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Migration and the Environment: a view from

Brazilian Metropolitan Areas

Haroldo da Gama Torres

The main hypothesis presented in this paper is that the connection between
migration and urban environment should not be considered in an abstract form
as if all urban environments and institutional contexts were the same. The interplay
between population and environment must be considered in “concrete territories”,
with all their social and environmental diversity, as well as their institutional
complexity.1 In the case of Brazilian metropolitan areas, we propose that particular
land use regulations, as well as public policies  - such as transportation and
housing – strongly influence the dynamics of urban sprawl and, to some extent,
the intensity and direction of the migration process.2

Such sprawl is producing an important transformation in land use, inducing
the destruction of the natural environment around metropolitan areas and the
contamination of water sources and the sea. Poor migrants who move to the
least structured suburbs are the first to be affected by the degradation of the
environment not only due to exposure to environmental hazards and vectors of
contagious diseases, but also because their places of residence are less protected
in terms of services and/or construction patterns that avoid such hazards.

Environmental degradation and poverty are now major issues for Latin
American urban areas. A recent study from Cepal (2001) shows that there were
211 million poor individuals in the region in 1999.3  According to the same estimates,
urban areas respond for 65% of the poor population, or 134 million in 1999. This
proportion has grown since the 70s, producing a trend called the urbanization of
poverty (Arriagada, 2000).4 As a consequence, social and environmental policies
capable of ensuring access to proper housing, sanitation and health services – as
well as reduction of environmental risks - are essential issues in all Latin American
large cities. In other words, urbanization, urban sprawl, and the urban environment
must also be among the most important elements of a genuine Latin American
environmental agenda.

That claim also represents a change in the general perspective of
environment and development initiatives in developing countries, which seem to
have a “rural background” in terms of how public policies are conceived and
implemented (Clark, 1996; Torres 2002).  This phenomenon seems to be
connected to the widespread understanding that large cities are not the center of
the social problem in such countries. According to the theory of modernization,
large cities have been seen as “islands of privilege” (Harrison, 1982: 145) when
compared to the countryside. Following this perspective, a recent comparative
study by Brockerhoff and Brennan (1998) also supports the case that living
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conditions in developing countries are better in large cities than in smaller
settlements, although such difference has declined lately. We will try to challenge
this argument in view of the case of Brazilian suburban areas.

With this general picture in mind, we discuss in our first section some of the
recent demographic trends of the most important metropolitan areas in Brazil, and
their consequences for the urban environment. We present population growth rate
and distribution in terms of the core city and its suburban areas, their income and
sanitation differentials, and their consequences for the environment. In the second
section, we discuss this issue from the perspective of the migration process. Finally,
we draw some conclusions from the perspective of public policies – particularly
zoning, housing and transportation - highlighting the problematic issue of land use
in the Brazilian metropolis, and its connection to environment and migration.

1.  Brazilian urban sprawl

The post World War II suburban development in the United States was
called  “urban sprawl”, meaning a form of anti-city development based on the
heavy migration of medium- and high-income whites to the American suburbs
(Badassare, 1986). Both the social and environmental outcomes of this process
have long been debated. On one hand, it seems to have enhanced racial
segregation, since most Black communities have been left behind in the inner
cities (Massey and Denton, 1993). On the other, it has strongly intensified land
use, and most importantly the universal use of the automobile with all its
consequences in terms of pollution and impact on consumption patterns (Gans,
1967; Duany, Zyberk and Speck, 2000).

In Brazil and in other Latin American countries different forms of “urban
sprawl” are also in place. For instance, not only did the population in the largest
metropolitan areas in Brazil double between 1970 and 2000 – confirming the
trend of large fast-growing urban areas in the developing countries (United Nations,
1999) – but also the population of their suburban areas has more than tripled
(Table 1). In terms of growth rate, suburban towns within metropolitan areas
showed a yearly growth of 3.8% between 1970 and 2000, while the capital cities
of those regions grew only 1.9% per year, reducing their share in the country’s
population.5 As a consequence of such trends, the nine major metropolitan areas
now represent 30.1% of the Brazilian population, while their suburban areas
represent 13.1%.6

When compared to developed countries, Brazilian urban sprawl has different
meanings and social/environmental consequences. In Brazil, suburbs are
considered – generally speaking - the place of residence of low-income families.
In the Brazilian literature, it is sometimes called  “periphery” (periferia), which
represents both the location of those areas and the social condition of the population
living there (Bonduk and Rolnik, 1979). Although this hypothesis has been recently
challenged for the case of São Paulo - because of the spread of some wealthy
gated communities in the suburbs (Caldeira, 2000) - the aggregate data available
confirm that, in all Brazilian metropolitan areas, the population of suburban towns
is, on average, much poorer than that of capital cities (Table 2).
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For the nine metropolitan areas mentioned above, the capital cities presented
– for the head of household - an average income of R$1,309, against R$734 in
suburban towns (2000 census). For all Brazilian urban areas, the average income
of head of households was R$854, while non-metropolitan urban areas featured
R$725. In other words, metropolitan suburban towns presented in 2000
an average income lower than the Brazilian average, and similar to
the non-metropolitan Brazilian average. The suburbs of São Paulo are the
only exception to this case. All other suburban areas presented an average income
lower then the Brazilian non-metropolitan average.

Table 1

Population of the Largest Metropolitan Areas in Brazil, 1970-2000

Source: Brazilian Statistical Bureau (IBGE). Demographic Censuses, 1970-2000.
Note: (*) Including the Metropolitan Areas of Belém, Fortaleza, Recife, Salvador, Belo Horizonte, Rio de Janeiro,
São Paulo, Curitiba and Porto Alegre.

Table 2

Average Income of Heads of Household in Brazilian Metropolitan Areas, 2000

Source: IBGE, Demographic Census of 2000.
Note: (*) In Reais (R$) of 2000, considering US$1.0 - R$1.8 exchange rate.
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The average income for the head of household for all 9 suburban towns
accounted for only 56.0% of that of capital cities’ households in 2000. This income
differential ranged from 41.5% in Fortaleza to 65.4% in São Paulo. One can
argue that such data represent more clearly the cleavage between the poor
North and the rich South in Brazil, instead of the cleavage between suburban
towns and capital cities. However, income differentials in central and southern
metropolises - such as Belo Horizonte, Porto Alegre and Curitiba - also strike the
observer. In summary, this information shows that for all regions those suburban
towns that have grown faster since the 70s are the places of residence of poor
families, taking the urban Brazilian average as reference.

In other words, there is no “island of privilege” at all in Brazilian contemporary
suburbia. If it is the case of generating development initiatives for the countryside,
the urban periphery must also clearly be the object of such initiatives. Besides
income differential, most of the time those areas also present worse indicators in
terms of urban infrastructure, housing and sanitation, both inducing the destruction
of the environment of the region and contaminating the local population (Table 3).

In all the metropolitan areas considered above, suburban towns tend to
have worse water coverage, sewage and garbage collection than that of capital
cities. As a whole, 89.0% of households in suburban towns had garbage collection
in 2000, against 98,1% in capital cities; 82.0% had water coverage, against
96.2% in capital cities; and only 55.7% of suburban towns had sewage collection
- a coverage level significant lower than that of the capital cities (74.9%).
Furthermore, in terms of water provision and garbage collection, those conditions
were worse than the average situation in the non-metropolitan urban areas in

Table 3

Sanitation Coverage in Brazilian Metropolitan Areas, 2000

Source: IBGE, Demographic Census of 2000.
Note: (*) Connection to sewage network and/or drainage system.
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2000, which – together with the income data - demonstrate the problematic
socioeconomic situation of suburban areas in Brazil.7

In summary, the data presented here draw a picture of sanitation crisis and
poverty in the fast growing areas of the suburbs of Brazilian metropolitan areas.
However, those elements must also be considered in a broader environmental
perspective. We consider here five significant environmental dimensions:

a. Brazilian urban sprawl induces the continuous occupation of areas that are
part of very important and threatened environmental systems such as the
Atlantic Forest, that still form the greenbelts of the cities of Rio de Janeiro,
Sao Paulo, and Curitiba (Dean, 1995). Important costal areas are also being
put at risk by urban sprawl (Belém, Fortaleza, Recife, and Salvador);

b. The sprawl also induces the contamination of river basins and the sea,
since most of the sewage and part of the garbage collected are not treated,
nor does land occupation follow the guidelines that protect water sources.
The recently published National Sanitation Survey (2000) indicates that only
35% of residential sewage is treated in Brazilian urban areas, a total of 5,1
million cubic meters per day.  Most of this treatment happens in the State of
São Paulo (40%). Sewage treatment is almost insignificant in the Metropolitan
Areas of Belém, Recife, Curitiba and Porto Alegre.8 Some metropolitan areas
such as São Paulo, Recife and Fortaleza have experienced important
shortages of water in the past few years. Furthermore, due to the pollution
and destruction of water sources, the costs of water treatment and supply
will probably increase significantly;

c. A significant movement of urban sprawl may imply a substantial increase
in the already heavy traffic, which leads to larger journeys to work and
heavy air pollution. The local government is also required to significantly
invest public resources in road construction, which tend to reduce the
resources available to other social and environmental objectives;

d. Since poor suburbs are growing fast and lack public investment, many
times those areas often tend to present environmental risks for the urban
dweller, for instance risks of floods, landslides or uncontrolled landfill facilities
(Torres, 1997; Torres and Marques, 2001);

e. Lack of proper housing and general urban infrastructure in the suburban
areas make their population unable to avoid environmental hazards and
vectors of contagious diseases.

In other words, it is important to think about Brazilian suburban areas - or
periphery - as a significant unit of analysis for social and environmental policies
in Brazil. Not only are they growing fast, but they are also as poor and with worse
sanitation than the average non-metropolitan Brazilian areas. Unfortunately, we
were not able to adopt here a broader definition of metropolitan areas, including
other important settlements such as Campinas, Brasília, Goiânia, Natal, Londrina,
etc. 9 Such a definition would likely confirm the argument that the social and
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environmental drama of Brazilian suburbia is currently more than just a local
problem:  it is also an important national issue.

2.  Migrant living conditions and consumption patterns

Migrants to the metropolitan areas in Brazil have long been defined as
those who are capable of improving in socioeconomic terms in their new places
of residence, or else they would be expelled to other urban or rural areas of the
country (Martine, 1980). This harsh process of “adaptation” seems to still be the
case in most of our metropolitan areas.  This can be observed, for instance,
when we consider migrant’s time of residence in metropolitan areas according to
house conditions (Table 4), as well as their income and consumption of durable
goods (Tables 5).

Upon their arrival, recent migrants – as compared to local residents - pay
rent more often, and live in smaller houses with worse sanitation (water and
sewage collection) and building conditions (type of walls and number of rooms)
(table 4). Such migrants have lower family incomes and the presence of durable
goods (water filter, refrigerator and telephone) is less frequent in their households
(Table 5).  However, those migrants who stay longer tend to approach local
residents in terms of average housing conditions, income and number of goods.

Table 4

Migrants to Metropolitan Areas According to Time of

Residence and Household Conditions, 1998
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Even for the large group of sometimes ill-treated Northeastern migrants living in
the Metropolitan Area of São Paulo, the average housing conditions observed in
the area are not much worse than those of the natives of the state and migrants
from other states, although they tend not to catch up in terms of family income.

In any case, both the literature and the data presented here give
considerable support to the hypothesis that socioeconomic and sanitary conditions
of the fast growing metropolitan suburbs are related to the intense migration that
happened in those areas within the past 30 years (Cunha, 1994). Most likely,
part of the poor newcomers start their lives in the metropolis looking for a house
in non-structured places of the suburbs and/or in sub-standard housing areas
such as shantytowns (favelas), aiming to achieve better housing in the long run
(Torres and Marques, 2001).10 Eventually, some migrants achieve these goals,
not necessarily in the area they have first settled. New waves of migrants move
into the same suburban area that had been occupied before, or to a new one, in
a process also called as  “periphery creation” (Kowarick, 1988).

In other words, the problematic environmental condition of Brazilian suburban
towns has been presented as connected to the migration movements to those
areas (Hogan, 1992; Jacobi, 1994). However, when considering the environmental
issue in a broader perspective – including the so-called global environmental
issues - the connections between migration and the environment have also to be
considered in other different, and sometimes contradictory, dimensions:

Source: IBGE, 1998 (National Survey of Households – PNAD).
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a. It is possible to argue that the rural-urban migration to metropolitan
areas may be considered a positive trend in terms of the environment, due
to the reduction of population pressure in migrants’ areas of origin (World
Resources Institute, 1992). Probably, this is the case of the traditional rural-
urban migration originating from the dense semi-arid Brazilian Northeastern
region toward large cities in the South, particularly São Paulo;

b. Higher sanitary conditions and living standards of a few metropolitan
areas  (such as São Paulo) - when compared to the interior of the poorer
states of the country - may imply better living conditions to some recent
migrants, even when they move to more problematic suburbs. However,
this is not necessarily true for all Brazilian metropolitan areas, particularly
Belém, Fortaleza and Recife;

c. Most likely, the migrant who stays in the metropolis will adopt local
consumption patterns. The data presented earlier in this document show
that gas stoves and electricity are already universal, even for first-year
migrants. The ownership of other durable goods, such as refrigerators,
grows steadily with a longer time of residence (Table 5). In other words,
long-term rural-urban migration flows are likely to have impact on the
consumption of goods, energy and other natural resources;

Table 5

Migrants to the Metropolitan Areas According to Time of Residence,

Average Income and Ownership of Durable Goods, 1998

Source: IBGE, 1998 (National Survey of Households – PNAD).
Note: (*) In reais (R$) of 1998.



155Migration and the Environment: a view from...

d. If migrants also adopt the lifestyle of lower fertility rate that predominates
in metropolitan areas, in the long run migration will induce a trend of decline
in the overall rate of population growth;

e. Recent migrants seem to be more exposed than other urban residents to
environmental risks, due to their worse housing conditions and lower ability
to avoid such risks (Torres, 1997).

In summary, it does not seem to be possible to produce any coherent
synthesis of the overall positive and negative environmental impacts of migration
to metropolitan areas. Some of the environmental consequences of migration
seem to be obviously positive on a national scale, albeit negative locally. There is
also no simple form of coordination between local and national government to
produce any kind of meaningful balance between those trends.

Furthermore, migration must not be blamed  for the consequences of the
urban sprawl. If it is true that the migration process is connected to urban
sprawl, they should not be interpreted as the same phenomena. On one hand,
migration may happen without urban sprawl, which produces denser urban
settlements.  On the other, urban sprawl may happen without metropolitan
demographic growth, that is, a rearrangement of population distribution over
the urban space. In other words, it is not necessarily true that long distance
migration per se produces the particular land use impact they presently have in
the Brazilian suburbs. It happens in a particular context of institutional
arrangements and public policies, particularly in terms of land use regulation,
transportation and housing policies. We further develop this issue in the next
section.

3. Public policies, migration and metropolitan environment

Although the idea of a national migration policy has been abandoned in
Brazil since the military dictatorship of the 70s, there is a series of policies that
contribute at different levels to the outcomes of the interplay of migration and
urban environment.11 The general background of the discussion proposed in this
section is the need to address the issue of a more “sustainable use of the urban
space” in terms of public policy interventions (Martine, 2001). Although it is
impossible to present here a comprehensive discussion on all urban policies, and
their links to migration and the urban environment, we would like to briefly discuss
how three different policies - transportation, zoning and housing - could influence
a more sustainable use of space in concrete territories and institutional contexts
of the complex Brazilian metropolitan areas.

3.1.  TRANSPORTATION

The environmental impacts of transportation technologies are clearly
understood at different levels, from global warming to heavy traffic jams and
urban pollution (Elsom, 1992). However, transportation policies are also connected
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to other different urban environmental elements, including the shape of the city
and the occurrence of settlements in distant areas and more remote suburbs.

Most of the tradeoffs between densification and sprawl can be framed in
terms of long-term transportation strategies. On one hand, high urban density –
many times regarded as a bad environmental characteristic of some urban areas
- favors mass transportation systems such as the subway, which significantly reduces
traffic jams and air pollution. On the other hand, highway building strongly stimulates
urban sprawl (and lower density), with high environmental costs in terms of pollution,
more land occupation, and increasing costs for other public policies.

Although much modern environmental planning criticizes high urban density
on quite logical technical grounds (Platt, 1994; Spirn, 1995; Roseland, 1997), it is
important to make the point that low density seems to be a kind of luxury that
most developing metropolises are not ready to afford. This happens because
population density can produce considerable economies of scale for different
public policies, including education, urban infrastructure, sanitation and public
health. It also reduces air pollution and precarious land occupation in the far
suburbs. Such a counter-intuitive perspective on environmental planning is not
built upon any previous notion of what a city should be, but on what the country’s
already messy developing metropolises are. In such places, land occupation is
not well organized at all, and resources are dramatically scarce.

However, it is very difficult to influence transportation policies in the long
term, regardless of their key role for overall metropolitan planning, and their
obvious impact on urban density. It mobilizes a complex set of individual and
business interests, including developers, construction industry, auto industry, retail,
and landowners, as well as the middle and upper classes that demand more
urban space and environmental quality.

In summary, it is quite clear that transportation policies – particularly mass
transportation - can strongly influence the sustainability of the use of urban space,
stimulating or containing urban sprawl.  However, the great challenge is to conceive
a positive arrangement of political forces that will allow long-term transportation
planning to counterbalance urban sprawl, and lead to a better use of urban space,
as well as the use of social services and urban infrastructure.

3.2. PARKS, ZONING, AND BUILDING NORMS

The development of parks and conservation areas, zoning policies and the
introduction of building norms are among the most important urban environmental
policies. Those policies are beneficiary of the glorious traditions of the urban and
environmental planning that had in Olmsted (1870) one of its first and more
representative thinkers and practitioners.  Such policies are clearly connected to
the possibility of developing large cities with significant life quality in the developed
world (Platt, 1994). By definition, those policies are tailored to coordinate a more
sustainable use of the urban space.

However, such policies are not clear-cut. On one hand, very restrictive zoning
and building norms make land scarcer, increasing its price.  If such a price effect
can be affordable in richer areas, this is not necessarily true for the poorer ones.
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Most likely, restrictive zoning in one area of a metropolis will induce or redirect
migration to other places of the metro region. On the other hand, when restrictive
zoning is not well enforced, it may produce other complex unintended consequences
in terms of intra-urban demographic responses from local dwellers. For instance,
in São Paulo, the law for protection of water source areas – that in the 70s
restricted the occupation of almost all the southern region of the metropolitan
area – contributed to the extensive occupation of such protected areas by poor
households due to the lack of enforcement (Marcondes, 1996).

Frequently, the price effect of the zoning policy is addressed by the taxation
of the land. Some legislators try to implement progressive land taxation in order
to capture part of the value that landowners get due the valuation of their properties
in more preserved areas. However, considering the political power of landlords,
the fight for a progressive taxation is far from simple, and may also have cross-
border unintended consequences in the fragmented political landscape of Brazilian
Metropolitan areas. 12

Most important, zoning policies – in order to work properly - demand certain
preconditions not necessarily present in developing countries. A necessary
condition for such policies to work is the stability of the judicial system and the
enforcement of property rights, urban norms and regulations. However, general
estimates of the population living in informal settlements in developing countries
vary from 30% in large Latin American cities to 80% in African ones (Schteingart,
1989; Lim, 1995). In São Paulo, in 1996, 30% of the population was living in
census tracts with fewer than 10 square meters of housing space per inhabitant,
which indicates that the informality in land property is very high in those places
(Torres and Oliveira, 2001). As a consequence, only part of the city can be
comparable in any sense to a city of a developed country.

There are different dimensions of illegality, all of them undermining the
efficiency of urban environmental policies in the developing metropolis: the
invasion of private and public areas such as squares and parks – which is very
common in São Paulo (Taschner, 2000); illegal developments on private land
that do not follow zoning and building norms; and the general disregard for the
rules of zoning and building norms, which bribes and corruption make possible.

Furthermore, the irregularity of land use somehow “justifies” the non-
provision of social services (Torres, 2001). It seems to be more difficult to find
investments appropriated by their private owners.13 Lawsuits against public
administrators that do not follow the complex set of standard procedures may
also happen in regard to land use regulations (Maricato, 1996).

In summary, the background of ill-regulated land use seems to significantly
erode the possibilities of traditional urban environmental policies in the large
cities of developing countries. It may be true that if those rules were enforced,
they would discourage migration, since the costs of housing would increase
significantly for newcomers. However, the huge cultural and institutional
transformation that such enforcement demands makes it quite a remote possibility
in the short term.

Although higher stability in the judicial system and law enforcement are highly
desirable long-term institutional goals – with clearly positive environmental impacts
- it is useful to reflect on what can be done while it does not come to pass:
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a. Laws and regulations should be simpler in order to stimulate and help
their enforcement, curb corruption and reduce overall transactions costs
and – probably - the price of land;

b. The level of standards should be proportional to the institutional capacity
of enforcing them. Attained moderate standards are much better than higher
but never accomplished ones;14

c. It is important to promote the coordination of land use legislation across
different municipalities within the same metropolitan areas, so as to prevent
unintended cross-border effects;

d. The resources and conditions necessary for the maintenance of parks
and conservation areas should also follow the creation of those areas. In
case such resources are not available, those areas may easily be invaded.

Although such propositions may seem quite frustrating for those who have
an advocacy perspective on urban environment, one may not ignore the effective
conditions of policymaking in developing countries. The enforcement of laws,
regulations and norms should not be taken for granted. In such a context, migration
contributes to an endless process of irregular land-use and environment
degradation.

3.3 HOUSING POLICY

Another policy that is clearly connected to the sustainable use of the space
in urban areas is the housing policy. Such policy – trying to provide affordable
housing for poor people – produces important transformations in the landscape
and may influence migration movements. The data presented in the first section
on the socioeconomic conditions of Brazilian metropolitan areas suggest that
effective housing policies are essential. Some estimates of the so-called “housing
deficit” present figures of an unattained demand of more than 6 million households
in 2000 (FJP, 2000). Of course, poor suburbs of metropolitan areas have to be
considered among the most important sites for such policies.

Effective housing policies are very important, not only because of their
obvious social impact but also due to a series of positive consequences on health,
employment and land regularization. However, in order to account for their
demographic and environmental consequences, such policy should also consider
other general elements:

a. Generally speaking, housing policies seem to reduce urban environmental
degradation because they increase overall sanitation and housing
conditions, as well as regularize invaded public areas. However, depending
on the engineering of the project and its institutional framework, it may
produce important local environmental impacts in terms of land use and
migration;
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b. Most likely, small-scale projects will produce lower environmental impacts
and more easily ensure the integration of the population within the metropolis.
Whenever possible, new housing should also be close to existing social
services, employment, and urban infrastructure, to reduce costs for the
population as well as the overall costs for the government in terms of building
new schools, roads, etc;

c. The execution of housing policies should be local to ensure consistency
with the policy on land use. When this is not the case, national and state
governments should also coordinate their investments locally, in order to
reduce possible unintended environmental and/or migration impacts;

d. The lack of resources should not be considered a definitive impediment
for housing policies.  If it is true that housing is a very costly social policy, it
is also true that alternative policies should also be considered. For instance,
land regularization and credit for small improvements in housing (self-
construction) may also be regarded as important and less costly alternatives.

It is important to considerer that - due to the very low average income in
some metropolitan areas - such policies must also be subsidized to ensure that
the really needed groups will be targeted. This element, as well as the huge size
of the housing deficit, should discourage large-scale housing policies, especially
in a context of strong pressure for fiscal stability and budgetary control. However,
the size of the budget is not a consistent explanation for the lack of specific
policies. We still need to understand why housing policies were so unimportant
for the federal government in Brazil in the 90s, while other social policies - such
as agrarian reform - flourished.

Probably, it has partially to do with the cost of such policies in view of the
size of the housing deficit. However, other political and institutional reasons may
also be in place. In an article published in a Brazilian newspaper, 15 the president
of the government bank responsible for home financing (Emílio Carazzai, President
of Caixa Econômica Federal) argues that governmental non-subsidized credit
mechanisms are not proper for really needy people (the families that receive
fewer than 3 minimum salaries per month, or less than US$250). Furthermore,
the most important subsided program (Programa de Arrendamento Residencial
– PAR) did not work well in metropolitan areas due to the lack of land with
affordable prices in those areas, according to the rules of the program.

In summary, the need for a comprehensive housing policy in Brazilian
metropolitan areas seems quite obvious. Such a policy, however, should be
developed without increasing the already significant migration movements and
environmental impacts for those areas. Although briefly presented here, these
elements point to the need for national funding and local execution. Attention to
local conditions of urban infrastructure and social services, as well as land use
regulation, is essential to produce real improvement in the sustainability of land
use.
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Conclusion

We have attempted to organize this paper around three major issues. Our
first point was that the fast growing suburban areas – produced by the particular
urban sprawl of contemporary Brazil – are not at all “islands of privilege”, but part
of a larger continent of “social and environmental suffering”. We discussed this
argument by breaking down socio-demographic data for Brazilian metropolitan
areas between the capital city and its suburbs. Suburban areas – or the periphery,
as most Brazilians call it – are not only as poor as the non-metropolitan areas, but
also most of its sanitation and general environmental conditions are more
problematic. It is also important to notice that those areas are still growing very
fast, producing a particularly gloomy scenario for urban Brazil at the beginning of
the XXI century. As a consequence of this first argument, we also argued that
those areas should be the primary focus of social policies in Brazil, as well as of
great concern for environmental policies. In other words, we think that it is very
important to consider Brazilian suburban areas as a significant unit of analysis for
social and environmental policies in Brazil.

The second point we have tried to make is that migration may have mixed
environmental consequences on a national scale, reducing population pressure in
the areas of migrants’ origin and increasing consumption and the environmental
impact in metropolitan areas. Furthermore – locally – the migration process seems
to be connected to the problematic social and environmental conditions of large
suburban areas. However, we also argued that migration per se does not necessarily
produce the particular land use degradation they presently seem to produce in
Brazilian metropolitan suburbs. Such degradation happens due to particular
institutional arrangements and public policies, especially land use regulation,
transportation, and housing policies.

For that reason - in the third place – we attempted to discuss such policies
from the point of view of migration and environmental dynamics of Brazilian
metropolitan areas. The focus of the discussion is the general context of ill regulated
land use, undermining the possibilities of traditional environmental policies on
Brazilian urban areas. We argued that zoning policies – in order to work properly
- demand certain preconditions not necessarily present in developing countries. A
necessary condition for such policies to work is the stability of the judicial system
and the enforcement of urban norms and regulations. We also argued that, although
much of the modern environmental planning criticizes high urban density in quite
logical technical grounds (Platt, 1994; Spirn, 1995), low density seems to be a kind
of luxury that most developing metropolises are not ready to afford. Population
density can produce considerable economies of scale for different public policies,
including education, urban infrastructure, sanitation and public health as well as
reduce air pollution and precarious land occupation in the distant suburbs.

In the case of Brazilian metropolitan areas, the interplay between migration
and urban environment seems to be very complex, and it cannot be fully understood
without considering the overall institutional conditions and long-term public policies.
This case also demonstrates that the connection between migration
and environment should not at all be considered in an abstract form, as if
all societies, urban environments, and institutional contexts were one and the same.
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1 The background for this point is the claim made by Martine (2001) demanding
a refocusing of the population and environment debate, moving from the concept
of “carrying capacity” - a notion that addresses the limited capacity of natural
environments to absorb growing populations – to the idea of  “sustainable use
of space”. Martine (2001: 19) argues that: “the central focus of population/
environment linkages could profitably be switched from concern with size and
rate of growth of the world population to the sustainable use of space in concrete
territories”. This general concept was also presented by Hogan (2001b: 17): “It
is no longer the population size or growth which will occupy the center of the
attention. The prudent husbandry of sustainability implies, for demographic
dynamics, a careful adjustment of population distribution to a given territory’s
resource base.”

2 For the purposes of this paper, migration refers to long-distance moves,
particularly the ones related to movements from the population living in rural
areas or small cities to metropolitan areas. This does not imply ignoring the
environmental impact of the general mobility of the population (such as
commuting), but rather that we consider it an aspect of the sprawl.

3 This figure corresponds to 43.8% of the population of the region in the same
year. Although this proportion has declined in the 90s, it is still higher than the
poverty level of 1980 (40.5%). Furthermore, when considering only the extremely
poor – those that cannot meet their basic dietary needs – the figure for 1999
amounts to 89 million people, or 18,5% of the total population.

4 “The poor population is increasingly settling in large cities and metropolitan
areas that lack basic infrastructure and social services. Poverty is also a
metropolitan concern, and life in any megacity of a developing country – which
means lack of proper housing, inadequate sanitation, heavy traffic congestion,
unemployment, violence, pollution and corruption – can be unbearable” (Torres,
2002).

5 These data do not imply that those cities are internally homogeneous in terms
of growth rate and socio-environmental conditions. We adopt here the distinction
between capital city and suburban town in order to have comparable data from
different censuses.

Notes
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6 Looking at the data of the 1991 Census, Martine (1992) argued that the
concentration of population in metropolitan areas - that he called the
“metropolization” process - took place in the 70s but not in the 80s.  However,
the data from the 2000 Census shows that “metropolization” still seems to be a
major trend in the Brazilian demographic dynamic.

7 It is important to notice that a significant volume of garbage is not treated.
Even in the more developed states, most part of the sewage collected is also
launched “in natura” into rivers, lakes and the sea  (Hogan et al 2000).

8 See IBGE (www.ibge.gov.br), Pesquisa Nacional de Saneamento Básico, 2000.
See also the newspaper “Zero Hora” (from  Porto Alegre) of March 03, 2002,
page 31.

9 The nine areas studied here have been defined as Metropolitan since the 70s.
For the last census, the Brazilian Statistical Bureau (IBGE) redefined the concept
of Metropolitan Area, with 22 urban agglomerations.

10 Of course some migrants have enough economic resources and/or social
networks in order to start their lives in more appropriate housing conditions.

11 Regional development policies may have long-term impacts in terms of
migration movements. However, we are not going to discuss them here due to
their wide scope, which makes almost impossible to clarify in each case their
various demographic and environmental aspects.

12 Only in 2002 was the municipality of Sao Paulo able to implement such ruling.

13 This is the case of the sanitation segment. This information has been privately
provided by the Planning Superintendent of Sabesp, the sanitation company of
the State of São Paulo.

14 “To avoid adding to the backlog of problem housing and neighborhoods, new
development must meet basic – but not excessive – compliance standards”
(World Bank, 1999: 146).

15 See Valor Econômico, April 3, 2002, p. A12.




