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 “In mass politics, telling the truth is a political need” 
Gramsci  

1. Introduction. 
 

There are two ways to react to the relatively small relevance that popular partici-
pation eventually achieved in the Lula administration. One of them is the critique of  con-
straints internal to the government, of political views that were consolidated as advocacy 
guidelines  and have prevented the few participatory channels from carrying out projects 
of large-scale social mobilization. The other one seeks to build up  limits once again by 
using the advances of participatory processes themselves at local, provincial and national 
level. For both forms there may be a governmental perspective as well as a perspective 
from civil society and social movements. There may be also a conservative outlook, seek-
ing to impede a potential popular participation, and a progressive or radical outlook, 
which sees in participation a way for the citizenry to gain control of the government 
and/or a path to social emancipation. It’s from this last perspective that we intend to get 
started here.  

 
In Porto Alegre, the issue “housing” is a five-time winner as the city’s top de-

mand in the 2005 participatory budgeting  (PB) assemblies. The recurrence of this issue 
and the complex institutionality developed in the city to improve  the populace’s life con-
ditions warrant the use of this example as a model to muse upon the conditions under 
which the popular classes’  participation in the management of this particular policy can 
occur. 

 
Top 3 PB (participatory budgeting) priorities in Porto Alegre (1992-2006) 

Year of execution of priorities 
Topics 

06 05 04 03 02 01 00 99 98 97 96 95 94 93 92 

sanitation      3  1 3 3 2 3 3 1 1 

housing 1 1 1 1 1 2 1 3 2 1 3 2 1 3  

paving  3  3 3 1 2 2 1 2 1 1 2 2 3 

education 2 2 3 2 2          2 

health 3      3         

social assistance   2             

Source: CIDADE – CENTRO DE ASSESSORIA E ESTUDOS URBANOS – www.ongcidade.org  
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Recently, the Ministry of Cities announced two initiatives that promiss to mobi-

lize hundreds of Brazilian cities: 
  

 
a) The need for reviewing master plans of municipalities with over 50 thousand in-
habitants, aiming at its adjustment  to the City Charter. As expressed on the Ministry  
website: “The new aims for  planning  are inclusion and participation; planning will 
be inclusive, as it must encompass all society’s segments, bringing about social jus-
tice, putting rights into effect and going beyond the mere establishment of parame-
ters;and it is to be participatory as it will entail  the involvement of different social 
groups in the development of policies, tying up pacts between the State and society 
segments, especially popular sectors which, for the first time ever, are empowered  to 
decide on the direction of planning policies in the country”; and 
  
b) The National Housing Fund of Social Concern (FNHIS), a popular initiative that 
made the rounds at the National Congress for 13 years, was approved by the Senate 
on 05/24/2005 (as the Ministry website reads: “The chief goal of the Fund is to amass 
and organize resources for housing at the 3 levels of government – federal, provincial 
and municipal – and orient them to needy families, also including a Management 
Council for the Fund and the institution of the SNHIS”). 

 
 
Both initiatives count on a potential synergy among the different governmental 

levels, the private sector, the social movements and related organizations to achieve an 
urban development able to integrate the poor population and improve life quality in the 
cities. If in the rural area the gap between social integration and economic development 
reproduces itself even within the cabinet, in the urban area, even if it’s no more than just 
lip service, a consensus (or a pact) is pursued in order to attend to the needs of the poor  
by means of appropriate governmental subsidies (financial resources, regulatory standard, 
and land supply). Although the final version of the Fund of Popular Housing doesn’t in-
clude the volume and sources of resource deemed possible, it may have a significant so-
cial impact if duly combined with the new tools of urban planning specified in the City 
Charter. Thus, the defense of participative master plans in all states plays a key strategic 
role. The great question behind this effort by the Ministry of Cities and Council of Cities 
is to what extent it is possible to match private and public interests while working out so-
cial solutions, using the City Charter as a regulatory standard and, as a technical basis, the 
current planning framework for middle-sized and big cities. In other words, we wonder if 
the major social aims that guide the Ministry of Cities are consistent with the actual urban 
planning, actual construction contractors and real estate companies in our cities, and, last 
but not least, with the actual efforts of the  movements for housing. 

 
To answer this question, today’s Porto Alegre is a  typical case. Firstly, because 

it’s likely to be the Brazilin city that has done its best to set a  regulatory standard  within 
the parameters established in the City Charter, and also went further in paving the way  
for a sophisticated technological basis of technical resources (aerial route survey and up-
to-date studies on the conditions of occupation in the city, for instance). Secondly, be-
cause after 16 years developing progressive public standards for  local strategic manage-
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ment, Porto Alegre is now administered by a government of sectors that once objected to 
this collective work consistently. Thus, Porto Alegre currently allows us to verify how far 
it is  possible to articulate a progressive synergy from a progressive technical-regulatory 
perspective  under an ambivalent local government which needs federal resources to ful-
fill its social promises (“land regulation for all”), but is “genetically”  compromised with 
major real estate companies and contractors in the city. Are the social movements and the 
institutionality able to stand up to the return of these traditional interests to the local gov-
ernment?  Are the legal devices available in the City Charter unequivocal tools for urban 
social change? How qualified is the dialogue among different actors in the city’s discus-
sion forums (Council of Participatory Budgeting , Municipal Council for Access to Land 
and Housing, and Municipal Council of Urban and Environmental Development)? Apart 
from these venues, how is the exchange across different government levels (municipal, 
provincial and federal) after the federal government has sent out its proposals? 

 
 

2. Porto Alegre. 
 

2.1 The myth of order 
 

For the incautious visitor, it would seem that the rule of law is universally en-
forced in Porto Alegre. There is an efficient service of urban cleaning, lots of trees, paved 
streets, good collective transport, on a par with  European cities. By the way, from Júlio 
de Castilhos to Vargas, and from Geisel to Tarso Genro, the Gaucho people has sold Bra-
zil the utopia of a State-regulated capitalism, no matter if it is in an oligarchical, populist, 
military, or “non-state” vein. 
 

Many researchers who come to the city to learn about the participatory budgeting 
experience inquire: Where are the poor? Where are the shanty towns? Is the majority 
really white? Indeed, as compared with Brazilian standards, the number of poor individu-
als is relatively small in Porto Alegre, accounting for around 30% of the population, 
crushed in less than 10% of the territory (where the informal citizenry lies). Nevertheless, 
ghettos of extreme poverty are few. Most cases of poverty are intertwined with the formal 
urban fabric. However, the poor still remain poor. Blacks still account for 3/5 of those 
searched by the police (despite accounting for less than 1/5 of the city’s population), un-
employment amongst women in the Porto Alegre metropolitan area is one time and a half 
as high as amongst men (18.6% as opposed to 12%), and among youths between 16 and 
24 years old it amounts to 30%1. The poor are out there, but living under a condition of 
equality in terms of access to urban infrastructure never seen before. One can’t compare, 
for instance, the slums in South Africa, where access to piped water and electricty is non-
existent, with recently built dwelling places in Porto Alegre, where makeshift connec-
tions with the electric grid and the integration with other urban services (garbage dis-
posal, public transport, schools, community projects, etc.) proliferate.  

 
The city’s communitary sectors have promoted to some extent a political revolu-

tion in the last 2 decades, political revolution in this case meaning a radical change in the 
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standing of popular classes in the city’s management. That’s observed both in the partici-
pative sociopolitical interaction and in the physical, territorial dimension. Of the 284,922 
people living in squatter areas (22.1% of the city’s population as of 1996), half was cov-
ered by the City Programme of Land Regulation (PRF) 2, which encompassed 36,650 
families in 2004. That these families were included in the PRF doesn’t mean that all areas 
have already been regulated and urbanized, but it means a guarantee of permanence and 
access to utilities. Similarly, that half of the illegal settlements aren’t included in the pro-
gramme doesn’t mean exclusion from services, but a greater risk of eviction. 

 
REDUCTION IN BASIC NEEDS IN PORTO ALEGRE 

Need/indicator 1988 2003 

Households without a ccess to piped water 5.3% 0.5% 

Unpaved streets 690 Km 390 Km 

Households without access to sewage system 54% 16% 

Untreated sewage released into Guaíba Lake 98% 73% 

Households without access to garbage disposal service 15% 0% 

Illiteracy 5.6%. 3.3% 

Squatter settlements 25.8%  18.4% (2001) 

Child mortality 18.6% (1992) 13.9% (2002) 

Source: Porto Alegre Local Government, 2004. 

 
When one compares, however, Porto Alegre’s results with those of other Brazil-

ian capitals, as shown in the table below, with indicators organized by IPPUR, based on 
IBGE data, we see that other cities present a housing status similar or even better, as is 
the case of Vitória, Curitiba, Belo Horizonte and São Paulo. Although Porto Alegre, 
unlike those cities, has had since the mid-90’s  an urban legislation more compatible with 
the possibilities available in the City Charter (Law 10.257, 2001), we must admitt that the 
same results could have been achieved by different means and that the new urban tools 
didn’t necessarily lead to those results. For instance, in the past few years, while Porto 
Alegre has built on average 1,000 housing units/year (including urbanized settlements, 
houses/apartments), Curitiba has built on average 2,000 units/year. 

 
 

 
HUMAN DEVELOPMENT INDEX – HDI (2000) AND HOUSING SHORTAGE BY CONCENTRATION AND INFRASTRUCTURE 

AND HOUSING  DEFICIT RATE AMONG BRAZILIAN CAPITALS (2000) 

HOUSING NEEDS 

HOUSING DEFICIT CAPITAL HDI  BY 
CONCENTRATI

ON 

BY 
INFRASTRUCTU

RE UNITS % 

HOUSING DEFICIT 
RATE  

PORTO ALEGRE 0.865 5% 10% 26,340 6% 0.966 

VITÓRIA 0.856 5% 5% 6,067 7% 0.990 

CURITIBA 0.856 4% 9% 25,147 5% 0.973 

BRASÍLIA 0.844 7% 16% 62,904 11% 0.932 

SÃO PAULO 0.841 11% 11% 173,388 6% 0.964 
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BELO HORIZONTE 0.839 6% 9% 47,997 8% 0.973 

BELÉM 0.806 18% 31% 62,432 21% 0.852 

SALVADOR 0.805 11% 40% 70,173 11% 0.918 

RECIFE 0.797 9% 44% 47,327 13% 0.835 

MANAUS 0.774 21% 38% 53,656 16% 0.791 

SOURCES:  Municipal Human Development Index for 2000 (PNUD/IPEA/FJP, Atlas do Desenvolvimento Humano no Brasil, 2003) and 
http://www.ippur.ufrj.br/observatorio/mapastematicos.htm  
OBS.: IPPUR indicators are based on data from the 2000 IBGE Census. The rates of concentration, infrastructure and deficit use as refer-
ence the total of existing units in each city. To characterize dwelling places with excess concentration, the density of inhabitants per urban 
domicile was considered. Up to  3 individuals per bedroom was considered acceptable in urban houses and apartments. The problems of 
access to infrastructure may consist of a deficiency  in one of its modalities (street lighting, water supply, sanitary facility ou garbage desti-
nation), or related with some sort of deficiency in the access, that is, there’s minimal infrastructure, yet this is deficient. HDI is an index that 
attempts to provide some clues as to the supply of basic sanitation services. The variables dealing with the supply of basic infrastructure 
services provided to domiciles are: type of water supply in permanent private domiciles, existence of bathroom or lavatory in permanent 
private domiciles and type of sewer available, and the destination of garbage from permanent private domiciles. The closer the index is to 1, 
the lower the  housing deficit is, and vice-versa. 

 
 

The quality of the results should be called into question here. What’s the differen-
tial in Porto Alegre’s apparent success? Does it mean that the real estate market withdrew 
from these areas and has been subject to a different logic, that of social need regulated by 
public parameters? As 90% of informally occupied areas are public3, the instrument ap-
plied to them im most lawsuits of land regulation is the Grant of Real Right of Use 
(CDRU) or Right of Use (CDU), which maintains the real estate as property of the State, 
transfering to its occupiers and their heirs the right of use while effectively in possession 
of the property against monthly payment of a sort of “lease” (whose value is virtually 
symbolic, ranging from 8 to 15 reais, according to family income). In order to lower 
housing costs, the CDU was also applied to new housing units built by DEMHAB (4,231 
grants between 1995 and 2003, for a total of 9,244 new housing units built by this agency 
in the same period). 

 

2.2 Historic background of citizenship in Porto Alegre 
  
 We don’t intend to write a lengthy historical account here, which was already 
done elsewhere4, but place in context a few main characteristics embodied in the city’s 
ongoing participative processes. In this sense, it’s important to address the standing as-
signed to and conquered by the popular classes from the different political perspectives 
that have ruled Porto Alegre. 
 
 a) Authoritarian Positivism 
 

The strongest tradition is that of authoritarian Positivism, which took power in the 
late 19th century with Júlio de Castilhos and later was consolidated with Borges de 
Medeiros. This view poses the illuministic role to be played by the State as an instrument 
for social modernization. Between 1887 and 1937 (40 years), Porto Alegre was ruled by 
the Riograndense Republican Party (PRR). It’s curious that despite the frauds in the elec-
tions throughout that period, the PRR maintained its fame of governing “honestly”5.. In 
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1939, based on technical studies by the urbanist Arnaldo Gladosch, a planning council 
was established, but society wasn’t supposed to participate, rather, a technical collegiate 
worked out solutions for the capitalist development of the city.  At the time, that was sub-
stantiated especially into the opening of large avenues, as was the case of Farrapos Ave-
nue. For that modernizing, hygienizing and racist State (e.g., the policy of forced evic-
tions in the downtown area), however, there was a place for the popular classes in the 
construction of material progress: the subaltern role of workers and technicians. It isn’t 
for nothing that several institutes for technical and professional learning were founded, 
linked with the Engineering School, and an emphasis was progressively placed on the 
education of the working classes. 

 
The table below gives a brief idea about the evolution of urban legislation in Porto 

Alegre. Although the words “plan”  and “planning”  were used, they pretty much refer to 
practices restricted to zoning and road construction. Even  the 1999 plan, which  sought 
to incorporate more ample  and  ambitious dimensions (cultural, environmental, territo-
rial, economic) and also attempted to respond to the needs of local development and so-
cial inclusion, faced  operational problems, as will be addressed further in this text. It 
seems that the diverse conditionants that guided the plan (urban regulation, popular par-
ticipation, strategical planning) were simply overlapped, rather than being truly inte-
grated, and the traditional urban bureaucratic approach prevailed in practice. 
 

 
HISTORY OF URBAN LEGISLATION IN PORTO ALEGRE 

YEAR PLAN CHARACTERISTICS 

1914 
General improvements 

plan 

Road plan requesting the opening of access to relieve traffic (Borges de Medeiros and 
Julio de Castilhos Avenues) of Hausmannian inspiration (transit, beauty and hygiene). In 
the previous year, the General Construction Regulation had been approved (forbidding 
wooden buildings  downtown, granting exemption of   real estate taxes for masonry con-
structions), promoting verticalization and attending to “higher concerns of public health 
and hygiene” 6 (guidelines for basic sanitation works combined with the demolition of 
slums, basements and  alleys downtown,whose inhabitants were  harassed by the “Sani-
tary Committee”). 

1927 Decree no 180 

Established a differentiated  real estate tax on property by  location (downtown, out-
skirts), density (number of pavements) and type (slums/basements, wooden-made, 
mixed), inciding as well on urban vacant lands (with high taxes downtown aimed at 
fighting estate speculation). In reality, the decree was part of Mayor Otávio Rocha’s 
effort  to increase local tax collection (including a 20% surtax on local taxes) to handle 
the city’s increasing debt. 

1937 Master plan guidelines 

Basically, a road plan with the design of acess passage to the city (Farrapos Avenue) and 
the plan for a tunnel under Independencia Avenue (Conceição Overpass, built 40 years 
later). The plan coincides with the closure of the City Council in 1937 and its replace-
ment by a Technical Council of Administration. With the closure of the City Council and 
the dictatorial atmosphere, property seizures for urban ends were facilitated,which al-
lowed the completion of works on Borges de Medeiros and Salgado Filho. 

1938 Gladosch plan 

Basically, a road plan, but it already embodied a view of the city as a whole from a func-
tionalist perspective (a city as a network of men,machines, goods and services that 
needed regulation),  modelled on Agache’s work in Rio de Janeiro (French school), it 
indicated the need for zoning (green areas, industrial areas, etc) and also promoted verti-
calization, responding to the elites’ desire for modernization, which implied deleting the 
colonial past and bulding a new identity. In 1939, the Master Plan Council was estab-
lished. 

1959 Porto Alegre’s master plan 
Put in effect in 1961. A general plan for an urban development of modernist nature, regu-
lated the best inhabited surface of the city under 4 functions: housing, work, leisure and 
circulation. It set standards for settlements (equality = standardization). 

1979 
I Master Plan of Urban 
Development  - PDDU 

This plan consolidated a set of pre-existing norms and encompassed the entire area of the 
municipality (rural/ urban division), establishing areas of intensive and extensive occupa-
tion, as well as of environmental preservation. The urban regime and the control of con-
structions began being based on the plan guidelines for each Territorial Unit of Planning. 
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Another novelty was the opening for a limited communitary representation in the Plan-
ning Council. 

1990 
New Municipal Organic 

Law - LOM 

Recognizes the Popular Councils, allows popular initiative in bills and establishes popu-
lar participation in the city’s  budgeting and planning, the creation of a municipal devel-
opment fund and an entire set of instruments for urban reform ( right of use, land bank, 
social function of property with progressive real estate tax and installment payment , 
expropriation for social  purpose,  acquisitive prescription, land regulation, etc.). 

1999 
Master Plan of Urban and 
Environmental Develop-

ment - PDDUA 

Adoption of strategic planning, concept of flexible zoning with inclusion of mixed zones 
and development corridors with incorporation of several instruments for urban reform 
regulated in the 90’s under the City Organic Law. Broadening of community participa-
tion by creation of 5 planning management regions, all of them with seats in the Planning 
Council. 

Sources:  Municipal Secretariat of Planning; Muncipal Organic Law; Master Plan of urban and Environmental Development; Estudos 
Urbanos7;  Tânia Marques Strohaecker8. 

 
 
 b) Modernizing Populism 
 

This modernizing vocation of Positivism isn’t as distant as it would seem from the 
Populist trend that was consolidated in the 50’s under Leonel Brizola’s9 watch, not sur-
prisingly an engineer. The State syndicalism10 founded by the Populist project in Brazil 
was a model not only for syndicalism, but for the popular classes as well. In 1959, the 
FRACAB (Riograndense Federation of Communitary Associations and Neighborhood 
Friends) was created, intending to monopolize representativeness and the partisan use of 
the official syndical framework. The first slums in Porto Alegre date back to the 40’s, but 
it is in the 50’s that they became a more effective alternative for popular housing in the 
outskirts, after the consolidation of  road transport as the standard, replacing the railroads. 
As soon as the first community movements emerge, there was already a parastate frame-
work to guide them. Just like labor unions depended on the government via regulatory 
mechanisms of the Labor Court and funds from the trade union tax, the FRACAB relied 
on funds from the State Legislative and on state governments to operate. So much so that, 
after the 1964 coup, the organization simply started adopting the regime’s party line,  
which lasted until the mid-70’s. The Brizolista organicism pretty much consisted of a 
State-led effort of political articulation and mobilization towards a radicalization of the 
national-developmentist bloc. At the same time that it prevented popular classes from be-
coming independent, the State acted as the potential kingpin of  social change, either as a 
tool in the struggle against “Imperialism” or the “protector”  of “Brazilian workers”. The 
clientelistic distribution of keys in blocks of houses, such as Vila dos Industriários (IAPI) 
in Porto Alegre, was accompanied by the organization of neighborhood organizations, 
whose main role was to serve as links with the government. Initially, those organizations 
didn’t make demands, their role being associative and recreational only.  
 

It’s necessary to underscore, however, that labor politics, developed under a view 
that the State must organize society and set criteria of access to (a regulated) citizenship, 
implied an actual exchange with the popular sectors. In making way for a patronized par-
ticipation and satisfaction of basic urban needs, there was also room for attributing alter-
native meanings to the words of command coming from the top, which would be particu-
larly important when the command chains were broken by force (after 1964). In the op-
position, these organizations provided haven for wanted militants and later became a 
venue for political reassurance. Given the violence with which the military regime dealt 
with the shanty town populations, pushing thousands to distant outskirts devoid of infra-
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structure (in Porto Alegre was the programme “Remove to Promote” 11), it isn’t hard to 
understand such  sympathy.  
 

Population growth in Porto Alegre and 
Metropolitan Area  

Year Porto Alegre Metropolitan Area 

1872 43,398 - 

1890 52,421 - 

1900 73,474 - 

1920 179,263 - 

1940 272,232 405,320 a 

1950 394,151 590,310 a 

1960 641,173 1,054,020 

1970 885,545 1,577,496 

1980 1,175,477 2,285,167 

1991 1,262,631 3,015,960 

2000 1,360,590 3,658,376 

Source: IBGE census. 
a  GERM, Plan of Metropolitan Development - PDM, Porto 
Alegre, 1973. 

 
  
A new Urban Plan for Porto Alegre was also issued in 1959, not only oriented to 

roads and streets, but to zoning. At a time of countryside-to-city migration, that plan de-
vised a European/American model   for Porto Alegre. In the plan, an equal  city for eve-
ryone was envisioned by setting strict urban standards,which eventually would lead to the 
growth of peripheral towns, where demands were lower. A strip of vacant urban areas 
separated Porto Alegre from the neighboring cities. The rather obvious result was a pro-
gressive increase in squatter settlements that went on to encompass 25% of the popula-
tion in 1988. If we believe in the more recent estimates from DEMHAB, there was a re-
duction by less than 20% after one decade of participatory budgeting and policies of ur-
banization of shanty towns and land regulation12. Nevertheless, even proactive policies 
by the Popular Front governments (1989-2004) failed to stop new land occupations (av-
erage of more than 20 occupation attempts per year), working more like fire fighters ex-
tinguishing one fire after another. 
 

EVOLUTION OF SQUATTER SETTLEMENTS IN PORTO ALEGRE (1950-1996) 

year N.  of settlements Families  
Settlement populati-

on 
Porto Alegre 
population 

% settlement populati-
on/total population 

1950 41 3,965 16,303 394,151 4.1 

1964 56 13,588 65,595 667,397 9.8 

1973 124 20,152 105,833 991,900 10.7 

1983*  167 39,909 180,489 1.125,477(1) 16.0 

1988**  212 72,555 326,497 1.263,403(1) 25.8 
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1996 390 73,057 284,922 1.286,879 22.1 

2001***  n.d. n.d. 251,883 1.370,289 18.4 

Source: DEMHAB, Porto Alegre Map of Land Irregularity, 1999 
(*) Metroplan (1988) 
(**) Secretariat of Municipal Planning – Estimated Data (1991) 
(***)DEMHAB, Local Government of  Porto Alegre - 2001 Diagnosis of Porto Alegre’s Housing Condition (Estimates for the urban 
population – paper intended for the II Municipal Conference on Housing). 
(1) Data on the city’s population from the 1980 and 1991 censuses, respectively. 

 
 
 c) Technocratic Authoritarianism 
 
 Unlike syndical populism, the modernizing populist trend actually didn’t have the 
chance to fully develop. It suffered a premature miscarriage by the 1964 coup d’etat. In 
Porto Alegre, it would be resumed on 2 occasions. First, 10 years later, by the same dicta-
torship intervenors after 1975, due to the need to compete in the elections under the proc-
ess of   “gradual and slow” political opening.  When the BNH (National Bank of Hous-
ing) started making way for policies of urban recovery,  a new authoritarianism emerged, 
technocratic in its conception and clientelistic in practice, yet restricted to the pragmatical 
logic of exchanging public works for votes.13 It meant no longer the political integration 
of subaltern classes, but their integration as consumers. A set of social and housing cabi-
net programmes were drawn up seeking to depoliticize the residents’ associations, which 
were in an increasing process of mobilization when the 1980’s came in. In Porto Alegre, 
with the direction of DEMHAB being handed over to professional politicians, instead of 
technocrats, the underlying tactics was to decree the public usefulness of irregularly oc-
cupied areas. As these areas,in general, were located in sites inappropriate for housing 
(river banks, hill slopes, environmental preservation areas), therefore, lacking market 
value for their original owners due to restrictions in the municipal urban legislation, their 
later purchase by the government meant big business. At the same time, the population 
living in those areas started having in the local government their great ally, or enemy, in 
view of evictions, depending on their “good behavior”  during elections. With a large 
number of neighborhood associations  gravitating around parties that opposed the mili-
tary regime, the municipal intervenors (the mayors of capitals would be elected by popu-
lar vote again only from 1985 on) sought to establish a field of forces  in their favor, be-
having in a way slightly similar to the 50’s labor politicians, giving away land lots and 
accepting to engage in talks only with residents’ associations created by  or associated 
with them. However, times had changed. 
 

Shortly after, in the late 70’s, this authoritarian-technocratic trend would turn out 
to be unable to stop the rise of community movements, allied at the time with labor union 
movements, under a conjuncture of progressive mobilization against the military dictator-
ship. These actions translated specially the reassurance of a culture of rights, the aware-
ness that paying heed to demands is not a favor done by the State, but a duty and basic 
right of citizenship. There was a fundamental change in attitude concerning the relation-
ship with the authorities.  In place of a submissive beggar, a new character emerged, chal-
lenging  the order, capable of occupying lands collectively, setting up barricades in the 
streets, confronting the police, organizing rallies in front of public agencies, which 
spurred back then (1975-85) a quick response in the media and were adopted by the op-
position as acts of protest against the military regime. 
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d) Movementalism 

 
Without a reflection that could change the organizational and institutional for-

mats, the survival of the delegative pattern which prevailed over the years in the estab-
lishment of Residents’ Associations (RAs) in Porto Alegre was assured. Nevertheless, an 
intensive process of grassroots mobilization kicked off, calling into question systemati-
cally the authoritarian pattern of relationship between public authorities and popular or-
ganizations, which we call here a “challenging practice”. It was a period rich in experi-
ences of articulation between workers’ organizations and residents’ associations. 

 
The strike of construction workers in Porto Alegre in 1979, for example, brought 

to the central streets families raising money for the strikers, exposing for the “public 
opinion”  usually hidden cases of poverty. The multi-party system, back to legality, al-
lowed the development and resumption of popular ties, unifying struggles against the 
military regime with massive demonstrations of protest. There was a feeling that great 
social changes were within reach. As Vinicius Fagundes Almeida remembers (of Estrada 
dos Alpes RA, Porto Alegre): “The meetings were held in the Catholic Church, at the 
chapell, but we invited the Evangelicals, everyone, from all faiths, to participate. It was 
one of the most beautiful moments in our communitary struggle, because we knew we 
were fighting, we had a common enemy and visualized it. So we fought against it: it was 
the dictatorship”. 

 
The excitement in the left with the possibility for an increasing mobilization 

against the military regime led many militants to build “The Movement”: the subordina-
tion of a miriad of usually pragmatic actions by grassroots communities to the project of 
a single collective entity, driven by combative syndicalism and embodying a vertical hi-
erarchy of command. A quick shift occurred from bashing the selling out of  residents’ 
associations to the dispute over the command of these organizations,  a practice that 
would be criticized later as an “apparatus fetish” (mutatis mutandis, what was going on 
was just a repeatition of what used to take place in the “combative” syndical setting with 
the replication of the so-called “State syndicalism”  14). On one hand, there was the idea of 
dual power (via “factory committees” and “popular councils”), on the other, real life in 
suburbs, cultural massification and pragmatism in negotiations (by accepting state tute-
lage in the recognition of  labor unions and popular organizations). The foundation of 
UAMPA (Union of Residents’ Associations of Porto Alegre) in 1983 can be considered 
simultaneously an expression of both the peak and the crisis of such effort. How to match 
the monopoly of representativeness by dwelling location demanded by RAs with the plu-
rality of topics of urgent mobilization which also involved health care, education and so-
cial assistance professionals? Cooperatives, groups of women, base ecclesial communi-
ties, student movements, should all of these subordinate to the RAs and these to 
UAMPA? And how to conciliate the disputes at UAMPA  among different parties under 
construction/reconstruction?  The desired popular unity couldn’t come true in a merely 
instrumental way. For the sake of the principles of dettachment from political parties and 
autonomy from governments, the UAMPA progressively became exactly the opposite, 
even more so after the termination of the advisory provided by FASE-Porto Alegre (after 
1987): an institution tied with and instrumentalized by the political forces that presided 
over it. Instead of the politization of communitary struggles, the result was a boost to the 
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apoliticism peculiar to what can be called here a communitarian ideology, which views 
popular communities as homogeneous totalities whose highest goal is access to infra-
structure, equipment and services of the city. Paving is asphalt, school is facility, health is 
health clinic, treatment is medicine, transport is bus, culture is show, “food is pasture, 
beverage is water”.  Created partly as an alternative to PMDB’s dictatorship since the late 
70’s at FRACAB, the UAMPA progressively lost its legitimacy for community activists. 
Sure, it upheld its relevance in the defense of the right to housing and halt of evictions, 
but failed to recover the degree of social penetration that gave rise to it. 

 
 

The table below shows the evolution of electoral choices in Porto Alegre after the 
military dictatorship. A progressive loss of the importance of PDT and PMDB is ob-
served in favor of PT until 1996, and a reverse trend is seen from 2000 on, resulting in 
Fogaça’s election (PPS, former PMDB senator) in 2004. In 1985, PDT, with Collares, got 
43% of the votes and was the party preferred by voters in Porto Alegre, followed by 
PMDB,which got 29%  and PT  only 11%. 11 years later, in 1996, it was the other way 
around: PT achieved 52% of the voters’ preference, and PDT and PMDB reduced their 
participation by 5% each. In 1998, in the elections for the state government, PT amassed 
54% with Olivio Dutra in the first round in Porto Alegre, his highest score in the city. 
Thereafter,  a progressive decline begins. In 2000, PT would still get 49% of the votes for 
mayor in the first round, declining to 38% in 2004. PPS,  which got less than 1% in 2000, 
with Fogaça (formerly in PMDB) raked in 28% in the first round and 53% in the second. 

 
 

           
ELECTIONS FOR MAYOR IN PORTO ALEGRE (votes for the major parties) 

PARTIES 1985 1988 1992 (1st round) 1996 (1st round) 2000 (1st  round) 2004 (1st round) 

381,117 
(Tarso Genro) 

304,135  
(Raul Pont) PT 

69,429 
(Raul Pont) 

247,517 
(Olívio Dutra) 

307,145 
(Tarso Genro) 

408,998  
(Raul Pont) 

491,775  (2nd round) 378,099 (2nd  round) 

157,015 
(A. Collares) PDT 

257,549 
(A. Collares) 

158,256 
(Carlos Araújo) 

85,796 
(Carlos Araújo) 

41,774  
(V. da Cunha) 

282,575 (2oT) 

78,919  
(Vieira da C.) 

PMDB 
173,198 

(Carrion Jr.) 
72,097 

(A. Britto) 
120,114 

(C. Schirmer) 
40,297  

(Paulo Odone) 
50,416 

(C. Busatto) 
46,671  

(Mendes R. Fo) 

PDS/PPB 
57,751 

(V. Faccioni) 
93,862 

(G. Villela) 
32,556 

(Jarbas Lima) 
48,224  

(M. do Carmo) 
  

PTB - - 
53,761 

(Valdir Fraga) 
24,524  

(Valdir Fraga) 
  

PSDB - - 
18,050 

(Mercedes R.) 
167,397  

(Yeda Crusius) 
121,598 

(Yeda Crusius) 
 

PFL - - - - 
53,769 

(G. Bonow) 
 

229,113  
(José Fogaça) PPS      

431,820 (2oT) 

PSB      
24,588  

(Beto A.) 

Source: TRE-RS . 
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 The combination between communitary pragmatism and combativeness versus 
clintelistic social programmes (milk ticket, etc) and hegemonic15 actions by professionals 
of the social areas (health care, education and social assistance) found in regional articu-
lations its ágora, favoring the consolidation of the PB (participatory budgeting) (after 
1989). It’s especially in those spaces that popular struggles are articulated and developed 
in the city, ranging from the defense of land occupations and exertion of direct pressure 
on governments for infrastructure and services to training activities and the debate and 
planning of action strategies. 
 
 

REGIONAL JOINT ORGANIZATIONS OF RESIDENTS’ ASSOCIATIONS IN PORTO ALEGRE 

Regional joint organizations 
Year of 
creation 

Founding associ-
ations 

Existent associa-
tions(*) 

Region Origins 

 
Grande Cruzeiro Village 

Union 
1979 16 23 

Grande 
Cruzeiro 

Struggle for 
land,sanitation and 

schools 

 
Lomba do Pinheiro Village 

Union 
1982 14 20 Lomba 

Struggle for water and 
public transport 

Cavalhada Community 
Council 

1982 6 28 Centro-Sul 
Mobilization for discus-
sion of  municipal elec-

tions 

 
Glória Popular Council 

1985 10 14 
Grande 
Glória 

Land possession, land 
regulation and services 
(physical, social infra-

structure)  

 
Zona Norte Popular Council 

1987 10 18 Norte 

Struggle for public 
school, urban improve-
ments  and management 
of the communitary cen-

ter 

 
Eixo da Baltazar Popular 

Council 
1987 5 21 Eixo 

Occupation of land and 
housing blocks under 

construction 

 
Partenon Popular Council 

1988 12 32 Partenon 
Struggle for land 

regulation and urban 
infrasctructure 

Restinga Council 1988 5 9 Restinga Influences by PT activists 

 
Zona Leste Popular Council 

1989 3 12 Leste 
Mobilization for discus-
sion of  municipal elec-

tions 

Source: Archives from  FASE REGIONAL PORTO ALEGRE, with data elaborated by the author and organized by Genoveva Maya 
Fruet in Paths to state/society sinergy? Roskilde (Denmark), Ph.D. dissertation at IDS/Roskilde University, 2002. 
(*). Existent associations in that particular region upon the establishment of the joint organization. 

 
 d) Co-administrative communitary-corporatist participation 
  
 
 The second attempt to resuscitate modernizing Populism occurred when the Labor 
Party (PDT) regained power in Porto Alegre (Collares government, 1986-1988), but nei-
ther the Labor movement nor the “people” had remained the same. The Labor movement 
lost its compass in face of the disappearance of the “national bourgeoisie” as a national-
developmentalist project. And the “people”, on the contrary, had been educated by an-
other logic in its fight against the dictatorship, additionally, there wasn’t the same con-
sensus amid the left wing as in the pre-1964 period. Collares came up with the organicist 
idea of establishing “popular councils” which actually were meant to be sectorial councils 
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for each secretariat. The communities of different neighborhoods could participate in the 
various proposed sectorial councils by means of the chairmen of the residents’ associa-
tions, but the municipal secretaries would have the last word. This would be the model 
intended for accomplishing  the populist work in the communitary field, but the project 
failed to be implemented because the government feared it would be unable to maintain 
its grip over organized communitary sectors that sympathized with other political forces 
(PT and PMDB, most notably) 16. 
 
 The reduction of the transition from the military regime to a limited movement 
within institutional politics, whose most significant expression was the diretas já move-
ment, which ended up in an indirect election and progressive social demobilization (from 
labor union centrals to “Sarney’s inspectors”),  eventually forced social movements to-
wards a struggle for broadening the political arena. To create local, state and federal-level 
councils; to ensure that these councils can control their own funds, with exclusive desti-
nation; to guarantee a majority of representatives of civil society in these councils; to in-
vest them with legal power: all these became the purpose of the struggle in all social ar-
eas for the social advocacy camp.  
 
 The great inspiring model for popular-participative determination was the health 
councils in São Paulo’s east zone. This model was institutionally consolidated with the 
SUS (Unified Health System). The model proposes the idea of direct joint participation of 
customers of certain services in their own regions, of professionals that directly provide 
the services, and of goverments and private contractors. Also, as regards funding, the 
SUS is exemplary.  Nowadays the resources of the SUS transit separately from the ac-
counting of local governments, and their use is subjected to the health council’s delibera-
tion. If it’s correct to say that participation allowed a greater control over public health 
expenses, it’s correct as well that both private contractors and the federal government up-
held their autonomy relative to the management of these resources. 
 
 According to a survey undertaken by the NGO Cidade, by the late 90’s there were 
in Porto Alegre over 30 councils, approximately 20 effectively in operation. According to 
a more recent study, undertaken by Betânia Alfonsin for the IV Congress of the City, in 
2003, even for the top 20 councils there were quorum and operational problems, as 
shown in the table below. The table also allows the identification of conflicts among 
councils and between these and the participatory budgeting. 
 
 

OPERATION OF MAIN SECTORIAL COUNCILS IN PORTO ALEGRE –MARCH/MAY 2003 

COUNCIL 
REGULAR 
ACTIVITY 

AND QUORUM 

CLASH WITH 
COP 

INTEGRATION
/CO-

OPERATION 
WITH COP 

INTEGRATION 
WITH OTHER 

COUNCILS 

CLASH WITH 
OTHER 

COUNCILS 

CMDUA (master plan) 
 

YES 
  COMTU COMAM 

COMATHAB (housing) 
YES 

(recent resump-
tion 

YES   
DEMHAB de-
liberative coun-

cil 

COMAM (environment) NR NR NR NR NR 



Lutas urbanas em Porto Alegre: entre a revolução política e o transformismo 

 14

COMPHAC (historic patrimony) YES   CMDUA  

CONCET (science and technology) YES   SEVERAL  

CONCONT (tax payers) YES     

CONCOM (communications) YES     

COMTU (transport) YES YES    

CMAS (social assistance) YES  YES CMDCA  

CMDCA (children and teenagers) YES YES   CMAS 

CMDH (human rights) YES YES    

CMAA (supply) YES   CMS, CMDCA  

CMD (sports) YES     

CONTUR (tourism) NO     

CONEN (drugs) NR     

CONDIM (women) YES YES    

CME (education)  YES  YES CMDCA  

CMC (culture) YES   
CME, 

COMPHAC 
 

CMS (health) YES YES    

COMUI (elderly population) YES   CONDIM  

FONTE: Betânia Alfonsin, Diagnóstico sobre os mecanismos da Democracia Participativa em Porto Alegre  (Preparatory paper for the IV Con-
gress of the City, based on GT1 – Mechanisms of Participatory Democracy) . Porto Alegre, PMPA, 2003. 
CMDUA  - Municipal Council of Urban and Environmental Development; COMATHAB - Municipal Council of Access to Land and Housing; 
COMAM - Municipal Council of Environment;  
COMPHAC –  Municipal Council of Historic, Artistic and Cultural Patrimony; CONCET - Municipal Council of Science and Technology; 
CONCONT – Taxpayers’ Council; COMCOM - Municipal Council of Communications; COMTU - Municipal Council of Urban Transport; 
CMAS - Municipal Council of Social Assistance; CMDCA - Municipal Council on Children and Teenagers; CMDH –Municipal Council of 
Human Rights; Municipal Council of Agriculture and Supply; CMD - Municipal Council of Sports; CONTUR - Municipal Council of Tourism; 
CONEN –Municipal Council on Drugs; CONDIM - Municipal Council of  Women’s Rights; CME - Municipal Council of Education; CMC - 
Municipal Council of Culture; CMS - Municipal Council of Health; COMUI - Municipal Council For the  Elderly. 

  
 In the same 2003 survey, the council members interviewed also identified the 
main difficulties for an optimal operation of councils. It’s noteworthy that a greater im-
portance was given to the items “infrastructure” and “lack of financial support for council 
members”, which suggests a greater concern with the personal conditions for the council 
members’ participation than with the activities of the councils proper. Seemingly, that is 
an indication of a trend towards the professionalization of militants, also expressed in the 
pressure for agreements to fund activities of communitary concern. Alongside the ordi-
nary citizens, a group of professional citizens reappears and tends to settle down, seeking 
to constitute an “intermediary political class” between the corporatist bases and/or popu-
lar communities and the executive and parliament (a role played by the chairmen of the 
residents’ associations in the populist model). As for popular communities, this “class” 
has its performance moderated by regional forums (PB, planning, local health commit-
tees, etc), which ensures some renewal of leaders and a certain control over convenanted 
activities. As Villasante teaches, we often confuse the associative fabric with social 
movements. “These are two dimensions that need each other, although are clearly para-
doxical: if there is mobilization, then the association is outdated, and if the association is 
consolidated, the movement is controlled.” 17 
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 The councils present various institutional formats. Some derive from the old tech-
nical-corporative tradition (e.g., education) and don’t include popular participation, oth-
ers have a more clearly technical or corporative origin, or even statable (e.g., DEMHAB 
Deliberative Council). Children and Teenagers, Social Assistance, Master Plan and Hous-
ing are councils that are closer to the SUS model. The participatory budgeting (PB) itself, 
connecting regions and thematic groups, albeit without the same legal-institutional 
framework, also incorporates basic elements from the SUS, such as the direct discussion 
over problems experienced by popular communities and its operation via committees or 
forums, through which the whole city manages to be represented. The difference is that 
the PB is constituted as a mostly plebean public realm. No sector or corporation owns a 
perennial seat. Each citizen is a vote in the assembly. In the SUS model, equal weights 
are assigned to essentially different forces, which tend to push the deliberative game to-
wards a lasting stalemate. If the weight of every actor in decision-making is previously 
guaranteed, any decision that implies significant losses to one of these will hardly get the 
green light. In Porto Alegre, for instance, after 2 decades of participatory management, it 
wasn’t possible to force physicians to observe the schedule stipulated in their employ-
ment contract. But it was possible to increase the number of public clinics, extend the 
working time, improve service quality, entry criteria, etc. This model can’t be dissociated 
from the efforts of the opposition parties formed in the late 1970’s. In a context in which 
the formal political arena was closed to left-wing parties, fighting to enhance the channels 
of participation was a way to progressively conquer spaces and politize what was possi-
ble to politize - the population’s daily issues. As these parties seize power, the interest in 
popular participation doesn’t always last, as when they are in the opposition popular par-
ticipation is used as a strategy, whereas they are at office this may turn out to be a risk. 
Likewise, in the 90’s, with the corporatist reflux of labor union movements, specially as 
regards public servants, much of the efforts of labor unions aimed at the customers of the 
services they provided eventually boiled down to corporatist finger-pointing rather than 
raise of awareness. 
 

In addition to the problems of lack of clarity and effectiveness of sectorial coun-
cils, and not intending to arrive at exhaustive conclusions, there are some shortcomings in 
the operation of sectorial councils in Porto Alegre and in Brazil, as shows Rudá Ricci18, 
which should be faced by all of us who bet on  the development of these experiments, 
especially if we are to respond to the new constraints posed by the current conjuncture: 

 
a) The simple existence of open channels for popular participation, understood 

here as direct participation or through entities associated with grassroots move-
ments, neither means nor necessarily ensures  greater popular control over pub-
lic policies.  

b) The management and circulation of information is poor, either on the part of the 
government, or of the council members, and is almost always relatively easy for 
the government to concentrate and filter significant strategic information, han-
dle its publicity and guide the dynamics of the meetings.  

c) Under situations of conflict, the communitary representatives only achieved ef-
fective spaces of power by rallying resources external to meetings, through 
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demonstrations, denunciations in the media and involvement of NGOs and/or 
political parties. 

d) The ability to elaborate and propose policies and programmes has relied largely 
on the government itself when it comes to shaping proposals originated from 
society, which allows the government to set the tone as it wishes. 

e) The control of outcomes is nearly craftsmanlike.All that one does is inspect if a 
project has been executed, and the  popular communities are sent oral reports 
only. 

f) The  pressure on sectorial councils by civil society is vulnerable, momentary, or 
simply non-existent, characterizing a situation of absent political articulation. 
This allows the government, which obviously makes arrangements internally, to 
impose its agenda and schedules on the councils, which are stuck to insignifi-
cant bureaucratic routines most of the time. 

g) The major issues over which the council members need to decide are usually put  
on the table in a hurry, decisions are made hastily, with little time for discus-
sion.  

h) In sectorial councils, as already underscored, the form of representation tends 
more to the bureaucratic-corporatist than to the popular one, that is, technico-
political competencies are mixed with class, professional or communitary repre-
sentation. That one-third or the majority of representatives come from civil so-
ciety doesn’t change the results, since it’s always possible for the government to 
manipulate or even change some society representatives, and society, too, is di-
vided in a corporatist fashion in the councils. Additionally, when the representa-
tion is not controlled by the constituency, the participants in the sectorial coun-
cils tend to prioritize their own interests in the discussions (for example, con-
cluding agreements between the public authorities and their organizations, etc.).  

i) When the government is progressive, as was Porto Alegre’s case (1989-2004), 
it’s possible to boost a few popular initiatives, but when the government is con-
servative, popular sectors are disempowered and have to stand up to the gov-
ernment and business sectors. The best one can do, then,  is to cut a mutual pro-
tection deal, but there is no social control in the sense of democratic radicaliza-
tion.  

 
 
The relative ease with which the Fogaça administration has dismantled the sectorial 

councils in Porto Alegre, partly because of these flaws, led a group of council members 
to establish,  in the first half of 2005, the Forum of Municipal Councils,  with the purpose 
to build strategies for the defense of the council members’ role as a tool of social control 
over the government. Although “who” and “how” are regulated by law, unlike the PB, 
which has guaranteed by law only “what”,  the sectorial councils have faced more diffi-
culties to survive under an adverse political conjuncture than has the PB. Though one 
shouldn’t belittle   the importance of securing rights legally, we found that social rooting 
has shown to be a stronger guarantee than the legal one, not only  because the delivery of 
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justice is inefficient in Brazil, but also because the objectivity of justice isn’t brought 
about abstractly. 
 
 
 e) Co-administrative citizen  participation 
 

Our assumption is that the participatory processes only work effectively  when 
buttressed by ample social mobilizations able to exert pressure on governments and give 
rise to a public opinion favorable to certain causes. This means that the effective partition 
of power in participative spaces can’t be just a result of campaign parlance, but  depends 
on the articulation of social forces that support it. In Porto Alegre, the Popular Front par-
ties dramatically needed the PB to face an extremely hard conjuncture in the course of the 
past decade. In face of a local legislative with an opposing majority, a budget initially 
almost completely compromised with the payroll, a local media controlled by one single 
group, an urban business sector (contractors, transport companies, tradesmen, entrepre-
neurs of the services sector) ruled largely by a patrimonialist and predatory logic in rela-
tion to life quality and environment, a state bureaucracy highly submissive and in need of 
professional qualification, at times prejudicious towards social movements, it would be 
nearly impossible to remain in power and attain governability over public policies with-
out a broad popular constituency. But it couldn’t be any constituency, which would push 
the government towards traditional populism (most leaders of the residents’ associations 
were more sympathetic to PDT and PMDB than to PT). Hence, direct participation was 
crucial as a way to secure for all citizens, especially the poorest, the right to personally 
exert influence on the fate of their city and state. There was a rupture in the hierarchy of 
“professional citizens”, who believed to have an avowed standing in the relationship with 
the government through organizations that were often bogus. It isn’t the government that 
says with whom it accepts to talk, it is society, directly through its citizens and effectively 
representative entities – with  real ability of mobilization – that defines the partners in the 
game. 
 

For the UAMPA, only the chairmen of the residents’ associations should partici-
pate in the PB, or at least should count on a previously established seat. Although this 
proposal was turned down, the UAMPA still managed to secure a permanent seat at the 
COP (Council of Participatory Budgeting), as well as at the SIMPA (Porto Alegre’s Un-
ion of Civil Servants), but all other 46 council members and their respective substitutes 
are elected directly in regional (16) and (7) thematic assemblies. The government is also 
entitled to 2 members and their substitutes, but without the right to vote. It is needless to 
say that  labor division can’t be abolished by decree, nor could the legal-political frame-
work of local power be changed by will-power, and PT didn’t forfeit its right to govern, 
but the PB in Porto Alegre, in taking on a primarily plebean character, empowered the 
ordinary citizen from the shanty towns to decide over the local government’s invest-
ments. Most PB stakeholders belong to popular classes, are blue-collar workers, mostly 
female, with an elementary level of education, monthly household income below R$ 
1,000.00, and a strong presence of blacks and people of indian descent, in a city where 
the vast majority regards itself as white19. Even if for the COP there is some variation in 
this profile, mostly in terms of income, schooling and gender, since centuries-old rela-
tions can’t be changed magically by a new institutional design (the opposite being more 
likely to occur), it is more important to heed background trends, the increasing participa-
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tion of women, the steady increase in the number of stakeholders and the link between 
representatives and their regional and thematic constituencies: the representatives are di-
rectly controlled by the constituency, and the council members may have their mandate 
revoked by the delegates’ forum in an ad hoc meeting. 

 
 

Basic data on Porto Alegre PB participants – 1995 or 1998/2002 (%) 

Gender Population 2000 
Plenary ses-
sion 1995 

Plenary  ses-
sion 2002 

RA leaders Delegates 
Council 

members* 

Female 53.3 46.8 56.4 55.7 60.6 32.6 

Male 46.7 52.2 43.3 44.3 39.4 67.4 

NR - 1.0 0.4 - - - 

Level of education Population 2000 
Plenary ses-
sion 1995 

Plenary ses-
sion 2002 

RA leaders Delegates 
Council 
members 

Elementary school 43.1 55.6 64.1 56.5 49.5 39.4 

High school  
(complete and incom-

plete) 
26.3 31.2 23.8 28.3 30.1 31.1 

Higher education  
(complete and incom-

plete) 
21.1 14.2 12.0 15.3 20.3 29.5 

NR - - 0.1 - - - 

Age Population 2000 
Plenary ses-
sion 1995 

Plenary ses-
sion 2002 

RA leaders Delegates 
Council 
members 

16 – 25 22.1 15.8 19.5 8.4 6.5 3.3 

26 – 33 18.2 19.1 17.4 17.6 12.6 14.8 

34 – 41 14.5 23.0 19.9 21.4 19.5 24.6 

42 – 49 16.8 18.8 18.6 19.8 24.4 24.6 

50 or older 28.4 22.4 24.5 32.8 37.0 32.8 

NR  0.9     

Household income 
(by number of minimum 

wages) 
Population 2000 

Plenary ses-
sion 1998 

Plenary ses-
sion 2002 

RA leaders Delegates 
Council 
members 

0 – 2 26.9 30.9 39.4 25.9 23.7 21.7 

2 – 4 17.3 26.1 29.9 37.4 31.8 28.3 

4 – 8 21.7 21.1 18.4 19.1 25.3 21.7 

8 – 12 11.6 9.7 5.1 8.4 9.0 13.3 

12 - ∞ 22.4 12.2 6.8 8.4 10.2 15.0 

NR   0.4 0.8 - - 

Source: FASE/CIDADE/PMPA-1995, CIDADE/PMPA-1998, e CIDADE-2002. The 1995 study was carried out in the PB second round, the 
others in the first round. 
(*) Data from complementary study directly conducted in the Council of Participatory Budgeting (2002-2003) 

Glossary: 
• Population: 2000 IBGE Census for Porto Alegre  
• Plenary session:. participants interviewed in the  PB  first round, 2002. 
• RA leaders:  leaders of Residents’ Associations interviewed in the  PB first  round, 2002. 
• Delegates: participants interviewed in the  PB first  round in 2002 who were current or former delegates. 
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• Council participants interviewed in the  PB first  round in 2002 who were current or former PB councillors 
• NR: non-responders. 

 
 
PT arose from social movements, but its forte in Porto Alegre was mostly middle 

class labor unions (architects, journalists, bank workers, teachers, telephone company 
workers, etc.). In the communitary sectors, PT’s insertion took place largely via the 
Catholic Church’s  base communities, university programmes of extension in some re-
gions (specially Lomba do Pinheiro,where the UFRGS campus was located and to where 
the courses of Languages, History and Social Sciences had been transferred)  and the ac-
tivity of professionals  in the areas of education, health care and social assistance in a 
number of communities. Such involvement didn’t occur exactly in an articulate fashion, 
since it was permeated by PT’s inner trends, as occurred with labor unions.  

 
Participation in PB by group/entity 

Group/entity/status 1995 2002 Delegates PB Councillors 

Residents’ Associations 50.5 48.3 68.3 73.8 

Popular Councils or Associations of Shanty Towns 8.7 3.7 11.0 18.0 

Cultural or Religious Groups 10.6 8.9 15.4 16.4 

Political Parties 4.5 4.2 13.0 19.7 

Labor Unions 4.2 3.2 6.5 6.6 

Entities in general (including the previous ones) 75.9 61.1 86.6 86.9 

PB first timers 48.5 47.5 - - 

Source: CIDADE-2002 

 
 

  
 Although short-circuiting the hierarchy and the traditional communitary leaders’ 
pretension of monopolizing representativeness, direct participation implied both a bet and 
a risk.  If PT aimed at the organicist instrumentalization of community sectors like PDT 
did, it would have failed for sure, because it lacked the same degree of rooting as PDT 
had,  and even PDT begot resentment by trying to simply command the popular masses. 
On the other hand, the internal clashes in PT had taught some basic democratic proce-
dures under situations free of domination. Porto Alegre’s PT, unlike São Paulo’s, for in-
stance, never saw the total domination of one single inner trend. That forced the different 
internal political trends  to respect one another, even if to the dismay of some at times. 
Even the Olívio government in Porto Alegre (1989-92), which initially imposed a 
makeup predominantly linked with its supporting trends, eventually accepted a composi-
tion more suitable to the weight of each current, after the crisis of the intervention in col-
lective transport. Such learning contributed to the “generous” attitude of not conditioning 
participation on partisan choices. As the late Gildo Lima (of the government’s Coordina-
tion of Communitary Relations) used to joke: “Here everyone can participate, no matter 
your walk of life, even Grêmio (soccer club) fans are welcome!” 
 
 

The risk that leaders associated with PDT and PMDB via UAMPA and party 
structures might boycott and render the process inviable didn’t materialize, because the 
UAMPA was already fading at the time (1989-90), and the spontaneous adhesion of the 
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people from the shanty towns tended to grow as their decisions were being truly imple-
mented (especially from 1991 on). Contrariwise, in the early days of Porto Alegre’s  PB 
the impression was that the process attractiveness was greater among PDT and PMDB 
militants than among PT militants, who expected more radical actions from the govern-
ment as regards urban issues. Another important decision was that the rules of PB opera-
tion shouldn’t be legalized. 

 
 
Unlike the participatory sectorial councils that emerged from the SUS, the Popu-

lar Front in Porto Alegre, based on generic specifications of the 1990 Municipal Organic 
Law, paved the way for the self-regulation of PB by the participants themselves. That al-
lowed the experiment to be progressively qualified by the ongoing debate between par-
ticipants and government. Thus, from nearly informal regular meetings to discuss de-
mands prioritized by the communities in a room beside the mayor’s office there was a 
progressive shift to a framework based on collectively developed parameters of social 
justice (tax, distributive and sociopolitical justice), on the development of all items in the 
city budget, and on the formalization of decisions through the publication of the invest-
ments plan, which comprised the presentation of general budget data, the result of priori-
tary choices made by participants, and works and services by regions and thematic meet-
ings. 
 
 

Total number of participants in Porto Alegre PB regional and thematic assemblies– 1989/06 

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 

976 3.694 7.610 10.735 11.247 14.267 11.941 16.013 16.456 

1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 

20.724 19.295 21.805 18.041 11.640 15.828 14.372 11.536 
 

Source: CIDADE, 2006.  Porto Alegre’s population in 2000, according to the IBGE Census, was 1,360,590 

 

3. The emergence of a new ethico-political principle for urban 
policy. 

 
 

In Porto Alegre, the choice by the Popular Front administrations (1989-2004) for 
the Grant of Right of Use, already assigned in the 1990 Municipal Organic Law, wasn’t 
made after a consensus among popular communities. It abidded by a legal instrument due 
to pressure from entities such as the UFRGS Free Legal Advisory Service (SAJU), 
UAMPA, FASE Porto Alegre and CIDADE,  a recently founded NGO (1987) that had 
emerged from a center of popular advisory at the Union of Architects. These entities were 
key for the introduction of progressive urban instruments into the Municipal Organic 
Law, along with City councillor Lauro Hagemann (PCB at the time) and the Union of 
Artisans. 
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A new paradigma emerged, able to attain the city councillors’ compliance, al-
though the Popular Front governments never had majority in the local legislative. Having 
as a base the forums constituted around the writing of the national, provincial and mu-
nicipal constitutions, and inspired upon historic experiences in Europe  ( Bologna and 
Barcelona) and Latin America (Havana and Villa El Salvador), as well as in Brazil 
(Lages, Pelotas, Vila Velha and Recife – PREZEIS), this new model had two underlying 
axes: popular participation in the management of urban development policies and adop-
tion of legal instruments associated with the social function of property. Data of 1985 
showed that only 15 land owners owned 21% of the urban vacant land in Porto Alegre 
(vacant areas accounted for 53.66% of the city’s urban circuit back then) .  The growth of 
fronts led by PT occurred mainly as a result of 3 commitments: ethics in public manage-
ment, fostering of social justice and participation and transparency in decision-making.20 
In Porto Alegre was also an additional element that would partially restrain PT’s penetra-
tion into particular medium and big business segments and that had been expressed in 
Olivio’s 1988 campaign for mayor, the idea that for the popular sectors to win, other sec-
tors should lose. In other words, the government’s project advocated that the redistribu-
tion of urban income couldn’t  be done only by inverting priorities in the orientation of 
the public budget,  being necessary not only to restrain the grab of public investments by 
the private sectors, but also to make them accountable, via a tax reform, for the means of 
collective consumption  necessary for the social reproduction of the popular classes.  It 
was a class-oriented project that saw in the reduction of the rate of urban exploitation by 
capitalist classes (contractors, owners of large estates and major tradesmen) a way to re-
cover the public finances and secure access to the city and citizenship for the popular 
classes. This reduction in the rate of urban exploitation, however, wasn’t accompanied by 
an alternative proposal for the economic development of the city. Social justice would be 
achieved by the socialization of urban income (by elevating the tax burden) and by plac-
ing restraints on the generation of this income (progressive estate tax on vacant urban ar-
eas, for instance, or adoption of transport tax, forcing the tradesmen to fund partly or to-
tally the costs of collective transport). As long as  it was possible to advance in the recov-
ery of local revenues via fiscal policy, this project even seemed to generate a proactive 
cycle in economy by fostering, via public financing, a set of works executed by contrac-
tors based on the PB investment decisions.  It isn’t for nothing that the Porto Alegre met-
ropolitan area holds the lowest unemployment rate thus far amongst the capitals studied 
by the DIEESE/SEADE. 

 
 

Unemployment rates in some metropolitan areas –jan.-jun. 2005 (%) 

METROPOLITAN 
AREAS 

1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 June/05 

Belo Horizonte  15.9 17.9 17.8 18.3 18.1 20.0 19.3 17.7 

Distrito Federal 19.7 22.1 20.2 20.5 20.7 22.9 20.9 19.5 

Porto Alegre  15.9 19.0 16.6 14.9 15.3 16.7 15.9 15.0 

Recife 21.6 22.1 20.7 21.1 20.3 23.2 23.1 22.6 

Salvador 24.9 27.7 26.6 27.5 27.3 28.0 25.5 25.5 

São Paulo 18.2 19.3 17.6 17.6 19.0 19.9 18.7 17.5 

Source: SEADE-SP - DIEESE; FEE, FGTAS/SINE-RS; STDH/GDF; CEI/FJP/SETAS/SINE-MG; SEI/SETRAS/ UFBA; Seplan-
des-PE (available at  http://www.dieese.org.br) 
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The success of PB in Porto Alegre eventually spread to several other cities in Bra-

zil and other countries. Although lacking the range of sectorial councils (over 30 thou-
sand sectorial councils for a total of 5,560 Brazilian municipalities), 30.9% of the Brazil-
ian cities with more than 100 thousand inhabitants adopted the PB  in the 2001-2004 pe-
riod (or 43.4% of the population living in cities with more than 100 thousand inhabitants) 
(see  table below). 

 
Numbers and rates of cities and populations with PB in Brazil  (for cities with over 100,0000 inhabitants) (1997-2004) 

Cities with PB (%) 
Population of cities with 

PB (%) 
Population Number of cities City population 

1997-2000 2001-2004 1997-2000 
2001-
2004 

100,001-200,000 117 16,406,325 10.3 (12) 22.2 (26) 10.9 23.1 

200,001-500,000 76 23,221,680 17.1 (13) 38.2 (29) 16.0 38.8 

500,001-1,000,000 18 12,583,713 22.2 (4) 38.9 (7) 24.1 39.8 

Over  1,000,000 12 32,338,174 33.3 (4) 58.3 (7) 18.4 58.5 

TOTAL 223 84,549,892 14.8 (33) 30.9 (69) 17.1 43.4 

Source: Adalmir Marquetti, 200521. 

  
 
From the outset of the new millenium on, however, in Porto Alegre, for a number 

of reasons this model began to encounter barriers that led the municipal budget to a recur-
rent deficit, as shown in the table below. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
PORTO ALEGRE – Budget Balance (overtime values in R$ millions) 

Revenues 2002 2003 2004 Expenditures 2002 2003 2004 

1. Current incomes 1,523 1,748 1,832 3. Current expenses 1,450 1,675 1,786 

1.1 Local incomes 826 1,043 1,079 3.1 Personnel expenses 770 985 1,052 

IPTU (property tax) 107 175 139 Non-retired personnel 454 638 744 

ISS (service rendered tax)   178 204 241 Retired personnel and pensioners 220 286 303 

Further  local revenue  541 664 699 Other personnel expenses 96 61 5 

1.2 Transfers  697 705 753 3.2 Other current expenses 680 691 734 

FPM 44 45 49 Paid interest 23 40 45 

Other transfers 653 659 704 Other current expenses 657 651 689 

2. Capital revenue 64 52 80 4. Capital expenditure 171 153 202 

Credit  transactions 53 44 49 Investiments 125 115 145 

Disposal of assets 9 5 26 Paid amortizations 45 37 45 

Further capital revenue 2 2 5 Further  capital expenditure  1 1 12 

Total Revenue (1+2) 1,586 1,799 1,913 Total Expenditure (3+4) 1,621 1,828 1,988 

Deficit 34 29 75 Surplus 0 0 0 
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Total 1,621 1,828 1,988 Total 1,621 1,828 1,988 

Source: FINBRA 2002, 2003, 2004 (available at  http://www.tesouro.fazenda.gov.br). 

 
 
This situation has to be related with the municipal choice for broadening the mar-

gin of indebtedness22 , especially via IDB financing (US$ 58 million) to complete the III 
Perimetral (a 12- kilometer avenue crossing the city north to south which raised the level 
of indebtedness and annual compromise with depreciation and interests), as well as with 
the city’s relative loss of economic importance in Rio Grande do Sul as a whole, which 
has an impact on constitutional transfers made by the State (see table below). The reduc-
tion in the rate of return of the VAT to 10.513 in 2006 will imply a budgetary loss of 
roughly 38 million reais (that is, an equivalent to one-fourth of  investments made in 
2004). 

 
INDEX OF STATE VAT RETURN (PORTO ALEGRE – 2000-2006) 

YEAR 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 

INDEX 13.916 13.349 12.603 12.135 11.831 11.299 10.513 

SEFAZ-RS - AIM (index of state vat return) / Index of Municipalities’ Share 

 
Added to this is Rio Grande do Sul’s fiscal crisis (due to tax exemptions and the 

weight of the public debt after its “federalization”  in 1998), the increase in personnel ex-
penses (especially when  demands increase in the fields of health, education and social 
assistance22 ), plus the constraints established by the Law of Fiscal Responsibility (pri-
mary surplus as a condition for further financing), as well as the Popular Front’s diffi-
culty to carry out an administrative reform without resorting to the traditional recipes of 
adjustment. The rise in the federal tax burden and the reconcentration of resources under 
Fernando Henrique’s watch, in addition to an extremely restraining monetary policy, con-
tributed to restrain the use of anti-cyclic policies by local governments, too 23. Between 
1999 and 2002, according to IBGE, Porto Alegre’s share in the Brazilian GDP declined 
from 1.13% to 0.97%. 

 
Anyway, it wasn’t these more recent restraints that limited the most the new urban 

paradigm under the Popular Front administrations in Porto Alegre. Two factors, one 
structural and the other conjunctural, contributed more deeply for the performance in ur-
ban planning to fail to live up to the expectations posed by the new paradigm. The first 
restraint was the traditional  bureaucratic  structure of the Municipal Secretariat of Plan-
ning (SPM). The technocratic resistance to the “irrationality” of investments decided by 
the popular classes, involving part of the staff appointed by the government, forced 
mayor Olivio Dutra to create a parallel structure to elaborate the municipal budget, the 
Cabinet of Planning (GAPLAN). Against the urbanization of slums in central areas, the 
technocrats claimed, for instance,  that there was a greater cost/benefit ratio with the relo-
cation of residents to the outskirts. The lands in central areas occupied by slums could be 
sold, and it would be possible to settle a larger number of families with the resources 
generated. Another argument was that the city should be equal for everyone. As in order 
to keep all families at the same location the urbanization of the slums would imply the 
adoption of  “lower” urban standards (street width, size of lots, etc.), the residents of 
those areas would be discriminated against. This sort of prejudice still gives rise to con-
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servative claims that the PB destroyed the city’s urban planning. Actually, it seems that 
the technocracy associated with urban planning would prefer to commit suicide to ques-
tioning elite pressupositions ingrained for decades. This led to a schizophrenic relation-
ship between the PB and the urban planning department, because although the PB was 
better off without the technocrats’ prejudices, it would be naive to assume that it could 
snub their qualified technical input in the discussion about municipal investments.  The 
option for asphaltic paving, for example, waterproofing the soil and increasing the speed 
of vehicles in areas of popular residences, could have been better discussed with the PB 
participants, as well as particular choices for basic sanitation (increase in  sewage systems 
without improving their treatment).  It took almost a decade for new technicians associ-
ated with the new paradigm to attain key positions at the SPM. Just like with the budget, 
also the land regulation staff was eventually transferred from the SPM to DEMHAB, to 
later return to SPM. 
 
 The second restraint that damaged the performance of urban planning, the con-
junctural one, was the economic strategy of predominantly fiscal nature to which the 
Popular Front was pushed in the beginning, in 1989. This led the militant economists 
brought to the government (mostly linked to the Society of Economics)  to prioritize a tax 
collection approach over the transformation of the local economic dynamics and the pos-
sibilities of the new instruments of urban regulation specified by the 1990 Municipal Or-
ganic Law. The farthest one could go with this approach was towards the delivery of tax 
justice (who earns more should pay more). Its chief instrument was the proposal of  a 
progressive property tax on urban vacant lands. Despite the approval by the City Council, 
it was impeded until the late 1990’s by a lawsuit filed by city councillor Isaac Ainhorn 
(PDT), current Secretary of Planning in the Fogaça administration. When the court finally 
decided for the lawfulness of the progressive property tax, under a situation favorable to 
the approval of the City Charter in the National Congress,  a new municipal law needed 
to be approved to regulate the matter. However, the backlash of the opposition parties 
against the fiscal initiatives from the Popular Front (in its third term at the time) killed the 
bill. 
 

 

4. Recent operation of participatory venues relative to housing 
and urban planning 
 
 First and foremost, it is noteworthy that Porto Alegre’s housing policies have 
shown quite significant results, as the aforementioned reduction in land irregularity, 
which may be  something never seen before among Brazilian capitals, and it has been 
possible to ensure a supply around a thousand units per year for the needy population (in-
cluding urbanized lots, houses and apartments). Similarly, as regards urban planning, it’s 
been possible to urbanize central popular areas, carry out joint operations to benefit the 
poorer sectors, and ensure wide room for negotiation in cases of occupations and emer-
gencies. Albeit partly successful, the adopted  policies confirmed the rule. The chief “pol-
icy” for popular housing in Porto Alegre and in the major Brazilian capitals has been 
based on a continued wave of occupations. These are not the results we are interested in 
looking at here, initially. 
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LAND REGULATION AND HOUSING OUTPUT 
 IN PORTO ALEGRE BY REGION (1989-2004) 

REGION 
LAND  

REGULATION 
HOUSING 
OUTPUT 

TOTAL OF  
BENEFITTED 

FAMILIES 

HUMAITÁ/NAVEGANTES 876 2,083 2,959 

NOROESTE 64 164 228 

LESTE 7,737 61 7,798 

LOMBA DO PINHEIRO 4,741 403 5,144 

NORTE 1,733 663 2,396 

NORDESTE 3,298 4,322 7,620 

PARTENON 2,794 350 3,144 

RESTINGA 542 2,508 3,050 

GLÓRIA 2,299 238 2,537 

CRUZEIRO 6,764 917 7,681 

CRISTAL 1,363 21 1,384 

CENTRO-SUL 1,137 1,660 2,797 

EXTREMO-SUL 284 589 873 

EIXO DA BALTAZAR 751 1,478 2,229 

SUL 1,908 195 2,103 

CENTRO 359 495 854 

TOTAL 36,650 16,147 52,797 

Source: DEMHAB, Habitação é prioridade em Porto Alegre, Porto Alegre, PMPA, 2004. 

 
 

The bulk of governmental investments in poorer areas has changed the city in the 
past years. The support to these results expresses a relative consensus amongst popular 
sectors, construction contractors, government and society in general, specially because 
these are functional to the capitalist system. What we intend to address here is the issues 
that lack consensus, issues over which there’s a dispute or for which the arrangements 
imply problems for the city’s life quality. 
 
 a) Municipal Council for Access to Land and Housing- COMATHAB.  
 

Let’s see first how the participative framework of the housing policy works in 
Porto Alegre. Although it’s the duty of the COMATHAB  to deliberate over housing 
policies,the first venue where demands are put forward is the PB. It’s in the regional as-
semblies and corresponding forums that proposals for regulation, urbanization, land pur-
chase or production of lots and dwelling places are ranked by priority for the government.  
In the event that housing is placed on the top 3 demands, resources for investments will 
surely be made available, which has always occurred since housing became a topic of 
priority in the PB. The PB regional forums are, therefore, strategic venues for the move-
ments concerned with housing in the city. In addition to regional forums, the PB thematic 
forum for City Organization and Urban and Environmental Development is also impor-
tant for the presentation of more general proposals for the city, as the support to housing 
cooperatives, for example. After the available resources have been defined, the 
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DEMHAB,  along with the Cabinet of Planning, must determine the works and services 
to be undertaken.  That’s  when the COMATHAB is supposed to start to work and when 
problems arise. Usually, the final proposal to be set forth by the COMATHAB to the 
COP (Council of Participatory Budgeting) is presented to the former only one day before 
it goes to the latter. That is, the entire process of proposal elaboration is internal to the 
government, not in conjunction with the COMATHAB. According to the government, 
that’s due to several obstacles, such as the delay in negotiations with the Savings and 
Loans Bank (CEF), the difficulty adjusting available areas to the needs of the regions, the 
technical difficulties to enhance the efforts of land regulation, etc. The bottom line is that, 
despite existing for nearly a decade,the COMATHAB  hasn’t established a suitable work 
routine yet, in which strategic information would be made available. It’s curious that both 
the previous administration (PT) and the incumbent (PPS) deem inappropriate to publi-
cize data from the city’s Land Bank (Complementary Law 269/92) for the Council mem-
bers, due to the risk of occupations, as if the bureaucracy that administers the data or 
government officials were more trustable.  Similarly, neither budgetary execution data of 
the plan of investments nor the report of the Municipal Fund of Development (incorporat-
ing resources of solo criado [grant of building rights] and others) is  brought to the Coun-
cil. According to the government, such controls should fall to a second council, the 
DEMHAB  Deliberative Council, in which the participants are almost all appointed by 
the government itself and whose performance is not publicized. According to a study by 
Polis, requested by the agency: 

“(...) although the COMTHAB is a deliberative entity, it does not  function as 
such. The issue of duplicity of assignments and confusion with the DEMHAB Deliberative 
Council is still to be sorted out. By law, the chief assignments of the COMTHAB  are re-
lated with the deliberation over matters of access to land and housing, management of 
the FMD, inspection and control of efforts under the housing policy.  There is  also a 
confusion with the CMDUA and COP. It would fall to the COMTHAB to propose the 
FMD plan of application, the main instrument for putting in effect the deliberative role of 
the COMTHAB. To the extent that this discussion has not  advanced, its role has become 
meaningless as regards the potentiality provided for by law. 24” 
 

How can this loss of meaning linger on for years? The answer is relatively simple. 
Firstly, years have been spent just to organize its duty chart and ensure at least a routine 
of meetings, though not of procedures. Secondly, the discussion about short-term, emer-
gency or momentary situations associated with the concerns of particular council mem-
bers has been prioritized. As one-third of the members come from the PB regions ( di-
vided in pairs), they typically bring a set of demands to the meetings, but it’s not accept-
able that these eventually displace decisions about housing policy. Thirdly, the supply of 
crucial information has been systematically postponed. There are general data on the De-
partment’s expenditure, but there are virtually no data on the execution of particular pro-
jects. As a result, the educational role the COMATHAB’s functioning could assume is 
eventually lost and the immediateness of representation is reinforced.  Perhaps this also 
helps explain the scarce return of the meetings to society and even to the people that 
elected the council members in their respective regions. The dismal interest of the civil 
construction industry in participating in this council is similarly explained, as well as that 
of the government representatives, deliberations often being postponed in view of quo-
rum problems. 
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How can this loss of meaning be matched with the effectiveness of the invest-

ments in housing in the municipality (R$ 321,000,000.00 in 16 years, benefitting around 
53,000 families)? The answer to this question is a little more complex, since actually the 
DEMHAB shares with other government sectors the strategic decisions over the housing 
policy. Thus, there was ample room for community leaders and government to negotiate, 
especially within the scope of PB. As a matter of fact, only recently has the DEMHAB 
prepared to play a more strategic role. For most of its existence, the agency worked like a 
kind of popular real estate agent, transferring CEF funds and administrating a portfolio 
with a constant high rate of default (estimated currenty at 80%, according to the new di-
rector-general of the department, Nelcir Tessaro).  Also, as there was a relative coinci-
dence of aims between the government and community leaders, there wasn’t a great deal 
of concern with the council’s formalities of operation, as long as investments occurred. 
 

The outcome, once again, was the depolitization of the housing issue. The best 
expression of this was the government’s retreat regarding the Grant of Right of Use. One 
of the most important debates within COMATHAB focused on the transfer of keys in ar-
eas of granted use. According to the Organic Law of the City (article 203), the Grant of 
Right of Use (CDRU) could be applied for public lands occupied until 1989, that is, 
squatters would have the right to remain at the location against the  payment of a small 
“rent” to the municipality25.  Later, the right of use was extended to other situations. The 
grant could be transferred to heirs, the only condition being that the property may not be 
transferred to third parties, unless it was returned to the DEMHAB, which then would 
select another needy family. In practice, there was no pedagogic work to teach about  ad-
vantages of right of use over private property (which would imply a market cost for the 
resident, instead of a rent, in addition to the social cost for the entire society, as, through 
the instrument of free sale, properties of social use would be transferred to the private 
market). Additionally, the pressure from the opposition,which attempted to expose the 
right of use as a form of social discrimination, and the veiled boost to the unlawful trade 
of keys gave rise to the environment necessary for exerting pressure on the local govern-
ment and reviewing the rules of the game,  which occurred during the I Municipal Con-
ference on Housing in Porto Alegre,in 1997, which led to the recommendation for a spe-
cific seminar. This seminar, by its turn,  prompted a project to change the legislation, 
which occurred in 2000 (Complementary Law 445), allowing the sale of real estate by the 
holders of the right of use, but under particular conditions (via DEMHAB, with proof that 
the purchaser was also a needy individual). This alteration made way for new proposals 
in the City Council, such as the possibility for conversion into housing finance after 10 
years, etc. 

 
In the Fogaça government, with the recent instutition of the Dono da Casa (House 

Owner) programme by the DEMHAB26,  the grant of right of use can be converted into 
housing finance up to 240 months. It isn’t just a matter of reasonableness as it may seem, 
but of a contradition between social concern and individual appropriation.  The political 
dispute over the issue grant versus property became a symbol of the authoritarian admin-
istrative model adopted by the DEMHAB. This agency, despite the 16-year period of 
Popular Administration, failed to change its policing, clientelistic views in the manage-
ment of its settlements. Although there are some examplary cases, generally it hasn’t 
been possible to develop a more effective work of popular education oriented to the col-
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lective management of settlements and housing blocks.  The DEMHAB took on a role of 
non-elect building manager, in a both authoritarian and patronizing relationship with its 
“clientele”. It isn’t for nothing that it is one of the municipal agencies with the largest 
number of appointed employees (66 positions freely appointed by the mayor), being sec-
ond only to the Municipal Department of Water and Sewers – DMAE (108 appointed 
employees) and the mayor’s office (86 appointed employees) 27 .  In the process, the 
popular class usually ends up being treated as incapable of autonomy and collective re-
sponsibility. The obstacle of individual contract, individual mortgage, hasn’t been over-
come. The more people are treated like underdogs, rather than citizens, the more they be-
have as such, as observed by the levels of default and the chaos that breaks loose in cer-
tain locations directly managed by the agency. 
 

The new government, the Fogaça administration, was already familiar with the 
chaotic situation of many condos before the elections. The Dono da Casa programme is 
one of its campaign promises. As previously mentioned, the grant of right of use entails a 
monthly “rent”  (8-15 reais). The convertion to housing finance necessitates an elevation 
in the monthly installment by 1000% (although subsidized, installments are around 70 
and 150 reais). The apparent logic of this programme is that the individuals are not re-
sponsible because they don’t own their properties. However, behind this there is an ideo-
logical-fiscal question rather than a social one. 
 

The department is monthly compromised with CEF loans amounting to around R$ 
585,000 a month (relative to 22,500 dwelling units), R$ 290,000.00 pertaining to one sin-
gle condo, Jardim Leopoldina (1,092 units), which resulted from a tough negotiation with 
the occupiers28 .  The DEMHAB’s own revenue (from borrowers, right of use holders, 
etc) is approximately R$ 376,000 a month. The net subsidy for the families is supposed to 
be, therefore, roughly R$ 210,000 a month. If Jardom Leopoldina paid its debt, there 
would be a substantial reduction in this difference, even taking into account that it would 
be necessary to lower the installments down to values compatible with the families’ in-
come. Furthermore, the highest expenditure at the DEMHAB, R$ 1.3 million a month, is 
with the payroll, not the discharge of debts with the CEF. In other words, the current on-
slaught on the popular communities administrated by the DEMHAB through the pro-
grammes Dono da Casa, Moradia Legal (“legal regulation”) and Fique Legal (“economic 
regulation”), with threats of eviction and pressure for contractual/cadastral compliance, 
has more to do with the local government’s fiscal problems than with default. Besides the 
programmes mentioned, there is also the Água Certa (‘regulation of water meters”), in 
which individual and collective meters are installed in the settlements. In the event that 
individual consumption is lower than the collective one (which supposedly would prove 
the existence of illegal water connections), the remainder is divided by the owners of in-
dividual water meters. That’s the same model that has been adopted by the CEEE (the 
electric utility, currently the 6th biggest company in Rio Grande do Sul). And there are 
other municipal programmes going in the same direction, as the one that establishes 
Fronts of Voluntary Work in which unambiguously needy families can enroll one of its 
members as a voluntary for a monthly ration. In reality, this means working for food, as 
the individuals volunteer only out of despair. All that’s necessary now is the restablish-
ment of plantation slave quarters for the new slaves to sleep at. The effect of this fiscal 
onslaught  on the popular communities, however, has immediate consequences in the ele-
vation of the cost of life   for the city’s  poorest families, and through  the conversion of 
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the grant of use into financing, the real estate market is allowed to dismantle in a short 
time the decades-old  construction of popular houses, once again the cycle of occupations 
in risky areas and/or areas of environmental preservation is set in motion. All of this in a 
situation of unemployment, in which many can barely afford the electric bill. At the Tim-
baúva settlement, for example, in 2005, the residents refused to sign contracts for the 
regular installation of electric energy  because they couldn’t afford to pay the bill, prefer-
ring to remain with makeshift connections. 
 

It could have been different. It wasn’t so hard to rebutt the argument that every-
one would be equal as capitalist proprietors. But that would necessitate another project, 
less pragmatical and more political. In this sense, by merely accepting the demands of 
common sense, the right of having a home was secured, but the room for popular author-
ship in the use of this right was restrained. A choice was made for the supply of individ-
ual lots and units by construction contractors (it was claimed that this was imposed upon 
by the CEF), and popular initiatives and self-administrated cooperatives were assigned a 
secondary role. Just to illustrate, in 2004, a year of election, the movement for housing 
managed to include in the municipal agenda a pilot project with resources from CEF to 
supply homes for low-income individuals. It was a novel experience in Porto Alegre, in 
which a movement organized a remunerated group for building houses, used their own 
production of cement asbestos bricks, set up a residents’  cooperative for management of 
the settlement,  and also  drew up proposals for income generation, daycare centers, so-
cial headquarters, etc. The CEF transferred resources to the municipality, the works got 
started, future residents joined the construction group, but transfers were not made to pay 
the workers, since they were entered in the government’s  system of expense contin-
gency.  No comments. 
 

The Fogaça government, in establishing this fiscal onslaught on areas of the 
DEMHAB and attempting to implant zero tolerance relative to new occupations, is actu-
ally just reinforcing an administrative trend that to some extent has always characterized 
Porto Alegre’s housing policy. Certainly, this trend went through variations and was 
forced towards a greater tolerance by pressure from the communities organized in the PB. 
Such tolerance ensured the constant normalization of housing-related conflicts in a city 
where 20 occupations had been taking place per year, on average, as mentioned in the 
beginning of this paper. Although it has tried to tone down its discourse, offering dis-
counts and legal advantages for the compliance of shanty town residents, by adding ad-
ministrative intolerance to political bigotry, the DEMHAB hurls  the movements for 
home into direct confrontation, as has occurred in several cases of occupation during this 
year. 
 

Presenting itself in name of the development of local solidary governance (a new 
concept brought up by the Fogaça government and which will be analyzed later in this 
text), politically, two movements have been performed: on one hand, there is the decision 
to prioritize land regulation through individual ownership, preferentially with real estate 
financing. This has been done both by using a better legal apparatus to speed up efforts 
and by adjusting different conditions of land possession in most of the irregularly occu-
pied areas. On the other, the government seeks to induce the popular communities them-
selves to discriminate between “needy”  and “land grabber”, between the honest private 
consumer of water and energy and the “swindler”, in an attempt to secure the monopoly 
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of “housing order”  in the shanty towns. Also PT, when took office in 1989, intended to 
do this through the “More Melhor Participando”  programme, whose goal was to lead the 
owners of DEMHAB-financed properties to pay their debts. In turn, the resources ob-
tained would be applied in improvements in the settlements. New occupations were also 
rigorously supervised almost directly by the new director-general at the time, Lires 
Marques. Then, this fiscalist logic was gradually moderated by pressure from the com-
munities via PB29. The experience of PB regional forums showed that the development of 
social responsibility can only arise from a collectively built ethics. We believe that the 
definition of a housing policy oriented to land regulation and urbanization of shanty 
towns wasn’t a spontaneous move by the Popular Administration, but the actual result of 
an effective partition of power established by popular participation. With the current in-
cumbent (Fogaça), it’s uncertain to what extent administrative intolerance can be re-
strained by political pressure, since the political project in power is different. It’s curious 
to notice that the same current fiscal rigor isn’t found in the relationship with the business 
classes. Much on the contrary, the Fogaça government has been gathering the city’s busi-
ness sectors by segment to propose a cut in the services tax. Though ranging from one 
sector to another, the tax cut tends to be around 40% (reduction in the tax incidence from 
5% to 3%). They claim that the cut would draw many businesses to legality, and thus it 
would make up for the reduction with a decrease in tax evasion. For the time being, what 
is certain is the political attraction of this group to the new government’s  ideological 
camp.    

 
 
 b) Municipal Council of Urban and Environmental Development - CMDUA 
 
 Unlike the COMATHAB,  the CMDUA30 has always been of paramount interest 
for the civil construction industry, especially through the Union of the Civil Construction 
Companies). As underscored initially, a council of urban planning existed since 1939. 
What changed  with the approval of a new Master Plan of Urban and Environmental De-
velopment (PDDUA) in 1999 (replacing the 1979 plan), in addition to the inclusion of 
several instruments for urban reform, most of which already present in previous comple-
mentary laws, was its composition and operation. Regional Forums of Planning were es-
tablished and sorted by PB regions in pairs,  and as with the COMATHAB, one-third of 
the representatives from these forums were included. The original idea was that this for-
mula would ensure  significant leverage for communitary representatives, although re-
gional representation was not restricted to residents’ associations, as was the case of the 
COMATHAB. Things turned out to be different though, because business sectors and 
unions (Architects’ Institute of Brazil, Engineering Society of Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil-
ian Association of Architecture Offices, Union of Real Estate Agents of Rio Grande do 
Sul) eventually made arrangements in order to participate in the regional forums as well. 
In other words, if there was any illusion that the new design would put the correlation of 
forces out of balance, this did not happen, which isn’t to say that there was no gains for 
the communitary sectors. The mere establishment of regional forums of development led 
the PB regional forums to embrace the urban planning issue, allowing for a discussion 
that wasn’t focused on demands for services only.   At Lomba do Pinheiro Region, for 
instance, a novel work of participative urban planning31 was undertaken even before the 
new Master Plan of Urban and Environmental Development (PDDUA) was put in effect. 
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Many businesses that used to set up in the regions unnoticeably began to be evaluated by 
the forums, which led to an ample discussion about their appropriatedness. 
 

However, little has the bureaucratic routine of the council changed. The procedure 
of receiving individual projects and sending them for evaluation by council members and 
regional forums takes most of the council members’ time. The initial idea was that the  
regions would discuss their planning, but this did not live up to expectations in reality. 
The government staff itself, partly made up of appointed servants without any qualifica-
tion for urban planning (the Municipal Department of Planning had 18 appointed ser-
vants), found difficult to handle maps and strategic information that were supposed to 
help the forums improve their performance, and even more difficult for them was to use 
learning tools with the CMDUA communitary representatives and in regional forums of 
planning. This eventually discouraged grassroots participation, as there wasn’t much 
hope for sound results from the forums. 
 

On the other hand, the government was shown to be hesitant once again to take on 
its educational role, which often allows for a schizophrenic game between business and 
community sectors. For a large part of the communitary sectors, it does not matter what 
businessmen aim for the city’s noble areas, as they aren’t directly concerned. Similarly, 
for the business sectors, it does not matter what the government and the communities in-
tend for the outskirts. The 1999 Master Plan is kind of a result of this, as it allowed for 
differentiated urban regimes of social concern in the shanty towns, as well as changes in 
construction cost indexes in noble areas via the mechanism of solo criado (grant of build-
ing rights). Originally devised as an instrument of accountability for the intensive use of 
urban infrastructure, it became a mechanism that facilitated the construction of lofty 
buildings, especially after the victory of business sectors in  the establishment of rela-
tively low values for additional square meters. 
 
 Even projects that could serve as a bridge between the different sectors, as the So-
cial Urbanizer, are still just a promise. The “Social Urbanizer” 32 (Law n. 9.162/03) pretty 
much consists of an arrangement of  instruments for urban flexibilization and different 
incentives in order to attract private entrepreneurs and even communitary cooperatives 
for the production of social-oriented lots and housing units at low prices for the popula-
tion with a household income between 2.5 and 5 minimum wages. That’s actually an at-
tempt to provide a market solution for social demands, with the government contributing 
with diverse subsidies in order to turn social demands into market demands. It’s a kind of 
minimum-income programme for the housing sector. The business sectors, as expressed 
by the SINDUSCON at the CMDUA, don’t seem to be sufficiently interested because the 
returns are not completely warranted. Popular cooperatives, by their turn, would depend 
on CEF loans, which is possible only via collateral mortgage (that is, being subject to 
bank approval). Although it is a well-meaning project, given that  it boils down to an aid 
and fails  to tackle the conditions under which urban exclusion takes place, and is not a 
grassroots alternative for the housing issue, which would entail a different logic of fi-
nancing, it turns out to be just a short-term solution, if not an outright subsidy to private 
profiteering. 
 
 Another recent example that allows us to grasp the dynamics of power that per-
vades the CMDUA is that of Radiobase Stations (ERBs). The ERBs are antennas in-
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stalled in various regions of the city for cell phones to operate. According to the legisla-
tion, the installation of these stations should observe minimum environmental rules33  and 
be approved by the CMDUA. However, as it is also necessary to hear the regional forums 
of planning, there has been a stalemate since the Verle government, because many com-
munities criticized the chosen sites and the failure to comply with the legislation provi-
sions. The Verle government, though initially in favor of the approval, agreed to the 
claims made by the communities and postponed its decision. When Fogaça took office in 
January 2005, he had all bills approved collectively, taking advantage of the relative de-
mobilization during the school vacation period and the change in the government. Terms 
of conduct adjustment were set thereafter, postponing the deadline previously established 
for the facilities  to comply with the legislation, as requested by the FIERGS (Rio Grande 
do Sul Federation of Industries). The business sectors, which had been defeated in a court 
of law when called into question the legitimacy of a municipal law regulating the matter, 
practically enjoyed a victory. Also, they had the Fogaça government enact the decree-law 
n. 14.826/05, which restricts the deadline for the Committee of Urban Analysis and Man-
agement to assess the urban impact of construction enterprises. The decree was hastily 
approved by the CMDUA, without being noticed by the communitary councils, in mid-
February 2005, when the quorum is lower, and then was presented with grandeur in a 
luncheon with the SINDUSCON.   From then on, several projects of interest for major 
real estate companies have been approved in a hurry by the Municipal Department of 
Planning, as if these sectors could barely wait for the new government. Controversial pro-
jects such as the Germania Park (a huge real estate venture by the Goldztein and Condor 
groups in a 40-hectare area in the eastern zone) 34, the reurbanization of the harbor (in a 
“shopping mall” style, as was done beside the Ver-O-Peso Market in Belém do Pará, de-
priving the port area of  its typical features), and other projects are now at full throttle 
without being submitted to ample discussion in the PB Council. 

 
Meanwhile, projects of broader public interest, as the Special Areas of Cultural 

Interest (AEICs), have been put aside and removed from the agenda. As specified in the 
Master Plan, the AEICs “are areas which hold Cultural Heritage  to be preserved in or-
der to avoid the loss or disapperance of features that confer them uniqueness”. Forty-five 
areas were identified by the PDDUA and another thirty-five were proposed in a study re-
quested from the Ritter dos Reis University Architecture School. As most areas are lo-
cated in “noble” regions (Moinhos de Vento, Petrópolis and Rio Branco), the business 
sectors called into question the amount and quality of the studies, ignoring the struggle of 
residents and environmentalists against the construction of skyscrapers (right to the sun-
shine movement). The new government also canned the bill regulating the activity and 
deliberative power of regional forums of planning. 

 
The new government’s  next step will be the revision of the Master Plan and the 

composition of the PB Council, with either the total exclusion or subaltern role of re-
gional forums being likely. What does this mean? It practically means the enhancement 
of the leverage the business sectors  already had over the CMDUA, which was mani-
fested in the vote for solo criado  values and in other cases (for instance, the authoriza-
tion given by the Verle government for individuals to talk directly with the SPM techni-
cal staff about projects of their concern in order to speed up bureaucratic proceedings). 
Also, why didn’t a popular government succeed to allow for the strengthening of popular 
movements in the field of urban planning?  Why did the popular sectors remain stuck to 
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their pragmatic demands and even allow themselves to be coopted on some occasions? 
Certainly many answers could be sought or the question could be readdressed: What 
might the alternative be? 

 
The performance of communitary sectors can’t be restricted ony to attempts to 

stop business ventures of doubtful social, cultural, environmental or economic quality. To 
be sure, there is not one single alternative, but if the grassroots sectors that got stronger in 
the participative venues created in the city intend to attain any meaningfulness and play a 
leading role in defining the city’s future, there must be collective efforts towards this 
struggle. 
 

6. Thermidorian reaction and mutation of participatory proc-
esses. 
 

Fogaça’s election (PPS) for the local government of Porto Alegre in 2004 meant 
more than a mere conjunctural defeat of the Popular Front. It is a well prepared and stra-
tegically developed “Thermidorian reaction”. Fogaça easily won in the high and middle 
classes, losing by a small margin in popular classes with monthly household income up to 
R$ 1,000.00 (see table below). In this income group is one-third of the city’s population. 
PT’s votes in the population with lower income clearly shows that: (a) who had a greater 
interest in the continuity of the Popular Front, (b) the efficacy of the political alliance 
sewn together by the business bloc, involving both traditional conservative parties 
(PMDB, PP, PSDB, PFL), labor parties (PDT and PTB) and the Green Party (PV). 

 
 

RATES (%) OF VOTES BY MEAN NEIGHBORHOOD INCOME IN T HE CITY  

Mean neighborhood in-
come Pont (PT) Fogaça (PPS) Pont (1996) 

Less than R$ 1,000 48.7 47.3 52.7 

R$ 1,000 to R$ 2,000 44.5 51.7 52.4 

R$ 2,000 to R$ 4,000 37.9 58.9 48.1 

Over R$ 4,000 28.5 68.4 40.4 

Source: André Marenco, Quem não sabe porque perde, não saberá como ganhar novamente, 
Porto Alegre, Cadernos do Cidade, 200435. 

 
 
It’s still early to predict what will happen to Porto Alegre’s PB, but certainly it 

won’t remain the same. Despite mayor Fogaça and his strong man, César Busatto, having 
repeated over and over again that the PB will be maintained, the coalition that supports 
them, their political history and their view on what PB is suggest another meaning for 
these claims. Prior to the elections, former senator Fogaça worked as a consultant for 
FIERGS, previously also working for the RBS Broadcasting group. César Busatto was 
the Secretary of Finance to governor  Antônio Britto (1995-98). He focused on policies 
such as the Employee Voluntary Resignation Programme, fiscal incentives and privatiza-
tions. It isn’t for nothing that he is now in charge of the PB. 
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The project of the Fogaça government is coordinated according to the Local Soli-

dary Governance concept. As stated in  PB assemblies by the Secretary of Political Coor-
dination and Local Governance, César Busatto, “Local Governance is an executive fo-
rum, not a deliberative one, it is a network coordination that seeks to reach co-
responsibility pacts. In this venue, there is no dispute, no vote, and no delegate.”  Pursu-
ing the commitment of local communities with goals and result indicators, “the guideline 
of this model is co-responsibility in favor of social inclusion. The central idea is to estab-
lish in Porto Alegre an enduring partnership among Public Authorities, the private initia-
tive and the third sector that  seeks to work out the city’s problems.” 36. Above the PB 
and the whole set of participative instances that exist in the city, a new public sphere will 
be created, the Forum of Local Solidary Governance37.  The Regional Administrative 
Centers will be converted into regional solidary governance centers, coordinating the set 
of institutions present in the respective region (schools, health clinics, police stations, 
business foundations, NGOs, assistance organizations, clubs, etc.). More than a simple 
concept, this new sphere will include those supposedly “excluded”  from the PB (univer-
sities, private foundations, business unions, professional organizations, etc.). This sphere 
won’t replace the PB, as  the government asserts, but it will contribute to its governability 
by attracting other sectors to the processing of PB demands, especially as regards its fi-
nancing. The idea of local solidary governance originates from the readings the current 
government has been making about the World Bank’s proposals for local development. 
After the International Conference on Local Development carried out by the World Bank 
in Washington, from June 16 through June 18, 2004, participatory budgeting was for-
mally incorporated by the bank in its intervention “kit” in Third World countries. “Par-
ticipatory budgeting programmes have increasingly become an important complement to 
formal elements of the responsible systems (electoral, representative and procedural) re-
quired by the local government’s legislation.Many participatory budgeting initiatives  
went beyond the presentation of priorities and allocation of resources to including 
mechanisms to unite people (several communitary representations or beneficiary ser-
vices) and local offices monitoring the use of resources and service quality. Participatory 
planning and budgeting is, thus, employed to strengthen accountability so as to promote 
mutual learning for citizens and public agents in the betterment of services.” 38 
 

Concomitantly to this step, largely covered by the media, the new goverment be-
gan cutting some of the policies associated with the PB, such as transfer of municipal re-
sources to MOVA (now the government transfers only what it receives from the federal 
government) and food distribution for communitary kitchens linked to the local Fome 
Zero programme. The distribution of rations is being linked to voluntary work, as previ-
ously mentioned when we addressed the Voluntary Work Fronts. Communitary organiza-
tions in charge of the management of uncontinued programmes were suggested to seek 
out support from other government levels and NGOs or private foundations. In other 
words, they were supposed to maintain services through “governance”,  without directly 
relying on the government.  

 
In PB meetings, it is said that the government wants to strengthen the councillors, 

giving them “full autonomy”. Only after programme cuts and absence of answers in 
many areas to the demands of communitary organizations did it dawn on these sectors 
what autonomy actually means: every person for herself means autonomy! This led to an 
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articulation among councillors so as to ensure the continuity of public accountability for 
the maintenance of services and social policies, as well as the observance of participative 
instances. 

  
According to Sophia Mappa, “Governance means the administrative management 

of the social order. It has an implied scope, which is that of the depolitization of 
choices/social adjustments. In other words, power is seized by the financial and technico-
administrative elites with goals previously set and in the absence of societies.” 39  The 
new government’s claim is that the public budget can’t solve the problems of communi-
ties. Via Local Solidary Governance it would be possible to compose a “social budget”, 
which would be the sum of human and financial resources from the Forum of Local Soli-
dary Governance partners. This parlance hints that in practice there would be a privatiza-
tion of responsibilities in the financing of communities’ demands. Certain social pro-
grammes (daycare centers, telecenters, school attendance in a different shift, rations, etc), 
which were already embraced as citizen rights, are to rely on the good will of others. At 
first, still in previous governments, these programmes were transferred to the communi-
ties themselves on the grounds of “empowering” these and saving costs. Now, after the 
communities have taken possession of programme management, the resources are condi-
tioned and have to be complemented by the Third Sector. Irresponsibility becomes co-
responsibility! It’s impossible to know at this point to what extent base communitary or-
ganizations will be subdued to administrative methodologies imported from the private 
sector. To readdress the question in Gramscian terms, is it just a simulacre or an actual, 
broad, hegemonic effort articulated by business sectors through their social foundations 
(RBS Foundation, Parceiros Voluntários, etc.)? Many local companies have already been 
acting for years under the perspective of social responsibility, providing support for many 
social assistance initiatives. A significant process of articulation among these companies 
occurred in the enlargement of Santa Casa Hospital, whose administrator, not coinciden-
tally, was former governor Antônio Britto. However, the process now being outlined re-
quires a complex strategic change, as it implies the  proposal of a project for popular 
classes in which they aren’t mere customers. Not only does the business sector’s ideo-
logical discourse of social assistance holds the popular classes responsible for their own 
poverty, lack of entrepreneurism and low “social capital”, but also the popular classes are 
called upon to assume this view themselves. As Luciana Tatagiba says: “these participa-
tory models require a particular type of social actor. To help in the better functioning of 
a ‘neutral State’, administered as if it were a private company, a liberal civil society is 
needed, whose action is guided by objective, pragmatic and non-ideological criteria, in a 
society attuned to market values, which spawns a liberal public sphere.” 40   That’s why a 
totally institutional forum above the PB is needed to neutralize conflicts and the plebean 
character of direct participation and subdue them to a planning previously consented by 
public institutions and the Third Sector. For more that the media and a relative broaden-
ing of resource donations by companies may be of help, a mobilizing action by the popu-
lar sectors under this logic necessarily implies a vis-a-vis performance in social micro-
networks. As it isn’t likely that the small body of militants recruited for appointed posi-
tions from allied parties, PTB and PDT, is able to perform this task with the degree of 
neutrality and technical ability required by the model, since their advocacy is more con-
nected with clientelistic patronizing than anything else, it is in the expansion of the Third 
Sector’s range that we will find the dynamic element of the model. As Luciana Tabagiba 
also puts: “in the landmarks of managerial democracy, participation is deprived of its 
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transforming potentiality by way of a displacement of the conflict centrality, as what is at 
risk is not a change in the conditions of domination, but the possibility for efficiently ad-
ministering the existent financial, material and human resources. One seeks, as a goal, 
not to render conflicts more conspicuous and engage in agreements – contingent and 
likely to be resumed – but the ‘dissolution’ of conflicts under an efficient management,” 

41 
 

A concrete clue to the future of governance was left last year with the publicizing 
of the document “Crisis of the State: Reforms to Racionalize the Government Appara-
tus”)42,  , sent in December 2004 by the Business Federations to the state government. 
Therein, inspired upon Bresser Pereira, a proposal was presented to the government for 
rendering the government apparatus “public”. By this they meant the “not-for-profit pro-
duction of public goods and services non-exclusive to the State by society, which partly 
assumes the operation in the indirect governmental administration, intended for allowing 
a maximization of results from social action”. What services would these be?  According 
to the document, these would be the services of health, education, security and job quali-
fication. Additionally, it suggests the privatization of water and sanitation, as well as en-
ergy, and, of course, Banrisul (state-owned bank).  The business sectors propose deep 
changes in bureaucracy and state contractuality not to render these public, as they claim, 
but to completely submit them to their interests, removing all of its republican vernish for 
the sake of a technico-economic objectivity. It is no longer the ‘raison d’etat” of the pat-
rimonial-bureaucratic State,but the dictatorship of market imperatives disguised as a de-
mand from “liberal civil society”. Actually, the distinction between market and civil soci-
ety characteristic of the latter is blurred, as once the State is captured by the financial tu-
telage of the markets, civil society itself starts to operate by mercantile criteria. It’s from 
this perspective,namely,  that only the private is “public”, that these businessmen view 
the PB - a tool for social normalization and the embryo of new opportunities for privati-
zation.  As there isn’t much more to privatize in the State, there has been an attempt now 
to privatize what still remains public in society itself. All indicates  that that is the reason 
why the stakeholders “excluded” from PB have been invited. By means of managerial 
tools, such as the creation of executive agencies or social organizations financed by the 
powers that be (using management contracts and projects based on performance indica-
tors), communitary movements are to be progressively induced to adjust themselves to 
business technico-administrative requirements. It isn’t, thus, a traditional clientelist ef-
fort, but a postmodern capitalist hegemony attained by turning the management of social 
inequalities  into market opportunities. Just like when a worker finds a job and is forced 
to concede with the conditions imposed by the employer, communitary organizations 
similarly  would only be “employed”  under conditions imposed by their financers, not 
the conditions established by them through political struggle. 
 

Another clue in the same direction was given by the acceptance both by the state 
government and the city government of the consultancy offered by the Gaucho Pro-
gramme of Quality and Productivity - PGQP43 to study possibilities for the rationalization 
of public expenditure. The same consulting firm that aids governor Aécio Neves (2003-
2006) in Minas Gerais was hired, the Instituto de Desenvolvimento Gerencial- INDG (In-
stitute of Managerial Development)44. The costs will be paid by businessmen, not by 
governments. This means that through the INDG businessmen will act within public  in-
stitutions, accessing strategic information and being allowed to set forth proposals of 
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their interest as if they were technical choices. Obviously, the agreement with this pro-
posal was not submitted to any public discussion (it was covered by the media only), let 
alone the Council of Participatory Budgeting.  
 
 Over 16 years, notwithstanding all the problems that have amounted up in the 
conduction of PB (bureaucratization, relative absence of transparency in budget execu-
tion), a participatory, emancipating culture developed amid popular communities, a cul-
ture in which ordinary citizens broadened the sphere of politics towards the neighbor-
hoods. All agreements between the local government and grassroots communitary or-
ganizations  were based upon choices made within the PB, following criteria collectively 
agreed on in regional forums and at the Council of Participatory Budgeting. The technical 
requirements were subordinated to political decisions. For instance, if the technical 
evaluation didn’t recommend a particular communitary facility for a daycare center, it 
was possible to change the logic of the corresponding programme and include the build-
ing of a facility consistent with the agreement. That’s why the ongoing conflict between 
the Fogaça administration and communitary movements in Porto Alegre allows both an 
evaluation of the PB sustainability 45(48)post-PT and the limitations of a new model of 
public-private co-responsibility. 

7.  Conclusions 
 

 
There was a time when it was claimed that Brazil’s problem was its people. There 

were even jokes. God had made a wonderful country, but its people was scum. And this 
prejudice against the people largely ranged  from the slavery roots to the political institu-
tions. In Sociology, this appeared in the critique of the precariousness of our civil society, 
always yoked to the State and restricted to the most cultivated fringes of middle sectors, 
unable to articulate the whole population. The conclusion was that there was a deficit of 
people, not of power. 
 

In the past 20 years, the popular classes of this country broke through the sanitary 
cordon separating them from an autonomous political participation. We put an end, albeit 
slowly and gradually, to more than 2 decades of military dictatorship. Basic citizen rights 
were extended to the whole population, despite its precarious quality. Long gone is the 
time when only formally employed workers had a right to public health services, for in-
stance. With the extension of the right of voting to the illiterate from 1988 on and the full 
resumption of political freedoms, we effectively established the universal suffrage. The 
population is informed or misinformed about what is going in the country by the mass 
media.  This popular influx, most notably in urban centers, was also embodied in the 
economy, though taking transverse routes, by means of  gradual improvements in urban 
infrastructures, the slow, yet steady, land regulation of squatter settlements, the access to 
education, and the development of huge informal trade and production networks. 
 

Additionally, the political citizenship of popular classes was going through a 
process that did not boil down to voting and being voted only. A large part of social poli-
cies put in effect began to be followed by local councils that inspected resource applica-
tion and its results. There  was a remarkable bet on  the democratic institutions. As re-
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gards urban development, in 2003, in the southern states alone  (PR, RS and SC), 196 
municipal conferences, 54 regional conferences and 3 state-level conferences were held. 
For alimentary security, the figures are even more awesome. Virtually all medium-size 
and large municipalities set out to develop minimally participative policies to fight fam-
ine, even if only to be accredited as beneficiaries of federal resources. In Rio Grande do 
Sul alone, 240 municipal conferences on alimentary security were held. Less impressive, 
but not less significant, were the events in the fields of environment, education and 
health. The facts, however, are stubborn, as the strategist Lenin used to say. After 3 years 
under Lula’s watch, even the most enthusiastic advocate of popular participation realizes 
that the excitement cannot survive a simulacre.  
 

If something was missing, certainly it wasn’t the civic willingness to build a better 
country. There is a huge national longing that doesn’t find room in the current possibili-
ties of politics. Or rather, there are a number of channels for talks, but  results are unsatis-
factory, which reduces participation to an impotent ritual in the development of solutions 
that could underpin large social mobilizations. Some economic commentators cynically 
claim that it is about time to get real and give up on dreaming about magic changes in the 
existing social conditions. So we have a possible minimum wage, possible social policies, 
a possible State. We have the knife, but cannot share the resources, as these are already 
someone else’s property. Nobody speaks about planning anymore, governments seem to 
be stuck on daily life, battles are fought one day at a time, and future lies nowhere. The 
people is out there, but we don’t have a country anymore.  
 

The participatory opportunities opened by the Lula government were not only 
mostly limited and inconsistent, but they also coincide, in Porto Alegre’s case, with the 
administrative exhaustion of the Popular Front, which administered Porto Alegre until 
2004. The last Congress of the City, held in 2003, already indicated a decreasing partici-
pation, as a substantial part of the public was perceived to be made up of government 
members, in a context of  exasperation of disputes among inner trends. To be sure, the 
opportunities brought  up by the preparation of national conferences on the most diverse 
areas (environment, cities, alimentary security, etc.) fueled to some extent the social 
movements, but their discontinuity  and absence of more concrete prospects for popular 
participation in the administration of public policies led participation to be banalized. The 
second Conferece of the City held in Porto Alegre in August 2005, preparing the Provin-
cial and National Conferences, clearly attested the exhaustion of possibilities of a model 
that failed to go beyond socio-political interaction. Roughly 100 individuals attended, out 
of which 90 were picked as  delegates, almost one representative for each person. The 
same regular professional citizens  fighting for space. After the first National Conference 
of the Cities, Porto Alegre got two representatives, a city councillor and the DEMHAB 
director-general. As far as we know, they never convened a public hearing to account for 
their performance in the Council of Cities, nor were they ever called upon to do so by the 
delegates who had participated in the process. Banalization is just a breath away from 
opportunism.  By the middle of the first semester in 2005, the State Forum of Master 
Plans began to be outlined in Porto Alegre, encouraged by the Ministry of Cities itself. 
As the revision or implementation of master plans counts on resources from this ministry 
through the Loans and Savings Bank (CEF), tens of entities associated to professional 
corporations of urban architects, engineers and entrepreneurs attended, a significant part 
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of which had never participated in the city’s participatory processes. Nevertheless,  they 
all showed up as though they were participatory planning experts.  
 

The participatory processes set in motion in Porto Alegre in the past years have 
resulted from the effort of a multitude of subjects. Thus, one cannot ascribe them a single 
meaning, let alone a fictitious origin. Power partition has never been an easy thing to do  
in Porto Alegre. Firstly, one should  bear in mind that the tradition of regionally articulat-
ing different entities and popular community movements dates back to the late 70’s. 
Lomba do Pinheiro, Grande Cruzeiro, Partenon, Zona Norte, Cavalhada, Grande Glória 
and Restinga did not learn how to stand up for their rights over night. It was the popular 
struggles that forced the governments to talk with popular communities,  and from this 
exchange it was possible to get the  participatory budgeting to evolve into a set of chan-
nels for the co-management of the city. 

 
Secondly, it was because the urban popular movements were tired of election-

oriented manipulations that their most lucid sectors went on to formulate along with the 
municipal government more civilized rules of relationship with the public powers. Par-
ticipatory budgeting allowed the politization of social struggles. From the demonstration 
of the Grande Cruzeiro women before the City Hall came the daycare center programme. 
Without the struggle  by physically challenged people, there wouldn’t be buses adapted to 
wheel chairs. Nor would exist the land regulation programme, the Planetário, Con-
domínio dos Anjos, popular incubators, enlargement of communitary health facilities, 
expansion of the municipal school system, etc. With the establishment of channels to dis-
cuss these policies, sectorial councils were  set up or restored, incorporated community 
representatives and  established the co-management of public equipment, giving rise to  a 
new form of city administration. 

 
Thirdly, as already identified by the communitary movements back in 1987, none 

of this would make any sense if it weren’t possible to discuss and decide about budgeting 
and urban planning.  And  more than a decade was spent voting urban reform laws, such 
as the Land Bank, Grant of Building Rights (solo criado),  Social Interest Areas, Munici-
pal Fund of Development, Social Urbanizer and the participatory administration of these 
via Municipal Council of Urban and Environmental Development.  
 

Lastly and most importantly, the possibility for popular control over investments, 
from deciding about services to supervising bidding processes and execution of public 
works, led to the introduction of a routine of communitary management of public services 
in every region in the city. 

 
According to these principles, one can say that the participatory democracy found 

in Porto Alegre consisted of a social contract drawn up bottom to top, matching structure 
and process, based upon direct participation and social justice criteria, and aimed at the 
elaboration and co-management of the public budget and public policies.  

 
The political direction that conducted the constitution of participatory councils, 

either the PB council or sectorial councils, was the possibility for elaborating and admin-
istering policies that prioritized the city’s dispossessed. Nowadays there is a lack of clar-
ity about the meaning of public policies, especially as regards social assistance, health 
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and education. There is also, as we have seen, a strong trend for the reassurance of bu-
reaucratic authority on one hand and the privatization of these services on the other, in 
association with  the idea of exploiting voluntary  work. To strengthen the subject in 
place of the object, the citizen in place of the consumer, popular control in place of bu-
reaucracy, and co-management in place of the autocracy of government secretaries still 
remains an enduring task for participatory democracy. The new political conjuncture that 
emerged in 2005 poses some additional challenges to the relationship among participa-
tion, public management and economic development. 

 
In 2004, it wasn’t the World Social Forum, the PB or popular participation that 

was defeated in Porto Alegre’s elections, but the Popular Front government. In being 
confined to the socio-political dimension of administration, and failing to develop consis-
tent and sustainable alternatives in both the economic-financial (beyond the fiscal-
redistributive level) and institutional-administrative field (there was no left-wing coun-
terpart to the neoliberal proposal for administrative reform, whose Brazilian design was 
put forward by Bresser Pereira) 46, the Popular Front’s sole alternative was the unremit-
ting task of rallying social forces around government policies. However, as the quantity 
of stakeholders tended to turn into political quality, the government turned out to lack the 
structural conditions to provide an administrative and economic answer to society’s de-
mands. Hence, the Front began losing gradually its ability as a political leadership, ini-
tially with the middle classes and later with the popular sectors themselves,which were 
the chief beneficiaries of the inversion in priorities set forth by the PB. The two main de-
velopments from the journey of the popular movements through the PB were related to 
communitary management and solidary economy initiatives. The Popular Front failed to 
respond in a proactive fashion to both themes. It enlarged the number of agreements with 
communitary entities, but it didn’t engage in the debate about public parameters of man-
agement. Modest initiatives were outlined to encourage solidary economy, but the knot in 
the interaction between these initiatives, public policies and the city’s economy could not 
be untied. The financial-administrative exhaustion translated into a heavier demand 
placed on appointed servants. “Work harder or quit” threatened mayor João Verle in 
2004. But it was too late to try making up for what had not been done in 16 years struc-
turally.  
 

The Fogaça administration has a simultaneously economic-financial, institutional-
administrative and sociopolitical agenda. In this agenda, social emancipation is replaced 
with subaltern integration to the local bourgeoisie. One wonders if the popular sectors 
that support participative democracy in the city will make the quantum leap needed not 
only to place the conflict inherent to social conditions back in the local political scene, 
but also to respond with proposals to the deep changes under way in the administrative 
and economic management of Porto Alegre and Brazil (two models contradictorily com-
ing closer to each other each passing day47 ). 

 
The social movements are facing a cynical dilemma. There’s been an increase in 

the number of youths who sneer at politics, pledging to annul their votes in the next elec-
tions. In other sectors is a renaissance of the desire for an authoritarian solution for the 
country’s moral and ethical crisis, expressed in the appeal for someone with a gun in his 
hands to indiscriminately give the political class a hard time.  Within the governmental 
bureaucracies, requests are on the rise for the reinforcement of bureaucratic controls over 
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public policies,which actually becomes just the opposite: increase in the system entropy  
and in the trend towards autarchic insulation.  Proposals, such as autonomy for the Cen-
tral Bank, for instance, follow along, as if  democratic, public control,  populism and sys-
temic corruption were all one and the same. Irony, apoliticism and some melancholy are 
pushing the citizenry towards a numbing cynicism. 
 

The Cynics in ancient Greece (Antisthenes, Diogenes of Sinope, Hipparchia) went 
on to be considered “the proletariat’s philosophers” for their radical irreverence towards a 
civilization unable to recognize non-citizens as part of the same human species. Plato 
considered all “barbarians” natural enemies and Aristotle went one step further, regarding 
all “barbarians” as naturally-born slaves. Objecting to this ideology advocated by the oli-
garchical faction of the Greek city-state, Diogenes declared himself a “citizen of the 
world”, tauntingly refusing to participate in the civilization of the city-state  48.  Current 
postmodern cynicism, contrariwise, serves to naturalize the relations of domination and 
nulify the possibility of politics, becoming the typical ideology of neoliberalism 49. For 
the new Cynics, not only is possessive individualism  the people’s sole motivation, but 
also all processes of collective life tend to totalitarianism.  The collective, then, is always 
supposed to be backstabbed by some Stalin-wannabe sooner or later, unless there is some 
personal benefit in promoting the common good. “What belongs to everyone belongs to 
nobody, and what belongs to nobody belongs to the living”, they claim. The only “hon-
est” form of social action would be through the market (supposedly the best form of rela-
tionship among strangers), in which everyone would pursue individual profit, benefitting 
the collectivity through competition. Not coincidentally, under this market logic of qual-
ity, the Fogaça administration, for instance, began to force organizations interested in 
signing up for new telecenters to subject themselves to a semi-public bid (a combination 
between technical criteria and the final decision from regional forums constituted by the 
government). Previously, the criterion for the installation of a telecenter relied on the 
ability of popular communities to directly assume its management. The new government 
singles out the poor as a target population, but does not regard them as subjects different 
from other social classes. Thus, in the new system of bids, the underdog as a subject 
ceases to have importance. Community, devoid of adjectives, begins to designate the set 
of entities in a particular region. If a luxury condo proposes to administer a telecenter ori-
ented to the target population (the poor, the dangerous classes), it can compete under 
equal conditions with popular organizations. Just like with public contests, for which eve-
ryone can register, but as a rule the middle classes occupy most positions, the popular 
communities are being assigned once again a passive role for the sake of a legal equality 
typical of the Capitalist State. 
 

Gramsci uses the concept of transformism in two moments: firstly, as a molecular 
process that took place in Italy between 1860 and 1900, when individual  political figures 
shaped by democratic opposition parties began to be incorporated individually by the 
moderate and conservative political classes in a process also called  passive revolu-
tion,characterized by a growing social disbandment; secondly, from 1900 onwards, in the 
form of  the transformism of whole groups of left-wing militants that moved to the mod-
erate camp. In the Brazilian case, the moral and ethical collapse of PT’s majority camp, 
let alone the economic “success”  of the Lula government (PT being the major party 
originated from the 80’s  social movements), allows an updating of the transformism 
concept to account for the formation of  a new political class which, after establishing 
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itself as such, progressively moves away from  the social movements for the sake of real-
politik.  

 
The force of social movements relies on their ability to propose and rally. This 

ability,however, doesn’t come out of the blue, it’s a social effort that depends, among 
other things, on activists, organization, resources, method, strategy, communication, col-
laborations, etc. The great difference of the Brazilian left seemed to be the ability to pro-
pose, not only oppose. Its political self-inviability under the Lula administration hurls the 
large social masses back to the dichotomy between conservative order and disorganized 
criticism. The transformism in the majority camp allowed PT to win the elections, but it 
lost itself. 

 
Whether or not one sympathizes for PT,  it is undisputable that this party pos-

sessed the aforementioned ability in the political articulation of social movements. By 
betting on institutionality as a strategy for social transformation, and relinquishing its 
class independence, a significant part of the social movements eventually crystallized into 
a set of entities (from NGOs to labor unions) revolving around government channels. The 
current conjuncture turned cynicism into an unavoidable attitude for  those willing to use 
reason to analyze it, but how to use cynicism as a sort of vaccine without succumbing to 
the postmodern apolitical numbness?  Disorganized criticism is  a form of resistance and 
is extremely healthy as well as necessary for the social movements to recover their 
autonomy and vitality at this point, no matter if it originates from bishop Dom Luiz 
Flávio Cappio or from São Paulo’s homeless banished by Serra & Alckmin’s police. The 
political initiative, however, has been lost and will be hard to recover it for the left in the 
next years. 
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