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PREFACE

I am not sure how housing challenges 
became one of favorite Urbanism topics. 
Maybe it is because I have worked with 
regularization of land in São Paulo for 
almost five years, or maybe it is because 
I have felt for a very brief moment as 
an immigrant in Sweden the fear of 
not having a place to live, which made 
me wonder how hard must be for 
certain people to have proper housing 
conditions. 

If to be “modern” is to live a life paradox 
of contradictions (BERMAN, 1988), the 
housing challenges born in our modern 
age are also part of the paradox, where 
big bureaucratic organizations, like 
the Municipality of São Paulo, have 
the ultimate power of controlling 
communities lives and also destroying 
them, often avoiding the confrontation 
between city’s voices; yet, there is still 
hope from all sides to achieve a better 
urban environment and its inhabitants’ 
rights, such as housing and the right to 
the city itself.

In this project I have, mostly, tried to 
understand the housing system in Brazil 
from its basis, and find solutions to 
the problem, attempt in which I have, 
obviously, failed. On the other hand, 
I have understood how complex the 
problem is, and that there is no easy way 
to reform or solve it.
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Therefore, this project exists because of 
other students, professors, authors, 
voices and stories, and it became 
a collection of some of the little 
“complexities” (JACOBS, 1961) that mold 
the housing challenges in the city of São 
Paulo, focusing on vertical occupations 
of the city center by social movements.

i. Trigger Words

This chapter inside the preface is 
a reference to Neil Gaiman’s book 
“Trigger Warning”. Since I believe a 
good Architect and Urbanist should, 
at least, try to look for interdisciplinar 
inspirations wherever he can, here is my 
attempt to be more interesting on my 
approach to such difficult matters: 

“The Past is not dead”, says Neil Gaiman, 
and people realize that when they 
face themselves with a situation, or 
word, that upsets them deeply, or even 
“rotates them off-axis”. Therefore, as 
a warning, there are words primarily 
written of links to images or ideas that 
can upset the reader, called “trigger 
warnings”. 

Since housing challenges is a complex 
subject that deeply upsets me, and 
sometimes makes my anxiety pop, here 
it goes:

This is a non-fictitious work, it is a 
collection of ideas and, apart from some 
of the illustrations, there are “things” 

that might upset you, maybe as much 
as they upset me. You may find social 
injustice, poverty, enslavement, or 
violence here. There is also hope, 
sometimes, and differently from 
Gaiman’s world, this will include 
something hard to digest: “the cold hard 
truth”.

ii. General Apologies

A proper Master thesis should be 
respectable in its form, displaying a 
proper introduction, summary, body 
and conclusion, all following the rules. 
This is why I call this a “final project”, 
contradicting the formal “thesis” format 
and for that, I apologize in advance, 
specially to those expecting to find such 
content here.

In addiction, English is not my first 
language therefore, I deeply apologize 
in advance for any mistakes you might 
encounter. For reasons beyond my 
current student situation, this project 
has not been edited by anyone but 
myself and, for that, I request your 
indulgence and kindness.

When I first presented this topic to my 
professors, I was hoping I could uncover 
the housing system from its basis and to 
point out solutions to solve the vertical 
occupation problem in the city center 
of São Paulo. Needless to say, I have 
failed on my quest therefore, I offer my 
deepest apologies. 

iii. Acknowledgements 

Firstly, I would like to thank Professor 
Vania Ceccato, who kindly agreed to help 
me start this project. Thank you Vania, 
for giving me the courage to face my 
fears and deal with my “triggers”. You 
gave me the confidence and guidance 
so I could focus on this very important 
theme, as well as to organize my ideas.

Secondly, I thank Dr. Tigran Hass 
and Dr. Ryan Locke, who make this 
Urbanism Master Course happen in a 
way the students are allowed to dream 
and share their thoughts about the 
world we live in. I am grateful to have 
had your guidance over this past year. 
Therefore, thank you very much for 
believing in us.

Furthermore, I would like to thank 
my family for supporting my career 
choices over the years. It has been a 
hard year away from my beloved ones, 
nevertheless, I consider myself very 
lucky to have you as my supporting 
family, specially when Urbanism can 
be a hard choice in such difficult times. 
Therefore, thank you Mãe, Ira, Vó e Pai, 
for not giving up on me.

To MSc. Paula Bologna, who has been 
working inside the Occupation Mauá, 
I thank you for the share of ideas, the 
trust and, specially, for the photographs 
that illustrate the chapters
of this work. Thank you, Paula, for your 

lovely work and help. I look forward to 
reading your final thesis.

Last but not least, I thank my Urbanism 
classmates for being the best classmates 
I have ever had. I am proud to have 
studied and learned with you. I see 
you making the world, if not better, 
more colorful, beautiful and tolerant. 
Therefore, thank you for being big 
dreamers and having brave hearts. You 
are the MUSERs the world deserves. 
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INTRODUCTION  

i. The persistence of the housing 
question

In 1872,  Friedrich Engels wrote the 
article “The housing question” that 
was published in six volumes for the 
Volksstaat. It is worth the reading, 
since it was one of the first who has 
attempted to introduce the Proudhon’s 
school in Germany.

Therefore, the housing questions are 
not new. Friedrich Engels (1887) shows 
his faith on the State intervention on 
housing questions, and he even shows 
some sort of faith on a more anarchist 
ideology: the local control, autonomy 
and self organized solutions, contrasting 
with the capitalist system, which still 
prevails and has been causing much of 
the housing challenges since then.

Back a little more, in ancient societies, 
such as the Roman Empire,  the 
concept of land ownership was linked 
to territorial expansion, so with 
colonization came along enslavement 
and property loss.

“property only has meaning if it can 
be lost, and the loss of one person’s 

land is the prerequisite for the other’s 
concentration of land.” 

( BARNOW, 2002)
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According to Finn Barnow (2002), the
confiscation of areas is a spatial 
restructuring of the ancient world, 
in which the need of expansion and 
colonization is reflected by its own 
system: if there is no expansion, the 
empire falls. 

Fast forward to 2007, U.S. housing 
crisis and the bubble that, even when 
predicted beforehand, had burst 
spectacularly. It is a consequence of the 
neo-liberal actions carried throughout 
last decades and now, the streets 
parades new homeless people.

The effects of the crisis hit Europe, and 
one big consequence was the increase 
of homelessness since the end of the 
previous housing market collapse in the 
1990s. Therefore, the World has faced 
again the property loss damage, but now 
in a more complex scenario. 

So, if the cause of modern and 
contemporary misfortunes pointed by 
some is the neo-liberal actions, private 
interest and capitalism itself, the logical 
solution would be to follow Engels’ ideas 
and implement the social and anarchists 
systems to solve the housing questions.

Nevertheless, there is the paradox 
of contradictions in which modern 
life is based on (BERMAN, 1988). This 
“modern” life still carries on, since the 
world of Engels, Baudelaire, Marx, and 
even a little of the Roman Empire

are not as different from our own. The 
problems, the questions, the mistakes 
are almost the same, and are only 
“modern with a contemporary façade”. 

Focusing on Brazil: It had been a Colony 
of Portugal from 1500 to 1822, and with 
colonization came the land ownership 
by the Portuguese, and the loss of land 
to the Natives. The Europeans aimed 
the expansion of their Empire, so 
History repeats itself. With colonization 
came enslavement, property loss, 
concentration of land ownership and 
when property is the foundation of one’s 
society (BARNOW, 2002), this means 
property has a double meaning: it is 
private and it is owned. 

Brazil achieved its independency from 
Portugal in 1822, but the proclamation 
of the Republic happened only in 
1889, while the abolishment of slavery 
happened in 1888, which means that 
Friedrich Engels (1887) had already 
published “the housing question” in 
Germany by then. Therefore, Brazil was 
very far from Engels’ universe, dealing 
with different social and political issues.

Furthermore, the abolishment of slavery 
was dealt without indemnity to former 
slaves. Since then, neighborhoods 
populated by former slaves have 
emerged in Brazilian cities such as São 
Paulo, and its cities still portrait the 
consequences of such social-political
management.

ii. The persistence in São Paulo

This project is about São Paulo, and 
how the vertical housing challenges 
in the city center developed and work, 
but Brazil as a whole had its history 
based on a development by the private 
interest, and private ownership against 
public interest. 

Such facts make São Paulo and other 
Brazilian cities promote social and 
spatial segregation, pushing away the 
less fortunate as far as possible and, 
even though there is a great number 
of land and vacant buildings in the 
city centre that could help solving the 
problem, new shopping malls, bridges 
and luxury homes are still being built 
instead. The explanation given is often 
that those places are expansive, which 
implies that the city is governed by the 
rules of Real Estate market.

Over the years, in São Paulo’s periphery, 
millions of people are not integrated 
to the city, and it seems that the right 
of housing and city is only for a few 
selected people. In São Paulo, there are 
about 1,600 favelas, with about a million 
and a half residents, many in imminent 
risk. It would take about one million 
new homes to meet this number, so only 
building new housing is not enough to 
solve the problem.

The housing challenges in São Paulo, 
therefore, are a complex problem

that include cultural confrontation, 
historical entail, political and social 
confrontation, as well as economic 
welfare. Complexities (JACOBS, 1961) that 
make the whole challenge more then 
just applying Engels’ solutions to it. 

Therefore, this project begins by 
showing a little of São Paulo’s context 
by firstly, exposing an overview of the 
city with GDP, HDI, inclusion-exclusion 
rates and maps, and a link to the urban 
growth. Such part helps illustrating 
the city as the complex environment  
that it is, while it highlights how the 
social inequality is expressed in such 
territory. Therefore, this illustrates the 
differences between center and borders 
of the city, mainly because the central 
area of the city had been the place where 
most investments were made, a fact 
that repeats itself until today: major 
investments are made in the richer 
areas of the city, some in the center, 
and some in the expanded center in the 
south east region, whereas the periphery 
suffers with lack of infrastructure.  
Therefore, the population of lower 
income tends to occupy areas in the 
city borders in irregular settlements 
called favelas, and in this case, vacant 
buildings that are underused and do not 
meet their purpose. 

Secondly, it is presented a very 
important basis for this study: the 
housing deficit and inadequacy in São 
Paulo, which is illustrated by tables
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and data extracted by The foundation 
João Pinheiro, IBGE, and the 
Municipality. This part is very 
important, since it shows an interesting 
feature of the housing challenge in the 
city: a paradox in São Paulo, where the 
total of vacant buildings (IBGE, 2000) 
is practically the double of the urban 
housing deficit in the city. 

Getting deeper, the project exposes the 
social organizations input, which is 
the basis for the vertical occupations. 
The social movements are the agents of 
occupation acts around the city, having 
said that, public participation is a 
crucial tool for regularization processes, 
as well as to bring awareness to housing 
challenges in the city of São Paulo. 

After exposing the social organizations 
and their importance on democracy and 
right to the city, the legal shaft part of 
the municipality is explained, and it is 
followed by a quick explanation of the 
administration levels in Brazil and how 
they work. It is crucial to understand 
São Paulo and Brazil’s legal and political 
background, since it plays a main 
part on the regularization of land and 
housing processes.

With the overview of the city done, the 
next chapter focuses on the vertical 
occupations in the city center of 
São Paulo. It starts by exposing the 
characteristics of the occupations, and 
an overview of the main problem.

1514

Tables and Maps help illustrate the 
current situation of the occupations, 
and how the public sector sees them, 
which is not distinct from beehives, 
although occupations and beehives are 
completely different.

Next, there is a sub-chapter explaining 
the Real Estate influence on the matter, 
which is compared to the different 
perspective of the social movements 
who are the agents of the vertical 
occupations.

In conclusion, there is a brief 
explanation on how the life inside an 
occupation can be. Every occupation 
has its own rules and organizational 
systems, and its inhabitants live in 
those communal spaces as a temporary 
solution to housing, since they are not 
able to afford living in the “legal city”.

It all sums up to a collection of data, 
maps, photographs, ideas and of course, 
studies about the housing challenges. 
Unfortunately, this study does not 
bring solutions, like stated before, 
but some sort of hope to understand 
the paradoxes of the housing world. 
Accepting and understanding the 
housing conditions and issues, its 
agents and tools, is crucial to hopefully, 
bring awareness to the matter and 
consequently, taking the next steps.



1. OVERVIEW OF SÃO PAULO

Housing is guaranteed as a Social Right 
by the Brazilian Constitution from 1988 
(Chapter II, Art 6º). The Strategic Master 
Plan of the Municipality of São Paulo, 
dealing with objectives of municipal 
housing policy, in article 79, sole 
paragraph, clarifies its meaning: 

“decent housing is one that has facilities 
adequate sanitation to ensure the living 

conditions, and that is served by essential 
public services, including: water, sewage, 

electricity, street lighting, garbage 
collection, sidewalks and public transport, 

with access to basic social facilities”.
(Brazilian Constitution, Ch II, Art. 6º)

The city of São Paulo, historically, 
had always had part of its inhabitants 
living in poor housing conditions, 
and now this precariousness have 
reached proportions never imagined 
before. Considering that housing is not 
only related to property conditions, 
but also relates to its environment 
and access to urban facilities such 
as health, education, culture, leisure 
and transport, it is clear that housing 
precariousness covers an even larger 
contingent of the population.

At the beginning of São Paulo’s 
formation, the precariousness 
particularly hit the poorest people, but 
it has now increased and reached higher 
classes. In the final years of the 

17



nineteenth century, the authorities 
made reports that pointed out the 
housing issues emphasizing the 
precariousness, lack of sanitation and 
unhealthy infectious environments 
in the city centre. There was a fear 
of epidemics to reach the entire 
population. The nineteenth century 
was known as period of Hygienism 
and Sanitarism, when authorities 
recommended demolitions, evacuation 
and construction of housing outside the 
urban perimeter. There were guidelines, 
offering incentives for private initiative 
to invest in housing, which would 
articulate interests between private 
sector and public administration. 
Many accepted the opportunity and 
a “network” was created between the 
private investors and public sphere.

Therefore, the government delegated 
to the private sector the housing issue 
and occupation of land as well as their 
intention of segregating the working 
population in remote areas away from 
the central core of the city, that allowed 
the real estate business act freely per 
their own interests. So much so that 
the latter city growth was established 
under the command of the interests 
of real estate valuation, which abused 
ownership of urban land as a store of 
wealth. Consequently, the “expansion 
of the urban area was much higher 
than it would be needed to house the 
population and urban services.

In the final years of the nineteenth 
century, the situation worsened: the 
city of São Paulo was not inhabited by 
hundreds of thousands of people but 
the dynamism of its centrality began to 
involve a population that reaches tens 
of millions that no longer focus on a 
central area and that overflow in a large 
region called Metropolitan area of São 
Paulo.

Today the urban area corresponds to 
2,139 km² and the substandard housing 
is not only in the areas of peripheral 
fringe in irregular settlements, deprived 
of urbanization. Soon after the mid-
twentieth century, it was accelerated 
the emergence of favelas, associated 
with the deterioration of the housing 
situation in the year 1970. Both that 
“until 1973 the percentage of favela 
population on the total municipal 
corresponded to 1%, this proportion rose 
to nearly 8% in 1987, which means more 
than 1,000%, while the population of São 
Paulo grew 60%.” (SEMPLA, 1990). 

The acceleration of intensive real estate 
standard (centre or densification) 
reinforced existing inequalities and 
created new inequalities. Having that 
in mind, it has changed the way of 
segregating the population, making 
it even more unequal and precarious 
conditions of housing of São Paulo. The 
city becomes even more exclusive and 
people become more distant to

achieving the right of housing stated in 
the Brazilian Constitution.

The next chapters deal with very 
important supporting data about the 
city’s HDI and GDP rates, housing deficit 
and inadequacies, as well as the social 
organization in the city and the laws 
that regulate the land and housing 
issues. 

Having said that, the main objective is to 
point out challenges regarding housing 
issues in central area and the vacancies 
of its buildings, and bring awareness to 
new forms of housing policies while it 
is pointed here that today’s policies are 
insufficient to solve São Paulo’s housing 
challenges.

1.1. São Paulo’s rates 

São Paulo is a city located in Brazil and 
it is the Capital of the State of São Paulo 
as well as the financial, commercial and 
corporate centre of the country and 
South America. (IBGE, 2000)

The city has the 10th largest GDP in 
the World, representing alone 10.7% 
of all Brazilian GDP and 36% of the 
production of goods and services in the 
State, being home of 63% of established 
multinationals in Brazil. São Paulo has 
an area of 1,522.986 Km², population of 
12,038,175 inhabitants (IBGE) and density 
of 7,904.32 inhabitants/km². São Paulo  

was the Brazilian capital that most 
grew throughout the twentieth century, 
reaching the milestone of one million 
inhabitants in the 1930s and shaping 
up as the most populous city in Brazil 
since 1960, when it surpassed the Rio de 
Janeiro population. 

In the census of 2010, the population of 
the municipality (IBGE) was 11,253,503 
inhabitants, with a population density of 
387.69 hab./km². According to the same 
census, 11,152,344 people lived in urban 
areas (99.1%) and 101,159 in rural areas 
(0.9%). 

The city has a Human Development 
Index (HDI) very high (0.805), the 
fourteenth largest state and 28th in 
Brazil. However, the distribution of 
human development in the city is 
not homogeneous. The most central 
districts generally have higher HDI 0.9, 
gradually decreasing as it moves away 
from the canter, to reach values of about 
0.7 in the city limits. 

The central area of the city had been 
the place where most investments were 
made, a fact that repeats itself until 
today: major investments are made in 
the richer areas of the city, some in the 
center, some in the expanded center, 
whereas the periphery suffers with 
lack of infrastructure.  Therefore, the 
population of lower income tends to 
occupy areas in the city borders.
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Map 01: HDI rates in São Paulo

* http://portal.prefeitura.sp.gov.br,. Visited 

in oct/2016.
Table 01: Evolution of GDP in São 
Paulo

*Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatís-

tica - IBGE - Seade.gov.br. Visited Aug/2017.

The Map of Human Development Index 
of the City of São Paulo illustrates the 
big difference between rates in the 
central areas, where most investments 
happen and the infrastructure is 
better, and the periphery, where lacks 
infrastructure and investments are few.

The further from the city center, the 
lower the HDI rates are and, as stated 
before, this is due to historical reasons 
as well as political and private interests. 
It is interesting to compare with MAP 
02: Inclusion and Exclusion in São 
Paulo.

Map 02: Social Inclusion and 
Exclusion in São Paulo.

* http://portal.prefeitura.sp.gov.br,. Visited 

in oct/2016.

The Map of Social Inclusion and 
Exclusion in São Paulo uses quantitative, 
qualitative and geoprocessing language 
in the production of urban indexes, and 
it helps to hierarchize regions as to the 
degree of social inclusion/exclusion.

Such rates link the living conditions of 
the population to the territory they live 
in.

Social Inclusion and Exclusion are 
interconnected, since one does not exist 
without the other. It can be considered 
as an utopic map, since it is 

measured by four dimensions: 
autonomy, quality of life, human 
development and equity, each of which 
is the result of the aggregation of a set 
of indicators.

This means it can be compared with 
MAP 01: HDI rates in São Paulo, where 
both illustrates the decreasing rates 
moving towards the borders of the city.

In general terms, the differences of 
investments and historical factors  
generates number of issues such as 
social exclusion and vulnerability of 
families, which, together with the 
long neglect of the public power, have 
favored poor access to public facilities, 
poor quality of life and housing 
challenges in the city.

Table 01 shows the evolution of GDP in 
São Paulo throughout the years, from 
2002 to 2011. Quickly analyzing its GDP 
numbers, the economic set of the city is 
quite rich compared to cities around the 
globe. The city of São Paulo is one of the 
main financial centers of Latin America, 
and it houses branches of the biggest 
banking institutions in the world. For 
instance, there are approximately 1,500 
branches of national and international 
banks. And it still houses 38% of the 
headquarters of the 100 largest private 
companies with national capital; 63% 
of the headquarters of international 
groups installed in the country. 

Furthermore, the overall budget of São 
Paulo, the city only, is the third biggest 
in Brazil, losing only to the Federal 
District and the State of São Paulo. 

The economy of São Paulo has been 
on a downward trajectory since last 
eight months (SEADE, 2017), and Brazil 
is facing a political and economic 
crisis nowadays, still, the state of São 
Paulo concentrates more than half of 
the production of Brazilian financial 
institutions, including services provided 
to companies, information services, 
health and education (SEADE, 2017).

Overall, the economy plays part on the 
current housing situation around São 
Paulo, but it is far from being the main 
cause of the housing challenges. 
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1.2. Housing deficit and housing 
inadequacy in São Paulo

The housing deficit refers to the sum of 
the totals of family cohabitation, to the 
improvised and precarious housing. In 
1995 the Foundation João Pinheiro did 
their first study on housing deficit in 
Brazil and the last version published was 
in 2013 which is present in this study.

To observe the housing deficit, it is 
important to considerate the conditions 
of housing as well as its insertion within 
the urban area. However, it will be pre-
sented the differences between housing 
deficit and housing inadequacy. 

Housing inadequacy points out neces-
sities regarding lack of infra-structure, 
high density of inhabitants, regula-
rization of land problems or lack of 
sewage system, while the deficit study 
is directly linked to stock of housing 
deficiency, and it can be understood 
only as a need of increasing the number 
of housing, or fulfilling its stock. This 
concept of separating deficit and inade-
quacy breaks the common knowledge of 
only building new housing as a solution 
to the housing problem in São Paulo.

In the city of São Paulo, besides favelas 
and irregular allotments that are central 
problems in the housing issue, there are 
also beehives that are mainly located in 
the central area, which present 
problems such as high density of

Table 02: Estimate basic housing Deficit, total of private urban hou-
sing and percentage of housing deficit compared to the total of 
urban housing.

*Foundation João Pinheiro, 2013.

The Table 01 illustrates the composition of housing deficit, and shows that the hou-
sing problems in the State of São Paulo are concentrated in the Metropolitan Region 
of São Paulo, which represents approximately 56,34% of family cohabitation and im-
provised urban housing, and the income rates are approximately until 3 minimum 
wages per family.

Table 03: Estimate of population in the city of São Paulo

*HABI/CEM, 2003 

**Relatório de diagnósticos dos Loteamentos irregulares -RESOLO/SEHAB, 2002.

The absolute values of the housing deficit are expressive in São Paulo, only state 
whose need for new housing units exceeds one million homes. Between 2013 and 
2014, the state of the housing deficit increased from 1254000 to 1327000 units. Half 
of this deficit is in the Metropolitan area of São Paulo (MASP); 50.2% in 2013 and 
47.1% in 2014. In relative terms, total households, the housing deficit in São Paulo 
rose from 8.7% in 2013 to 8.9% in 2014. deficit, the inadequacy is concentrated in the 
3 minimum wages income per family.

In the past few years Brazil has faced population decrease. The São Paulo’s popula-
tion that was growing 3,66% a year in the 70’s has presented great decrease in 1980 
and 1991 and, for the first time in history, the migration rates were negative. These 
rates show that the city center lost inhabitants in the 90’s, while areas in the bor-
ders and periphery were growing.

inhabitants per meters’ square, as well 
as insalubrity.

The rents, water and electricity have a 
high price. It is also in the city center 
that most homeless people are found. 
The criteria of housing inadequacy 
englobe specific situations that requi-
re different actions to its solution that 
are not directly linked to the building 
of new housing structures. The concept 
includes notions of: irregular land; ex-
cessive density (when it presents more 
than two people per room); absence of 
bathroom; lack of basic infra-structure 
such as water, electricity and sewage. 
Just like in the housing.

This chapter presents a very important 
data collection, since it illustrates the 
paradox in which the housing challenges 
exist in the city, and it is fundamental to 
understand the Vertical Occupations in 
the City Center. 

Following, tables that help illustrating 
the current housing deficit situation are 
exposed. Table 02 shows the estimate of 
basic housing deficit, total of private ur-
ban housing and percentage of housing 
deficit compared to the total of urban 
housing. Table 03 illustrates the estima-
te of population in the city of São Paulo 
by sort of housing they live in.
Table 04, finally, exposes the estimate 
basic housing deficit and total of vacant 
buildings in the city. 
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Table 04: Estimate basic housing deficit and total of vacant buildings

*Foundation João Pinheiro, 2013.

Table 03, together with previous tables,  illustrates the housing paradox existing in 
the city of São Paulo, where the total of vacant buildings (IBGE, 2000) is practically 
the double of the urban housing deficit in the city. This data is important to bring 
awareness about vacant buildings and their potential to help with the housing 
issues in São Paulo.

Such vacant buildings have different legal issues, several have been abandoned for 
many years, some occupied for more then ten years. Still,  it is quite difficult to 
regulate them and turn them into social housing, when most of them are privately 
owned, and the legal and practical processes are very bureaucratic and slow. 
Nevertheless, it is not impossible to bring awareness to the matter, and show that 
they can be potentialities, especially because some are already occupied by social 
movements that claim the right of housing, and to the city itself.

On the other hand, the Municipality still says that it is needed at least one million 
new homes to overcome the housing deficit and inadequacy in the city (SETTE, 
2016),  and the reason why the issue has not being tackled yet is mainly lack of funds 
and area to build new homes. However, as stated before in previous chapters and 
tables, economy is not a big problem, furthermore, the lack of new areas to build 
would be an unrealistic problem, since the number of vacant buildings in the city 
surpasses the housing deficit rates, being some already occupied.

Such findings only highlight the social-spatial segregation in the city and the 
neglect of the poor spheres of the city. The MAP 02: Social Inclusion and Exclusion 
is linked to the tables, and it shows that the social inequality is expressed in the 
territory by big contrasts, where little part of the rich population has great infra-
structure and the poorest faces diverse needs and lack of basic infra-structure, as 
well as urban exclusion.

1.3. Social organization in the 
City of São Paulo

The social aspects within a society is a 
very important aspect to be considered 
when studying urban and political 
changes in a country such as Brazil. 
Just like in other Latin-American 
countries, the social structure in Brazil 
is based on an unequal economic 
situation, and a huge difference between 
population income marked as a “social 
authoritarism” (DAGNINO, 1998).

During the period of re-democratization 
in Brazil, and with the birth of its 
new constitution in 1988, the social 
movements began to increase. In the 
90’s, the limitation of social movements 
and their actions brought awareness 
about the situation and stimulated 
changes in the social organization.

According to GOHN (1991), the housing 
movements started in São Paulo in 
the 50s. Later on, in the 70s, it was 
created different representatives in 
public spheres such as: PROMORAR; 
Movimento da Federação dos Favelados 
de São Paulo, Conselho Metropolitano 
das favelas de São Paulo; and Movimento 
de Defesa do Favelado.

After this period, urban social 
movements increased and having in 
mind the population growth in favelas, 
and the organization of its inhabitants

that no longer just resisted to the evic-
tion, but also acted claiming basic infra-
-structure. By this time, the urbaniza-
tion of favelas began, its consolidation 
in the urban area, as well as the access 
of the right use of the land. Meanwhi-
le, the subsidized land purchase was 
another issue claimed by movements to 
self-built the housing constructions.

In 1997, as a reaction of periphery 
growth, the movements started to 
occupy vacant buildings in the city 
centre, stating that the right of hou-
sing should be dignified and the access 
to urban facilities and services should 
be easy and equal. Since then, the city 
centre of São Paulo has been a stage for 
diverse urban housing movements that 
occupy several buildings in central area, 
as well as movements inter-related to 
this topic, such as gender and ethnic 
movements.

It is important to understand that fight 
for social rights, such as housing (CF, 
1988), is a process built by public parti-
cipation, and it is independent from the 
Municipality and State. The search for 
better public politics that can repre-
sent the needs of the people is crucial, 
although its universe is certainly not 
resumed only by politics.
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1.5. Legal shaft in São Paulo

Understanding the levels of public 
administration and the three powers of 
the Republic, this chapter explains the 
importance of the Legal Shaft and its 
inheritance in São Paulo, the city.

As explained in previous chapters, 
Brazil had been a colony of Portugal 
from 1500 to 1822, and with colonization  
came enslavement, property loss, 
concentration of land ownership and, 
when property is the foundation of one’s 
society (BARNOW, 2002), this means 
property has a double meaning: it is 
private and it is owned. 

Brazil achieved its independency from 
Portugal in 1822, but the proclamation 
of the Republic happened only in 1889. 
The abolishment of slavery happened 
in 1888, when Princess Isabel signed 
the “Lei Áurea”, the law that eradicated  
slavery, at least in theory. However, 
the abolishment of slavery was dealt 
without indemnity to former slaves, and 
since then, neighborhoods built by the 
hands of former slaves have emerged in 
Brazilian cities such as São Paulo, and 
its cities still portrait the consequences 
of its social-political management.

Having said that, the economic and 
social changes in the nineteenth century 
and the property issue in Brazil has 
consolidated as an expression of power 
within the richest, that regulates the

access of land by the poorest spheres. 
The property regulation, including 
urban areas and building control, 
reaffirmed this difference, generating 
different laws and urban codes.

The “Law of lands” number 601, from 
1850, when Brazil was not yet a Republic, 
transformed the land into a product 
and it was in the hands of those who 
already had “Cesmaria Letters” or proof 
of occupancy. What is more, the royal 
family was the official owner of the 
whole non-occupied areas, so they had 
put the lands into auctions. Such law 
prevented former slaves, that would 
be freed in the 1888, and immigrants 
to obtain the title of the land. The first 
irregular settlements began in this 
period, even though some laws such as 
“Código de Posturas Municipais de São 
Paulo” (1886) prohibited beehives in the 
city centre.

The housing issue was worsened also 
by the Rent Law in 1942, that frozen the 
rent prices, retracted the rental market 
and increased purchase and sale of real 
estate. Those who could not purchase 
a piece of land or rent it were forced 
to move and built their own houses in 
places distant from the city centre.

In the 50’s, a new economic model was 
implemented. New global corporations 
arrived and Brazil was opened to the 
external capital, changing the
industrial aspect of its economy, which

All states, including the Federal District, 
and municipalities are members of the 
Federation in the words of the 1988 
Brazilian Constitution, thus, each level 
has their administrations with different 
levels of autonomy.

As stated in the Constitution, the limits
of this autonomy determine the subjects
that can be legislated and the limits of 
actions of the Executive. In this way, 
there is no hierarchy between them, and 
the President of the Republic does not 
rule the Governors, who do not rule the 
Mayors. Currently, in Brazil, there are 26 
member states, one Federal District and 
5,570 municipalities, each with a chief 
executive and parliamentarians. 

São Paulo is a city, but it is also the 
name of the State where the city 
is located. There are two Housing 
Secretaries (SEHAB), one is municipal 
and exclusive to the city’s housing issues 
and lands owned by the municipality 
and private occupations; Whereas the 
State Housing Secretary deals with State 
housing issues and State owned lands 
and jurisdiction. 

The irregular housing problems 
are always between levels of public 
administration, even though most of 
the vertical occupations are dealt by 
the Municipality itself. Important to 
state that all levels respond primarily to 
Brazil’s Federative Constitution (1988).

1.4. Levels of Public 
Administration and the Three 
Powers

Before understanding the Legal shaft in 
the city of São Paulo and its reflections 
over the housing challenges, it is 
important to understand how Brazil is 
governed and administrated.

Brazil is a Federative Republic divided 
in three powers: Executive, Legislative 
and Judiciary. The three powers are 
independent and harmonic among each 
other. The set of organs of the Public 
Administration is also divided by three 
spheres of power: Federal, States and 
Districts and Municipalities. 

The function of the Executive power is 
to govern, administer public resources 
in accordance with the law. Perform as 
existing laws, as well as implement new, 
according to the need of the State and 
citizens.

The legislative power’s function is to 
legislate and to supervise. It should 
propose and vote laws, count as 
executive actions, vote public budgets 
and examine as public accounts.

The last power, Judiciary, serves to 
interpret as laws that the Legislative 
elaborates and the Executive 
promulgates and to judge their pending; 
as well as judge for questions, not how 
they comply.
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contributed even more for the income 
concentration.

In the 70’s, the central planning 
and technocratic was implemented.
Concerning Brazilian cities, it was 
drawn different laws to regulate the 
land. In São Paulo, the law related 
to land quality is from 1972 (lei de 
Zoneamento, 7.805/1972) and the 
national law from 1979 (Lei federal, 
6.766/79). 

By this time, people had to rush to 
regularize their properties. Most of 
them wouldn’t fit the criteria in the law 
and were not able to be regularized. 
Meanwhile, the irregular settlements 
continued to increase.

In 1988, the new Brazilian Constitution 
stablished the basis for developing 
the system of norms and laws since 
Federal to Municipal spheres. The Urban 
policies regulation and the articles 182 
and 183 occurred with the approval of 
City Statute (Lei 10.257/2001) which is 
a Federal law that defines the main 
guidelines for urban policies, becoming 
a tool for the municipality to manage its 
territory.

Despite of the development of laws 
and regulations, the “informal” way 
of producing the city is still an issue. 
The spatial and social configuration of 
Brazilian cities demonstrate that new 
legal instruments should be created,

and that the old one is not sufficient to
solve the housing and land issues. The 
access to land happens independently 
of the legal shaft existent, so there is a 
huge gap between reality and theory. 
Due to the economic condition of the 
population, the parameters of urban 
quality and housing adequacy are barely 
practicable, and the city still grows 
in a precarious way. In conclusion, 
housing policies are not formulated or 
implemented in sufficient quantity to 
solve the housing issue in São Paulo.

1.6. São Paulo’s Complexities and 
first considerations

In conclusion to the first part of this 
project, which refers to 1. Overview 
of São Paulo, it is explained that the 
housing problem is a not a simple one. 
It is a complex problem composed by 
several complexities (JACOBS, 1961) such 
as: Political, Social, Historical, Legal, 
and Economic ones. 

In 1872,  Friedrich Engels wrote the 
article “The housing question” that 
was published in six volumes for the 
Volksstaat. It is worth the reading, 
since it was one of the first who has 
attempted to introduce the Proudhon’s 
school in Germany.

By then, Brazil was not yet a Republic, 
but an Empire with different questions 
to be solved from the previous state as a 
Colony. Slavery was still legal, and the

land was owned mainly by the people 
chosen by the Crown that would provide 
the “Cesmaria Letters” as proof of 
occupancy, and later on, the owners 
would turn the lands into their private 
property.

Therefore, the housing questions are not 
new. Friedrich Engels shows his faith 
on the State intervention over housing 
questions, based on Marx ideology, 
and even some sort of faith on a more 
anarchist ideology: the local control, 
autonomy and self organized solutions, 
contrasting with the capitalist system, 
which still prevails and has been causing 
much of the housing challenges since 
then.

However, after exposing the 
complexities of the city, it is naïve to 
think that by only blaming Capitalism  
and private interest, or to think that 
by implementing Engels answers to 
the housing questions that are based 
on State intervantion or local control, 
would solve such a complex issue. 

Solving the housing challenges in 
São Paulo means confrontation of all 
spheres and complexities, and without 
confrontation, it is not possible to 
prevent history from repeating itself.

The solution to urbanize and regularize 
favelas, making them integrated to the 
city and bringing basic infra-structure 
takes time and lots of work, and it is

sometimes incompatible with the 
management, not to mention the lack 
of conversation between governmental 
levels that can be an obstacle.

The housing issue in São Paulo is also 
a matter of politics, and São Paulo’s 
society should understand the housing 
as a right, like the Constitution states, 
and enable the poor the right to live 
closer to their work, or in the city, not 
kilometers away, in districts they were 
historically placed. 

It is common to see demonstrations in 
the dominant sectors complaining about 
housing projects in their neighborhoods,  
believing that it would “devalue” their 
properties. Therefore, It seems simple to 
say that everybody should have the same 
rights, but the democratic way often 
fails in practice, while the ones that can 
afford the “legal city” does not seem to 
appreciate social diversity next to them. 

Finally, The spatial and social 
configuration of São Paulo demonstrate 
that new legal instruments, as well as 
a new urban policy should be created, 
mostly because the old model is not 
sufficient to solve the housing and land 
challenges. What is more, accepting 
that the housing problem is a complex 
problem (JACOBS, 1961) is the first step. 
Public participation and social-political 
confrontation is crucial in order to take 
the next steps and prevent History from 
repeating its past mistakes. 
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2. VERTICAL OCCUPATIONS

One of the main characteristic of 
the city center of São Paulo is the 
superposition of land use and land 
interest (RAMOS, 2009). It is a territory 
where access to basic infrastructure is 
easy, compared to the city’s borders. 
However, there is a huge amount of 
vacant buildings as well as irregular 
occupancies by social movements.

Apart from the public sector’s control 
over infrastructure, legislation and 
accessibility, the upper classes dominate 
the urban territory culturally and 
economically. (VILLAÇA, 1998). Firstly, 
there is the economic interest based on 
the Real Estate market processes, which 
defines the land expansion and urban 
form. Secondly, there is the cultural 
aspect, where the idea of what is “good” 
or “bad” is advertised in order to push a 
certain lifestyle over the masses. 

The organization of the excluded ones 
(BRENNER et. al, 2010) often confronts 
the dominant sectors, being private 
or public interest. Nevertheless, the 
governamental sectors often try to 
control illegal housing and occupations 
in the city center by reintegrating 
occupied properties, removing favelas 
and reallocating its families into social 
housing buildings, fencing public spaces 
used by homeless people, or retaking 
abandoned private properties to  
speculate over the housing market. 
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São Paulo is vertical, but it is not dense 
(SOMEKH, 1987), and its urban tissue 
and forms are based on the property 
value, private interest and car industry. 
The city center is not so different from 
that.

Furthermore, mobility is one of the 
most important topics to be discussed 
in São Paulo, and it also reflects over the 
housing challenges in the city. The city 
center is where accessibility to public 
transport is better, still, the quantity of 
empty lots and vacant buildings have 
the biggest rates. (Table 03) Having said 
that, the excluded ones (BRENNER et. al, 
2010) have no choice but to find housing 
alternatives and claim their right to the 
city, mainly by occupying the vertical 
buildings and empty lots.

There are thousands of vacant buildings 
in the city center of São Paulo (RAMOS, 
2009), and the lower classes organized 
in social movements occupy those 
ruined and decant areas in order to 
claim their rights. However, private and 
public property is protected by the State, 
therefore, there is always confrontation, 
sometimes even physical, between 
powers, mostly leading to the discharge 
of the occupants and retake of the 
properties. 

Those who are not discharged, often 
sees themselves trying to communicate 
or confront the authorities, and some of 
them wait a long time to have the areas

where they are living reintegrated or 
legalized as social housing area.

The housing deficit, as stated in 
previous chapters, is around 230,000 
units in the city of São Paulo,  and 
according to Urban Planner and former 
United Nations Special Rapporteur on 
the Right to Adequate Housing, Raquel 
Rolnik, the city is living in a housing 
emergency situation.  Such housing 
deficiency has lead to the occupancy of 
abandoned land and buildings by those 
who are not able to afford rentals or 
purchase a place to live (CRUZ, 2015).

Rolnik (2015), in addition, explains that 
the city was experiencing a cycle of 
economic expansion, with an increase 
in income and availability of credit to 
purchase Real Estate. The Urbanist, 
therefore, explained how the prices 
had risen above people’s income, 
which means that land and Real Estate 
captured a significant part of the wealth 
that was produced in the city.

With the current economic and political 
crisis in Brazil, the economic set is now 
in a slight downfall, nevertheless, the 
Real Estate market has not crashed, 
neither has dropped exponentially since 
the political drastic change in 2016. This 
means the housing situation has not 
changed dramatically in the past year.

Social housing movements in defense of 
the right of housing estimate the
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existance of 100 land and Real Estate 
occupations in São Paulo, while in the 
city center, it is possible to find flags 
of the Movement of the Homeless 
Workers (MTST), the Front for Struggle 
for Housing (FLM) and the Homeless 
Movement of the Center (MSTC) in 
several deteriorated buildings. The city 
council estimates that 90 buildings are 
abandoned only in the center of the 
capital.

In general, these abandoned spaces 
belong to failed masses or to public 
agencies, and there are also cases of 
landlords with tax debts and irregular 
documentation. Those kind of buildings 
have different legal issues, several have 
been abandoned for many years, some 
occupied for more then ten years, still,  
it is quite difficult to regulate them and 
turn them into social housing. Most 
of them are privately owned, and the 
legal and practical processes are very 
bureaucratic and slow. 

Nevertheless, it is possible to bring 
awareness to the matter, and show that 
they can be potentialities, specially 
when some are already occupied by 
social movements that claim the right to 
housing, and to the city itself. 

Furthermore, it is important to state 
how low the investments in the 
construction of popular housing are. As 
illustrated previously, investments are 
usually made in the city center and

expanded central area of the city, but 
few in housing. In 2016, the goal was to 
have built 55 thousand houses , ideal 
which has not been achieved, and it 
is far from being sufficient. In June of 
2016, 4,944 units were delivered in 39 
developments, according to data from 
the Information System for Social 
Housing of São Paulo (HABISP). Instead, 
there are still 17,140 dwellings under 
construction and 31,040 in the design 
phase.

Due to the current situation, the 
excluded ones from the Real Estate 
market that charges, on average, 
R $ 1,106.50 for the rental of a two-
bedroom apartment, 50 square meters, 
in the center, according to the Union 
of Enterprises Purchase, Sale, Rental 
and Administration of Residential 
and Commercial Properties of São 
Paulo (Secovi-SP),  see the solution 
as occupying underused land and 
buildings. Ten years ago, the average 
rental value of this same apartment was 
R$ 352, disregarding the inflation of the 
period.

But those are not permanent housing, 
according to the laws and public organs, 
so most of the occupations end in 
dramatic and often violent reintegration  
of ownerships monitored by the Military 
Police. 



Photo 01: Act of reintegration of ownership and movement in a busy building is 
monitored by the police in São Paulo.
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*Photograph by Mário Ângelo/Sigmapress/AE. 2012.

The photograph illustrates how such acts are usually conducted, it is a photograph 
from 2012, when 230 families had to evacuate the occupied building in the center 
of São Paulo, and in the morning there was a significant protest before the act. 400 
people used to live on its four floors, and most people had no place to live after 
leaving the building. Therefore, it is an act of social violence, and sometimes even 
physical, while protests usually come along with such moving acts. 

In the Court of Justice of São Paulo, 4,887 such actions were distributed last year. 
Until the end of May this year, there were 1,659 requests for reintegration in the city 
of São Paulo alone. The survey does not indicate which stage the proceedings are 
in, therefore, it is not possible to determine how many orders were fulfilled. (CRUZ, 
2015). 

The social housing movements in the 
center of São Paulo have achieved 
little, in practice, over the last decade, 
but they are agents that allow people 
to have hope, and fight for their right 
to proper housing. Most people come 
from the periphery, or very bad housing 
conditions in the center of São Paulo, 
sharing a oommon feature: the socio-
spatial segregation background.

2.1. Context of Vertical 
Occupations in São Paulo

In 1991, Maria da Glória Gohn wrote the 
“Theory of social movements Classical 
and contemporary Paradigms”, and 
according to the author, the housing 
movements started in the south area 
of São Paulo in the 50s. Thenceforth, 
the fight for the central territory as we 
know has been present since the 90s, 
when the new social processes, after the 
80’s, lead to advances and setbacks in 
the social movements scene. 

The early beehives’ inhabitants were the 
starting agents of social movements in 
the city. In the 50s, workers in search 
of affordable housing close to the city 
moved to beehives, mostly in the city 
center and east wing of the city, such 
as the beehives of Mooca, Brás and 
Barra Funda. Such environments were  
poor and non salubrious, and the rent 
prices for a over populated room were 
extremely  high.

It is important to understand that Brazil 
has faced political and social instability 
after the military coup in 1964, when 
the economic model implemented 
was opened to external Market and 
had led to concentration of income, 
contributing to the enlargement of 
social gaps and exclusion. There was 
economic growth first, but in the late 
70s, the situation has worsened for 
the population, and in the 80s, new 
movements claiming the return of the 
democracy were born. Eventually, the 
impacts of such acts became positive 
and lead to the democratization of the 
Brazil.

The current Brazilian Constitution 
was drawn in 1988, and it guarantees 
social rights that were before neglected. 
Therefore, the re-democratization 
was a process that contributed to the 
emergence of social movements in the 
90s such as the housing ones. 

The 90s were also significant to the 
urban social movements. From this 
period, the social movements have been 
present in the media, consequently, they 
have created new forms of organization 
and action, working in networks, with 
technical and advisory staff inside the 
public sector as well. Some leaderships 
started acting inside the public 
sector, with direct relations with the 
government and municipality, becoming 
institutionalized (BRACONI, 2012).



3736

It is also important to understand 
that the capitalist model has defined 
the urban tissue and territorialities, 
defining the place for each person. Such 
process is defined by the private interest 
of more capital flow and reproduction. 

The central Region of São Paulo faces a 
contradictory problem: firstly, there are 
job opportunities, service, commerce, 
easy access by public transport, yet, the 
city centre is now a place for low income
inhabitants, constantly looking for 
housing, to be closer to their jobs 
and urban facilities. Nevertheless, 
most buildings and land owners keep 
their properties in hopes of a future 
real estate valuation. Such situation 
contributes to the housing problem 
when there are few possibilities of 
turning them into social housing.

The social-spatial reality in the city 
center allows occupations and beehives 
as being the number one choices of 
housing for low income population, 
being beehives still highly profitable for 
the land owners. 

By the end of 1990, the first movements 
had occupied eight empty buildings 
in the central area, while in the next 
decade, 30 vacant and abandoned 
buildings had been occupied by them. 
(KOWARICK, 2007; NEUHOLD, 2009).

The transformation of the urban tissue 
of the central area began in the 70s with

the deflation and migration of the rich, 
and after its darker times in late 70s 
and 80s, the empty areas begun to be 
populated by social movements, being 
monitored by the great media, who 
wanted to criminalize the acts by using 
the word “invasion” (BRACONI, 2012; 
NEUHOLD, 2009). For the movements, 
the occupations were a positive 
solution, whereas for the real estate 
market, it meant devaluation of the 
central properties. As for the State, the 
occupations were the evidence of their 
inefficiency.

In the 2000s, the city center faced 
the highest rates of empty buildings 
and land occupancy. In this period, 
new social projects were drawn, such 
as “Nova Luz” project that aimed the 
revitalization and requalification of the 
area, aiming the city center to be more 
democratic. In such scene, the Real 
Estate capital and the new urban are 
instruments that aim big interventions 
by the Public organs. On the other hand, 
the social movements, dissatisfied 
with State and public actions, act by 
occupying those buildings.

The State, being the main agent of 
transformation of urban space, has 
a historical opposite interest as the 
people’s interest. (SOARES DO BEM, 
2015). Therefore, advances on the matter 
need both sides. The legal shaft and 
projects that reduce the housing deficit 
are also linked to the Brazilian Public

spheres’ actions in urban space.

Therefore, the social movements see 
the State as being the agent that put 
projects in action, allowing the creation 
of proper social housing and right to 
the city to all. By occupying vacant 
and abandoned buildings, the social 
movements try to show the criteria of 
housing basic demands, wherea as an 
opposing force, the Real Estate market 
draws limits to the urbanity and acts 
accordingly to their own beliefs. 

The maps and tables portrayed ahead 
are important tools, since they illustrate 
the current situation of the vertical 
occupations and how the Public 
sphere sees them. The Maps 05 and 06 
illustrate how vertical occupations are 
not separated from the occupations, 
being portrayed as the same irregular 
settlement case. Both share similarities, 
however, they have important 
differences: Beehives are characterized 
as precarious collective dwellings, that 
often have shared sanitary facilities 
between several rooms, high density 
of occupation, poor circulation and 
infrastructure, access and common use 
of uneducated spaces and very high 
rental values per m² built. (HABITA 
SAMPA, 2017). Such features can be 
compared to the occupations, apart 
from the abusive rent and, as stated 
before, beehives’ former inhabitants 
were the main political agents that 
helped creating the housing movements

and its occupations. Beehives, apart 
from its bad conditions, are usually 
privately owned buildings, where the 
landlords charge a great amount of 
money per meters square, so there 
is private profit behind the scenes. 
Occupations, on the other hand, are 
political and social actions lead by the 
social movements’ leaderships. Most 
of them do not seek economic profit by 
occupying vacant buildings, but claim 
their right to housing and to the city, 
bringing awareness to the problem, and 
trying to open a healthy dialogue with 
the public sectors in order to come up 
with solutions to the matter.

Since the open database from the 
Municipality of São Paulo mix both 
types, the tables 05 and 06 narrow down 
the numbers to vertical occupations by 
social movements in the city center. It 
shows numbers from 1997 to 2007, when 
the amount of occupations has reached 
its highest proportions. 

Most of the movements also collect data 
about their own occupations, however, 
the tables ahead aim to illustrate the 
bigger picture, explaining that most 
of the vacant buildings are privately 
owned, while fewer are of Public 
domain. Every building has its own 
history and legal issues, meaning that to 
deal with vertical occupations is dealing 
with a complex world, where economy, 
politics and social interest are inter-
connected.
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Map 03: Beehives and vertical occupations in the city of São Paulo

* HABISP (2008). 

The collection of Data from the Municipality’s database open to the public does 
not differ the vertical occupations by social movements from beehives. This Map, 
nevertheless, illustrates the concentration of the so-called beehives in the city 
center of São Paulo as green dots, this shows how few are located in the periphery of 
the city, while the city center in cluttered.

Most of those irregular settlements are vertical buildings, and those beehives are 
characterized as precarious collective dwellings, that often have shared sanitary 
facilities between several rooms, high density of occupation, poor circulation and 
infrastructure, access and common use of uneducated spaces and very high rental 
values per m² built. (HABITA SAMPA, 2017). Such places and numbers are estimated 
by the Municipality, and they are part of the Municipality’s data collection.

*HABITA SAMPA (2017). 

Map 04: Beehives and vertical occupations in the city center of São 
Paulo

Only in two central neighborhoods of the city the number of beehives reaches 2.334, 
as registered by the Secretaria de Habitação (2008). The Map 04 shows the area of 
five central neighborhoods, and the buildings painted in green are the so-called 
beehives. The Habita Sampa (2017) system does not illustrate vertical occupations by 
social movements separately, however, it is important to differenciate the types of 
irregular housing, since they share different goals and ideas.

As stated before, the 2000s were crucial for the vertical occupations, followed by 
the increase of occupation actions.. According to Neuhold (2009), between 1997 and 
2007, 63 occupations were born in the central area of São Paulo. Together with the 
occupations that were reintegrated and reoccupied, the total number has reached 72 
in a period of ten years. 
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Table 05: Occupations from 1997 to 2007

YEAR PUBLIC 
PROPERTY

PRIVATE 
PROPERTY NO INFO TOTAL

1997 05 0 0 05
1998 01 02 0 03
1999 08 09 01 18
2000 0 01 0 01
2001 02 01 0 03
2002 03 04 01 08
2003 0 05 0 05
2004 04 04 05 14
2005 06 01 0 07
2006 02 02 01 05
2007 02 02 0 04

TOTAL 33 31 08 72
* NEUHOLD (2009). Translated by the author. 

YEAR FEDERAL
PROPERTY

STATE
PROPERTY

MUNICIPAL
PROPERTY TOTAL

1997 01 04 0 05
1998 01 0 0 01
1999 02 07 0 09
2000 0 0 0 0
2001 0 02 0 02
2002 03 0 0 03
2003 0 0 0 0
2004 02 02 0 04
2005 03 02 01 06
2006 01 01 0 01
2007 02 0 0 02

TOTAL 14 18 01 33

Table 06: Occupations of Public domain properties from 1997 to 2007

* NEUHOLD (2009). Translated by the author. 

According to Neuhold (2009), the period 
from 1997 to 2007, like table 05 and table 
06 illustrate, helped the consolidation 
of vertical occupations in the city center 
of São Paulo. Currenytly, the estimate 
number is reduced and separated from 
the municipality’s public data and maps, 
as illustrated before.

Table 05 shows the number of 
occupations including private and 
public owned buildings, while Table 
06 illustrates the appearance of 
occupations only in Public owned 
properties. Both show the period from 
1997 to 2007, and they are all related to 
the city center of São Paulo. 

In this period, the total of 81 
occupations were born in vacant and 
idle buildings in the center of São Paulo. 
Several social movements played an 
important part in the occupation acts. 
The FML (frente de luta pela Moradia) 
occupied five buildings; The Fórum de 
Cortiços occupied eleven vacant and idle 
buildings; The Movimento de Moradia 
do Centro made five; The Movimento 
do Trabalhador Sem-Teto do Centro 
occupied twenty; The Movimento do 
Trabalhador e Sem-Teto da Região 
Central occupied thirteen; The Novo 
Centro occupied three properties; The 
União de Lutas dos Cortiços made 
eight occupations, and the União 
dos Movimentos de Moradia made 
ten Occupations in the central area 
(NEUHOLD, 2009). 

All those names refere to the social 
movements that are the agents of the 
occupations. Each one of them has their 
own leadership and organizational 
system, nonetheless, they all have a 
common goal: to claim their right city to 
proper housing and the city itself.

In this period, the data collected by 
Neuhold (2009) shows how the MSTC 
(Movimento Sem-Teto do Centro) are the 
number one in occupation acts in the 
central area. They organize the second 
largest occupation in Latin America, 
with almost 500 families, all living in the 
Occupation of the Prestes Maia building 
(BRACONI, 2017).

The tables also illustrate a very 
interesting feature: most of the 
occupations happened in privately 
owned buildings. The processes 
to regularize or reintegrate the 
occupations are lead by the public 
sector, and the municipality plays 
the main role and have the tools to 
deal with them, since private and 
municipal buildings are in their scope 
of administration. The movements 
and their leaderships’ participation 
are also crucial for the regularization 
of the occupations, therefore, both 
parts are equally important to the legal 
outcomes. Furthermore, to regularize, 
reintegrate or requalify each occupation 
is a complex process, since there is no 
easy formula to deal with all of them 
together.
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2.2. Social Movements and Real 
Estate Market

As illustrated in previous chapter, the 
central region of São Paulo displays 
several occupations since the re-
democratization of Brazil. Such acts 
are conducted by different social 
movements that claim their right 
to housing and to the city. The city 
center is a difficult place for spatial 
appropriation, not only by individual 
and social movements, but for the 
private interest as well (BRACONI, 
2017). Nevertheless, it is a place of 
opportunities and social diversity.

One of the main difficulties for spatial 
appropriation is the lack of investments 
on Social Housing, as well as bad 
administration of land and property. 
In addition, the Public tools and 
instruments are insufficient to deal with 
the housing paradox and challenges 
around the city.

For the social movements, the tools 
and Public administration has showed 
the inability to promote social housing, 
while the processes are conducted 
in a very slow pace, since the Public 
sphere fails to expropriate vacant and 
idle buildings that have pending legal 
and economic issues. Consequently, 
such buildings do not meet the social 
functions as legally stated in the City 
Statute and Municipal Strategic Master 
Plan of the city (BRACONI, 2017).

Bureaucracy is also an issue. As stated 
in previous tables, the city has enough 
vacant buildings that could solve the 
housing deficit, if only the bureaucratic 
and legal systems were more flexible 
and revised, the regularization and 
requalification of those buildings could 
be easier.  

Furthermore, the high level of land and 
building vacancies in the city center is 
a result of a system based on private 
interest. The Real Estate Market usually 
draws the value of the territories around 
the city as they please, therefore, when 
one place is highly valued, another place 
is devalued. In addition, the devaluation 
process happened in the central area 
when public investments were turned to 
the south east part of the city, leading 
to a degradation and devalue of central 
properties. (BOMFIM, 2004). 

Having that in mind, the posture of 
the social movements are positive, 
since they pressure the public sphere 
to deal with the vacant areas and 
occupations, and consequently, to 
deal with revaluation of the central 
area. Nonetheless, the part of the 
Real Estate Market is important while 
understanding the situation, in this 
sense, the requalification of territories 
needs the presence of the State, that 
guarantees the economic return 
expected (HARVEY, 2005). Therefore, 
public investments in the center are 
directly linked to its requalification.

2.3. Life inside a Vertical 
Occupation

Among the city center context of 
Real Estate issues,  high rental prices, 
real estate speculation and housing 
shortages, low income families move 
to vertical occupations in the central 
area as a solution to housing and 
accessibility.

Therefore, this chapter is merely  a 
collection of information from articles 
published online that show the external 
point of view over the occupations. 

Each occupation has its own leadership 
and organizational systems. Usually, 
the buildings are managed by their own 
inhabitants and leaders, in some cases, 
people pay a “contribution”, which is 
less then rents around the city, to the 
leaders. The money is used, usually, for 
maintenance of the area. Furthermore, 
the inhabitants of the occupations have 
to follow the movements’ rules and 
conventions. This type of collective 
housing  is formed by people that are 
unable to afford the market prices, 
therefore, they see the occupations as 
temporary solutions to housing. Whole 
families are encountered inside the 
occupations, and some people have been 
living for years in this conditions.

The vertical occupations are separated 
from the legal sphere, being considered  
irregular settlements by the public

sector (CRUZ, 2015), meaning they are a 
temporary way of living, leading some 
people to jump from occupation to 
occupation due to evictions and legal 
actions.

To live in an area that is considered 
illegal, is to live on fear, since 
the property is not owned by the 
movements, its inhabitants are in 
constant “fight” with the municipality. It 
is throughout manifestations that the
community often tries to draw the 
public’s attention to the matter. In 
addition, the leaderships often seek 
conversations between parts in search 
of solutions to the housing challenge 
(RAMOS, 2009).

The conditions of the buildings 
are usually not salubrious, and the 
community improvises the living 
conditions however they can. Since 
occupying vertical buildings does 
not mean to have a secure housing 
condition, most of the processes lead 
by public sphere end up being violent 
and dramatic expulsions, mostly 
monitored by the Military Police, while 
few movements have made dramatic 
progress over the years. In conclusion, 
to live in a vertical occupation can be 
very risky, it is a quick solution for many 
families that are unable to be part of the 
“legal city”. However, it is still a solution, 
one that can bring awareness to the 
current complex housing situation in 
Sâo Paulo.



3. FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

São Paulo is a complex environment, 
and its housing challenges are not 
different. Understanding the housing 
situation, is understanding that history, 
politics, social relations and economy 
are all part of its challenges.

Starting with Friederich Engels and 
his article “the housing question” 
(1887), the capitalist system, which 
still prevails, is a contributor to the 
matter, however, going deeper to the 
housing subject and after exposing the 
complexities of the city, it is naïve to 
think that by only blaming Capitalism  
and private interest, or to think that 
by implementing Engels answers to 
the housing questions, based on State 
intervention or local control, would 
solve such complex issue. The questions 
are still the same, and History shows 
that its mistakes are reoccurring.

Therefore, solving the housing 
challenges in São Paulo means 
confrontation of all spheres 
and complexities, and without 
confrontation, it is not possible to 
prevent History from repeating itself.

The solution to urbanize and regularize 
favelas, making them integrated to the 
city and bringing basic infra-structure, 
takes time and lots of work, and it is 
sometimes incompatible with the
management, not to mention the lack
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of conversation between governmental 
levels that can be an obstacle. Therefore, 
the housing issue in São Paulo is also 
a matter of politics, and São Paulo’s 
society must understand the housing as 
a right, like the Constitution states, and 
enable the poor the right to live closer to 
their work, or in the city, not kilometers 
away in districts that were historically 
placed. 

Historically, poor people have been 
pushed away from richer areas to the 
outskirts of the city, places where 
conditions are usually not ideal for 
proper housing, and few investments 
are made compared to central and south 
eastern areas of São Paulo. As a response 
to this situation, people who are unable 
to afford to live inside the “legal city”, 
find alternative solutions such as the 
vertical occupations in the city center, 
favelas, beehives and all sorts of 
irregular settlements around the city. 

Real Estate Market and public sphere 
is also to blame. The tools and Public 
administration has showed the inability 
to promote social housing, when the 
processes are conducted in a very slow 
pace. Nonetheless, the share of the 
Real Estate Market is important while 
understanding the situation, in this 
sense, the requalification of territories 
needs the presence of the State, that 
guarantees the economic return 
expected (HARVEY, 2005). Therefore, 
investments in the center are directly

linked to its requalification.

The high level of land and building 
vacancies in the city center is a result 
of a system based on private interest. 
The Real Estate Market usually draws 
the value of the territories around the 
city as they please, therefore, when one 
place is highly valued, another place is 
devalued. In addition, the devaluation 
processes happened in the central area 
when public investments were turned to 
the south east part of the city, leading 
to a degradation and devalue of central 
properties. (BOMFIM, 2004). 

The spatial and social configuration of 
São Paulo demonstrate that new legal 
instruments, as well as a new urban 
policy should be created, mostly because 
the old model is not sufficient to solve 
the housing and land challenges in Sâo 
Paulo.

Furthermore, the bureaucracy is also an
issue. As stated in this project, the 
city has enough vacant buildings that 
could solve the housing deficit, if only 
the bureaucratic and legal systems 
were more flexible and revised, the 
regularization and requalification of 
those buildings could be easier.  

Having that in mind, the posture of the 
social movements are positive, since 
they pressure the public sphere to deal 
with the housing crisis. Therefore, the 
housing movements are crucial agents

that bring awareness to the injustice of 
the housing sphere, trying to establish 
constructive dialogue with the Public 
sectors, as well as claiming their rights 
to proper housing and to the city.

To live in an area that is considered 
illegal, like the vertical occupations, 
is to live on fear, since the property 
is not owned by the movements, its 
inhabitants are in constant fight with 
the Municipality. It is throughout 
manifestations that the community 
tries to draw the public’s attention 
to the matter. This type of housing 
environment is formed by people that 
are unable to afford the market price 
for rentals and purchase of housing, 
and see the occupations as temporary 
solutions to housing. Whole families are 
encountered inside the occupations, and 
some people have been living for years 
in this conditions.

The conditions of the buildings are 
usually not the best ones, and since 
occupying vertical buildings does 
not mean to have a secure housing 
condition, most of the legal processes 
lead by the municipality end up being 
violent and dramatic expulsions, mostly 
monitored by the Military Police. 

In conclusion, vertical occupations are 
temporary solutions, and a quick way 
out for many families that are unable to 
be part of the “legal city”. Nevertheless, 
it is still a solution, one that can

bring awareness to the current complex 
housing situation. 

To be “modern” is to live a life paradox 
of contradictions (BERMAN, 1988), 
despite of what some post-modern 
thinkers believe, the “questions” human 
kind faces are still the same. Mistakes 
are recurrent in human history, and 
our problems are still modern, only now 
with a contemporary façade. 

The housing challenges born in our 
modern age are also part of the paradox. 
Big bureaucratic organizations have 
the ultimate power of controlling 
communities lives, and also destroying 
them, often avoiding the confrontation 
between city’s voices; yet, there is still 
hope from all sides, a vision of better 
human living conditions, including 
proper housing for all.
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