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This article examines the role of sporting mega-events in the reconfiguration of the urban landscape, to
understand some of their impacts upon social groups directly affected by large projects involved in the
construction of the so-called ‘Olympic City’. It studies the case of Rio de Janeiro, which will host the
2014 football World Cup and the 2016 Summer Olympic Games. The article seeks to demonstrate how
mega-events are being instrumentalized by local political and economic elites, especially by a coalition of
ambitious civic leaders, private entrepreneurs, and local real estate interests, who exploit the event-related
sense of urgency, mobilization, and consensus in order to remake the city in their own image. Through
the study of a series of projects conceived with the mega-events deadline in mind, and with a special
emphasis on Porto Maravilha’s port revitalization project, the article shows how such an event-led planning
model fosters an exclusive vision of urban regeneration. It sustains that such vision can open the way for
the state-assisted privatization and commodification of the urban realm, and promote the rise of a new,
‘exceptional’ form of neo-liberal urban regeneration in the Latin American landscape, which serves the
needs of capital while exacerbating socio-spatial segregation, inequality and social conflicts.
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Introduction

In October 2009, the International Olympic
Committee (IOC) announced its decision to select
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, as the host for the 2016
Summer Olympic Games. Two years earlier, Brazil
had been selected by the FIFA as the host country
for the 2014 football World Cup and Rio de Janeiro
would figure among 12 host cities, holding the
Cup finals at the famous Maracanã stadium. The
city would thus welcome two of the world’s most
important sporting events within a 2-year span.
Local authorities immediately began preparing for
this unprecedented ‘double whammy’, launching a
series of large-scale projects to improve the city’s
urban image and update its infrastructure.

*Corresponding author. Email: sanchezf2010@gmail.com

This article examines the role of sporting
mega-events in the reconfiguration of the urban
landscape, to understand some of their impacts
upon population groups directly affected by large
projects involved in the construction of the so-
called ‘Olympic City’. Following Milton Santos
(2001) for whom ‘globalization is the culminat-
ing point of the internationalization of the capitalist
world, in all its perversities’, it aims to demon-
strate the influence of globalization, not only in
the economic sphere but also in the production
of urban space, especially in the legitimization of
urban policies and new paradigms of action.

The production of the Olympic City is the
result of an intense image construction process that
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mobilizes multiple agents and complex territorial
strategies. It requires important spatial reconfigu-
rations, often following a market orientation and
a managerial approach that can deeply transform
both the city and its government (Sanchez 2010).
Based on the projection of an illusory image of
urban revitalization that will benefit all citizens,
it often results in a commodification of urban
space and in socio-spatial exclusions that have an
alienating effect upon local residents (Broudehoux
2007).

The projection and dissemination of synthetic
images of the city is not a new phenomenon in
Rio de Janeiro’s political landscape. As Brazil’s
national capital for over 200 years, and due to
its extraordinary geographical location, Rio is a
city whose high symbolic profile has long marked
its development. However, the opportunity to host
coming mega-events, culminating with what has
come to know as ‘Rio’s turn’ (A Vez do Rio)
or ‘Rio’s moment’ (O Momento Rio) can be
understood as a unique occasion to attract global
interests, inward investment, and to improve the
city’s ‘primitive accumulation of symbolic capital’
(Torres Ribeiro 2006).

Through an analysis of many of Rio de
Janeiro’s event-related projects, this article seeks
to demonstrate how mega-events are being instru-
mentalized by local political and economic elites,
especially a coalition of ambitious civic leaders,
private entrepreneurs, and local real estate inter-
ests, who exploit the event-related sense of urgency,
mobilization, and consensus in order to remake
the city in their own image. Through the exam-
ple of a series of projects conceived with the
mega-events deadline in mind, the article demon-
strates how such an event-led planning model fos-
ters an exclusive vision of urban regeneration that
can open the way for the state-assisted privati-
zation and commodification of the urban realm,
thus serving the needs of capital while exacerbat-
ing socio-spatial segregation, inequality, and social
conflicts.

Much of this analysis rests upon the col-
lective work of a series of scholars involved in
two integrated Brazilian research laboratories,

the Laboratório Globalização e Metrópole
(Globalization and Metropolis) of the Fluminense
Federal University (UFF) in Niterói and of
the Laboratório Estado, Trabalho, Território e
Natureza (ETTERN) (State, Work, Territory and
Nature) at the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro
(UFRJ). Researchers from these groups have
explored emerging planning models since the early
1990s (Bienenstein 2001; Sánchez 2010), analysed
large urban projects and studied mega-events
(Oliveira et al. 2007; Lima 2010; Vainer 2011).
Over the years, international researchers have
also collaborated with these groups and helped to
define some of the issues related to the relationship
between mega-events and urban development in
countries of the global South (Broudehoux 2001,
2007; Horne 2006; Mabin 2010; Stavrides 2010;
Freeman 2012; Gaffney et al. 2012).1

The article begins with a discussion of how
the transformation in Rio’s urban policy, espe-
cially the adoption of strategic planning, would
create the conditions for the hosting of the coming
mega-events. The article then examines, in general
terms, the role of mega-events in urban regen-
eration and discusses their socio-spatial impacts
on the urban landscape. A third section traces
the recent history of mega-event planning in Rio
de Janeiro, detailing some of the urban transfor-
mations related to the hosting of the 2007 Pan
American Games. Urban projects planned for the
2014 World Cup and 2016 Olympics are then
discussed, along with some of the social move-
ments that have developed to contest their realiza-
tion. The next three sections analyse more closely
the case of Porto Maravilha, Rio’s port revital-
ization project, which embodies many aspects of
the exceptional urbanism that has come to char-
acterize the event-city. The project’s impact on
socio-spatial polarization is examined, along with
the diverse resistance movement that have emerged
in reaction to this mega-project. The article con-
cludes with a criticism of the exceptionalism that
has come to characterize mega-event planning, and
ends with a brief commentary on the significance
of the popular unrest that has rocked Brazil in
June 2013.
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Strategic planning and mega-events in Rio de
Janeiro

Rio de Janeiro’s incursion into the realm of
mega-events as a means of positioning itself
among great world cities goes back to the early
1990s, with the hosting of the 1992 World
Summit on the Environment. Over the next decade,
Rio would more firmly embrace the mega-event
model of urban development as a core promo-
tional strategy to attract global capital, hosting,
among others, the 2007 Pan American Games,
the 2011 Military Games, the 2010 World Urban
Forum, the 2013 World Youth Day, the 2014 FIFA
World Cup, and the 2016 Olympic Games.

Several factors have conspired to help launch
this coming ‘Rio moment’. The first was the
adoption, in the 1990s, of a neo-liberal mode of
governance, often referred to as strategic plan-
ning. In many Brazilian cities, this neo-liberal
managerial approach was perceived as the only
viable option to face the new conditions imposed
by globalization and to engage in the ‘mythical’
inter-urban competition for an increasingly mobile
global finance capital (Vainer 2009). Planning
strategies focused on improving the city’s image,
repackaging its assets and marketing its com-
petitive advantages in order to attract foreign
investors, tax-paying residents, wealthy tourists,
and professionals from the so-called creative
class.

In order to get a fuller understanding of the
city’s new urban policy orientation, it is impor-
tant to examine, even briefly, some relevant features
of the period stretching from the late 1980s to
the mid-1990s. This can be viewed as the last
period during which urban planning activities influ-
enced urban politics and had a real impact upon
urban transformations, both as projects and poli-
cies. Legacies of this era include the consecration,
in the city’s Master Plan, of housing and environ-
mental policies, the drafting of general guidelines
regarding urban revitalization, the end of slum
clearance, the adoption of public participation in
all planning stages, and the groundwork for the
adoption of a progressive land tax (IPTU). These
innovations are undoubtedly related to Brazil’s

re-democratization process, still ongoing in the
immediate post-constitutional era of the late 1980s.
For most municipal city planners, this period rep-
resents the apex of their prestige and effective
internal influence (Oliveira 2003).

Indeed, the 1990s saw a great mutation in urban
politics, with deep impacts on the city’s institu-
tional structure and its mode of management, in
favour of a new symbiotic relationship between the
public and private sector. This relationship could be
seen as a legitimation of old alliances, especially
between real estate capital, and the municipality’s
executive power (Bienenstein 2001; Oliveira 2003;
Lima 2010). During this period, planning activi-
ties were reduced to licensing and inspection, and
limited to the promotion of adaptive strategies serv-
ing the real estate market and the privatization of
public services. Such political reorientation greatly
impeded the implementation of policies that could
have help reduce social inequality (Oliveira 2003).

While the urban restructuring plans (PEU)
elaborated for different urban neighbourhoods
were a central feature of the 1989 Master Plan,
these planning instruments were gradually set
aside. One of the dominant features of this restruc-
turing period, initiated in 1996, is the total absence
of reference to the Master Plan – or to any general
plan for the city for that matter. The pursuit of per-
formance and of concrete, visible, and marketable
results, marked much urban policies undertaken in
this period, with emblematic projects such as Rio
Cidade, greatly influenced by international models
for the regeneration of commercial districts.

Rio thus adopted an entrepreneurial mode
of governance in the mid-1990s, modelled after
the strategic planning approach pioneered in
Barcelona, whose highly acclaimed Olympic revi-
talization was widely emulated around the world,
especially in Latin America. Barcelona’s success
in mobilizing private sector resources to revital-
ize its urban infrastructure and its use of culture
and sporting events to rejuvenate a depressed urban
image, attract external capital, and position itself in
the global economy, would greatly influence Rio de
Janeiro’s new urban vision (Ferreira 2010). In fact,
Catalan consultants was directly involved in the
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elaboration of Rio’s strategic plan, especially Jordi
Borja, an important factor in the export and diffu-
sion of the Barcelona model and president of one of
the city’s main consulting firms (Nu 2012). By the
end of 1995, Rio would boast Latin America’s first
strategic plan, the Strategic Plan of the City of Rio
de Janeiro (Plano Estratégico da Cidade de Rio
de Janeiro), which promised to restore tourism as
the city’s ‘natural’ vocation and to insert Rio in
the circuit of sporting mega-events as a viable way
to visibilize the city and attract inward investment
(Acioly 2001).

Rio’s recent adoption of mega-events as a
development strategy is also the result of a rare
political alignment at the municipal, provincial,
and Federal levels, with a strong political alliance
between President Lula’s Worker’s Party, Rio de
Janeiro state governor, Sergio Cabral, and Rio’s
mayor, Eduardo Paes. This unified political front
would be behind Rio’s successful Olympic bid,
after two failed attempts to get the Olympics (2004,
2012), and the successful hosting the 2007 Pan
American Games.

Mega-events and urban regeneration in critical
perspective

In the context of ongoing global economic restruc-
turing, many cities throughout the world have taken
an entrepreneurial approach to urban territorial
management so as to efficiently compete on the
global market (Harvey 1989). In this light, the
staging of mega-events, including world exhibi-
tions, international conferences or sporting events
such as the World Cup and the Olympic Games,
has come to be perceived by many city govern-
ments as a development strategy and a potent vehi-
cle for post-industrial adjustment (Greene 2003;
Short 2008; Hiller 2012; Smith 2012). Not only is
hosting high-profile events seen as a rare opportu-
nity for place promotion, helping enhance global
visibility through media coverage and advertis-
ing, but it is also perceived as a panacea for
economic regeneration, stimulating domestic con-
sumer markets while capturing mobile forces of
capital (Whitson & Macintosh 1996; Hiller 2000;

Miles & Miles 2004; Gold & Gold 2011). It also
represents an important legitimating factor to
leverage urban interventions, allowing local gov-
ernments to reprioritize the urban agenda while
enabling the accelerated implementation of key
projects and facilitating the attraction of investors
to finance those projects (Chalkey & Essex 1999;
Judd 2003; Essex & Chalkley 2004; Smith 2005;
Hiller 2006).

Some scholars view mega-events as one of the
dominant urban policies used to restructure and
reconstruct urban areas around the world. Mega-
events have more recently been characterized as
much more than simple catalysts for urban devel-
opment, but as powerful engines in the neo-liberal
reconfiguration of the city, promoting the privati-
zation and commodification of urban space, and
the implementation of market-oriented economic
policies (Peck & Tickell 2002; Hayes & Horne
2011; Vanwynsberghe 2012). Some critics, espe-
cially among Brazilian scholars, are going further,
suggesting the mega-events are deeply involved in
the reconfiguration of power structures at the local
and national levels and are used to impose a new
neo-liberal order marked by authoritarianism and
exceptionalism (Vainer 2011).

In Brazil, this neo-liberal mode of governance
was marked by an authoritarian conceptualization
of the exercise of power, based on consensus-
building and selective participation, and by the
growing role of the private sector in urban man-
agement. Swyngedouw (2010) describes the com-
petitive city as dependent upon a reconfiguration
of the political order, with the inclusion of pri-
vate actors and other unelected participants in the
act of governing. For Castells and Borja (1996),
strategic planning requires the cessation of the
rigid separation between public and private sec-
tors, which Vainer (2009) reinterpreted as the
submission of the common good to private inter-
ests. Entrepreneurial strategic planning also relies
upon institutional flexibility, which enables local
authorities to reformulate planning regulations, by
adapting zoning and land-use plans, and granting
tax exemptions and legal derogations to better serve
investor interests (Lima 2010).

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [2

4.
20

1.
89

.9
4]

 a
t 2

1:
35

 2
5 

O
ct

ob
er

 2
01

3 



136 F. Sánchez and A.-M. Broudehoux

According to such views, neo-liberal leaders
have learned to exploit a crisis discourse of fear,
violence, and economic decline to generate a pop-
ular consensus about major urban interventions
(Arantes 2009; Vainer 2009). This crisis requires
a rapid and appropriate response that cannot allow
for lengthy and wasteful political discussion, and
thus represents an opportunity to resort to authori-
tarianism (Gusmão de Oliveira 2011).2 Operating
on the same structure as the ‘shock and awe’ of
disaster capitalism described by Klein (2007) – a
technique used to impose radical free-market neo-
liberalism upon local economies – mega-events
allow coalitions of political and economic agents
to exploit their tight schedule and fixed deadline
to deliberately induce an artificial crisis, galva-
nize large projects, and facilitate the adoption of
neo-liberal urban policies (Gaffney 2010; Hayes
& Horne 2011). It is through their capacity to
generate a sense of urgency – what Stavrides
(2010) calls an ‘Olympic state of emergency’ –
that mega-events create unique, exceptional con-
ditions that facilitate and accelerate the realization
of large-scale urban projects. The added pressure
exerted by international federations such as the
FIFA and the IOC) for the production of a flaw-
less event pushes ambitious civic leaders to take
whatever measures they deem necessary to achieve
success.

The unique planning conditions resulting from
this state of emergency has pushed Vainer (2011)
to qualify the mega-event host city as a ‘city of
exception’. This concept draws upon Agamben’s
(2005) notion of the ‘state of exception’, a theory
that describes the suspension of laws in times of
crisis and emergency in order to face an unexpected
‘necessity’. According to Vainer (2011), excep-
tions literally become the rule as they represent
essential tools to help bypass the democratic politi-
cal process in the implementation of mega projects.
The hosting of world-class events legitimizes the
adoption of an exceptional politico-institutional
framework that authorizes the relaxation of cer-
tain rules and obligations in the implementation of
urban interventions that will benefit the event. The
event-city is thus characterized by the disruption of

accepted legal and social norms; the suspension of
established procedures, restrictions, and controls;
the reformulation of planning regulations; the cir-
cumvention of existing laws; the lifting of safety
standards; and the introduction of highly restrictive
regulatory instruments to ensure compliance with
the stipulations of local and global organizers and
better serve investor interests (Lima 2010; Hayes &
Horne 2011).

This state of exception also allows the impo-
sition of extra-legal forms of governance as non-
elected agents, including beneficiaries of interna-
tional capital sponsorship, like the IOC and the
FIFA, come to play a key role in local decision-
making (Andranovich et al. 2001; Burbank et al.
2001; Alegi 2008; Lenskyj 2000, 2008; Gusmão
de Oliveira 2011). Extraordinary powers are thus
given to public–private coalitions to carry out mas-
sive urban transformations without any form of
accountability. The magnitude of demands made
by powerful organizations like the FIFA and the
IOC, and the scope of projects to be undertaken
have given these coalitions the licence to take
exceptional measures in order to reshape the city
for the needs of the event, its sponsors and local
partners.

Mega-events thus result in the creation of self-
governing extraterritorial enclaves, constituted as
special autonomous zones – a kind of a state
within the state – where political and ethical
responsibilities are blurred and sovereign law is
suspended. In the Brazilian context, Gusmão de
Oliveira (2013) goes as far as talking of the emer-
gence of a parallel form of government and a
parallel form of justice. She describes the political
and juridical autonomy that characterizes mega-
events franchise holders like the FIFA and the
IOC, who have been able to institutionalize their
own unique approach to the exercise of power.
They are thus able to remake the city, in both
its temporal and spatial dimension, by impos-
ing their own time frame upon urban develop-
ment, and creating archipelagos of extraterrito-
riality, which often become exclusive commer-
cial territories for their sponsors and commercial
allies.
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The recent history of mega-events in Rio de
Janeiro

Rio’s first incursion into the realm of sporting
mega-events in the twenty-first century goes back
to the hosting of the 2007 Pan American Games.
The scale of the event was smaller than the com-
ing mega-events, with a budget (USD 1.94 bil-
lion) equivalent to one-eighth of the Rio’s initially
projected Olympic expenditures (USD 15.2 bil-
lion) (Oliveira 2009). Post-event evaluations have
demonstrated how event-related state investments
were concentrated in urban areas that benefited
local real estate development. In spite of offi-
cial claims, in the candidacy dossier, about the
equitable distribution of event-related interven-
tions, distributed in four different areas of the city,
namely Barra da Tijuca, Deodoro, Maracanã and
Sugarloaf (Pão de Açúcar), in reality, most activi-
ties related to the Pan American Games were con-
centrated in upscale sectors of the city, including
Pão de Açúcar and Barra da Tijuca (Mascarenhas
et al. 2011). Barra da Tijuca, an elite suburb of
300,000 in the western part of the city, would be
the heart of activities.

The official intent in concentrating activities in
this elite sector of the city was to protect the ath-
lete’s safety and well-being, while ensuring that the
city’s world image would not be tainted by sights
of violence, disorder, and poverty. In reality, this
choice was partly motivated by the relocation of
many local companies from Rio’s downtown to
this emerging new secondary urban centre, spe-
cialized in the new business and in the advanced
tertiary economic sector. Investments and infras-
tructure improvements were therefore partly biased
in favour of a certain economic elite.

The athlete’s village or Vila Panamericana was
presented as an investment that could help over-
come an urgent urban crisis and be showcased
as a development success. Built upon reclaimed
marshland, it intended to stimulate the local real
estate sector and to accelerate the urbanization
of the area. However, the project would turn out
to be a white elephant, and was plagued with
major structural problems due to unstable land

conditions. The project was also criticized as a
direct transfer of public funds to the private sec-
tor (Mascarenhas et al. 2011). Although publicly
funded,3 the athlete’s village was ceded to be com-
mercially exploited as a residential condominium
by Agenco Engenharia e Construções S.A., an
important real estate company in the Barra da
Tijuca landscape. While units were sold rapidly,
many still remain uninhabitable today.

The largest project built for the Pan American
Games is the João Havelange Olympic Stadium,
which was the main venue for the event. Known
as the Engenhão, it was built in the working class
neighbourhood of Engenho de Dentro, north of
the city centre. Although the official rhetoric had
promised that the stadium would help revitalize
the neighbourhood in which it was inserted, this
de-contextualized punctual project had little pos-
itive impact upon its urban surroundings, apart
from enhancing traffic congestion (Martins da Cruz
2010). The realization of the stadium benefited
from many exceptional conditions, including the
relaxation of local zoning regulations. Built in a
low-rise sector with a predominantly horizontal
urban fabric, regulations around the stadium now
allow to build in excess of 12 storeys. Real estate
development in the area is also capitalizing upon
the symbolic value of the Engenhão to market new
apartments and condominium.

In spite of its high construction cost, evalu-
ated at USD 175 million, no relevant infrastructural
investment was done in the stadium’s surround-
ings. After the Games, the stadium was leased
to the privately owned Botafogo Football Club,
who made little use of its state-of-the-art ath-
letic facilities and only used the stadium for foot-
ball games and occasional mega-concerts. In April
2013, experts deemed the Engenhão unsafe for
public use after major structural defects were found
in its roof. The 7-year old stadium was thus closed
for an undetermined period. Its very short usable
lifespan reopened public debate about the waste
of public funds on sporting infrastructure and
allegations of overbilling during its construction
resurfaced.
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138 F. Sánchez and A.-M. Broudehoux

Of all sporting venues built with state funds
in preparation for the Pan American Games, not
a single one, including the Engenhão, was opened
for community use after the Games (Sánchez &
Bienenstein 2009). Rio’s Pan American Games
were nonetheless among the most expensive ever
hosted, with public expenditures of USD 3.3 bil-
lion, many times above the initial estimated cost
of USD 224 million. The participation of the pri-
vate sector was of only 20%. For Sánchez and
Bienenstein (2009), such disproportionate con-
tribution demonstrated the unbalanced reality of
public-private partnerships in the production of
metropolitan space.

Many patterns of interventions that had already
emerged at the time of the Pan American Games
would set the tone for what was to follow with
Rio’s twenty-first century sporting mega-events.
For example, Olympic investments remained con-
centrated in Rio’s western elite suburb at Barra
da Tijuca, where the dream of building a mag-
nificent, post-card perfect vision of modern Rio
is still very much alive. Olympic projects con-
tinue to be planned as instruments of real estate
development, with the implementation of modern
infrastructure and telecommunications to help pro-
mote land valuation, and boost the local hotel and
cultural industries.

The ad hoc and market-friendly nature of inter-
ventions, marked by a total disregard for long-
term development and a lack of concern for the
local social and material context, would guide the
way for future Olympic development. However,
the most lasting impact of this initial venture into
event-led redevelopment was the powerful consen-
sual rhetoric that would paint mega-events as a
panacea for the ongoing urban crisis, and a quick
fix solution for urban regeneration.

However, the consensus regarding mega-event
benefits was not complete and the Pan American
Games gave rise to several resistance move-
ments, as people organized protests, raised ques-
tions, and denounced injustice, resulting in a
few key victories. Among these stands Vila
do Autódromo, a well-established low-income
neighbourhood near the Olympic Village, whose

existence was threatened by repeated eviction
orders. Its persistence in demonstrating its rights
and claiming its legitimacy warranted its survival.
Another victory concerns Rio’s famous Flamengo
Park, near the city centre, and its protection as part
of Rio’s public heritage, after it was threatened
by the city-approved expansion of the privately
owned Glória Marina, as part of the city’s prepa-
rations for the Pan American Games. It was under
pressure from resistance movements that the state
recognized the commercial project as a violation
of the Park’s landscape and social heritage and
that the development project was halted in extremis
(Mascarenhas et al. 2011).

The politics of mega-events: Rio’s 2014 World
Cup and 2016 Olympics

For the 2014 World Cup and 2016 Olympics,
urban projects were planned with a vision that
confirmed the permanent character of the prevail-
ing market-friendly planning orientation, at once
elitist, segregationist, and exclusive. Rio’s mega-
events were put forward by public policies that
promote the concentration of power and capital,
and the privatization of public services and public
space. Large private engineering and construction
firms like Odebrecht and OAS Ltd (to name the
most ubiquitous) have expanded their influence
in urban affairs, winning bid after bid for major
public works and many World Cup and Olympic-
related project. Among others, these firms are
involved in the construction of the new Bus Rapid
Transit (BRT) corridors, the subway expansion,
the Maracanã Stadium makeover, and the Porto
Maravilha, Rio’s vast port revitalization project
(Oliveira 2013). These investments have strength-
ened the role of these private companies in the
transformation of the city’s urban landscape, espe-
cially in transportation management.

In Rio, the current economic, social, and
politic conjuncture, intensified by the promotion of
upcoming mega-events, has favoured the adoption
of opportunistic projects, pushed by local eco-
nomic agents. Many public projects were used as
self-serving marketing initiatives for the municipal
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government, who promised a positive Olympic
legacy, especially in terms of sports and urban
infrastructure, and public transportation. It is esti-
mated that more than USD 20 billion will be spent
in Rio de Janeiro on Olympic-related investments,
the majority of which will come from diverse lev-
els of government, in the form of subsidized loans
or direct investments. And even though many of
these investments are not exclusively serving the
Olympics or the World Cup, the realization of the
two coming mega-events clearly justified the fed-
eral government’s decision to spend more money
in Rio de Janeiro – Brazil’s new ‘showcase’ –
than in any other Brazilian city. The government
of the State of Rio de Janeiro similarly concen-
trated its investments in the state capital, while the
city government changed the order of priority of its
municipal investments to suit the needs of coming
mega-events (Oliveira 2013) (Figures 1 and 2).

For example, thanks to the Olympics, about
USD 4 billion of public money (both federal loans
and state funds) is being spent on a 16-km subway

expansion towards Barra da Tijuca, where many
Olympic venues, including the Olympic Village,
will be concentrated. To improve accessibility, City
Hall is spending USD 1.3 billion to build exclusive
lanes for the new BRT system connecting Barra
da Tijuca to the city centre. Massive in both scope
and scale, these BRT lines, which are the centre-
piece of Rio 2016s transportation project, represent
the largest one-off transportation investment in Rio
de Janeiro’s history. Planned to extend over a dis-
tance of 150 km, their construction will result in
the dislocation of tens of thousands of residents
and will have permanent social, physical, and func-
tional effects on the urban landscape. Furthermore,
according to Gaffney et al. (2012), the confluence
of three of the four BRT lines in a 5-km radius is
directing urban mobility to this limited region of
the city, potentially shifting its urban centrality. The
immense wetland region is undergoing vertiginous
real estate speculation, increased traffic conges-
tion, and is experiencing significant environmental
stresses.

Figure 1. Rio de Janeiro – metropolitan region.
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Figure 2. Rio 2016 – urban project and port area.

As had been the case with the hosting of the
2007 Pan American Games, Olympic preparations
confirmed the centrality of Barra da Tijuca as a
priority development area, despite its condition as
an elite suburb already blessed by generous pub-
lic investment. The government is clearly favouring
Barra in its mass transportation spending while
the working-class residents of the northern and
western periphery continue living with inadequate
transportation, despite having ten times Barra’s
population and more pressing needs in terms of
mobility (Oliveira 2013) (Figure 3).

In terms of exceptional mega-event planning,
an important national programme deserves atten-
tion. Minha Casa Minha Vida (My House, My
Life) is a vast federal low-income housing pro-
gramme, unprecedented in the country’s history
in terms of dedicated funds and number of units.
However, the programme has been plagued with

problems, and is widely criticized for promoting
the displacement of hundreds of thousands of poor
residents to the far urban periphery, where public
facilities and services are limited. The programme
had a particular impact on Rio, where low-income
people have long been distributed throughout the
urban territory. While wealthy people are con-
centrated in certain urban sectors (central and
southern areas as well as Barra da Tijuca), the
poor have lived in the periphery, but also in cen-
tral city slums, near major employment centres.
Under the Minha Casa Minha Vida programme,
poor families evicted from these central areas are
resettled in housing projects in the far periphery
(Faulhaber 2013; Figures 4–6).

Another emblematic example of the excep-
tional urbanism that marked Rio’s mega-events
preparation is the polemical renovation of the
Maracanã stadium and the transformation of its

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [2

4.
20

1.
89

.9
4]

 a
t 2

1:
35

 2
5 

O
ct

ob
er

 2
01

3 



International Journal of Urban Sustainable Development 141

Figure 3. Mobility project, Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) corridors, and Barra da Tijuca.

immediate vicinity. Symbol of Brazilian identity
and of Rio’s popular culture, the mythical sta-
dium, where the World Cup’s closing match and
the Olympics opening and closing ceremonies
will be held, had already undergone a costly
(USD 250 million) renovation for the 2007 Pan
American Games. However, FIFA required an in-
depth reform that deeply altered the stadium’s
architectonic qualities and spatial organization.
Part of the renovation involves the creation of a
brand exclusion zone around the Maracanã, backed
by special federal legislation. While Brazilian law
prohibits the sale of alcohol within a vast perime-
ter surrounding sporting stadia, this rule will be
lifted during the World Cup, to allow for the sale
of beer by its exclusive sponsor. Exceptional legis-
lation adopted in sight of the coming mega-events
will thus allow the establishment of an exclu-
sive, monopolistic commercial territory, where the
sale of products and the placement of advertise-
ments from companies other than official event
sponsors are prohibited. Traditional food-sellers
will be banned from the area, where they have
held the right to work for years, and where
generations of families have enjoyed pre-game

churrascos (barbecues). As Gusmão de Oliveira
(2013: 224) puts it, in these territories of exception,
you will not be able to consume beer that is not
Budweiser’s, soft drinks that are not Coca-Cola,
sandwiches that are not McDonald’s or hygiene
products that are not Johnson & Johnson’s.

Fans associations and members of the gen-
eral public accused the FIFA of denaturing the
Maracanã by drastically reducing the amount
of available seating and forbidding the kinds
of popular uses that had marked its history
(Mascarenhas & Oliveira 2006; Prieto & Viana
2009; Mascarenhas et al. 2011). Social move-
ments emerged to contest interventions threatening
the integrity of the stadium as a material and
immaterial heritage, and protest its transformation
into a multi-use arena for concerts and specta-
cles. A series of judicial actions were taken against
the state’s plan to privatize this beloved public
institution, after spending more than half a bil-
lion dollars of tax payers money to bring up the
stadium to FIFA standards. Conflicts also irrupted
with regard to multiple evictions in the stadium’s
vicinity, especially with respect to planned demo-
lition of the Fredenreich municipal school, the
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142 F. Sánchez and A.-M. Broudehoux

Figure 4. Access to major employment centres in 1:30 hours and housing units of Minha Casa Minha Vida
(MCMV/My House, My Life Housing Project) for 0–3 minimum wage.

Célio de Barros track-and-field stadium, the Julio
Delamare aquatic park, and the historical build-
ing of the Museu do Indio (Aboriginal Museum),
all of which were threatened with demolition to
establish a safety perimeter and create vast park-
ing lots around this exclusive shopping and sports
entertainment centre.

In March 2013, Rio’s riot police brutally
evicted dozens of indigenous squatters from the
abandoned museum near the Maracanã (Sánchez
2013). Since 2006, native people from across
Brazil had used the building as a safe haven
when visiting Rio to study, sell crafts, or receive
medical attention, renaming it Aldeia Maracanã
(Maracanã Village). More than one-hundred
unarmed protesters were dispersed by shock
troops using pepper spray and tear gas. The

eviction took place, symbolically, on the day of the
revamped stadium’s inauguration. Few journalists
could witness the demonstration and report on
the subsequent clash with the police because
they had been taken directly into the stadium in
government vans and to be shown a demonstration
of the stadium’s new light and sound capabili-
ties. Maracanã was also at the heart of the June
2013 protest movement that rocked all of urban
Brazil. Many actions denouncing the high social
and economic price of hosting mega-events took
place near the stadium during the Confederations
Cup, an event which serves as a form of testing
ground for next year’s World Cup. At the time
of writing, in August 2013, all planned evictions
and demolitions around the stadium had been
halted.
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Figure 5. Rio de Janeiro favelas – low-income settlements and high-income areas.

Porto Maravilha: Rio de Janeiro’s port
revitalization project

One particular Olympic project embodies the com-
plex dynamics of mega-event-led regeneration, and
exemplifies many aspects of the city of exception
theory. Porto Maravilha, Rio’s port revitalization
project, is unprecedented in the history of the city,
both in its scope, affecting five inner-city districts,
and by its cost, estimated at nearly USD 4 bil-
lion. It seeks to turn 5 km2 of devalued housing
and industrial buildings into upscale office and res-
idential towers, turning the old port area into a
world-class mixed-use living, working, and enter-
tainment district. Rio’s municipal government had
long wanted to exploit the tourism potential of the
derelict industrial port, but many previous plans
dating back to the early 1980s had failed to see
the day (Acioly 2001). It would take a rare polit-
ical alignment at the national, state, and municipal

level, as well as the opportunity presented by
the two mega-events for the project to finally be
launched.

Rio’s old port sector sits at the heart of the
metropolitan area, directly north of the central
business district. This vast area was of great eco-
nomic, cultural, and political importance in the
city’s history – as the centre of port and indus-
trial activity, a hub in the colonial slave trade, the
locus of numerous popular revolts and the birth
place of many Afro-Brazilian cultural traditions
such as samba and capoeira. However, Rio’s port
area had suffered from severe economic decline
and depopulation over many decades. In 1960, Rio
de Janeiro lost its status as Brazil’s national cap-
ital and the transfer of government functions to
Brasília deeply affected the local economic activ-
ity, leaving a number of Federal buildings vacant.
Starting in the 1970s, de-industrialization reduced
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144 F. Sánchez and A.-M. Broudehoux

Figure 6. Map of resettlements – Removals in Rio (2008–2012): from favelas to MCMV Housing Project.

economic activity while containerization brought
the transfer of the city’s remaining industrial port
functions to more up-to-date facilities further down
the bay. Middle-class flight to the city’s devel-
oping western suburbs in the 1980s accelerated
the area’s depopulation and opened the door for
squatting. Over the years, lack of public invest-
ment and a laissez faire attitude exacerbated urban
degradation and the rise of marginality and vio-
lence (Acioly 2001). Throughout its history, the
port area’s average income, education, and employ-
ment levels were substantially lower than in the rest
of the city. Today, it still boasts one of the high-
est concentrations of squatting and homelessness
in Rio.

The proposed revitalization project incor-
porates features commonly seen in paradig-
matic examples of gentrified waterfront redevel-
opments around the world, including Barcelona’s
Puerto Vell, Buenos Aires’s Puerto Madero, and
Baltimore’s Inner Harbor. It seeks to create a new
festive entertainment hub, with up-to-date tourist
facilities and cultural amenities that will act as

Rio’s new international face (Nu 2012). First-rate
science and art museums, shopping malls, and a
new cruise-ship terminal will anchor the project,
while docks and warehouses will be converted
for entertainment and consumption purposes. The
project plans to quadruple the area’s present pop-
ulation of 25,000 and to increase the port capacity
from 50,000 to 2 million passengers a year (Porto
Maravilha 2011).

Although Rio’s port was not part of the orig-
inal Olympic bid, once the city’s candidacy was
secured, local authorities lobbied with the IOC to
transfer Olympic functions to the port area (Bentes
2011; Nu 2012). While efforts to locate major facil-
ities, including the Olympic Village in the district
failed, the IOC reluctantly allowed a few minor
Olympic projects to be built in the port, includ-
ing a technical operations centre, to be converted
into a hotel and convention centre, as well as a
media village, to be sold as middle-class con-
dominiums after the Olympics (Cidade Olímpica
2011). All aspects of Porto Maravilha, even those
with no direct relation to the Games, will benefit
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from the added weight and authority conferred
by the Olympic enterprise. By establishing itself
as one of the great Olympic legacies to the city,
Porto Maravilha has acquired a new symbolic sig-
nificance and now capitalizes upon its association
with the Olympic brand to help market the project
(Ferreira 2010). The 2016 target date also fostered
a sense of imminence and helped justify the haste
with which many planning decisions were taken.

Porto Maravilha also represents the largest
public-private-partnership (PPP) in Brazilian his-
tory. In 2009, the municipal government set
up a corporation, the Port Urban Development
Company (CDURP) to coordinate the project and
court international investors. Much of the provi-
sion of public infrastructure was contracted out
to a private consortium, the Concessionária Porto
Novo, modelled after the Business Improvement
Districts found in cities like London, New York,
and Los Angeles. Made up of three of Brazil’s
largest engineering and construction firms –
Norberto Odebrecht Brasil, Carioca Christiani-
Nielsen Engenharia, and OAS Ltd, this consortium
signed a 15-year contract with CDURP, and will be
responsible for managing the project, clearing the
land and upgrading urban infrastructure, as well
as providing basic services such as street light-
ing, drainage, and garbage collection in the district
(Porto Maravilha 2011).

Porto Maravilha as an ‘exceptional’ Olympic
project

The redevelopment process was facilitated by
extraordinary political interventions, financial
innovations, and legal decrees passed in excep-
tional circumstances, justified by the need to
comply with promises made to the IOC in the
original bid proposal, which became binding after
the city’s candidacy was accepted. For example,
the municipal decree that authorized the establish-
ment of a public-private partnership with the Porto
Novo consortium was passed within weeks of Rio
winning its Olympic bid. Although the decision to
grant the responsibility for the realization of public
works, and the maintenance and provision of public
services for an entire urban district to a single

contractor was largely unprecedented in Brazil, the
decree was adopted in an emergency fashion that
failed to allow sufficient time for public scrutiny
(Gusmão de Oliveira 2011). Other municipal laws,
including those providing tax benefits to CDURP
and businesses wishing to settle in the port area or
to participate in its redevelopment, were adopted
with similar urgency.

Evidence suggests cases of possible collu-
sion, or at least intense collaboration, between
the state and private enterprises in the reconfig-
uration of the legal framework that would allow
Porto Maravilha’s realization. Entire sections of the
municipal decrees that defined the structure of the
PPP, described its financing make-up, determined
its territorial limits, and suggested modifications to
the Master Plan, appear to have been lifted from a
private sector proposal submitted in 2009 regard-
ing the redevelopment of the port area (Gusmão de
Oliveira 2011). The three enterprises behind this
proposal were Odebrecht, Carioca, and OAS Ltd,
the same companies, which would be selected, in
2010, as the unique eligible contenders for the real-
ization of Porto Maravilha, later incorporated as
the Porto Novo consortium (Gusmão de Oliveira
2011). These companies are already greatly ben-
efitting from the economic activity generated by
the two mega-events, especially Odebrecht which
is involved in the construction of several of the
main stadia build throughout Brazil for these
events.4

Another example of the exceptionalism that
characterizes Porto Maravilha’s realization has to
do with the Certificates of Additional Construction
Potential (CEPAC), an innovative financial instru-
ment adopted to finance the second phase of the
project. A CEPAC is a permission to build beyond
permitted limits in a specific area of the city. It is
a title, regulated by the commission of real estate
values (CVM), which can be traded on the stock
exchange and subjected to speculation. CEPACs
came into existence as part of the City Statute, a
Federal law passed in 2001, and have been used
in several occasions, especially in São Paulo, but
they have been heavily criticized and denounced as
a form of financialization of real estate speculation
(Rolnik 2011).
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One of the main goals of the CEPACs is
to capture in advance the increased property
value created by Olympic revitalization, so as to
help finance necessary large-scale infrastructure
projects. CEPACs also help raise the confidence
and interest of potential investors in the project by
lowering financial risks. With these titles in hand,
private enterprises can build beyond the established
limit and maximize land use to increase their profit
margin. In Porto Maravilha, CEPACs represent the
right to build above the six storeys (18 m) legal
height limit, to up to 50 storeys. In June 2011,
the city auctioned off 6.4 million CEPACs with
a nominal value of USD 312 in a single lot for
a total of USD 2 billion. The winner and only
bidder in the auction was the FGTS (Fundo de
Garantia por Tempo de Serviço), the government-
run worker’s pension fund, which is controlled by
the Caixa Econômica Federal, an important pub-
lic banking institution. The FGTS’s profit from the
sale of CEPACs to individual developers will be
used to pay the Porto Novo consortium to carry out
all urban operations in the port (Porto Maravilha
2011).

The FGTS thus is committed to fund the
planned USD 4 billion in the infrastructure for
Porto Maravilha, in addition to the USD 2 billion
already paid to acquire the CEPACs. According to
an analysis carried out by Jorgensen (2011), under
such conditions, a square metre of residential or
office space in Porto Maravilha will have to sell for
at least USD 5000 for a developer to make a profit,
making it some of the most expensive real estate in
Rio. It is therefore highly unlikely that any residen-
tial units within the price range of working class
or even lower middle-class residents will be built
in the area, with the majority being elite housing
and luxury offices, thus making CEPACs a prime
instrument of gentrification (Broudehoux 2013).

Porto Maravilha, extraterritoriality, and
socio-spatial polarization

The highly speculative nature of Porto Maravilha
is causing concern for socio-spatial segregation
and the creation of an extraterritorial enclave in

which the poor have no right or place. The suc-
cess of the project relies upon the potential for this
devalued part of town to become prime real estate,
which is contingent on a drastic alteration of the
area’s socio-economic make-up. The port area is
populated by mostly poor, working-class residents,
51% of whom were renters in 2002 (Galiza 2011).
In Brazil, the proximity of poverty is one of the
main sources of real estate devaluation. In upscale
neighbourhoods of Rio de Janeiro, the simple view
of a favela (informal settlement) can justify a 50%
price difference between units in the same build-
ing. It is clear that this situation is not conducive
to the valuation of market shares and that, in order
for the Caixa Econômica to recoup its investment
and attract benefits, many poor families will have to
be relocated from sectors where CEPACs are sold
(Freeman 2012).

In Porto Maravilha, gentrification and social
exclusion will not be the accidental by-products of
an urban renewal led by the market’s invisible hand,
but represent necessary conditions for market-
led urban redevelopment and property speculation.
Original plans had promised the construction of
20,000 low-rent units in the area, accessible for
families earning the equivalent of five times the
minimum wage (which is above the paying capacity
of most current residents, who earn no more than
three times the minimum wage). However, subse-
quent plans later reduced the planned amount of
social housing to 500 units, to be located on the
western periphery of the project, near the Central
do Brasil railway station, where land is cheap
and social housing is less likely to devalue prime
CEPAC redevelopment sites (Galiza 2011). At the
time of writing, in August 2013, Eduardo Paes had
recently admitted that the CEPACs would privilege
commercial use over residential use. It thus remains
unclear how much housing, either high-end or
low-end, will actually be produced.

From a financial point of view, the best sce-
nario for the project would be the complete relo-
cation of lower income residents to outside the
Porto Maravilha area (Jorgensen 2011). Already, at
the end of 2011, approximately 5000 families had
been removed (Galiza 2011). Many were squatters,
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who had taken possession of vacant office build-
ings owned by the Federal government, undertaken
major repairs and were engaged in extensive nego-
tiations to gain ownership, thereby creatively con-
tributing to the alleviation of the city’s dismal
housing shortage.

A major risk factor for the project is Morro
da Providência, a prominent favela housing
5000 inhabitants on a hill looming over the vast
real estate project. This 115-year-old informal set-
tlement, the earliest in the city and first to bear the
name ‘favela’ has housed generations of port work-
ers. Long ostracized for reasons of racial prejudice,
it was further marginalized by the arrival of violent
drug gangs in the 1980s. Although Providência’s
presence at the heart of Porto Maravilha is clearly
problematic, the community’s wholesale relocation
is politically unfeasible.

Under the combined effect of various inter-
ventions, Providência will be symbolically tamed,
trimmed, and turned into a tourist attraction. This
drastic makeover is key to understanding the finan-
cial potential of the CEPACs and the success of
Porto Maravilha as an extraterritorial enclave. The
construction of diverse infrastructure will displace
many residents and reduce the size of the set-
tlement. Multiple cosmetic interventions and the
establishment of a permanent police pacification
unit will also neutralize the favela’s negative image
and make it less threatening (Freeman 2012).

A major intervention in Providência’s touris-
tification was the construction of a cable car sys-
tem, completed in 2013, which connects residents
to public transportation networks while helping
tourists benefit from magnificent views of the har-
bour. The cable car will connect Providência to
Rio’s main rail station and significantly, to Samba
City, a popular tourist attraction and entertainment
venue. Inspired by Medellín’s Metrocable system,
the construction of this cable car will require the
relocation of dozens of families. Its main sta-
tion occupies the site of Praça Américo Blum,
Providência’s main square, obliterating a cherished
community space. More families will be removed
for the construction of a funicular leading to
Cruzeiro, the oldest and uppermost portion of the

community, crowned by an emblematic nineteenth-
century chapel. There, consolidated houses will be
removed to make way for an open-air museum built
in an anachronistic colonial style.

An estimated total of 749 families, or approx-
imately one-third of the community, is threatened
by port-related interventions, under the cover of
the state-sponsored favela upgrading programme
Morar Carioca. It is unlikely that these resi-
dents will be rehoused in this same neighbour-
hood, since the Federal programme Minha Casa
Minha Vida, responsible for rehousing evictees,
only plans to build 2% of relocation homes in or
near Providência (Galiza 2011).

Repeated visits by the authors to the favela
during between 2010 and 2013 reveal that the
community’s initial optimistic expectations for
Porto Maravilha, in terms of job creation in the
construction and service sectors, were quickly
replaced by sentiments of fear and resentment.
People complain that these multi-million dol-
lar projects do not address the most important
issues facing their community, in terms of san-
itation, education, and healthcare. Many claim
to have little use for a cable car about which
they were never consulted and which they view
as a dubious transportation improvement; proof
that national and international tourism devel-
opment supersedes local needs. Residents feel
they are being wilfully expelled from the area
in order to serve the interests of mega-events
stakeholders.

Resisting Porto Maravilha

In Providência, like elsewhere in Rio where event-
related interventions are threatening local commu-
nities, residents complain about what they see as
a total lack of information, dialogue, and trans-
parency, and a blatant disrespect for local history.
Local activists criticize the construction of expen-
sive, image-driven cultural projects as part of Porto
Maravilha, while more urgent needs should be pri-
oritized, especially in terms of education, health,
and the fight against poverty (Barbosa & Ossowicki
2009).
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Many have mobilized to fight unjustified evic-
tions and housing rights violations. But they are
fighting an uphill battle in taking on mega-events.
Local resistance to the neo-liberal reconfiguration
of the city and to the violent dislocation of the poor
has been weakened by several factors. The very
essence of mega-events as global spectacle has
hindered the organization of efficient resistance.
Their symbolic appeal, their powerful status as high
visibility media magnets and their strong consen-
sual power promote the disavowal of their social
consequences and discourage attacks and criticism
(Broudehoux 2013).

The lack of transparency of the project imple-
mentation process, especially the heavily bureau-
cratic and individualized housing relocation pro-
cess, is another major impediment to the devel-
opment of efficient resistance movements. It often
takes weeks for people whose house is marked
for demolition to obtain details about the con-
ditions of their relocation. Individual households
eventually receive an appointment at the munic-
ipal housing bureau where they are informed of
their compensation options. They are offered the
choice of a lump sum (around USD 10,000, well
below the market value of any local home), or of a
replacement unit (likely located in a western sub-
urb, far from their community), and of receiving
a monthly rent allocation (USD 200) to find tem-
porary lodging until their new unit is delivered
(which can take months). By individualizing the
negotiation process, keeping residents in the dark
as to the specifics of the project, and scattering
displaced residents around the territory, authori-
ties have managed to limit collective action and
to accelerate project implementation (Broudehoux
2013).

Resistance movements are also hindered by
the fragmentation of interests among community
members and by the fact that urban interventions
do not have a uniform impact upon different house-
holds. In Providência, many short-time residents
(newcomers to the favela who are mostly renters)
expressed satisfaction at the idea of receiving a
cash compensation for their lost home. However,
for long-term dwellers, especially homeowners

with stronger community ties and deep emotional
attachment to place, the enforced relocation is
often traumatic. Demolition does not only signify
the loss of a valuable, lifelong investment, but it
also represents the severance of important social
networks, and the uprooting from a familiar envi-
ronment, with easy access to essential services,
sources of employment, and education opportuni-
ties (Broudehoux 2013).

The mixed success of popular resistance to
urban regeneration is evident in the glut of event-
related projects launched throughout the city, and
the growing number of protest movements compet-
ing for media and state attention. In Providência,
a series of well-organized protests, with clever slo-
gans and powerful images, succeeded in attracting
media attention and convinced authorities to post-
pone demolition and make concessions about the
project implementation process.

Citizens have also tried joining forces with
other community groups to increase their visibil-
ity and leverage. Many have joined the Fórum
Comunitário do Porto (Port Community Forum), an
alliance of residents, scholars, activists, and com-
munity leaders created in January 2011 to fight
for the rights of residents of the entire port area.
Others are members of the Comitê Popular da Copa
e das Olimpíadas (People’s Committee for the Cup
and the Olympics), a vast coalition fighting to limit
the negative social impacts of mega-events. But
here again, individual causes too often get lost
among the multiplicity of issues defended by these
coalitions.

Conclusion: rethinking state of emergency
planning

The story of Porto Maravilha testifies the rise of a
new, exceptional form of a neo-liberal urbanism in
the Latin American landscape. It is an exceptional-
ism marked by the accelerated demise of a planning
vision in the service of the public interest, to
be replaced by a competitive, entrepreneurial, and
economistic conceptualization of the city; charac-
terized by privatization and the search for revenue
generation. No longer geared towards meeting the
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basic needs of the population, this event-led plan-
ning vision is characterized by authoritarianism,
legislative flexibility, and disregard for civic rights.
This form of planning in a ‘state of emergency’ has
inscribed new forms of power relations in the urban
landscape, giving extraordinary powers to non-
elected actors to transform the urban environment.
Through the vehicle of PPPs, private interests and
aspirations were allowed to dictate the nature, loca-
tion, and end users of major urban projects and
to transform the urban realm into a marketable
commodity.

Porto Maravilha also marks the rise of a
new, aggressive, state-sponsored form of gentrifi-
cation, where government incentives help make it
both safe and attractive for speculators to appro-
priate new urban territories, and benefit from
unlocked land values. It embodies a revanchist
urban vision that is socially, economically, and spa-
tially exclusive, and whose policies both victimize
and discriminate against those who are not val-
ued as deserving members of society. In fact, Porto
Maravilha is taking neo-liberal regeneration to an
entirely new level, so much so that even Barcelona
planners, who had so eagerly exported their model
to Brazil and convinced local planners and author-
ities to adopt their vision, find that things are going
too far. They insist in their model that the mar-
ket should serve the city, not the opposite (Ferreira
2010).

Post-script: final notes on June 2013 events

The June 2013 events have already become key
markers in the timeline of the history of both Rio
and Brazil. Over a 2-week period, which coincided
with the FIFA’s Confederations Cup held in sev-
eral Brazilian cities, the entire country was shaken
by social conflicts on a scale rarely seen in the last
20 years. In Rio de Janeiro, where mobilization was
the strongest, more than 100,000 protesters took to
the streets on June 17, and 3 days later at least five
times more people descended upon the city centre.
On June 20, demonstrations in nearly 400 cities,
large, medium, and small throughout Brazil mobi-
lized millions, demanding the immediate overturn

of the recent increase in public transportation fare.
Over the next days, the protests intensified in reac-
tion to violent police repression, attracting a wider
socio-economic make-up and embracing a broader
agenda (Badaró Forthcoming 2013). Demands not
only focused on public transportation, education,
health, and housing, but also called for a radi-
cal transformation of Brazilian society and a deep
reform of the exercise of political power.

The issue of public spending on sporting
events figured prominently on the agenda of many
demonstrations, especially in cities hosting the
2014 World Cup. Demonstrators denounced the
arrogance and brutality of ruling political coali-
tions, especially members of those with events-
related interests, including media agencies, large
national corporations, real estate speculators, and a
host of international businesses with close links to
the FIFA and the IOC. According to Vainer (2013),
it was their blindness, pretension, and violence
that brought together in collective action, hun-
dreds of thousands of hitherto un-politicized youth.
International media headlines for June 20 cor-
roborated this reading of events. The Guardian
wrote: ‘Brasilians take the streets of major cities
to demand better public services and protest
the wasteful spending on sporting events’ (The
Guardian 2013).

It is likely that the work accomplished, in the
previous 2 years, by the Comitê Popular da Copa
e das Olimpíadas (People’s Committee for the Cup
and the Olympics) played a significant part in rais-
ing public awareness to the public policy problems
posed by mega-events. This organization had con-
demned shady deals in the construction of World
Cup stadia, unjustified evictions and the controver-
sial demolition of cherished institutions near the
Maracanã, all of which entered the public debate
and were widely featured in slogans and on posters
during the protests.

Participants in this ‘Vinegar Revolution’
demonstrated a clear understanding of the issues at
stake with relations to the hosting of mega-events.
Many of the slogans heard on the streets creatively
merged social demands, criticism of the coming
sporting events and complaints about Rio’s city
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branding initiatives, symbolically challenging the
consensus that had hitherto prevailed. ‘We want
FIFA-standard public schools’ ‘Call me a stadium
and invests in me’, ‘How many schools are worth
one Maracanã?’ Other ingenious acts of resistance
used large screen projections to question the
objectivity of the mainstream media and denounce
the close relationship between Globo TV, Brazil’s
the largest television network, and the current
government.

Ironically, power holders appear to have been
totally unprepared for such popular backlash
against their greed and excess. Neither political
leaders nor the FIFA knew how to regain control
on this political crisis. State attempts to dampen
the movement by revoking the bus fare hike had
the opposite effect, convincing people that staying
on the street would allow them to achieve what
had seemed impossible the day before. ‘If you have
any claims or protest, go to the streets and demon-
strate’; ‘We want this and we want more’ were the
new slogans.

What came out of the crisis was an incredi-
bly rich and eloquent form of symbolic resistance,
which used highly strategic and evocative territo-
ries as locales for the expression of discontent:
it was around major stadia, in front of emblem-
atic infrastructure and near establishments of power
that people came to voice their grievances with the
system. And those grievances were voiced in a way
that made clear that the people had not been duped
by the mega-event spectacle, and would no longer
tolerate to see their cities being sold to private
corporations.

The ‘pacified city’ is a notion associated with
the myth of the ‘safe city’ – devoid of conflict
and contradictions – which stands as the ideal-
ized model for the perfect Olympic city. In this
context, Rio’s leaders have relied upon a pacify-
ing narrative in their construction of the city’s new
world image: we are modernizing Rio, it says, get-
ting ready to host the world, and the future! But
even with the state’s control of the city’s rebel
territories, the expulsion of their undesirable resi-
dents, and the implementation of a complex secu-
rity apparatus, the idea of the urbe pacificada is

now under serious threat. Displaced and militarized
communities, whose territory was being looted by
handful of enterprises, are now re-awaking the
spirit of the old Maracanã. Denunciations and
accusations of civil rights abuses from citizens
who endured the violent repression of the protest
movement are multiplying. Even after the closing
of the Confederations Cup, contestation contin-
ues unabated. The ever growing multitude on the
streets revealed the fragility of a system that long
appeared all-powerful and invulnerable, and which
is now swaying in the face of peaceful contesta-
tion and in the light of the revelations of its abusive
practices.

Rio’s city centre and affluent neighbour-
hoods of the South Zone, like Leblon where the
State Governor resides, or Laranjeiras, where the
Governor’s Palace is located, have been the scene
of many demonstrations. Their residents have wit-
nessed the effect of the state police’s pacifying
tactics and had the opportunity to experience the
dark (and usually hidden) side of the ‘pacifica-
tion’ of poor communities, which has little to do
with the idyllic image broadcasted on national
television. They have also realized the way main-
stream media manipulates information to blame
groups of hooded provocateurs, window smash-
ers and other troublemakers, in contrast with the
generally peaceful demonstrations experienced on
the streets. In Vainer (2013)’s words, they have
learned that pacification is ‘the order given by the
occupying force, which transforms everyone, indis-
criminately, into a suspect: suspect, in the favela,
of drug trafficking, or suspect, on city streets, of
vandalism’.

As discussed throughout this article, it is in a
state of emergency that Rio de Janeiro has been
planned and renovated in recent years. A state of
emergency which was aggravated after winning the
dubious privilege of hosting the World Cup and the
Olympics. There are moments in history when the
days feel like years. It can be said that Brazil’s
recent social upheaval has allowed demonstrators
to experience, in real time, a situation akin to Henri
Lefebvre’s notion of ‘experimental utopia’. The
outcome of this powerful wave of demonstrations
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remains uncertain. But it appears that the political
landscape of mega-event planning may never be the
same.
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Notes
1. Many of these scholars participated in the

2010 International Conference on Mega-Events and
the City, organized by the members of both research
laboratories and held at the Fluminense Federal
University in Niterói.

2. Nelma Gusmão de Oliveira (2013) sees a strong
convergence between the authoritarian character of
neo-liberal planning practices and the production of
mega-events, marked by the direct inference of exec-
utive powers in the act of legislation. For her, one of
the great dangers of strategic planning, especially in
the context of the Olympic state of emergency, lies
in its depoliticizing power that can lead to a form
of authoritarianism. In her view, the vast adoption
of strategic planning, an approach that rests upon
the construction and consolidation of consensus, has
led to the gradual disappearance of the political –
or the political fight for the right to be heard – in
favour of the consensual. The essence of consensus
is not peaceful discussion, democratic negotiation,
and reasonable agreement (as opposed to conflict
and violence), but the elimination of dissent. For
Vainer (2009), entrepreneurial planning results in a
radical negation of political space, no solely in the
dis-partition of the rigid separation between pub-
lic and private sectors that had been announced by
Castells and Borja (1996) but as the submission of
public interest to the private.

3. Its construction was funded by the Worker’s Support
Fund (FAT), which is managed by the Caixa
Econômica Federal (CEF), a Brazilian public bank.

4. Odebrecht is responsible for the construction of 4 of
the 12 FIFA stadia in Brazil, (in Rio, Sao Paulo,
Salvador, and Recife). Apart from its involvement
in the first and second phases of Porto Maravilha,
Odebrecht is also responsible for the refurbishing of
Maracanã stadium, as well as the construction of the
city’s new BRT system.
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