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ABSTRACT

The provision of water in the municipality of São Paulo depends on a system of reservoirs, of which two are particularly important: 
Cantareira, located in the north, and Guarapiranga-Billings, in the southern part of the city. Preservation of the headwaters of both 
systems is at present in conflict with the urgent need for housing, especially in the case of poorer sectors of the population that depend 
on informal settlements or social housing systems. This article derives from research carried out in the region where the headwaters 
of the Guarapiranga reservoir are located. It has a double aim. On one hand, it traces how environmental protection of the reservoir 
area has become a governmental issue; on the other hand, based on interviews and ethnographic approaches, it aims to discuss how 
environmental protection issues are dealt with on a day-to-day basis. 
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Resumo

A provisão de água no município de São Paulo depende de um sistema de reservatórios, dos quais 
dois são particularmente importantes: Cantareira no norte e Guarapiranga-Billings no sul. A preser-
vação dos mananciais dos dois sistemas se depara com a necessidade urgente da construção de 
moradias em locais adequados, especialmente no caso dos segmentos mais carentes da população, 
que têm de sujeitar a loteamentos informais ou de políticas de moradia social. Este artigo é decorrên-
cia de pesquisa desenvolvida na região localizada nos mananciais do reservatório Guarapiranga e 
tem dois objetivos: 1. traçar a emergência da proteção ambiental das áreas de manancial como prob-
lema de governo; 2. com base em entrevistas e abordagens etnográficas, refletir sobre as questões de 
proteção ambiental vivenciadas no dia a dia.

Palavras-chave: Políticas ambientais, mananciais, moradias sociais, práticas discursivas, pobreza ur-
bana. 

Resumen

El suministro de agua en el municipio de Sao Paulo depende de un sistema de embalses de los 
cuales dos son de particular importancia: Cantareira, situado en el norte y Guarapiranga-Billings, 
en la parte sur de la ciudad. La preservación de las cabeceras de los dos sistemas enfrenta en la 
actualidad  la necesidad urgente de vivienda, especialmente en el caso de los sectores más pobres 
de la población que dependen de asentamientos informales o de programas de vivienda de interés 
social. Este artículo se deriva de la investigación llevada a cabo en la región donde se encuentran las 
cabeceras del Guarapiranga. Tiene un doble objetivo. Por un lado, traza cómo la protección del medio 
ambiente de la zona del embalse se ha convertido en un asunto gubernamental; por otro lado, basán-
dose en entrevistas y en enfoques etnográficos, tiene como objetivo discutir cómo los problemas de 
protección del medio ambiente se tratan en el día a día.

Palabras-clave: Políticas ambientales, embalses de cabecera, vivienda social, prácticas discursivas, la 
pobreza urbana.

INTRODUCTION

The provision of water for the metropolitan 
region of São Paulo depends on a system 
of reservoirs that come together in the Alto 
Tietê Basin. Two of these reservoirs are par-
ticularly important for water management for 
the municipality: Cantareira in the north, and 
Guarapiranga in the extreme south. The are-
as of protection of the headwaters (manan-
ciais), created by law in 1976 (Lei 1.176/76), 
comprise 54% of the total area of the me-
tropolitan region (São Paulo, 2007/2009). 
These areas include six sub-basins, one of 
which—Cotia-Guarapiranga—is the focus 
of this article. The protection program, es-
pecially in densely populated areas of the 
Billings and Guarapiranga reservoirs, has 
been at the center of an imbroglio of laws, 
urban and environmental policies, and so-
cial movements battling for more social hou-

sing. 

The Guarapiranga reservoir is a manma-
de lake. It was built in 1906 by the Light and 
Power Company (known as Light) for the 
purpose of generating electricity for the city. 
According to Jacobi, Fracalanza, and Silva-
-Sanchez (2015), the 1924 draught generated 
a deficit in the provision of drinking water in 
the city of São Paulo, and by 1929 water was 
already being drained from the Guarapiranga 
reservoir, following an agreement between 
the state government and Light.

At that time, the reservoir was located in the 
municipality of Santo Amaro, which was in-
corporated into the São Paulo municipality in 
1935. Incorporation was part of urban plan-
ning, which designated the area for leisure. At 
its left margin, various amenities were crea-
ted: sailing clubs; a racetrack still in operation 
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for Formula One and other events; a planned 
site, modelled on the English garden cities, 
for upper market houses (Interlagos), and 
another for workers (Cidade Dutra). 

The right margin was mostly occupied by 
small holdings used as weekend retreats, or 
for the production of vegetables and other 
farm products. Starting in the 1970s, pres-
sed by rising property prices and a lack of 
social housing provision schemes, a steady 
trickle of people, most of them migrants from 
Minas Gerais and the northeast of the coun-
try, started to either buy or build in informal 
settlements in the area. 

Life in those bygone years was full of challen-
ges, according to the narratives of older resi-
dents (Giavarotti, 2012; Tavares, 2013): mud 
roads, lack of adequate public transport, no 
electricity or water supply, and, of course, no 
public health provision or schools. As a re-
sult, various social movements were active 
in the region. Stories by older residents tell 
of the stamina needed to mobilize residents, 
hire buses, and participate in sit-ins at gover-
nmental departments in the center of town 
(Oliveira, 2015). At present, a lot has been 
achieved, but this is still a region with many 
needs, especially in the areas adjacent to 
the Guarapiranga reservoir belonging to the 
Jardim Angela district, which is the focus of 
the research discussed here (Sposati, 2013). 

Among the many problems in the region, this 
article focuses on tensions regarding settling 
down in an area that is protected by law be-
cause of the many rivers that feed the re-
servoir. Removing people for environmental 
protection reasons is not always viable, as al-
ternative housing solutions are hard to come 
by. Solutions, therefore, inevitably have to 

be negotiated around rights, and this issue 
takes us to a different sort of problem. Resi-
dents that have been in the area for longer 
have bought their land under two misguided 
assumptions: that the purchase was legally 
binding, and that there were no restrictions 
regarding environmental protection. 

This article has a double aim. On one hand, 
it traces how environmental protection of he-
adwater systems has become a governmen-
tal issue; on the other hand, based on inter-
views and ethnographic approaches, it aims 
to discuss how environmental protection is-
sues are dealt with on a day-to-day basis. 

DATA SOURCES AND ANALYTICAL AP-
PROACHES

Understanding meaning in everyday life has 
been the focus of the framework for analy-
sis of discursive practices developed by the 
research group led by Mary Jane Spink at 
the Graduate Program in Social Psychology 
at the Pontificial Catholic University of São 
Paulo (Spink, M.J.P., 1999). Discursive prac-
tices, in this approach, concern language 
in use, following in the footsteps of philoso-
phers (for example, Austin, 1962), historians 
(Foucault, 1987, 1991), and literary theorists, 
especially Bakhtin (1994). 

Language in use is context bound and best 
understood as versions enacted in specific 
settings (Mol, 2002). Thus, if settings are 
multiple, and if a diversity of actors (both hu-
man and non-human) are present, the world 
of versions is necessarily complex, and their 
coordination not always feasible. From a dia-
logical point of view, coordinating versions 
depends on sharing linguistic repertoires. 
However, as repertoires are developed and/
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or used in specific settings (health, policies 
on environment and art, among others) 
and circulated by a variety of means (texts, 
newspapers, television, etc.), they are not 
necessarily readily available to everyone. 
Therefore, a problem, such as the tension 
between environmental protection and the 
right to a roof over one’s head, will be enac-
ted differently by different actors. 

Mol (1999) warns that a multiplicity of ver-
sions is not equal to perspectivism. Different 
ontologies are in operation. In perspectivism, 
the different points of view concern a single 
object. It is a realist position. However, if on-
tology is reconfigured as ontologies (plural), 
then reality is not fixed and the research task 
is to understand how versions are coordina-
ted in practice. In this article, practice con-
cerns modes of inhabiting a territory—more 
specifically, an area of preservation.

This specific case study is part of a larger 
project concerning living in areas at risk of 
flooding and landslides, carried out with a 
grant by CNPq in the M’Boi Mirim Local Ad-
ministration of the São Paulo municipality 
There were two reasons to choose this spe-
cific area for research purposes. One con-
cerns the objectives of the project funded by 
the CNPq, whose focus is on people living 
in areas at risk of flooding or slippage. Ac-
cording to a 2010 survey of risk areas in the 
municipality, 50 of the 407 areas mapped at 
the request of City Hall by the Instituto de 
Pesquisas Tecnológicas are located in this 
region. The second reason stems from pre-
viously established links with the Sociedade 
Santos Martires, which has been active in 
the region for some 25 years and, in its mon-
thly meetings, brings together many of the 
leaders and activists in the region. 

In order to understand the problem from the 
point of view of public policies, the first step 
was to locate documents pertaining to the 
various strands of problem definitions and 
potential solutions: the creation of the Ma-
nanciais Project; legislation on civil defense 
and data on risk areas in the region of M’Boi 
Mirim; urbanization plans for the area, as well 
as media reports during the so called water 
crisis throughout 2014 and 2015. These do-
cuments chronicle the emergence of envi-
ronmental protection as a governmental pro-
blem.

Documents are taken here as discursive 
practices. As proposed by Peter Spink (1999, 
p. 136):

Public domain documents are social pro-
ducts that become public for one reason or 
another, or that are produced for public use. 
Ethically they are open for analysis becau-
se they are part of the public sphere, they 
have been made public in a way that im-
plies accountability and direction. They may 
reflect the slow transformations in institutio-
nal positions and postures that are present 
in the day to day or, in the public spaces of 
the social media, pamphlets and networks, 
of the different groupings and collectives 
that give form to the informal, can reflect 
the toing and froing of arguments and posi-
tions on public issues.  

In order to understand environmental protec-
tion from the point of view of people who live 
with this problem on a day-to-day basis, data 
was gathered through establishing a presen-
ce in the area, starting in 2013, by conducting 
observations, conversations, and interviews. 
In this article, the focus of analysis will be on 
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the versions of two local leaders in environ-
mental issues who, in terms of Actor-Network 
Theory, are positioned as spokespeople for 
the community (Latour, 1987). One, Dona 
MA, has acted as a councilor on various ad-
visory bodies: the local health council, the 
participatory council of the sub-mayoralty, 
and others. The other leader, Dona Z, has 
acted mostly on issues related to the remo-
val of people from at-risk areas. 

Environmental protection of headwater sys-
tems as a governmental issue

At present, it is widely recognized that the 
Guarapiranga system is in a critical position. 
The World Bank’s analysis concerning its 
loan for the “Integrated Water Management 
in Metropolitan São Paulo” project stated the 
following: 

Among the pressing problems facing 
MRSP, the region’s water supply and de-
mand balance is a critical issue for the 
city’s competitiveness and economic gro-
wth. MRSP’s extremely low per capita wa-
ter availability is comparable to that pre-
vailing in the driest areas of the Brazilian 
Northeast. Half of the city’s potable supply 
is imported from neighbouring river sys-
tems, which is contentious given the de-
mands of other conurbations vying for the 
same water. The remainder comes from 
headwater-reservoir systems (mananciais) 
within MRSP itself. The Guarapiranga and 
Billings reservoirs make crucial contribu-
tions, together providing potable water for 
28% of MRSP’s population (or some 5.4 
million people). (World Bank, 2006)

The reservoir’s waters are polluted by sewa-
ge as a result of both inadequate provision of 

sanitation by the Cia. de Saneamento Bási-
co do Estado de São Paulo, (SABESP) and 
the disorderly occupation of its headwaters. 
Acknowledgement of the importance of its 
protection dates back to the 1970s, when the 
first laws for the protection of the mananciais 
were issued by the state government (Lei 
898/1975 and Lei 1.172/1976), with new le-
gislation approved in 1997 (Lei 9.866). The-
se laws applied to the vast region that inclu-
des the Guarapiranga and Billings reservoirs 
and spans various municipalities of the grea-
ter São Paulo conurbation known, as stated 
before, as the Alto Tietê Basin. 
 
More recently, in 2006, another law was is-
sued, pertaining specifically to the Guarapi-
ranga reservoir (Lei 12.233): 

Artigo 1º - This law declares the Hydrogra-
phic Basin of the Guarapiranga as a hea-
dwater of regional interest for public supply 
and hereby creates the Area of Protection 
and Recuperation of the Mananciais of the 
Hydrographic Basin of the Guarapiranga – 
ARPM-G – situated at the Unit for Mana-
gement of Water Resources – UGRHI of 
the Alto Tietê. 

With this law, three areas of intervention 
were defined. Area 1 has occupation restric-
tions, including those of special importance 
for the preservation, conservation, and re-
cuperation of natural resources of the basin. 
Area 2 applies to occupation for urban/rural 
use and the maintenance of environmen-
tal conditions for the supply of water in the 
quantity and quality that is required. Area 3 
concerns environmental recuperation of de-
graded areas in need of urgent intervention.   

This more recent law has many objectives: 
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fostering concerning: participative manage-
ment involving government and civil society; 
establishing conditions for water manage-
ment to ensure the provision of water with 
adequate quality for the population; and re-
gulating the forms of occupation of this ter-
ritory, as well as promoting environmental 
education.

The protection laws are complemented by 
other initiatives for the recuperation of the 
area that can be broadly included in the 
Mananciais Project. This project proposes 
interventions in five sub-basins in the me-
tropolitan region: Guarapiranga, Billings, 
Alto Tietê-Cabeceiras, Juqueri-Cantareira, 
and Alto e Baixo Cotia. Its main aim is to 
contribute to the protection of metropolitan 
headwaters, including regulating territorial 
occupation and providing a better quality 
of life for the local population (São Paulo, 
2007/2009). Given the impact of occupation 
of the territory at the sub-basins of Billings 
and Guarapiranga, the program aims to de-
velop integrated actions for the expansion of 
the public infrastructure, social-environmen-
tal preservation, and caring for the quality of 
the water. Thus, the program involves struc-
tural and nonstructural actions to be carried 
out in the short, medium, and long term con-
cerning environmental, social, and land use 
interventions, understanding that there is an 
overlap of problems involving urban pover-
ty and occupation of the territory that often 
compromises water quality.  

In July 2009, the World Bank approved a 
loan of US$ 100 million for the development 
of Integrated Water Management in Metro-
politan São Paulo, with the overall objecti-
ves to protect and maintain the quality of 
water resources, improve the quality of life 

of the poor population residing in the targeted 
area, and strengthen the institutional capaci-
ty for water management. The loan is directly 
linked to the Mananciais Project, which has 
now entered its third and final phase. 

Both the World Bank analysis and the Ma-
nanciais Project are full of good intentions 
when viewed from a bird’s eye view. From the 
ground, things look very different. The project 
lies at the crossroads of a variety of gover-
nmental and non-governmental problem sol-
vers. Its focus is the vast watershed systems 
that are vital for providing water for the more 
than 20 million people who live in the greater 
metropolitan region of São Paulo. However, 
the area is quite densely populated and has 
been occupied in a disorderly manner, es-
pecially since the middle of the 20th century. 
Disorderly occupation for housing purposes 
provides a very different perspective on the 
problem. 

The Mananciais Project is part of a broad set 
of interventions carried out by both the state 
government and the municipal Town Hall that 
includes Plano da Bacia do Tietê; Plano Me-
tropolitano de Desenvolvimento Integrado; 
Plano Diretor de Abastecimento de Água da 
SABESP; and Plano de Macrodrenagem da 
Bacia do Alto Tietê (São Paulo, 2007/2009). 
This broader set of activities includes the 
following: 

• The Guarapiranga/Billings Program in-
volves a diversity of actions for urban de-
velopment, including infrastructure, buil-
ding houses for those who have been 
removed due to environmental protection 
or risk, and land tenure regularization. The 
Guarapiranga Program started during the 
Luiza Erundina government (1989–1993) 
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at the municipal level, with funding from 
the Word Bank, Town Hall, and SABESP. 
It continued in the governments of Pau-
lo Maulf (1993–1997) and Celso Pitta 
(1997–2001). With Marta Suplicy (2001–
2004), its name was changed to “Projeto 
Mananciais” and it was expanded to in-
clude the Billings headwaters.	
• Programa Córrego Limpo is an initiati-
ve of SABESP and the Town Hall aimed 
at correcting deficiencies in the existing 
water flow systems. As these deficiencies 
concern mostly areas of disorderly oc-
cupation, the interventions often involve 
removing houses built at the margins of 
streams, the urbanization of slums, and 
the implantation of linear parks. 
• Pro-Billings, an intervention program for 
environmental improvement of the ma-
nanciais areas of the Billings reservoir in 
the São Bernardo do Campo municipality, 
is being financed by the Japanese Coo-
peration Agency.
• The Guarapiranga Shoreline Project 
is aimed at the recuperation of tourism, 
sport, and leisure activities through the 
creation of parks interlinked by bicycle 
and walking paths in areas ceded by the 
Empresa Metropolitana de Águas e Ener-
gia, a state company that owns the reser-
voir and its margins.

These many interventions have incorporated 
the constitutional principle of public partici-
pation in public management, with a variety 
of councils created for their implementation. 
However, the number of governmental agen-
cies involved that traditionally do not interact 
with each other, and the obvious threats of 
expropriation and forced removal of those li-
ving in protected areas or areas that are at 
risk of flooding and slippage, generate ten-

sions that create participation difficulties. 

Environmental protection in the day-to-day 
for people living in the district of Jardim An-
gela

Jardim Angela and Jardim São Luiz belong 
to the Regional Administration of M’Boi Mi-
rim, located on the south side of the Pinhei-
ros River in the municipality of São Paulo. 
Together they account for a 602 km territory 
where some 700,000 people live. These 
were rural areas, forgotten by City Hall until 
the 1970s when, due to the massive arrival 
of workers for industries in the area and the 
lack of housing policies, people started to 
“buy” land or just settle, first in the São Luiz 
area and later in Jardim Angela. Very basic 
infrastructure (water, sewage, power) was 
provided as a result of intense protest move-
ments, and other amenities (health and child 
care centres, for example) were provided by 
voluntary actions associated, initially, with 
the Catholic Church’s social commitment in 
the aftermath of Liberation Theology (Olivei-
ra, 2015).

This is a region where self-build houses 
in occupied areas intermingle with middle 
class houses built on irregular allotments. 
Therefore, building in areas at risk of floo-
ding and landslides when removal is a cons-
tant threat, striving to acquire land tenure 
regularization in protected areas, and a very 
aggressive housing rights movement that is 
constantly invading unoccupied areas, and 
even invading the reservoir through illicit lan-
dfill sites, creates intense turmoil in which 
the absence of effective control and action 
by the government generates frustration and 
a lack of perspectives for the future. 
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Based on discourse analysis (Spink, M. J. 
1999), two themes concerning environmen-
tal protection emerged from the interviews 
with the two community leaders. The first is 
the contrast between those who built their 
houses on what they thought was legally 
acquired land, and those who they consider 
unlawful occupiers. The second theme is the 
truncated dialogue between local leaders 
and government representatives.

The disorderly occupation of the territory: 
Tensions between buying and occupying 
land

The analysis of documents regarding the 
headwater reservoir systems of the munici-
pality, known as the Guarapiranga reservoir, 
suggests that until the 1970s this was not 
even seen as part of the municipality. For-
gotten until the first environmental protection 
law issued in 1975, which was so restrictive 
that smallholding owners opted to sell their 
land to incorporators who sold plots without 
legal binding, this land was the location of 
the infamous selling and buying contracts 
(Sales, França, & Filardo, 2000). 

As stated by Dona Z, 

Most of the plots of land in our region are 
all buying and selling (informal contracts). 
So, my plot is also a contract of buy and 
sell. There is a large stairway here, whe-
re I am is Capela 1 and from these steps 
onwards is Capela 2. In the Association 
(referring to a neighborhood association 
active locally), long time ago, meetings 
were held for the regularization of the plots 
of land in this neighborhood, with the pre-
sence of two lawyers. One lawyer for Ca-
pela 1 and the other for Capela 2. I know 

that from the steps to here most people got 
the right to land deeds. But from the steps 
to there, which is where I live, they were not 
able to get the deeds for their land.  

On and off there have been efforts to legalize 
land bought in this informal manner. Some 
residents were able to get their land title, but 
Dona Z was not one of them, because her 
plot is within the mananciais area, with the 
aggravating factor that it is considered an 
area of high risk for flooding and landslides. 

Dona Z’s family built on either side of a small 
river that is now in the midst of a judicial im-
broglio. Her father was not able to buy a plot 
of private land and built in public land hoping 
that, as was typical then, he would acquire 
ownership through usucapion (usocapião). 
As she stated in the interview, “At that time 
the question of the mananciais did not exist.” 
In the process of urbanizing this particular ri-
ver, the family was removed. In her words, 

Because by then the discussion on the are-
as of headwaters (mananciais) was strong. 
At this time as the lawyer went away, gave 
up and went somewhere else saying he 
would keep on fighting, but it came to no-
thing. So my husband went to the town 
hall. And they said “No, where you live is a 
manaciais area, you have no right to land 
deeds”. So we continue with a buy and sell 
contract. And then they came with this story 
about drainage which was to be done in all 
this region. And what is not a mananciais 
area is an area of risk. Where I live is consi-
dered an area of risk 4 (the highest degree 
of risk for the Civil Defense system).

Both Dona MA and Dona Z see their situation 
differently from the more recent occupiers, 
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whose claim to ownership is somewhat 
more complicated. In their perspective, they 
bought their land legally, but in their advo-
cacy for environmental protection they are 
often confronted with governmental actors 
who state that they are illegally occupying 
a protected area. Curiously, this situation fa-
vors their work with the local population. 

Interviewer: now, it seems easier to orga-
nize local leadership with regards to heal-
th and education. What about the environ-
ment (“o verde”)? And the mananciais?
MA: Well, the environment (“o verde”) is 
complicated because when we try to or-
ganize the population, we don’t work with 
divisions, we work summing up. So we get 
in touch with people wherever we go, pe-
ople from here above, from all sides, we 
invite them to unite, to sum. And when we 
we talk about the environment (“o verde”), 
most of those that live there below don’t 
want to discuss it because they are alrea-
dy inside the reservoir. When we say they 
are wrong, I can say they are in the wrong 
because so am I, because I am also inside 
the mananciais. 

The truncated dialogue between local lea-
ders and government representatives

On June 5, 2016, Global Environment Day, 
we went to the Guarapiranga reservoir for 
the yearly event of the embrace of the re-
servoir. There I met Dona MA, who told me 
yet another sad tale of abandonment by the 
public authorities. She has many tales about 
how the margins of the reservoir are slowly 
being eroded by illegal occupation, as well 
as by dumping rubble at its margins. For 
example, in the interview, Dona MA referred 
to instances of deforestation:

MA: they are tearing down trees (referring 
to yet another illegal occupation)
Interviewer: but did anyone inform the se-
cretary of the Environment?
MA: Everyone was informed. M. has been 
here.
A (Dona MA’s husband joining in): they 
stay neutral
MA: they made an overflight here
A: they only want money
MA: But we never know how these things 
are being negotiated because I think, I am 
not sure that it is as I think, but I, MA, think 
they are doing this because of this political 
time (meaning elections). I think, and hope 
it is this, right? That they are waiting for this 
phase to end in order to take action. 

	
Invasions in the area are frequent and many 
local leaders are torn between defending 
the right to a house and the protection of the 
environment. As in the case of Dona Z and 
Dona MA, they see themselves as rightful 
owners and yet as illegal occupiers of pro-
tected areas whose value they respect.

Interviewer: Now, this situation must be 
very complicated, because whoever is in-
vading must get very angry with you
MA: They don’t fight with me because they 
know they are in the wrong. Because I go 
there and talk to them. I explain to them. 
But you know that those who are there are 
not the invaders; it is those who bought 
from who invaded.

The latest tale concerns an area in front of 
her house, a small holding that until recently 
was covered in trees and local vegetation. 
Now she wakes to the sound of falling tre-
es and frightened macaws (araras) whose 



ISSN 2236-5710 Cadernos Gestão Pública e Cidadania, São Paulo, v. 21, n. 70, set./dez. 2016

Mary Jane Paris Spink 

218

nests have been destroyed. As usual, she 
gets in touch with the local regional adminis-
trator, the local city councilors, and whoever 
else might take action. As usual, there is no 
action. At the same event, the Guarapiran-
ga embrace, I meet MR, who is a technical 
advisor to the deputy mayor. She says a 
meeting between the Secretary of the Envi-
ronment, the Secretary of Urban Affairs, and 
local representatives has been set but local 
residents do not believe that there will be ac-
tion against the criminal cutting of trees. 

Besides the issue of invasion of protected 
areas, there is also the problem of building 
in areas that are at risk of flooding and lan-
dslides. That has been Dona Z’s main pre-
occupation until recently, when disillusion 
and threats have caused her to give up her 
advocacy. Without doubt, the issue of remo-
val from risk areas is emotionally charged 
and judicially complicated. Dona Z battled 
on both sides: to provide information to local 
residents and to prove to the governmental 
authorities that these people were indeed in 
at-risk areas and were entitled to rental sub-
sidies.

Interviewer: so, your project (of neigh-
borhood watch) did not involve removals?
Z: In a way there would have to be remo-
vals because many houses…there was on 
top (of the stream), some were being built 
right on top of the stream. But our issue 
with these removals was because many 
local residents were running risk for their 
life inside these houses, and were marked 
for being removed and were not going to 
get any compensation. So, the issue of 
removals, that we were fighting for, was 
because they (government officials) were 
saying that the residents would have to be 

moved and would not get more that 5.000 
reals and we started to fight for the right to 
have social rental subsidies. It was a fierce 
battle and that is when we had the public 
civil action.  

Battle is indeed the right word, as govern-
ment authorities rarely gave credence to lo-
cal leaders like Dona Z. In the meetings, they 
were called liars as government authorities 
dismissed their tales of people being remo-
ved and not getting social rental subsidies. At 
some point, one of the state prosecutors who 
was helping them suggested they start taking 
photos. In her words, “So we started taking 
photos to show them that there were many 
houses in the region that were in danger of 
collapse.” The welcome received by the pu-
blic prosecutors did not extend to the local re-
gional administration, where meetings were 
frequently cancelled and their presence was 
only tolerated through the intervention of one 
of the state prosecutors. 

Z: we continued doing our job. We were 
called liars. When there was a representa-
tive of the Town Hall they would say that 
the residents had been payed to leave and 
that work was being carried out in the re-
gion and were almost finalized. We would 
say “no”, and they would say “yes”. So the 
public prosecutor said to us: “Know what 
you should do? Start to take photos”. So we 
started to do so (..) to show them that there 
were many houses in the region that were 
at risk of collapse. Then I and D (another 
activist), we started to go everyday to the 
public prosecutor office to show the situa-
tion of that house, in this photo.
Interviewer: the people at the regional ad-
ministration, of the housing sector, of civil 
defense, they did give you any support? 
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Z: Often we would set up a meeting and 
they would cancel it. Once or twice we 
participated in a meeting because the 
promoter set it up saying she needed a 
meeting with the local administration and 
saying she would take two local residents, 
but didn’t mention our name, and then I 
and D would participate. 

SOME CONCLUSIONS

Why has there been no action? Brazil is rich 
in legislation; almost too many laws have 
been passed with good intentions: environ-
mental protection, rights for housing, rights 
for health, for education, for leisure. This pro-
liferation of rights reminds one of Bobbio’s 
considerations about the age of rights, when 
the discourse on rights becomes more com-
plex and rights compete among themselves. 
The classic era of rights, as proposed by 
Bobbio (1996), incorporates basically three 
generations of rights that have their incep-
tion at specific moments in the history of 
occidental societies. A first generation ste-
ms from the bitter fights for religion and civil 
liberties. They concern rights that “restricted 
the power of the State and provided an area 
of freedom from the State to an individual or 
to specific groups” (Bobbio, 1996, p. 18). 

A second generation is concerned with so-
cial rights, stemming from social transforma-
tions related to work, health, and education 
and, according to Bobbio, it is in this setting 
that the proliferation of rights occurs. It oc-
curs in three directions: through the increase 
of materialities that require protection; throu-
gh granting rights to entities not previously 
considered, such as social minorities, ani-
mals, and the environment; and through re-
cognition of the specificities of human bein-

gs: children, women, the aged, mental health 
patients, and so forth. This proliferation can 
be attested by the various declarations of ri-
ghts approved at the United Nation Assem-
blies since 1948, as well as through national 
policies in democratic countries. 

How does one decide hierarchically which 
rights are more important? Does one fight 
for preservation of the environment? Can the 
housing shortage be solved in the absence 
of rigorous urban planning? How can control 
be exerted over territory when the interests 
of corrupt city councilors, drug lords, and so-
cial housing movements like the Workers wi-
thout a Roof Movement (MTST) collide with 
other collective interests, such as the need 
for water management? Hence we arrive 
at the title of this paper: too many diverging 
meanings at a crossroads with public mana-
gement.  
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