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The 'Nova Luz' Project, which has been implemented in the city of São Paulo, Brazil, plans to 
renovate 45 blocks in the traditional district of Santa Ifigênia. Due to of its central location 
and the urban infrastructure, the district is considered a strategic spot in the city centre. In 
spite of that it has not attracted the interest of the housing market in the last decades. Due to 
deficient state investment, the region is occupied by a poor and socially vulnerable 
population. Over 80% of residents live in rented rooms and have very low income even for 
Brazilian standards. Although streets are occupied by many crack addicts which led people to 
call the area “cracolândia” (or “crackland” if literally translated), the area is surrounded by 
important cultural facilities as well as being home for a number of well succeeded technology 
and electronics companies.  
The urban renewal project 'Nova Luz' proposes the demolition of up to 60% of the area under 
the justification of optimizing local infrastructure based on the principles of 'compact city' and 
'social mixing'. The project will be implemented through an instrument – the “Urban 
Concession” – that has not been used in Brazil yet. It gives privates entrepreneurs the right to 
expropriate and financially explore the existing properties in the project area as a 
compensation for accomplishing desired results defined by the project. However, 
approximately one third of the area is demarcated as ZEIS, Special Zone of Social Interest, 
which requires the construction of social housing and the participation of civil society in the 
preparation and approval of the Urban Plan. The existence of a ZEIS is seen as a mechanism 
able to prevent gentrification, but the project does not assure that the current residents will be 
occupying the new housing in the future nor that the small businesses will be contemplated by 
the project.  
The 'Nova Luz' Project has been developed with no participation of the district’s residents, 
who fear they will lose their properties. The instruments of popular participation defined by 
law, such as public audiences, were not used to reformulate the project with the community 
but just to inform them of a project formulated beforehand. Another instrument of popular 
participation is the Management Council of the ZEIS which was put together after the 
drawing of the preliminary plan, which is not in accordance with the legal prescriptions.  
In order to resist gentrification in the area, I’ve started collaborating with local social 
movements in the Residents Association 'AMOALUZ' (Associação dos Moradores e Amigos 
da Santa Ifigênia e da Luz). That way, I was able to immerse myself in the problem and 
confirm some concerns of my research and remedy my dissatisfaction with academic works 
that remain powerless in the face of reality.  
The AMOLUZ has been successful in gathering local residents and housing movements 
operating in Sao Paulo city center in order to begin a participatory popular process within the 
'Nova Luz' Project. Its first achievement was the foundation in 2011 of the first Managing 
Board of a Special Zone of Social Interest located in central areas.  
The civil society representatives in the Management Council ZEIS include residents, 
homeowners and commercial and housing movements. They have worked to ensure the 
maintenance of the resident population in the area and to guarantee the building of social 
housing. Since its foundation the civil society has promoted substantial changes in the original 
urban plan, including the percentage increase of social housing according to local demand, the 
reserve of commercial areas in the ground floors of the new buildings in order to ensure that 
the trade activities will be maintained, the preventing of demolition of establishments which 
represent the district’s cultural heritage and the  registration of the local residents as assurance 
for housing assistance.  



This social mobilization has enabled the conciliation of disputes between different interests of 
residents and traders in the name of a major public interest. In the realm of the Management 
Council, government and civil society have learned a lot about mutual recognition and the 
relations between private interests, democracy and citizenship. We conclude that the civil 
society has a strong role in preventing housing speculation, and gentrification process as well 
as in promoting housing rights. Only this work of civil society organizations can minimize 
impacts on the local population and ensure the popular participation in the decisions of 
government.  


