed, dense housing projects. For example, none of the projects have 

police in the immediate vicinity (within 1/2 kilometer) while only 9 percent have police 

within a kilometer of the housing complex. Expanding the jurisdiction much larger, 

nearly a third of all projects do not have a police station within five kilometers of the 

project site. A similar, if not slightly worse, pattern is identified for fire services. Only 

four percent of the projects have a fire department within a kilometer and one-third of all 

projects have no fire department within five kilometers. The network of social assistance 

units is slightly better. One in every four projects has a social assistance unit within a 

kilometer of the housing development and one in two have one such facility within a two-

kilometer radius.  

The lack of basic public services on the new frontiers of social housing 

development has created favorable conditions for criminal activity, which haunts the 

program.  A representative from CAIXA, the federal bank responsible for managing the 

program commented that although the: 

Physical security of resident is improved (from mudslides, and other risks), but 
organized crime moved together with communities. There are major problems 
with drug trafficking and militia at the projects.  This is the main setback of the 
mcmv program in Rio in my opinion (Personal Interview, July 2014). 
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It would be an oversimplification to suggest that militias and other organized 

criminal activity emerge simply due to the lack of public services since their presence can 

be observed in consolidated neighborhoods, as well. However, the absence of the police 

and other state authorities in these neighborhoods makes it easier for criminal groups to 

assert their authority.  The expansion of the militias into MCMV projects, especially 

those in the far west zone, is gaining increasing attention and presents a major problem 

for the housing programs.  A Globo news article recently discussed the pervasiveness of 

militia activity in MCMV housing in the west zone of Rio, highlighting the degree to 

which it affects all who reside there:  

Em condomínios do programa “Minha casa, minha vida” na Zona Oeste do Rio, é 
comum que os moradores, já nas primeiras semanas, recebam um cartão de visitas 
dos grupos paramilitares que atuam na região. Armados, geralmente em bandos 
com mais de dez criminosos, os milicianos invadem os conjuntos para impôr suas 
próprias leis aos beneficiários do projeto (OGlobo, 3,24,2015). 

The informal rule of law imposed by paramilitary groups in the housing projects 

is not constrained to one of two affected properties, but rather can be observed across all 

64 MCMV housing projects in Rio for the lowest income group, Faixa 1. According to 

the report, all of the buildings, “absolutamente todos”, are exposed to criminal activity, 

exposing beneficiary families to challenging situations, including, “situações como 

expulsões, reuniões de condomínio feitas por bandidos, bocas de fumo em apartamentos, 

interferência do tráfico no sorteio dos novos moradores, espancamentos e homicídios” 

(Ibid).   

In responding to the bleak reality of the security crisis within MCMV projects in 

Rio, architect and former housing secretary of Rio de Janeiro, Sérgio Magalhães recalls 

that this problem is not new but rather an echo of the 1960s-1970s experience, 

epitomized in the Cidade de Deus and Vila Kennedy projects which caused the relocation 
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of favela residents from the desirable center and south zones of Rio to the urban edge. 

Once dislocated from the city, these spaces become susceptible to crime: “Isolados e 

distantes, tornaram-se lugar de exclusão e foco da bandidagem protegida pela omissão do 

Estado” (Magalhães, Globo, 3/28/2015). Magalhães and others in Brazil lament that this 

BNH era policy has re-emerged in the 21st century through the MCMV program, citing 

the problematic lack of articulation between civil society and governments to ensure that 

the “dream of homeownership” is accompanied by basic assurances of safety and quality 

of life: 

Há uma questão de base: o programa não dialoga bem nem com as famílias nem 
com a cidade. Seu entendimento é entre governos e empreiteiras. Com os 
moradores, não (Ibib).  

On the following page, Map 5.12 shows the distribution of public services and the 

ranking of housing projects by accessibility.  
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Map 5.12 | Analysis of Public Service Facilities in Rio de Janeiro.  
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Commerce 

 Due to their peripheral locations, new social housing developments are cut off 

from much of the formal commercial facilities in Rio, limiting residents’ access to 

commercial goods, financial services, and service sector job opportunities. This analysis 

included only formal, relatively large-scale commercial facilities, including banks, 

grocery stores and shopping malls.  Further data on corner stores and informal markets 

are necessary to evaluate the degree to which these new projects are isolated from all 

commercial opportunities. Despite the limited scope of commercial facilities evaluated, 

however, there is clear concentration of these business in the central, north and south 

zones of the city in areas that do not correspond with a high density of social housing 

construction. As a result, the majority (56 percent) of projects ranked low for access to 

commercial facilities, while only fifteen percent ranked high access.  

 In particular, the limited accessibility to grocery stores is a great concern. 

Roughly one in ten new housing development have a grocery store within one kilometer 

while one third of all projects do not have a grocery store at all within five kilometers. As 

development of commercial activity within the MCMV housing projects is forbidden, 

provision of commercial services in the immediate, walkable vicinity of these 

developments is very important. The analysis reveals that commercial activity in general 

is lacking around newly constructed projects, which negatively impacts the livelihood of 

the low-income families that reside there. According to a representative from CAIXA: 

People that live more centrally live off of informal economies, such as selling 
things at traffic lights, but out there [near housing projects] there aren’t even 
traffic lights, and certainly a market for that type of economic activity does not 
exist.  It causes a cultural, social and economic shock to residents that move. 
(Field notes, 2014). 
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Map 5.13 | Analysis of Commercial Facilities in Rio de Janeiro.  
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Composite Accessibility Ranking 

 Visible across all thematic areas, to a slightly lesser degree with educational 

facilities, new MCMVs contracted and built in Rio provide very limited access to crucial 

public and private services due to their relatively isolated locations.  Consistent with the 

distribution across most themes, the majority of the projects (roughly 60 percent) ranked 

low on the composite accessibility indicator, twenty-five percent ranked medium and 

fourteen percent ranked high. All of the high-ranking projects were located in densely 

consolidated parts of the city in the central or northern zones of Portuaria, Rio Comprido, 

São Critovao, Meier and Pavuna. Medium ranked projects were also found in the 

northern zone in Pavuna and Anchieta, and one each was located in the (near) west zone 

in Tijuca and Jacarepagua and along commercial corridors in the far west zone in Bangu, 

Campo Grande and Santa Cruz. Low ranking projects were principally found in the far 

west zones in Santa Cruz, Cosmos, Paciencia, Campo Grande, Santissimo and Senador 

Camara.  

 As seen across the indicators, a low accessibility ranking is reflective of lower 

quality of life. Looking more closely at the 26 lowest ranking projects analyzed, there is a 

complete absence of important services within a two-kilometer radius (a roughly 25 

minute walk).  While twenty of the 26 projects have a municipal school, only nine have a 

daycare and merely thirteen an EDI located within a two-kilometer radius. None of these 

housing projects have police or fire stations within two kilometers, nor can they access 

metro or rail within this distance. Furthermore, none of the commercial facilities 

measured appear within the two-kilometer walkable radius.  The predominant urban 

development pattern around these low-ranking housing projects are loteamentos, or 

irregular low-income housing developments, meaning they are built in zones that are 

already quite homogeneously low-income.  
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 By following patterns of residential segregation by income in Rio de Janeiro, the 

MCMV projects do not position new residents to succeed in happily living out the 

“dream of homeownership” promoted by the program. Housing advocate Guillerme 

Boulos from the MTST (Homeless Workers Movement) argues that this dynamic creates 

a cyclical problem in which the quality of life worsens for program beneficiaries. Boulos 

calls for action, for people to stop accepting being dislocated to the “fundão das fundais 

da cidade” or the last urban frontier (Conference Proceeding, July 2014).  Comparing the 

localization of MCMV developments for income groups one, two and three, there is a 

direct relationship between income and distance: in the words of Flavio Serafini, “cuanto 

mais pobre mais longe vai ficar” (Conference Proceeding, 2014). This places already 

vulnerable families further away from employment and quality public services, and 

creates the conditions for the new housing to fail the test of time. This is often described 

as the threat of favelizacão; becoming a favela. Many actors involved recognize the 

importance of location, yet they seem unsure how to accomplish it. In the words of one 

housing developer: 

This is not just about building a house, there is a vital need that the essentials are 
incorporated into project plans - schools, health care, transport, employment, 
leisure etc. - otherwise the risk of favela-like conditions reappearing becomes 
high.  (Personal Correspondence, July 2014). 

In a similar vein, a director of the Instituto de Arquitetos do Brasil (IAB) commented on 

the meaning and importance of home beyond four walls and a front door: 

Até porque o habitar hoje, o morar hoje, não é só a casa, não é só a unidade, então 
você tem que contextualizar isso na questão da própria localização de terreno, se 
ele é dotado de infraestrutura urbana o não, a questão do aceso de transporte e 
mobilidade urbana, então são vários componentes que precisam, necessariamente, 
ser elevadas em consideração para que o programa tem o pleno êxito. E isso não 
esta acontecendo, um caso aqui outro ali e bem resolvido, mas na maioria não esta 
sendo bem resolvida (Personal Interview, July 2014). 
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Given this limited access to opportunity, it would appear that the MCMV projects 

in Rio merely serve to address quantitative housing deficits while, at the same time, 

creating important qualitative deficits which will likely lead to new problems in the 

future. Ultimately, MCMV in Rio struggles to articulate itself within the larger urban 

reform agenda established in Brazil over the past twenty years and, so far, fails to 

guarantee access to moradia digna, or adequate housing for all 

Map 5.14 on the following page shows the composite accessibility ranking by 

housing project and includes charts to visualize the distribution of scores across the five 

thematic areas included in the analysis: education, health, safety and public services, 

transportation, and commerce. 
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Map 5.14 | | Composite Access Ranking in Rio de Janeiro  
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LOCALIZED GEOGRAPHIES OF ACCESS 

Turning to a smaller, neighborhood scale, two cases with both high and low 

accessibility scores from each city were selected for further analysis. The goal was to 

better understand how these rankings (and the distribution of urban amenities which 

inform them) could shape the lived experience of residents at the public housing sites.  

Viewed up close, the difference between a high and low-ranking project reveals wildly 

different geographies of opportunity and access, depending on the morphology and 

design of the project and surrounding neighborhoods, the connectivity to central and sub-

central areas via transportation, local amenities and resources available, and spatial 

factors that shape levels of exposure to hazards.      

Examples of low ranking projects are quite illustrative of the problems associated 

with development of housing for low-income families on the edge of the city or fringes of 

sub-centralities. Map 5.15 and 5.16 on the following two pages highlight the network of 

services within a one-kilometer radius of the Lo Espejo project in Santiago and the 

Parque Carioca project in Rio, respectively. 

In the case of Lo Espejo (Map 5.15), the site is located at the edge of the city in 

the municipality of Lo Espejo. While basic public services are available within a 1km 

radius, the nearest k-12 school is underscoring and there is a complete absence of 

recreational or commercial facilities. Furthermore, the concentration of hazardous sites 

suggests that residents here carry an unfair burden of LULUs and likely face undue 

environmental risk. Despite these alarming local conditions, the project received much 

domestic and international participation because of the participation of Elemetal 

architects. President Michelle Bachelet is pictured below at the inauguration of the 

housing complex in 2007. 
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Map 5.15 | Site zoom of the Sueño Por Cumplir Project in Santiago, Chile 
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Figure 5.1 | President Bachelet inaugurating new units in Lo Espejo in 2007.  

Source: Elemental Architects, retrieved: http://www.elementalchile.cl/proyecto/lo-espejo/  

Parque Carioca emerged as an interesting example for Rio de Janeiro as it has 

been quite visible in the city’s marketing campaign for the project (Map 5.16). Unlike the 

majority of low-ranking projects built in the Far West Zone, Parque Carioca is one of two 

projects for Faixa 1 families in Jacarepagua. It has received a lot of attention as the 

project is being used to house families displaced from the favela Vila Autódromo due to 

new infrastructure developments for one of the Olympic villages for the 2016 games. As 

visible on the map, there are very few amenities within walking distance, and these are 

limited to three municipal schools and one municipal health center. There are no 

commercial, transportation or safety and public service facilities near the site.  
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Map 5.16 | Site zoom of the Parque Carioca Project in Rio de Janeiro. 
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 Turning to higher opportunity developments, the case of EMATI in Santiago 

shows a resource rich neighborhood with preschool through higher educational facilities, 

police and fire departments, a diversity of commercial offerings and several parks and 

plazas (Map 5.17). The housing project is connected to the rest of Santiago through major 

transit (bus and metro) as well as important avenues. There are a few small pockets of 

abandoned lots, however no other environmental hazards are present.  
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Map 5.17 | Site zoom of the EMATI Housing Project in Santiago 
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Bairro Carioca in Rio de Janeiro, meanwhile, is a promising example based on its 

insertion into the existing fabric of the city (Map 5.18). One of Rio de Janeiro’s flagship 

Minha Casa Minha Vida housing projects, Bairro Carioca is frequently referenced by 

local officials as exemplifying transit-oriented and highly affordable public housing and 

held up as an example of the transformative potential of investment in public housing. 

The eleven condominiums that make up the project, branded as Bairro Carioca (which 

translates to “Rio Neighborhood”), are now home to approximately 11,000 people. 

The families who were placed in apartments within Bairro Carioca were relocated 

from government-designated risk areas within Rio’s favelas or displaced as a result of 

eminent domain for new urban infrastructure projects. Families come from a 

geographically diverse group of favelas including Manguinhos, Bananal, Varginha, 

Morro de São João, Metrô-Mangueira and parts of Complexo do Alemão. These families 

now face the challenge of creating a new community within Bairro Carioca. 

Bairro Carioca is located in the Triagem neighborhood of Meier, just a five to ten 

minute walk from the metro, bus and rail station. Close proximity to transportation is an 

incredibly important and unique feature of this project. Outside the metro station in 

Triagem, moto-taxis line up, eager to guide residents through the rows of condominiums 

down the block. Despite good access to central Rio via public transit, the design and 

density of the housing project and restrictions on business within the apartments means 

many of the daily commercial needs (which are not met within the official Mercado 

Popular grocery store) require trips outside the boundaries of Bairro Carioca–a stark 

difference from many favela communities from which most residents arrived, in which 

small stores are often established on the ground floor of residential properties. Within one 

kilometer or about a ten-fifteen minute walk from Bairro Carioca there is a rich 

assortment of public and private services, including three municipal schools, two infant 
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development centers, one day care, five health centers, a fire department and both metro 

and rail stations. 
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Map 5.18 | Site zoom of the Bairro Carioca Project in Rio de Janeiro 
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These cases clearly serve as examples of what the housing policy should seek to 

accomplish: not only providing shelter and a permanent housing solution to low-income 

families but also connecting them (or maintaining existing connections) to a diverse 

network of basic services and amenities. Map 5.15 zooms into the Emati project in 

Santiago, showing all amenities included in the analysis that are available within a one-

kilometer radius of the project. One the following page, map 5.16 represents that network 

for Bairro Carioca.  

In conclusion, the results reveal uneven outcomes of the housing programs in 

Santiago and Rio de Janeiro in terms of providing access to basic services and amenities, 

suggesting that the lived experience at each of the projects analyzed would vary greatly 

between families. This research confirms the importance of broadening the traditional list 

of public services to include a more holistic suite of amenities required to meet families’ 

daily needs, and thus increase residents’ access to opportunity. Additionally, clear trends 

of co-location of housing projects and hazardous sites raises concerns about spatial 

justice in Santiago and merits further study. The same methodology used in this report to 

facilitate the post-occupancy evaluation of housing projects based on localization could 

be utilized at the municipal or city level to identify suitable (amenity rich) locations for 

siting of future housing projects.    
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Chapter 6: Conclusion  

In conclusion, the most prominent housing programs both in Chile and Brazil are 

driven by a neoliberal discourse which encourages the State to delegate planning and 

implementation of low-income housing to the private sector.  The role of the discrete 

actors involved in the housing finance and construction process influences the quality, 

quantity and siting of new low-income housing units. Even given the different political-

economic contexts, local and federal governments in both countries seek to create a 

flexible environment that “enables” or encourages the private sector to build great 

quantities of housing units, while establishing only minimum siting and building 

requirements to ensure quality. The relative lack of strict design and location stipulations 

coupled with the availability of federal subsidies created the conditions for unprecedented 

construction of new units targeted to low income residents.  

However, this research has demonstrated that the lack of strict regulation 

encourages profit-seeking behavior by developers for whom land is the key variable in 

the cost equation. In an attempt to minimize land and thus project costs, developers opt 

for cheap, peri-urban locations and/or locations that are otherwise undervalued in the 

market based on environmental factors. In both cities, exceptions to this peripheral 

construction logic are observed when municipalities take a more proactive role in the 

local implementation of such housing programs, donating public land for new 

construction projects, as seen in the Bairro Carioca project in Rio, for example.   

 As observed from the spatial analysis, in both the case of Santiago and Rio de 

Janeiro, the resulting spatial distribution and socio-spatial isolation of new housing units 

is a problematic consequence of this transfer of responsibility for housing production 

from the State to the private sector. While more recent projects in Santiago have deviated 
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from early fringe patterns of growth and show slightly greater integration into central 

areas of the city, the first years of implementation in Rio de Janeiro set alarming 

precedents for the location and integration of new housing units. The location of one’s 

home is central to the experience and quality of life of residents. In new projects, 

residents are isolated from basic public and private services. This is especially acute for 

access to rapid transportation options (rail, metro or BRT) and key security infrastructure 

such as police and fire stations.  

Based on the demonstrated results of such programs, it is important to question 

the value of homeownership when the housing stock available to lower-income residents 

is detrimental to their health, security, and wellbeing. While cultural preferences for 

homeownership is important and the potential for intergenerational wealth accumulation 

through property is significant, further research is needed to understand the long-term 

economic impact of access to subsidized housing for beneficiary families under these 

subsidized housing models. Alternatives such as rental subsidies may be beneficial 

complements to homeownership models, especially for younger populations for whom 

geographic flexibility and mobility within metropolitan areas are most important. 

Furthermore, these programs could be improved through increased government 

oversights and purposeful siting of new construction. Several mechanisms are available 

to accomplish this, including tightening location requirements, proactive planning based 

on grounded assessment of local housing stock and needs and landbanking programs in 

which underutilized public land can be repurposed to meet housing needs.  

Additionally, in Rio de Janeiro, there are two policy mechanisms which hold the 

promise to deliver better housing products for low-income families in Brazil: Minha Casa 

Minha Vida Entidades and Novas Alternativas. Entidades is a small and underutilized 

sub-program of MCMV, which allows communities to design and build their own 
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communities through cooperative housing models. The program is based in the multirão, 

a local cultural tradition of mutual aid and voluntary work. In addition to greater 

community participation and involvement, the cooperative housing model establishes a 

different relationship with the land to reduce economic speculation based on community 

land holdings.  Thus far in Rio there are two prominent examples, the Quilombo da 

Gamboa and Grupo Esperança. Additionally, the program Novas Alternativas provides a 

framework for repurposing vacant properties for smaller scale housing projects in central 

areas of the city.  

Over the last decade in Santiago, the participation of non-profit housing producers 

has improved the quality and location of new housing constructed through such 

programs. Techo, for example, has managed to insert new housing projects into 

consolidated, central neighborhoods. The qualitative difference in the EMATI project, for 

example, can be perceived based on this increased access in which transportation, 

commercial, and public space infrastructure is just a short walk away from the 

apartments. Thus far in Rio, with the exception of the cooperative Entidades projects, 

there have not been accommodations for non-profit housing producers to access subsidy 

funding and build for Faixa 1 families through MCMV.  

The process of expulsion of low-income families from high value areas of the city 

into peripheral, isolated zones of homogenous poverty has been a direct result of the 

housing policy in Santiago since the late 1970s and promises to repeat itself in Rio de 

Janeiro if additional regulations are not provided by state and municipal authorities. The 

experiences in Santiago and Rio de Janeiro demonstrate the need for housing 

interventions based on a more thorough and purposeful planning process with the 

participation of targeted communities coupled with local government oversight.  
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