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There is no road to Suruacá. The river’s 
the highway for small Amazonian settlements like 
this. A full six hours by boat up the Tapajós from 
the nearest sizeable town, it’s not where you’d 

expect to find the model for a modern, linked community. 
Yet Suruacá’s 100 or so families are pioneers in a project 
bringing internet access to local people – via the region’s first 
solar powered telecentre. 

Providing access to energy is one of Brazil’s great 
development challenges, with an estimated 12 million people 
currently living out of range of electricity supplies. Sunshine, 
though, is something the country does have in plenty. And 
for the last six years a 2kW photovoltaic system on the top 
of the telecentre in Suruacá has been turning that sunshine 
into electric power. It’s enough to run four computers for 
eight hours a day, plus a local radio service that’s on air for 
four hours a day, the satellite that hooks the whole thing up 
to the internet, and a set of associated printers, scanners and 
cameras.

Initial funding came from the US development agency 
USAID, working alongside local NGOs with the GreenStar 
Corporation as technology providers. The idea was that 
an emerging internet enabled network should become 

increasingly self-sustaining by stimulating local entrepreneurial 
activity. So project manager Bob Bortner helped create a 
Community Empowerment Network to provide ongoing 
assistance, encourage the creation of more local telecentres, 
build internet awareness and skills – and facilitate relationships 
via the web.

For instance, the community of Xixhua, 500km to the 
northwest, already has some experience of how internet 
access can open up a market for ecotourism and local art and 
artefacts. So links with Xixhua can help Suruacá see some of 
the opportunities – and the pitfalls. For all the benefits of email 
and web access, the community wants the technology to 
sustain their way of life, not undermine it. 

It’s been part of the essence of the Suruacá project that it 
is community driven. It was local people who designed and put 
up the telecentre building, right next to the school – where the 
children soon found out that computers were for education as 
well as playing games. Access to information over the internet 
has helped hugely with healthcare too. It has also inspired the 
launch of a micro hydro scheme to improve the availability 
of electricity for local homes. And with Suruacá’s existing 
generator only switched on in the evenings, local interest in 
off-grid renewables is surely set to grow. – Roger East

Downloading the 
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Downloading the 

sun Access all areas 
The mean streets of São Paulo seem far removed from 
rural Amazonia – but lack of electric power points in poor 
communities is a common thread. So is the potential for solar 
powered internet solutions. And Professor Marcelo Zuffo at 
São Paulo University, a powerhouse of innovation in what he 
calls “interactive electronics”, has now come up with “wifi  
access in a box”. It doesn’t need plugging into anything, and 
it’s inexpensive and small enough to hang from a lamp-post or 
a tree, but Zuffo believes it could turbocharge such “IT for all” 
access initiatives as the global One Laptop Per Child scheme. 

Essentially what he has done is combine a solar panel 
with a cheap motorcycle battery to store the charge, and some 
electronic circuitry to run a mini wifi  access point. If a number of 
access points are set up in a honeycomb confi guration, each one 
will provide relaying services to the others, giving a wide area 
network with the best available links to the internet. The hard 
part is the energy management. 

It’s good enough already to keep running for two days 
without sunlight, says Zuffo, but he’s aiming to stretch that to 
ten – enough for real standalone capability even in the dark 
days of the rainy season. – Roger East 

LOW RES

Sun and speed 
Energy giant Petrobras is taking a fi rst step 
towards solar power for the nation’s vast 
motorbike fl eet, with a new charging station 
in Rio de Janeiro. The station, which uses grid 
power at night, is powered by photovoltaics 
while the sun’s up. There are currently just a 
few hundred electric bikes on Brazil’s roads, 
but Petrobras hopes to raise awareness of 
solar technology and the potential for change 
by providing infrastructure for bikes in places 
where it is hard to park, for example. According 
to the head of Petrobras’s distribution division, 
Edimar Machado, the solar charging stations will 
build “environmental awareness by showing 
people that it is possible to use energy without 
harming the environment”. – Ben Tuxworth

Pole position: 
solar brings 
power to 
remote 
communities

“All we need now are the bikes”
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a ‘grid’ for Curitiba, and occupying 
some of its cells with parks. But as 
time went on, we saw that a better 
idea was to save the existing – but 
endangered – forest remnants. With 
this policy, even as the population 
tripled, we were able to increase the amount of green areas 
per inhabitant from 0.5 metres squared (m2) to 52m2.”

The importance of green space to good health and 
quality of life is undisputed, “and if a city has quality of life,” 
says Lerner, “naturally it has a very strong sustainability 
component”. By way of example he comments that by 
living close to your work, or bringing your work closer to 
home, you’re both improving the quality of life and reducing 
demand for transport.Curitiba is perhaps best known for 
its extraordinarily cheap and effective transport system, the 
Bus Rapid Transit (BRT). With triple-section bendy buses in 
dedicated bus lanes, it carries two million passengers a day, as 
many as some subway systems. But where an underground rail 
network costs as much as $100 million per kilometre, the BRT 
costs just $1 million per kilometre. “Creativity begins when D
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Jaime Lerner tells Green Futures how to redesign a 
city, what Brazil’s major metropolises have yet to learn, 
and why urban acupuncture is the way forward.

when it comes to urban design, here’s 
the rule of thumb: city = life, work and 
mobility.” Jaime Lerner, former Mayor of 
Curitiba turned green city guru, is never short 

on soundbites. They helped him get elected back in the 
1970s, when his urban master plan did so much to transform 
the city. And he wields them neatly to sum up the various 
successes along the way – from the celebrated rapid transit 
system, to overcoming the city’s notorious flood problems. Or 
as Lerner puts it: “While other cities buried rivers in concrete, 
we created parks along ours.”

And the parks aren’t just for the pleasure. As natural 
floodplains, they offer a more effective defence against 
seasonal flooding than concrete barriers, and can be used as 
boating lakes when the Iguazu River bursts its banks. It’s a 
strategy now being adopted as far away as the Netherlands, as 
governments look to adapt to climate change. 

This respect for the pre-urban landscape helped Curitiba 
to hang onto a dwindling resource that many cities destroy, 
only to spend millions bringing it back: green space. “When 
we started planning, we came up with the idea of establishing 

“����Creativity begins 
 when you cut a zero from your budget”

“   

Green city blue: Curitiba makes space for floodplains and forests 
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“It’s a quick, precise touch in a key point,” he explains. 
“Just as in the medical approach, strategic ‘punctual 
interventions’ create a new energy that will trigger positive 
chain-reactions, helping to cure and enhance the whole 
system.” 

And the cure for environmental damage on a larger 
scale – like climate change? The same rule applies, says Lerner. 
“Around 75% of global carbon emissions are related to cities. 
And little by little, it is becoming clear that it is in the cities that 
we can bring about more efficient and effective changes.” – 
Anna Simpson and Ben Tuxworth.

you cut a zero from your budget,” Lerner laughs. Fares on the 
buses are flat, and the city’s growth has been planned along 
the routes, so that no one lives or works more than 400 metres 
from a bus stop.

A quick, precise touch
Of course, Lerner acknowledges, this system can’t just be 
copied and transferred to any urban area. “Every city has to 
make the best out of each mode of transportation it has, be it 
on the surface or underground. The key resides in not having 
competing systems on the same space, and using everything 
that the city has in the most effective way.”

Lerner began with a simple dream for Curitiba: health, 
education, childcare. But he is quick to acknowledge that 
he couldn’t have changed a thing if others hadn’t shared 
his vision. “A city is a collective dream,” he says, “and to 
build this dream is vital.” This is where leadership and good 
communication skills come in. Building the dream means 
creating scenarios of a possible future that are “desired by the 
majority”. Because unless the inhabitants share the dream and 
can believe in it, their “essential involvement” will be lacking.

The downside, he jokes, is that once you start the 
population dreaming, it’s hard to get them to stop: “The more 
the population gets used to advances, the more demanding 
it becomes. Managing Curitiba became a commitment of 
constant innovation”. Rather than stem the dream, Lerner 
recommends ‘urban acupuncture’ as a cure for all sorts of 
urban problems from neglect of the natural environment to 
poor economic management.
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Paradise Glazed: The main greenhouse of Curitiba’s 
Botanical Garden offers a reference collection of native 
flora and tropical plants from the Atlantic Forests of 
eastern Brazil. Appearing almost imperial in its scale and 
grandeur, but built as recently as 1991, the greenhouse 
is a symbol of the city’s growing self-confidence and its 
commitment to conservation. 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

All aboard the bendy bus
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 Mais vida – mais terra?Mais vida – mais terra?
Imaginative new initiatives are helping lift Brazil’s agricultural workers 

out of poverty. But effective land reform remains a challenge.

from white gold 
to green revival
Four hundred years ago, the hills and plains by the 
Capibaribe River in Pernambuco were home to over 
60 sugar cane mills, making ‘white gold’ for trade 
in Europe. It was a rich business, but the Portuguese 
elite took much of the profi t, leaving local workers 
little to show for their labour. 

Time has passed, but the sugar cane industry still 
defi nes socio-economic conditions in the small city 
of Araçoiaba, on the outskirts of Pernambuco’s main 
industrial zone and commercial centre, Recife. The 
availability of work, and often the wage, depends 
on the season and the climate, and a year of drought 
can mean no work at all. 

By 2005, high unemployment and low 
wages had granted Araçoiaba the lowest Human 
Development Index rating in the Metropolitan 
Region of Recife, and an increasingly unreliable 
climate made for grim prospects. So why, in the few 
years since, has the city seen a rise in family income, 
more people in education than ever before, and the 
inauguration of fi ve new libraries?

It’s largely down to Mais Vida (‘More Life’), 
a social project that’s encouraging local families 
to take their health, rights and quality of life into 
their own hands. Set up by the Unilever Institute in 
partnership with a number of trade, industry and 
craft associations in 2005, Mais Vida recruits local 
residents to raise awareness of new initiatives and 
drive change in all aspects of their lives, from health 
and education, to digital inclusion and handicraft. 
Success stories include a medical check-up for over 
4,000 children, combining oral healthcare with 
diabetes and blood tests, all while promoting leisure 
activities like the Afro-Brazilian art form, Capoeira. – 
Anna Simpson

a carpet of leaves

Luca Allegro found himself at the annual World 
Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, with the 
words “social entrepreneur” printed on his name 
badge. “It didn’t sound quite right because I’m just a 
farmer, really.”

 But behind Allegro’s modesty lies a mission. 
He is International Business Consultant for the 
Association of Small Farmers of Valente (APAEB), a 
co-operative farming organisation founded in 1980 
to support farmers working in semi-arid region of 
Bahia, in the northeast of Brazil. Their main crop? 
The native succulent agave plant, sisal. 

Sisal has striking sword-shaped leaves that 
reach up to two metres high, and each of these 
leaves contains as many as 1,000 fi bres that can be 
extracted and dried to make rope, paper, cloth, wall 
coverings, carpets – even dartboards. Thirty years 
on, APAEB works with 2,000 local farmers and has an 
annual revenue of over $7 million. 

Allegro describes the venture as a direct 
trade initiative. The co-operative grows, buys and 
processes sisal to make high-quality fi nished carpets, 
adding value to the product before selling it on. 

And, although the fi bres only account for 5% 
of the plant’s weight, there’s little waste. The APAEB 
mixes the remaining vegetable matter with pulp 
from cactus leaves to feed to goats. The result is 
an integrated system that produces raw material 
for textiles and dairy products for the community 
– all on relatively infertile land that has few other 
agricultural uses. The money from these sales has 
allowed the community to set up a local radio 
station and a small bank, which helps fund other 
income-generating activities, so diversifying the local 
economy. – Arran Frood



25Green Futures January 2010

 Mais vida – mais terra?Mais vida – mais terra?
Imaginative new initiatives are helping lift Brazil’s agricultural workers 

out of poverty. But effective land reform remains a challenge.

Fertile feuds 

Occupy. Resist. Produce. That’s one strategy carried out 
by the largest social pressure group in Latin America, 
the Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra, 
or Movement of Landless Workers (MST). The group 
organises over 1.5 million people to win legal rights to 
the land that they farm.

And occupy and produce they do. By seizing 
land that would otherwise have been left fallow, the 
MST has set up co-operative farms, and constructed 
houses, schools and clinics for the communities that 
work them. Moreover, by adding value to the land, 
they have won legal ownership for more than 350,000 
families.

So far so good. But it’s come at a price, both 
human and environmental. In some areas, occupations 

have led to lethal armed confl ict between landowners 
and settlers. (The settlers usually come off worse.) And 
conservationists are concerned that a movement aimed 
at alleviating poverty is also driving deforestation. 

For its part, the Movement claims that its 
unauthorised occupations are in line with Brazil’s 
constitution, which requires the Government to 
“expropriate for the purpose of agrarian reform, rural 
property that is not performing its social function”. 
And under President Lula, the Government seems to 
be responding – to a degree. At his election in 2002, 
President Lula pledged to fi ght rural poverty by 
settling 400,000 families during his fi rst term. But he 
is lagging behind target. Part way through his second 
term, the total number of resettled families is 380,000. 

On the thorny question of 
Amazon settlement, there is some 
progress underway in the form of 
blossoming partnerships between the 
Ministry of Agrarian Development, 
state governments, and programmes 
such as Terra Legal. This latter aims 
to win tenure for 300,000 holdings 
occupied by MST squatters in the 
Amazon. Working together, they 
hope to harness this legal tug of 
war to push through strong forest 
conservation and restoration 
measures. 

If the settlers can conserve 
remaining rainforest, rather than 
drive its destruction, then Brazil 
could go some way to reconciling 
social progress with environmental 
sustainability. – Arran Frood
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For Fernando Almeida, the Executive President of the 
Brazilian Business Council for Sustainable Development, all this 
comes as no great surprise. “The big companies know that…
when you get involved with sustainability you get better media 
coverage, you become more efficient and more competitive, 
and your clients are more loyal. So they realise that the road to 
sustainability is always a good one to go down.”

The economy’s swift exit from recession means that 
many of Brazil’s major companies have avoided some of the 
cost pressures which have squeezed sustainability budgets 
in Europe and the US. But it’s the next tier down where the 
real innovation is happening. No company reflects that better 
than Natura Cosmeticos, a direct sales cosmetics and beauty 
products firm that is perhaps the most respected of all Brazil’s 
green enterprises. It topped the table of all Brazilian companies 
in the SustainAbility survey.

As its name suggests, Natura’s focus is unabashedly on 
natural ingredients, including essences and oils of everything 
from avocado to passion fruits. It was the first Brazilian 
company to use refillable containers, and is committed to 
reducing its greenhouse gas emissions by 33% before 2011. 
It’s phased out animal testing, along with all petroleum- 
and animal-based ingredients.The company employs an 
astonishing 800,000-plus freelance sales agents, providing 
them with basic training in environmental literacy. And its 
suppliers and partners are contractually bound to meet 
Natura’s own ecological and social standards. 

All of which makes good business sense, says Marcos 
Vaz, Natura’s Director of Sustainability. “Society will pay more 
and more attention to the balanced use of natural resources, 
to social inclusion and social justice.” It seems to have served 
Natura well. Since 1969, it has grown from a small São Paulo 
enterprise to become Brazil’s biggest cosmetics firm, its vast 
network of agents selling 740 products door-to-door across 
Latin America. Around 2 billion reais (£660 million) of the 
company’s 4.9 billion reais turnover in 2008 ended up in the 
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Brazilian business isn’t always seen 
as a natural ally of the green movement. Its 
largest company, for example, is Petrobras, 
whose aggressive exploitation of oil and gas 

reserves is pumping vast quantities of carbon into the 
atmosphere. Other businesses have profited handsomely 
from the conversion of forests to cattle ranching or 
soya farming. But the country is no stranger to paradox: 
many Brazilian companies have shown a willingness to 
pursue sustainability with a zeal unmatched by other 
‘developing’ countries.

Take Petrobras. Its core activity may be fundamentally 
unsustainable – but it is widely acknowledged as a leader 
when it comes to sustainability reporting and good 
governance. Its CSR report came top out of a field of 800 in a 
stakeholder poll conducted by the Global Reporting Initiative 
(GRI). It features prominently on the Dow Jones Sustainability 
Index, which tracks the financial performance of the world’s 
leading sustainability-driven firms. It even won plaudits for 
openness from Transparency International… 

And it’s not alone. Altogether, some 27 Brazilian firms 
have registered their sustainability reports with the GRI - an 
impressively high number. Of fellow BRIC nations, China has 
just eight companies on the list, while India has 11. Brazil 
also has its own sustainable business index, the Indice de 
Sustentabilidade Empresarial (ISE). And the São Paulo stock 
exchange (BOVESPA) has recently introduced the Novo 
Mercado listing for companies that voluntarily undertake to 
deliver corporate governance and transparency targets beyond 
compliance.

A 2008 survey by consultants SustainAbility, titled The 
Road to Credibility, placed Brazilian business as among the 
leaders in emerging economies when it came to corporate 
disclosure of sustainable performance – although it 
highlighted continuing concerns over a lack of transparency in 
some areas.

Business in Brazil is surprisingly keen on sustainability. 
Andrew Downie and Martin Wright find out why.

The greening of the



Banking on the planet
No fewer than four of the seven Brazilian companies that made the Dow Jones Sustainability Index (DJSI) are banks. It’s 
not down to their use of recycled paper or low-energy light bulbs, but their lending policies. That, at least, is the view of 
officials from Itau-Unibanco, the company formed last year when two of Brazil’s biggest financial institutions merged. 
Itau-Unibanco values the so-called ‘triple bottom line’ of social, economic and environmental criteria. So when deciding 
who gets credit, the bank gives special consideration to companies that reduce their carbon footprint and their energy 
spending, that recycle, hire minorities, and invest in the environment.

Sticking to these principles led Itau to be named Latin America’s Most Sustainable and Ethical Bank by 
Management and Excellence Consultants. It has also been on the DJSI for ten years, longer than any other Brazilian 
bank. Both are a matter of pride to Itau president Roberto Setubal. “The ranking ratifies our work in continuously 
broadening the value we generate for our investors, shareholders and clients”, he declared.

Meanwhile, in 2006, Banco Real – a Brazilian subsidiary of Santander – became the first financial institution from 
an emerging economy to be named overall winner in the Financial Times Sustainable Banking Award. The judges 
praised its “radical vision for sustainability in Latin America: it believes a bank is only as sound as the society that 
surrounds it… Sustainability”, said the judges, labouring a rather well-worn cliché, “is in its DNA”. 

Leaving aside the question of genetic make-up, there’s no doubt that with Brazilian interest rates among the 
highest in the world, its banks are ridiculously profitable. They can put that money to good use, said Fernando Almeida 
– financing everything from recycling to green regeneration, to micro-credit style loans for people living at the “bottom 
of the pyramid”.
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pockets of its sales agents. “Sustainability and corporate social 
responsibility is part of Natura’s DNA,” says Ana Luisa Almeida, 
head of the Reputation Institute in Brazil. “It is in the value 
chain of all their products and in the way they deal with the 
consumer. [Natura] has responsibility written all over it.” 

Such success stories have not always been typical in 
a nation with a reputation for boom and bust. Brazil grew 
quickly for most of the 20th century but was hit by oil shocks 
and fiscal mismanagement in the 1970s, and in the 80s, 
Latin America’s lost decade, it was swimming in debt. Things 
improved in the 90s, but there were still unsettlingly rapid 
periods of growth and sharp downturns.

All that uncertainty, though, had the upside of forcing 
Brazilians to become creative in finding solutions to everyday 
problems. One typical example is recycling.   

Brazilians are among the world’s most assiduous 
recyclers. In plastic bottles, for example, only Japan recycles 
more than Brazil. In aluminium, too, Brazil is out in front, 
recycling 96.5% of all cans sold – which in 2007 came to an 
astonishing 11.9 billion, equivalent to 1.4 million an hour. It’s 
the same story in glass and steel.

Smart companies have seized on this enthusiasm and 
made an innovative business model out of it. The Ecoelce 
electricity company, based in the northern city of Fortaleza, is 
one of them. It allows residents to swap recyclable products 
for credits off their electricity bills. Citizens of Fortaleza and 
another seven nearby municipalities separate their refuse 
and then hand over anything from plastic bottles to paper 
to cooking oil. Each kilo or litre is worth a set price at special 
collection points set up across the region, and this is recorded 
on a credit card issued by Ecoelce.

Citizens can also get cards in the name of charities or 
community services such as crèches. At the end of the month, 

the money recorded is subtracted from their electricity bill. 
Around 160,000 people have signed up to the scheme, 

says Odailton Arruda, the programme’s manager. “People in 
the middle and working classes can pay their entire bills this 
way, and people in the upper classes use it because they want 
to do something for the environment and help charitable 
institutions pay their bills.”Although still early days, it is already 
self-sustaining. “Today we neither make nor lose money on 
it,” Arruda says. When you bear in mind that the governments 
of more developed countries constantly fret about the cost 
of recycling, that is quite an achievement. And a tribute, in its 
way, to Brazilian enterprise.

bottom line
Protocol promise 

 
For the 30 companies which together account for 
20% of the country’s commercial CO2 emissions, the 
Brazil Greenhouse Gas Protocol is an opportunity 
to show serious intent on measuring, reporting 
and cleaning up their act. Launched in May 2008, 
the Protocol makes Brazil the third country, after 
Mexico and the Philippines, to develop an emissions 
accounting system based on the model developed 
by the World Resources Institute. Petrobras, 
Ford Brasil, Walmart Brasil and Whirlpool were 
among the first to join up. Altogether, a total of 
27 Brazilian companies are now logging annual 
emissions in preparation for any future legislation. – 
Ben Tuxworth
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The colourful sprawl of make-shift 
housing over the hillsides of Rio de Janeiro are as 
much a symbol of the city as Christ the Redeemer 
or Copacabana beach. Taking their name from 

a resilient shrub found in northern Brazil’s inhospitable 
backlands, the favelas have been home to the city’s poorest 
communities since the end of the 19th century, and now 
number over 1,020 in Rio alone. 

Relations between city authorities and the vibrant 
favela communities have always been strained, with officials 
unwilling to recognise the economic benefit their inhabitants 
bring to the city through poorly paid service jobs. But though 
held back by labels of poverty and violence, the favelas are 
home to an aspirational population ready to take its place in 
society. Initiatives that integrate the favelas with the city are an 
essential step on the road to a sustainable Rio, and forward-
thinking businesses are beginning to wake up to this reality. 

Mobile phone and computer companies are among 
those taking a lead. Many of the favelas now have free wifi, 

and inhabitants are turning the technology to their advantage. 
One non-profit organisation, Rede Jovem or “Youth Net”, has 
recruited five young women to log and name the unmapped 
streets, shops and meeting points of five favelas. The project is 
funded by a research institute belonging to Oi, Brazil’s largest 
telephone operator. “People think that there’s nothing here 
but violence,” says Alini dos Santos Silva, a ‘wikireporter’ from 
Pavao-Pavaozinho. “But I want to show them! The favelas are 
above all places of life, of meetings.”

Mixed messages 
Favelas have other advantages, too. For many, they provide 
the best low-cost housing currently on offer. And the central 
location of favelas like Rocinha takes some weight off the 
heavily congested public transport system. 

But while businesses are recognising their potential, the 
state is sending out a different message. 2009 saw the start of 
construction of a three metre high concrete barrier around 11 
of Rio’s favelas. The authorities argue that the wall will help the 

It’s time to make Rio’s favelas an integral part 
of its success, says Damian Platt.

Favela futures
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police to overcome violent drug gangs, and that it will protect 
the edges of the Atlantic rainforest, which borders on the city, 
from deforestation due to expanding settlements. 

But for many residents, it means further rejection and 
segregation, inciting comparisons to Israel’s much criticised 
‘security wall’. According to the national newspaper O Globo, 
over 500 houses will be destroyed to make way for the wall in 
Rio’s South Zone. Its construction has been planned to coincide 
with social investment programmes aimed at residents of the 
favelas, such as micro-credit schemes for small businesses. 
While many dismiss these programmes as cynical attempts to 
win over the locals, they do suggest that the state government 
is beginning to recognise the potential social and economic 
value of the favelas, and to invest in their future. Now perhaps, 
it needs to reassure them that it isn’t trying to wall off the 
favelas from the future Rio.

Damian Platt is a writer and cultural activist based in  
Rio de Janeiro.
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Yes, toucan...
On the hillside above Rio’s beach district of Leme, 
looking down over the ocean and across to 
Sugarloaf Mountain, sits the favela of Babilônia 
– home to some 4,000 people. Bird-watchers can 
catch a glimpse of rare species, including the 
toucan and jacupemba, and well designed ‘eco-
paths’ mean tourists can get a close-up of the 
natural wonders without any threat to the wildlife. 

It hasn’t always been so idyllic. Deforestation, 
to make way for informal settlements like 
Babilônia on the mountain slopes, had caused 
severe erosion, leaving the city vulnerable to 
landslides. But in 2001, a group of residents set 
up CoopBabilônia, the Co-operative for the 
Reforestation of Babilônia. With financial support 
from the nearby Rio Sul shopping centre, one of 
the largest in the city, the Co-operative employs 
23 workers to clear areas of weeds and grass, and 
replant species native to the rainforest using tools 
supplied by the mayor’s office. And it has begun to 
earn its way like a business, hiring out its technical 
expertise to both public and private sector clients, 
and designing environmental projects for them.

Recently, CoopBabilônia has begun to 
encourage eco-tourism, organising walks three 
times a year that are open to the public. The design 
and maintenance of ‘eco-paths’ has also served 
as a means of setting and protecting the borders 
of the APAs (‘Areas of Ambiental Preservation’) 
with a specific objective of monitoring irregular 
construction projects. 

It was also involved in the construction 
of one of Rio’s first green roofs. The naturally 
filtered rainwater is captured for use in the school 
– a welcome bonus in Babilônia, where water 
shortages are commonplace. For Carlos Antônio 
Pereira, a founder of the project, this sort of 
reward is no more than expected: “The more you 
invest in a community and its workers, the more 
benefits you reap for the entire city”. – Damian Platt



QUEStiOn: what do 
you get if you cross 
some old rags with a 
favela co-operative? 

anSwEr: a commercial-scale 
designer label which has graced 
the pages of vogue.

At least, that’s the answer if you’re Rio sociologist María Teresa 
Leal. Back in the 1980s, Leal found untapped potential in the 
women of Rocinha, one of the sprawling favelas perched high 
on the hills above the city. She saw that they were regularly 
recycling rags to clothe their children, and thought they could 
make a living from their skills without having to compromise 
on domestic duties. Drawing on the women’s mutual love of 
fashion, Leal managed to bring them together in a sewing 
cooperative – and gave birth to Rocinha Co-operative of 
Women’s Artisans and Seamstresses, or Coopa-Roca for short.

She convinced textile companies to give her their unused 
scraps of cloth, and then trained the women in techniques 
such as fuxico (broidering with pieces of fabric), crochet and 
patchwork, all using recycled material. The women’s attempts 
at fashion design were not as brilliant as their sewing, 
however, and so they concentrated on making their mark on 
other people’s garments. 

So they crochet, knit, attach and sew pieces together 
with their own touches that include pom-poms, frills, sequins 
and other accessories. The sheer quality of the fi nished 
garments has kicked deep into touch outdated notions that 
work from favelas is always of a low standard. Thirty years 
on, and Coopa-Roca has gained a worldwide reputation for 
craftsmanship, with a client list which includes internationally 
renowned designers such as Paul Smith, Todd Boontje and 
Carlos Miele.

Coopa-Roca’s women have crocheted CD covers for 
Gilberto Gil’s 28-CD boxed set, and put the fi nishing touches 
on Agent Provocateur lingerie. In 2009, they signed their 
biggest ever contract, to sew hundreds of limited edition 
Lacoste polo shirts. The deal will enable Coopa-Roca to double 
its workforce to more than 200 full- or part-time seamstresses. 
“It’s a huge expansion for us,” says Leal.

Although Leal is the brains behind the organisation, 
Coopa-Roca is true to its cooperative background and the 
women vote on all big decisions and set their own production 
targets. They can choose to work from home, which is vital 
given that most of them have children to look after. Each is 
paid on a piece-rate basis and the only demand is that they 
meet their own targets. 

“Coopa-Roca enables women to fulfi l their potential,” 
Leal said. “They can earn money without abandoning their 
homes or their children.”

In some ways, Coopa-Roca is an exception. Brazil’s 
fashion industry is worth over £18.9 billion annually – and 
growing. Much of it is geared to providing cheap clothes, 
with little or no consideration given to sustainability issues. 
But some companies are looking for more innovative ways 
to design the fashion of the future. One such is E-Fabrics, a 
collaboration between Brazilian label Osklen and E-brigade, a 
network of retail stores selling sustainable Brazilian products 
internationally. E-Fabrics uses only fair trade or recycled 
materials, including Amazon rubber, treated cotton that takes 
on the quality of leather but involves no animal products, and 
even the skins of goldfi sh and frogs. 

 And it’s not just about clothes. Brazilian label Melissa 
makes stylish footwear from recycled plastics - including last 
year’s unsold stock. Following sales of more than 25 million 
pairs worldwide, they have set up high-profi le collaborations 
with UK designer Vivienne Westwood and the renowned Iraqi 
architect Zaha Hadid. – Andrew Downie and Anna 
May Shamoon.
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Brazil’s image as a land of easy-going sensuality could be harnessed 
to help save the Amazon, says Conor Foley.

Save the forest – 

Brazil’s reputation as a ‘sexy country’ 
dates back to the seminal work of Gilberto Freyre, 
who wrote a rather idealised account of how its 
sensuous and promiscuous past had produced 

a beautiful inter-racial population. Although the country’s 
shocking levels of contemporary inequality and violence 
cruelly mock his central thesis of a ‘racial democracy’, the 
‘sexy Brazil’ image lives on. It’s there in Rio’s famous carnival, 
in the beautiful bodies in bikini-
floss that adorn its beaches and, 
more darkly, as home to one of the 
world’s largest prostitution and sex 
trafficking industries.

 But Brazil has also developed 
a highly effective anti-HIV/AIDS 
campaign, which is widely credited 
with having prevented the type 
of epidemic that has devastated 
other developing countries. It’s 
succeeded despite the wrath of the 
Catholic Church, of the previous 
US Administration – which made 
health funding conditional on 
countries signing ‘morality pledges’ 
– and of the big drug companies, whose patents Brazil has 
flouted to bring down the cost of antiretroviral drugs. In the 
face of such criticism, Brazilian officials refused to change their 
approach, arguing that a key part of their success has been 
because they deal in an accepting, open way with high-risk 
groups. The Director of its national AIDS programme famously 
rejected the US Government’s restrictions as “theological, 
fundamentalist  
and Shiite”.

 The Brazilian Government is the largest single buyer 
of condoms in the world, importing around a billion of 
them every year. These are promoted using high profile 
advertisements and a variety of outlets targeted to reach 
at-risk groups. Most recently, the Government has started to 
include condoms in the basic basket of goods that it distributes 
for free to low income families as part of its strategy to combat 
hunger. This serves a double purpose, since there is a clear 
link between family planning and poverty reduction. When 
the Pope visited Brazil two years ago, President Lula took the 
opportunity to speak out strongly in favour of sex education 
and proper provision of contraception for teenagers.

 In 2008, the Government announced the start of a 
new programme to produce condoms using environmentally 
sustainable rubber, which will curb its dependence on 
imported contraceptives, provide jobs for local people and 

help preserve the world’s largest rainforest. It opened a new 
factory, located in the northwestern Acre state, which will 
produce 100 million condoms a year. The latex comes from 
the Chico Mendes Reserve, named after the celebrated 
conservationist and rubber tapper who was killed by ranchers 
in 1988. 

 Tapping rubber has long been a traditional way of life for 
many in the Amazon. It is sustainable because it does not kill 

the trees, but the rubber is more 
expensive than oil-based synthetic 
products, which have driven down 
prices and put rubber-tappers 
out of business. By contrast, 
the condom project is both 
environmentally and economically 
sustainable. It will provide an 
income to around 550 families 
and reduce the incentives for 
deforestation. The Government 
says the condoms are the only 
ones in the world made of latex 
harvested from a tropical forest.

 Similar schemes are also 
being developed to produce 

and market handbags and purses from sustainable rubber. 
Treetap, for example, has patented a latex, which it sells under 
its own brand name, certifying that its goods are produced 
from natural rubber on a fair trade basis. 
The company has placed rainforest 
preservation at the centre of 
its business plan, and 
works closely with 
the Rubber Tappers 
Association which 
Mendes founded.

 ‘Sexy Brazil’ 
is an already 
established 
brand, and if the 
Government’s 
sustainable 
condoms project 
proves successful 
domestically, then 
they could become a 
product for export. 

After all, who could 
refuse a longer-lasting 
Brazilian orgasm? 
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