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Introduction 

 

This essay aims to analyse the context, needs, opportunities and challenges to 

implement the Rio de Janeiro’s City Centre Social Housing Public Policy. It presents a 

brief overview on the relationship between the population and job distribution in Rio de 

Janeiro, as well as its causes and impacts on urban mobility and quality of life. Also, it 

shows the Social Housing Policy as strategic part of the urban renovation process in the 

Port Region, which is part of the City Centre, rooted in an innovative legal and 

institutional framework and funding mechanism. Finally, analyse the limits and 

potentialities for that Social Housing Policy. 

 

Challenge and opportunity 

 

The City of Rio de Janeiro is the capital of The State of Rio de Janeiro, with 6,320,446 

inhabitants and 0.9% of them living at the City Centre, according to the 2010 National 

Census (Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística - IBGE, 2012). According to the 

Brazilian Ministry of Work, in 2010 Rio de Janeiro had 2,348, 611 jobs and about 26% 

of them are placed at the City Centre (Ministério do Trabalho e Emprego – MTE e 

Departamento Intersindical de Estatísticas e Estudos Socioeconômicos – DIEESE, 

2016). 

 

That disparity presents a huge impact on urban mobility and the quality of life. In 2012, 

in Rio de Janeiro metropolitan region workers expended, on average, 141 minutes 

between home and work. The impact on the cost of production were US$ 9,157,763 

(Federação das Indústrias do Rio de Janeiro – FIRJAN, 2015). 

To contribute to face this situation, the City Hall decided to revitalize the Port Region. 

This part of the City Centre has been suffering from a deep degradation process since 

the 1960’s. An area of five million square meters, with 28,000 inhabitants, represents a 

singular opportunity to reverse that urban scenario. 
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In 2009, under a legal framework, the municipality created the Port Region Consortium 

Urban Operation, known as Porto Maravilha (Marvellous Port). (Municipal Laws numbers 

101/ 102/ 105/ 5128, 2009) 

 

In 2010, CDURP (Port Region Urban Development Company), a Municipal Company, 

started the Urban Operation. Its main objectives are: 

 

• Enhance City Centre as a place for living and work: to attract about 70,000 new 

inhabitants to the region. 

• Improve urban mobility: to improve the quality and integration within the public 

transportation system. 

• Regenerate cultural heritage: appreciate the material and immaterial cultural 

heritage of the port region, due to its significant position for Brazilian history, and 

the current process of urban revitalization. 

• Promote Social inclusion: to take the transformation process as an opportunity 

for income generation and public services improvement, primarily for the Port 

Region low income residents. 

 

To implement these tasks, an innovative institutional and funding framework was built. 

Based on a national urban policy tool, a Municipal Law (101, 2009) authorizes the City 

Hall to increase the building height and sell it through bonds called CEPAC (Additional 

Building Potential Certificates). The funds raised must be used to renovate the urban 

operation area. 

 

The Porto Maravilha framework incentives the real estate agents to produce residences 

for the middle and upper classes. However, social housing matters remains as a public 

policy issue, under CDURP’s responsibility. 

 

The revitalization process can be considered as an opportunity and challenge at same 

time. The urban renovation tends to improve the attractiveness of the area, increasing 

the land price and impacting on the cost of social housing production. At same time, 

providing social housing for sale and rental to the existing neighbours and for other low-

income people, should influence the housing price in the area. As well, it is key to reduce 

social inequalities. 

 

The role of CDURP 

 

The CDURP has been created to implement the Porto Maravilha. Due to its statute and 

role, the Company works looking to the balance between the public and private interests. 

CDURP must lead the urban development dynamic from the public perspective. At the 

same time, it must consider the economic viability of the real estate investments to make 

the funding mechanism feasible. 

 

The implementation strategy of Porto Maravilha has three interrelated pillars: urban 

requalification, real estate development and social economic development, which 

includes the cultural dimension.  
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Urban requalification – reconstruct and renovate about 50km of avenues and streets, 

rebuild the drainage, water supply, sewage, electricity, gas and telecom nets. It also 

includes garbage collection, streets and public spaces cleaning and maintenance, and 

traffic control.  

 

Real Estate Development – guide and analyse the real estate projects, to hold the 

balance between the public urban view and the economic viability. 

 

Social & Economic Development – guide and monitor the new social & economic 

dynamic, looking to the opportunities to promote social inclusion among people living at 

Port Region. 

 

The constant interaction with public and private agents, neighbours, community based 

and civil society organizations is the most important activity for CDURP’s team. It is an 

intrinsically part of the job to be aware of opportunities and to make the process 

accountable.  

 

As part of that, in 2015, through an intense participatory process, CDURP made the 10 

years Porto Maravilha Social Housing Plan. The main premises are to keep the existing 

low income residents in the area, and bring more low-income people to live in the city 

centre. The main objectives are: to produce 10 thousand social housing units, to support 

the existing low income residences renovation, to create the Social Housing Rent 

Programme, to urbanize four existing favelas, to increase the education and health 

services, to promote job and income generation opportunities (Plano de Habitação de 

Interesse Social do Porto Maravilha – PHIS Porto, 2015). 

 

To implement the Plan, the Company has designed a funding model. As stated in the Bill 

submitted to the Municipal Parliament, CDURP should create and manage a Real Estate 

Investment Fund to use the public land as assets to negotiate with the real estate market 

and share its gains. Which is higher than the price of the land itself. These gains must 

be applied to the Social Housing Plan. This mechanism can reduce significantly the 

dependence on the public funds, contributing to the sustainability of the Plan. 

 

The limits and potentialities of the Social Housing Plan Implementation 

 

This Social Housing plan is confronting the traditional way that the Social Housing Policy 

is been implemented in Brazil. Historically, the policy is to build big residential complex 

in the periphery of the city. This policy is a root cause of some of the major urban 

problems in Brazil and in Rio de Janeiro, as appointed by Bonduk (2008), Jacobs (2000) 

and Rubin (2013), among others. Despite the critics, that policy has been justified by 

economic reasons, due to the cheaper price of the land in the peripheries and the large 

scale of the enterprises. 

 

It is necessary to face these arguments to make the Plan feasible. In the case of Rio de 

Janeiro’s City Centre, the cost issue is affected also by the characteristics of the area. A 

large part of that area has a heritage status, that brings limits for real estate renovation. 

However, this area is also where the different levels of the State have land, and where, 
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because of the land regularization issues, the use of Eminent Domain Tool is feasible. 

So, this is a possibility to solve the land issue in benefit of the Plan. 

 

Besides, this characteristic is adequate to spread the social housing projects across the 

area, making the City Center as mixed and balance as possible in terms of income class, 

building a more socially inclusive and integrated urban fabric. 

 

A good way to analyse the conditions for the Social Housing Plan Implementation is to 

apply the SWOT analysis framework. 

 

Strengths 

 

• Legal and institutional mandate and tools  

 

As a State Company, CDURP has the institutional mandate to manage pubic policies, 

including social housing. For this purpose, the company is allowed to obtain public and 

private land throughout the tool of Eminent Domain. At the same time, the Company’s 

financial resources come from the Urban Operation funds (CEPAC selling). It brings 

flexibility to CDURP to design and implement strategies to generate funds, including 

building partnerships with the private sector (Municipal Law 102, 2009). 

 

• Knowledge on real estate  

 

CDURP has expertise on real estate issue. It enables the company to use the public land 

to establish partnerships with real estate agents to share the profits. By creating a Real 

Estate Investment Trust, a set of alternatives can be used to develop projects and apply 

the profits to the Plan. 

 

• Knowledge on community level work 

 

To mitigate the impact of the urban reconstruction over the neighbours, commerce, 

private companies and public institutions in the Port region, CDURP has a dedicated 

team to work with them. Also, there are regular meetings with the community 

organizations and cultural groups to plan, design and evaluate the social and cultural 

strategies and action. Throughout this intense participatory process, CDURP has built a 

deep knowledge on the local context and needs. 

 

Weakness 

 

• Demand organization 

 

The Social Housing Plan requests specific methodologies and techniques for each one 

of its components. For example, the definition of the criteria to select and prioritize the 

demands and the registration system for that. The CDURP’s community level work has 

been focusing on the demands from reconstruction and social, cultural and economic 

agenda. The Company needs to adapt itself for that job.  

 

• Funding 
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The proposal to use the public land as asset to generate funds is an innovative tool. 

However, the time needed to get the land, design the projects, negotiate with the private 

sector and get the funds could be longer. It could increase the pressure from the demand 

side. The Company must have to be aware of that, and maintain a mix of alternatives to 

implement the plan, including the public funds. 

 

• Knowledge on cheaper and faster construction techniques 

 

To reduce the cost of housing production is key to success of the Plan. It becomes more 

relevant due to the heritage characteristics of the City Centre. CDURP need to get 

knowledge and build strategies to stimulate the builders to invest on techniques and 

materials that can reduce the housing production costs. 

 

Opportunities 

 

• Public opinion demands 

 

Due to the success of Porto Maravilha’s urban renovation, that is already done, there is 

a strong understanding on the pertinence of the social housing production at the City 

Centre among the urbanists, academics, civil society organizations and politicians. 

 

• The revision on national social housing public policy 

 

The National Government is reviewing the national social housing program. The new 

one is previewing to give special treatment to City Centres’ projects, increasing the funds 

and setting specifics criteria.  

 

• Public land 

 

The use of public land is facilitated by current legal framework. It is also reinforced by 

the success of the land and urbanistic tools uses by the City Hall on public private 

partnerships in Porto Maravilha and Olympics facilities. 

 

Treats 

 

• Economic context 

 

The Brazilian economy has been under crises since 2014. It has been affecting the real 

estate market in the country and Rio de Janeiro, in particular. The delay to overcome 

this scenario could bring difficulties for partnerships with real estate agents, limiting funds 

for the Plan. 

 

• Cost of housing production 
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Despite the CDURP’S efforts to incentive new models to reduce social housing 

production, the country’s overall economic situation could have a negative impact on 

capacity of the Company to implement the Plan.    

 

Conclusion 

 

The Social Housing Plan is key for the Porto Maravilha not only because of its own. Other 

urban dimensions are impacted, such as City Centre housing market, assuring a mix 

population in terms of income class, and Rio’s urban development and mobility 

tendencies. 

 

The City Hall and CDURP must be aware of the weaknesses and treats to be able to 

find ways to face them and assure the plan can be successfully implemented. In this 

way, the Plan can contribute to a more sustainable and social inclusive urban 

development in Rio de Janeiro. 
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