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I shall try to describe the importance 
of establishing links between short 
term and long-term projects intended 
to reduce poverty, illustrating these 
issues with the recent experiences of 
São Paulo, Brazil.

I shall start with a short commen-
tary on mobile societies, the global 
economy and the meaning of sus-
tainable development. As our main 
and final aim is the elimination of 
poverty and not just its reduction, I 
shall then outline the links between 
long-term objectives and urgent 
short-term strategies. Finally, I will 
reflect upon poverty reduction efforts undertaken in São Paulo by Mayor 
Marta Suplicy during her 2001-2004 term when I served as Planning 
Secretary. Based on this experience, I shall propose some topics for the 
research agenda on poverty and urbanization.

Three preliminary comments
Humankind is currently living through a period of great physical and social 
mobility. The process of acculturation of Europe, whose countries are not 
reproducing their population, but are receiving large numbers of immigrants 
from their former colonies and from poorer eastern European countries, will 
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eventually result in a transformed society. 
But the stressful process of acculturation 
dramatically arouses all kind of tensions and 
prejudices. 

On the African scene, rural to urban 
migration is swelling cities at an unbelievable 
pace. In few years Lagos will rank as the third 
largest megacity in the world. The hardship 
of rural life in this continent and the hope 
that the modernity of cities means survival 
from rural misery pushes members of dis-
rupted families to migrate. Similar trends in 
urbanization can be seen in China, although 
within the specific context of state-oriented 
introduction and expansion of capitalism. 
Tensions between rural and urban, the swell-
ing of cities and the unfair status of those 

who work in cities but are officially residents 
of rural regions, bring new dramatic con-
flicts and inequalities. (Saskia Sassen speaks 
of the new inequalities brought along by 
globalization).

Social mobility in the “New World” has 
a different historical context, especially in 
the US and in Brazil, large countries with 
diversified economies. The melting of many 
different waves of European migrants and 
African slaves with the native Indian culture, 
resulted in a very special Brazilian culture 
that relates to its vast available territory with 
constant domestic migrations. This mobile 
society, still very dynamic and constantly 
transforming, easily absorbing the inputs 

of modernity, ends up in cities of all sizes, 
including megacities such as São Paulo. 

Social mobility is currently enhanced by 
global connectivity, accelerating the speed 
of transformations. Social mobility means 
not only geographical displacements but 
also opportunities to advance along the 
social ladder. However in the Brazilian 
case, where the social pattern of economic 
life marked by the late abolition of slav-
ery (1888), inequality--the gap between 
rich and poor--might increase, aggravating 
poverty.

This leads me to a second comment: the 
new unstable rules of globalization. During the 
last decade there was an effort to “reduce 
and regulate the state in order to give more 

liberty to the market.” The result, 
even before the final disastrous 
effects of this policy in Argentina, 
was a new phase of neo-monopo-
lism through corporate fusions and 
an amazing concentration of capital, 

the destruction of labor and the increase of 
poverty and inequalities, both globally and 
within developing countries. Even neo-lib-
eral authors are now calling for “regulation 
of the market in order to give more liberty 
to society and state.”

The new social context, always very mobile 
and in constant transformation, gave birth to 
newly rich as well as to newly poor people. 
The middle class in many countries lost the 
benefits of welfare states and employment, 
and descended into poverty brackets. 

The malfunction of capitalism in the pres-
ent global context gave birth to a number of 
studies on its future, either through reflexive 
transformations, or through policy regulation 

“There are no good winds for navigators who 
don’t know where to go”

SENECA (4 BC. - 65 AC.)
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and limits on its power. One has to recall the 
fact that “capitalism” is not the same as “mar-
ket economy”; the latter existed many centu-
ries before capitalism was invented, although 
the former has been an efficient operator 
of the market since the mercantilism of the 
XVII century. During this century I believe 
that the link 
between the mar-
ket and capitalism 
will have to adapt 
to the globaliza-
tion of the econ-
omy, the acceleration of all processes and the 
new social paradigms of global connectivity 
and an eventual “knowledge society”. The 
necessary transformation of capitalism might 
result in some kind of regime called “social 
capitalism” or “free-market socialism”!

For the present time, the efficiency of 
the global economy, as it is applied, has 
created new poverty problems and also 
a mounting assault on the Earth’s non-
renewable natural resources. This brings me 
to a third comment: what does sustainable 
development mean? “Sustainable” was an 
adjective applied to the noun “development” 
as a reminder that economic growth 
based on the dramatic depletion of natural 
resources would have a short life. Thus, the 
term received a green coloring that remains 
today. In the current context we must admit 
that the sustainability of development also 
depends on the permanence of other factors, 
like employment or simply decent work. 
In order to develop strategies for poverty 
reduction, we should remember that with 
no forests we shall have no water, without 
labor we shall have a different society, and 

without oil we shall have to establish a post-
petroleum civilization. In other words: the 
long-term challenges and aims are very significant 
for short -term strategies.

When one has governmental responsi-
bilities it is easy to plot the urgent demands 
of people; and government has to tackle 

these diverse issues. 
However, they are 
not necessarily fun-
damental issues for 
development that 
designs the future 

life and opportunities of those same people. 
Governments should deal with these issues 
too. This is true for policy considerations that 
address poverty. Although the reduction of 
poverty means the design and implementa-
tion of necessary actions, these actions should 
be strategic to the incremental transformation 
toward the end of poverty. In other words, 
short-term strategies should be linked to 
long-term policies.

The case of São Paulo, Brazil
I shall now describe strategic action under-
taken in São Paulo to reduce poverty dur-
ing the four years (2001-2004) of the PT 
(Workers Party) local government led by 
Mayor Marta Suplicy, during which I was 
Planning Secretary, and together with Marcio 
Pochmann, Secretary of Labor, was responsi-
ble for programming and policy implementa-
tion for poverty reduction.

São Paulo’s main policy during those 
four years was the inclusion of neglected citi-
zens living primarily at the periphery of the 
metropolis. Inclusion meant poverty reduc-
tion strategies as well as the provision of 

“Brazil is not an underdeveloped 
country. It is an unfair country”

F.H. Cardoso (1931-)
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health facilities, new modern schools with 
cultural and sport  activities, computer centers, 
reduced price 2-hour bus tickets, special zones 
for popular housing markets, and the setting 
up of productive units in the periphery. The 
programs intended to achieve inclusive results 
were deployed mainly in those areas previously 
deemed by an academic report as “districts of 
exclusion”. The strategies were clearly meant 
to combat inequity, violence and poverty.

The direct social inclusion program cov-
ered almost half a million families: 2.1 million 
people (20% of total population). With a bud-
get of approximately US$400 million, positive 
results could be shown after just four years of 
gradual implementation. The poverty reduc-
tion strategy considered immediate effects as 
well as future transformations. It had 4 income 
distribution programs, 3 emancipatory programs 
and 2 local development programs. 

The income distribution program deployed 
four axes of action: (a) the distribution of 
additional income to approximately 200,000 
families earning less than the minimal legal 
income (currently equivalent to US$130 per 
month); (b) working scholarships of US$60 to 
60,000 young workers and students between 
the ages of 16 and 20; (c) a “starting again” 
scholarship of US$90 to 55,000 unemployed 
adults over the age of 40 who needed to learn 
a new profession; and, (d) temporary jobs in 
districts of the periphery for 14,000 people.

The emancipatory program focused on 
local potential for starting new economies, 
new working conditions and jobs, and self-
employment. Initially (a) several industrial 
nurseries were set up: simple lofts or sheds 
housing more than one starting industry, 
with common facilities, established under 

the title of “solidarity economy”. The pro-
gram also operated (b) the Popular Bank (a 
new branch of the national Banco do Brasil) 
whose microcredit program financed US$6 
million to start new economic activities.

Finally, the local development program tried 
to establish local productive chains comple-
menting existing small businesses and facili-
tating their implementation in order to 
assure a more permanent basis for jobs and 
the local economy.

During those four years, 45,000 families 
of São Paulo, ¾ of whom were living in the 
selected districts where the programs were 
implemented, were lifted from the statisti-
cal poverty bracket. The current municipal 
unemployment rate of 17.8% would have 
reached 19.4% without the implementation 
of those programs. Homicides and school 
evasion indicators fell to lower levels pre-
cisely in those districts of exclusion where 
the government acted. 

Most of these programs were not aban-
doned by the current administration, par-
ticularly the income distribution program. 
Law and decrees established them all, which 
makes them politically more stable. And 
once you start to feed a family with money 
they expect to receive monthly through 

these social programs, it is very unpopular to 
reduce the amount or to stop the program. 
Most families were entitled to more than one 
program; thus the financial help was, at their 

“Money has become a parasite that 
devours economy”

Andre Gorz (1924-)
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level, quite substantial. And it even reflected 
on the local business: in those districts of 
exclusion small commerce was enhanced 
and corresponding taxes increased. 

Suggesting subsidies for a  
research agenda
The initial comments and the examples from 
São Paulo are put forward as a subsidy to the 
debate that should feed decisions concerning 
research objectives for the coming years, on 
the issue of poverty reduction and the UN 
goals for the Millennium. 

Those dealing with urban issues should 
address the problem of urban social exclu-
sion in order to set all poverty reduction 
studies and research in the long-term per-
spective of a more equitable society. In other 
words: our main interest relies on reaching 
a more just society in which poverty would 
come to an end.

For this purpose several themes could be 
listed, not only analyzing the local experi-
ences of short-term strategies, like the São 
Paulo case, but also researching theories 
and general ideas generated with the aim of 
a more just society. In order to debate this 
perspective, I will list some possible topics:

•  �Regional cultural character of 
urbanization and its effects on poverty

•  �Free-market and new capitalism: new 
frontiers and regulation

•  �The 21st century sustainable 
development: environment and decent 
work

•  �Towards a post-petroleum civilization

•  �Labor and decent work in global and local 
economies

•  �Long-term planning and incremental 
short-term strategies

•  �Urban and rural poverty: regional aspects

•  �Public policies focused on social 
inclusion

I believe the present debate will reach a 
new level of urban focus, very much linked 
to the new realities brought along by new 
paradigms, like global connectivity, physical 
and social mobility, increased social inequali-
ties, virtual fluxes and physical realities, as 
well as the real necessity of inventing new 
methods to build knowledge.



One Woodrow Wilson Plaza, 1300 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW, Washington, DC 20004-3027

SMITHSONIAN INSTITUTION

Official Business

Penalty for Private Use $300

WOODROW WILSON INTERNATIONAL CENTER FOR SCHOLARS 

Lee H. Hamilton, President and Director 

BOARD OF TRUSTEES 
Joseph B. Gildenhorn, Chair 
David A. Metzner, Vice Chair 

Public Members: James H. Billington, Librarian of Congress; Allen Weinstein, Archivist of the United States; Bruce Cole, Chair, National Endowment for the 
Humanities; Michael O. Leavitt, Secretary, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services; Condoleezza Rice, Secretary, U.S. Department of State; Lawrence 
M. Small, Secretary, Smithsonian Institution; Margaret Spellings, Secretary, U.S. Department of Education. Designated Appointee of the President from Within 
the Federal Government: Tamala L. Longaberger Private Citizen Members: Carol Cartwright, Robin B. Cook, Donald E. Garcia, Bruce S. Gelb, Sander R. Gerber, 
Charles L. Glazer, Ignacio Sanchez

The COMPARATIVE URBAN STUDIES PROJECT (CUSP) of the Woodrow Wilson Center was established in 1991 in an effort to bring together U.S. policymakers 
and urban researchers in a substantive discussion about how to build the viable urban governance structures and strong democratic civic culture that 
are essential for sustaining cities. Research priorities for CUSP include urban health, poverty alleviation, youth populations and conflict, and immigrant 
communities in cities. 
This publication is made possible through support provided by the Urban Programs Team of the Office of Poverty Reduction in the Bureau of Economic 
Growth, Agriculture and Trade, U.S. Agency for International Development under the terms of the Cooperative Agreement No. GEW-A-00-02-00023-00. The 
opinions expressed herein are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the U.S. Agency for International Development or the Woodrow 
Wilson Center.

Project Chair: Blair A. Ruble
Project Associate: Allison Garland
Project Assistant: Mejgan Massoumi
Graphic Design: Jeremy Swanston 

For more information about the Comparative Urban Studies Project, please go to the CUSP website: www.wilsoncenter.org/cusp.

Cover Images Courtesy of photoshare
304-10 Eldoret, Kenya © 2003 RUINET, Members of the Rural Information Network (RUINET) carry out a street cleaning activity in the slums of Eldoret, Kenya.
292-56 Nairobi, Kenya © 2005 Felix Masi, A woman in Kibera, Africa’s largest slum in Nairobi, Kenya.
998-67 Dhaka, Bangladesh © 2001 Jean Sack/ICDDRB, Old Dhaka on a Friday holiday after mosque prayers.


