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Memorandum to the Municipal Government of Rio De Janeiro, Brazil 

Proposed by Carissa Lim, Emily Siegel and Monique Sager 

 

A.  Abstract 

The favelas of Rio de Janeiro have been a persistent cause of concern for the city 

for over a century. The favelas, which are shantytowns precariously perched on hilltops, 

have grown considerably since their earliest days. Currently, roughly 22 percent of the 

population of Rio de Janeiro resides in these communities.1 Favelas are often considered a 

blight upon the city, due to their inability to respond to a wide range of issues, including 

population growth, environmental factors, and the test of time. However, favelas are 

indeed rich communities, which contain vibrant cultural infrastructure. There have been 

numerous attempts by the government to design creative solutions for a more stable and 

safer favela. These efforts have seen varying results, but most have not been embraced by 

the communities in any significant way.  

In this memorandum, we will examine the current issues surrounding favelas and 

outline the past efforts undertaken to improve living conditions. We will then propose a 

creative solution that preserves the positive characteristics of the existing communities 

while responding to weaknesses in past intervention programs.  

 

B. Problem 

                                                
1Hurrell, Fiona. “Rio Favela Population Largest in Brazil: Daily.” The Rio Times, December 23, 2011.  
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 Below, we discuss the problems that currently exist in Rio de Janeiro’s favelas, as 

well as past government efforts to improve these issues.  

 

 i. Current Issues 

One of the defining characteristics of the favelas is that the majority of their 

residents build their own homes. This means that structures are erected without the 

guidance of formal planning controls, such as building regulations and street layouts. Many 

homes are built from substandard materials such as cardboard, wood, and corrugated tin 

sheets.2 The result is that homes built very high up the mountains are at great risk of 

damage from landslides, flooding, and land erosion. Often favelas lack basic services, 

including clean tap water, sewerage, storm drainage, paved streets, street lighting, and 

trash collection.3 Winding, unlit streets allow for the prevalence of drug gangs and make 

policing the area challenging.4 Because the plots of land on which these homes are built 

have no legal entitlement, residents are disincentivized to perform self-financed 

improvements to their homes.5  

While favelas gain public attention for their negative characteristics, they do not gain 

as much recognition for their positive ones. According to a study performed by the non-

profit organization, Catalytic Communities, 79 percent of people who have never entered a 

favela have negative views of the shantytowns, while 72 percent of those who have been 

                                                
2 O’Hare, Greg. “Urban Renaissance: New Horizons for Rio’s Favelas.” Geography 86, no. 1 (2001): 61-75. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
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to favelas have left with positive attitudes.6 While the favelas are widely recognized for their 

extreme poverty, often neglected is their strong sense of community. The collective 

attitude embodied by favela dwellers is fostered by the very characteristics that evoke the 

negative perception of favelas. Because most homes in favelas are built directly by their 

inhabitants, favela residents dedicate everything they have to developing their own small 

spaces as well as their neighbors’, causing building to become a collective effort within the 

neighborhood. A typical Saturday in a favela might begin with working to install a roof on a 

neighbor’s house, and end with a community dinner.7 

 

ii. Past Government Efforts 

The government of Brazil has adopted different views of the favelas over time. 

Between 1962 and 1974, 80 favelas in Rio de Janeiro were forcefully evacuated, placing 

their residents in housing areas far from the city center. When this became too costly, 

Brazil’s government began placing the former favela residents in housing complexes that 

were merely shells, leaving the citizens to complete the homes upon move-in. In recent 

years, however, planners have begun focusing on smaller scale, in situ development 

techniques that aim to promote individual upgrades and maintenance to homes in favelas.8 

Below, we examine three instances of Brazilian government intervention in favelas. 

 

Santa Lucia Favela 

                                                
6 “Perceptions Survey.” Catalytic Communities CatComm.  
7 Zirin, Dave. “What It’s Like to Live Inside a Rio de Janeiro Favela.” Screamer. June 20, 2014. 
8 O’Hare, Greg. “Urban Renaissance: New Horizons for Rio’s Favelas.” Geography 86, no. 1 (2001): 61-75. 
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In the Santa Lucia Favela Improvement program in Belo Horizonte, the municipal 

government is working to improve the infrastructure of the favela and redesign various 

aspects of it.9 The Vila Viva Favela Improvement Program aims to improve roads, public 

works, and residential structures within the favela. The government has singled out select 

areas at the tops of hills that are determined to be at high risk for natural disasters. 

Residents are being moved out and relocated to public housing projects at the bottom of 

the slope.10  

The public housing implemented in Santa Lucia has been largely rejected by the 

people for various reasons. One major drawback to the housing plans is that they placed 

residents in large apartment complexes, rather than in individual homes. Although the land 

in the favelas is not worth anything legally to its inhabitants, it holds emotional sentiment. 

Homes in the favelas have been built up over decades, a process known as growth by 

accretion. This process of incremental growth makes sense for the low-income residents 

of a favela, who are free to expand their homes as finances allow. 11 Additionally, after 

years of home development, these houses become family relics and forms of individual 

expression. Residents have stressed in interviews that “their homes are part of their 

identities,” and government-implemented apartment complexes do not adequately value 

this.12  

 

                                                
9 Lomholt, I. “Santa Lucia Favela, Brazil.” E-Architect. November 28, 2012. 
10 Lomholt, I. “Santa Lucia Favela, Brazil.” E-Architect. November 28, 2012. 
11 Cummings, Jake. Confronting the Favela Chic: Gentrification of Informal Settlements in Rio de Janeiro, 

Brazil. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Graduate School of Design, 2013. 
12 Heck, Charles. “The ‘Area of Risk’ Justification for Favela Removals: The Case of Santa Marta.” Rio On 

Watch. October 29, 2013. 
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Rocinha Favela 

Brazil formed its Federal Growth Acceleration Program in 2007, which included 

multiple public works initiatives. Specifically the ‘My House, My Life’ initiative was aimed at 

“providing housing, water and sewage systems that [would] benefit poor Brazilians.”13 The 

goal of the initiative was to create homes for the poor in order to improve the quality of life 

in “precarious communities.”14  

Under the Federal Growth Acceleration Program, the Brazilian government built 

public housing in the Rocinha favela in 2010. To do this, they removed existing homes and 

infrastructure, broadened roads, and relocated residents to the new public housing units.15 

The heightened quality of life encouraged by the new housing not only led to a surging 

sense of safety in Rocinha, but also to soaring real estate prices. Quickly, rent prices for 

the government housing units, as well as surrounding homes, began to rise. Eventually, 

homes became so expensive that many locals were forced to move out of the community, 

and foreigners or wealthier citizens moved in. By 2012, a staggering 35 percent of the 

favela community was comprised of renters.16 

Additionally, residents began to complain only a year later that the government 

housing was not being properly maintained. Residents noted “cracked walls and lapsing 

water supplies” that gained no government attention. Because the building was 

                                                
13 Cath, Corinne. “The Gringos Are Coming! Poverty Programs Gentrify Rocinha.” Rio On Watch. March 23, 

2012. 
14 “Minha Casa Minha Vida (My House My Life).” Minha Casa Minha Vida. 
15 Ibid 
16 Ibid 
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government-owned, the residents could not alter these buildings as they had altered their 

own homes, and thus were not in a position to fix structural issues.17 

 

Dos Passos Favela 

When the residents of the Dos Passos Favela in Belo Horizonte were given new 

apartments, they “quickly strived to adopt new middle‐class lifestyles, standards and 

values.”18 Rather than comparing themselves to their neighbors, residents began 

comparing themselves to members of the middle class who lived in similar apartments.  

In an ethnographic study of Dos Passos Favela, University of Chicago researcher 

Gustavo Rivera found that when favela residents moved into public housing, they began to 

disassociate from the favela. Rivera states: 

 

“ [...] Most of the favela residents I interviewed no longer identified with the favela. In fact, 

most of the residents I encountered felt that the favela was a place they had left behind. 

[...] In their minds they were no longer part of [the favela].”19  

 

Rivera explains that the architects and engineers who designed the buildings to 

improve the lives of favelados were left baffled – they had “firmly believed that public 

housing could provide an impetus for favela residents to improve their lives; that it could 

                                                
17 “Minha Casa Minha Vida (My House My Life).” Minha Casa Minha Vida. 
18 Rivera, Gustavo. “Favelas, Public Housing, and the Reconfiguration of Urban Space in Brazilian Slums.” 

The Urban Re-inventors Online Journal, 2005. 
19 Ibid 
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give them dignity, pride and self‐esteem.”20 They had not anticipated that the simple act of 

providing residents with new housing could cause them to revoke their association with 

the community of which they had once been members.  

Rivera writes, “former social networks have been weakened or broken ‐ and 

reconfigured, as residents of public housing units have begun building a new identity 

around new opportunities and life‐standards.”21 This example highlights the importance of 

integrating housing into the community. New housing plans should serve to enrich the 

community, not fragment it.  

 

iii. Conclusion 

Although past efforts have had shortcomings of many different varieties, one 

common fault among them was the lack of consideration for the people. Our solution to 

this problem must take into account the low standard of living in the favelas and the 

shortcomings of past solutions, as well as the positive characteristics of favelas that cause 

residents to become resistant to change. What distinguishes the proposed solution from 

past ones is its consideration for the needs of the communities that already exists within 

favelas.  

 

C. Solution 

                                                
20 Rivera, Gustavo. “Favelas, Public Housing, and the Reconfiguration of Urban Space in Brazilian Slums.” 

The Urban Re-inventors Online Journal, 2005. 
21 Rivera, Gustavo. “Favelas, Public Housing, and the Reconfiguration of Urban Space in Brazilian Slums.” 

The Urban Re-inventors Online Journal, 2005. 
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 The following attempts to take our critiques of past efforts and transform that 

information into a creative solution. We propose a set of guidelines for the Brazilian 

government to keep in mind for future building efforts. We emphatically do not propose 

that a specific infrastructure be built. Rather, we provide methods and stylistic 

considerations for future building efforts, so that residents can adapt these strategies as 

they wish. In doing this, we avoid infringing upon personal liberties, raising rents and 

forcing current residents out, as well as alienating the residents as past projects have 

done. We aim to convert favela redesign from a top-down intervention strategy into a 

bottom-up effort.  

 

 i. Modularity 

 Modular design is characterized by the aggregation of one or a few simple 

components, resulting in a more complex system.22 One major benefit to modular design 

is its flexibility in function. 

 For example, Georg Muche and Richard Paulick’s Steel House was a completely 

modular home. The design of the home was left to the discrepancy of the owner, who 

could purchase parts and assemble them according to necessity and desire. For example, 

a growing family could purchase the parts to expand its home in order to accommodate 

additional inhabitants. 

 The favelas of Rio de Janeiro are essentially modular systems, formed by the 

aggregation of many homes, which are inserted and removed over time. We are proposing 

                                                
22 Barley, Luke. “All Mod Everything: 10 Examples of Modular Design.” Architizer, September 13, 2013. 
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the introduction of a new module that will compliment the current system, and allow for 

customizable, affordable, and safer homes to be built in the favelas.  

 

 ii. Prefabrication 

 Prefabrication, although it often goes hand in hand with modularity, does not 

necessarily imply an aggregation of many parts. Rather, it describes the process by which 

the individual components of a structure are fabricated and prepared for assembly off-site. 

Prefabrication allows for increased productivity, as well as easier and more inexpensive 

construction.23 It also permits mass production, allowing for the regulation of building 

materials in order to meet safety requirements. 

 Prefabrication supports a modular design because it allows customers to purchase 

individual parts and assemble them without hiring a contractor. This would preserve the 

current tradition of self-building in the favelas. Additionally, if a repair to a home is 

necessary, the homeowner can easily order a replacement for the damaged part and 

install it quickly.  

 

 iii. Materials 

 The climate of Rio de Janeiro is typical warm and humid, with aggressive wet and 

dry seasons.24 The design’s stylistic choices should respond to this warm and wet climate. 

The design should encourage as much ventilation as possible and should be of light 

density to avoid as much heat accumulation as possible. The design is inspired by a 

                                                
23 “Prefabrication and Modularization in Construction.” FMI Corporation. 2013. 
24 Kure, Johan, Kemo Usto, and Thiru Manickam. "Favela Cloud," 54. 
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special Brazilian brick-type called “Corbogo” that responds to the regionally specific 

environment and the Brazilian modernist aesthetic.25 The aggregated brick provides shade, 

light, and ventilation. Furthermore, it is commonly used as a façade element in many 

Brazilian modernism buildings, such as Pedregulho.  

This design will utilize materials that are affordable, durable, transportable, and 

elegant. Through the careful selection of materials, we can provide favela residents with 

the opportunity to build structurally stable and weather-resistant homes, which embody 

the unique Brazilian style and culture. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
25 Kure, Johan, Kemo Usto, and Thiru Manickam. "Favela Cloud," 56. 
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