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IMPACT IN THE TIME OF COVID
In cities around the globe, the coronavirus has turned the banality of 

inequality into a stark life-or-death reality. The disproportionate toll 

of hunger, illness and death in Brazil’s dense underserved squatter 

settlements, called favelas, testifies to the urgency of the 

moment. For example, Covid deaths in Rio’s favelas in one year 

reached 5,855 – higher than the rate in each of 166 countries.

Responding to this critical juncture, the Mega-Cities Project 

(MCP) created the initiative “The power of the 

peripheries: favelas combat Covid”. Using the 

approach that we have refined and proven over the 

past 30-plus years, we uncovered numerous 

inspiring actions in the favelas of São Paulo and Rio 

de Janeiro. 

MCP is a non-profit organization founded in 1987. We 

work in the world’s largest cities to share innovative 

approaches to problems faced in common and aim to replace 

despair with hope. For this project, MCP collaborated with 

research centers at the University of São Paulo (NAPPLAC) 

and at the Federal Fluminense University in Rio de 

Janeiro (OPPHUS). 

OUR PROJECT
Our goal was to find outstanding strategies to mitigate the negative effects of Covid-19 

in the favelas of these enormous metropolitan regions.

Of over 50 experiences that stood out in our research we selected the nine most inspiring 

to be highlighted in this booklet. We envision that this will galvanize action in other 

vulnerable communities in Brazil and 

elsewhere. 
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@cufasp 

@cufabrasil

cufabr

CONTACT US

R$ 180 
million
 in basic food 

baskets nationwide

140 
thousand  
unemployment 

mothers supported 
nationwide

In the past 15 years, Marcivan has dedicated his life to keeping young people out of criminality 
and giving them opportunities to find their own paths. To do this he founded #CUFA Against 

the Virus in Heliópolis, the largest favela in São Paulo (with over 200,000 people). It was 
launched in March 2020, with community volunteers posting flyers about the dangers of 

Covid and protective measures against it.

Among the many initiatives developed since then, one involved installing 20 wifi 
hotspots in the favela and providing 2,000 SIM cards with unlimited data and calls. 

Another action, called “Favela Mothers” provides food baskets to unemployed 
single mothers. This not only feeds families in need, but it also stimulated the 
local economy by directing cash donations to “Community Markets”, enabling 
them to provide free food baskets to the families in need. This proved so 
effective that CUFA raised USD 60 million for their program nationwide, 
reaching 140,000 mothers. 

“Forming citizens is our main objective”, says 
Marcivan Barreto, the president of the São Paulo branch 
of CUFA, a national non-profit network of 5,000 favelas.

Marcivan’s own life is an example of how disadvantaged 
young people can turn their lives around. When he was 

young, he got involved in drug trafficking, was caught 
and then imprisoned – or in his own words, 

“deprived of his liberty.” Towards the end of his 
time in jail, CUFA’s national president came to 

see him and offered him a position at CUFA, 
which, as he says, “saved his life”. Now he does 

the same for others.

CUFA 
AGAINST 
THE VIRUS

Heliópolis / SP

“The favela has always 
reinvented itself. The 
pandemic only exposed the 
depth of the divide 
between the favela and the 
rest of the city.” 

Marcivan Barreto
President of CUFA-SP
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Diego Peres
Founder of the initiative

Capão Redondo / SP

From the Margins to the World, aims to give 
children and adolescents from the geographic,  social 
and economic margins of São Paulo access to the 
education they need to “conquer the world”. It offers 
mentoring, online classes and teaching materials 
designed by project volunteers to address the 
children’s needs.

The initiative started in 2020, when Diego Peres, born 
and raised in a low-income neighborhood, Capão 
Redondo, realized that children from marginalized 

communities would suffer disproportionately 
from pandemic-driven school closings as they 

had limited if any, access to internet for 
online learning. He knew from his own 
struggle to pass the entry exam for the 
prestigious University of São Paulo, that 
“a good education is one of the most 
important pillars of life”.

80+
 volunteers 

190
participating 

students 

With the help of some 80 friends and volunteers, From the 
Margins to the World grew exponentially. It went from 
tutoring 4 students to serving 190 children. Diego speaks 
with great pride of his students, who have accomplished 
remarkable results including: admission to 
technical schools; awards in the 
"Knowledge Olympics" competition; 
and scholarships to a private school.  

@daperiferiapara
omundo

sites.google.com/vie
w/daperiferiaparao
mundo

FROM THE 
MARGINS TO THE 
WORLD

“The initiative is nothing more 
or less than my own story: it’s 
just me trying to prevent 
children from going through 
what I went through when I 
was younger.”

CONTACT US
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On April 4, 2020 two women volunteers from a 
non-profit outside the Jardim Lapenna favela got 
terribly lost while distributing protective kits (masks 
and hand sanitizer) to families in need. A local 
woman showed up to help them find their way. They 
said she was their “guardian angel”. That was how 
the initiative got its name. 

Having seen that the local 
residents knew the 
community’s needs 
better than anyone 
else, 22 women got 
together to start 
this network.  

@guardiasdoterritorio

CONTACT US

 Jardim Lapenna / SP

These volunteers collect and distribute food, masks and hand 
sanitizers, and inform favela residents about how to avoid 
catching and spreading the virus. They bring sympathy and 
moral support to the residents. In the words of Kelly, one of 
the guardians: “We are more than a basic food basket, or hand 
sanitizer. Love is what we are offering here. We give a word of 
comfort in a time of distress.”

With great dedication, these women did what the government 
didn’t do and reached people the government would 

never have found. They feel pride in helping their neigh-
bors and earning the community recognition and 

respect.

This was a ray of hope. It gave marginalized 
women a chance to realize their power and 
recognize their rights as citizens.

“We will keep empowering people here, 
showing the world that women of all colors 
and religions, living in a peripheral community, 
are powerful human beings. ”

Julinda Oliveira
Guardian angel at Jardim Lapenna

130 GUARDIAN 

and ANGELS

ages 5-8 every street has 
2-3 volunteers/street;

GUARDIAN 
ANGELS OF OUR 
TERRITORY
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RIO 
MEMÓRIAÇÃO 

CASA AMARELA

RIO PROVIDÊNCIA 
TURISMO 

GALERIA 
PROVIDÊNCIA 

+6,000 basic food 
baskets distributed

201 gas tanks 
delivered  

8,525
residents 

reached

Recognition:  
CAU/RJ, ONG 

Artigo 19, FioCruz 
e Secretário de 

Juventude-RJ

@sos.providencia

www.sosprovidencia.org

SOS
PROVIDÊNCIA 

Providência / RJ

Hugo Oliveira
Coordinator

“SOS was a game changer. 
Without it, there would likely 
have been many more deaths.”

SOS Favela Providência began as a collabora-
tion among four community leaders who 
joined forces to protect lives in the early days of 
the pandemic.

Over the past two years, they pulled together 
many other local projects in an effort to 
address collateral damage and unify fundrais-

ing efforts. They persisted despite daunting 
obstacles, drawing upon a long history of 

community action in Providência – the first 
favela in Rio de Janeiro and in Brazil.

The group recruited and trained local residents 
to monitor the health needs and track Covid 
cases among their neighbors. These volun-
teers go door to door, mapping the location of 
high-risk populations and households needing 
protective gear, food or propane. 

In addition, they refer people to health facili-
ties in the region and help them fill out the 
paperwork for emergency government assis-
tance. 

With the help of psychologists, they offer social 
support and job preparedness for  community 
residents and they are developing courses to 
help students with school work.

Their work has been recognized by  Rio’s 
Council of Architecture and Urbanism and by 
the city’s Office on Youth and by Fiocruz, a 
national public health agency. They also won a 

competitive award from the Rio Tourism office.

CONTACT US
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COLLECTIVE 
COVID 
MAPPING

Favelas of Rio de Janeiro

The needs of favela residents have 
long been neglected by government. 
During the pandemic, the historic 
lack of political will to help favela 
residents was exacerbated by the 
lack of data about illness and death 
in these communities.  

In hopes that accurate information 
about Covid’s toll in Rio State’s 
favelas would generate a more 
robust public sector response, 
Catalytic Communities (CatComm), a 
long-standing non-profit network, 
mobilized its local networks and 
began mapping contagion and 
fatalities in favelas. As they met with 
community leaders, they discovered 
many independent mapping efforts 
that they pulled together.

103,545
confirmed case records

7,185
confirmed 

death records

60+
community partners

catcomm.org

https://experience.arcgis.com
/experience/

8b055bf091b742bca021221e8ca73cd7/

“Our local data collection 
is valuable not only for 
recording deaths but also 
for showing the absence of 
the state. “

Theresa Williamson
 Creator

This locally generated information and 
compiled an integrated, transparent 
data set they called Collective Covid 
Mapping. In partnership with Fiocruz, 
CatComm developed a practical 

method using zip code “zones” 
already registered in the public 

health system, to more 
accurately identify and locate 
cases of sickness and death in 
favelas.

The Collective Covid Mapping 
Project grew into a collaborative 

ever-changing visual map reflecting 
the newest information gathered 
by local partners in favelas across 
the state. Each month, the leaders 
of the communities got together in 
on-line meetings and shared strat-
egies and tactics among them-
selves and with their counterparts 
in other Brazilian cities.  

“If the government had kept track of 
Covid outbreaks in favelas, immedi-

ate measures could have been 
taken to prevent its spread. “

CONTACT US
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FAVELA SANTA 
MARTA AGAINST 
COVID

Santa Marta / RJ

@santamarta
contraacovid

@thiagofirmino

100+
masks 

distributed

Zero  
Covid  

deaths in Santa 
Marta favela 

between June and 
August 2020

12 
volunteers

Would it be 
possible for an autobody 

repair technician to zero out 
Covid deaths in a favela? That 
was the question that Thiago Firmino, a local tour 
guide in Rio’s Santa Marta favela, asked himself upon 
watching a TV news report on street sanitation in China. 
He saw city sanitation workers in China wearing the 
same coveralls, glasses and masks, and spraying the 
same chemicals that he had seen in a local auto body 
repair school. With that in mind, he gathered a group of 
friends and established Santa Marta Against Covid. 

Together, they bought an industrial sprayer and 
started sanitizing the community’s narrow 

streets and alleys.

“I saw the Chinese sanitizing that city 
[Wuhan] and I immediately thought: why 
can't I do the same thing here?”

Thiago Firmino
Creator 

The project grew rapidly, aided by Santa Marta’s long history 
of organization and its active Residents Association, which 
was already managing several WhatsApp groups. The sanita-
tion volunteers used one of these groups to coordinate the 
spraying schedule and locations. The community collaborat-
ed by closing their windows and doors and bringing water 
buckets to wash down the walls and streets and offering 
something for the work ers to eat.

As the number of trained volunteers grew, the teams 
started spraying cleaning products on the streets twice a 
week. By June 2020, Covid deaths in Santa Marta had been 
reduced to zero. 

Learning of this success, leaders from other communities 
got in touch with the Santa Marta team, who then traveled 
around Brazil training favela groups in several states. The 
initiative inspired the creation of a public sanitation policy 

thousands of miles away in Recife, Pernambuco.

Clothing

Masks

CONTACT US
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At the beginning of the pandemic, they  
began  distributing basic food baskets, 
masks, and hand sanitizers; and then 
started educating the community about 
how to prevent catching the virus. They 
produced a children’s book that showed 
the kids as protagonists in a journey to 
combat Covid-19. 

They added activities for each age group, 
including classes on theater, ballet, 
jiu-jitsu and physical education; and held 
discussions on everyday issues, such as 
hygiene, nutrition and pregnancy.

Their Adult Literacy Program called “Read 
the World” gives elders self-esteem and 
ability to navigate the city independently. 
They can also take courses on law, 
citizenship and the right to the city.

Communal clothing exchanges allow 
people to donate garments, shoes, books 
and craft work for credit they can use to 
take what they want and need.  

The resources needed for these initiatives 
were obtained through fundraising 
campaigns and through a competitive 
award from Fiocruz, one of Brazil’s largest 
public health research institutions.

The House of Renewed Hope is an 
inspiration for all: it successfully 
transformed a tragedy into a symbol of 
resistance and hope.
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The House of Renewed Hope 
was the outcome of a tragedy 
in 2006, when a police 
operation in Rio’s favela 
Morro do Estado, in Niterói, 
killed the beloved brother of a 
man named Vinicius. He and 
his wife Karina turned their 
mourning into a mission. They 
transformed the home of the 
death into a community 
center.

“It’s a very special place, a powerful mobilizing force in the community... 

towards the goal of ever greater impact on community development, 

health and citizen’s rights.”
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WOMEN’S 
GARDEN &
MARKETPLACE 

Parada São Jorge | São Gonçalo / RJ

750 +  
people benefited from 

Communal Marketplace 
every month;

2,550 +  
people supported by 

Communal Marketplace 
to date;

60 +  
 species grown in the 

Women’s Garden 
Initiative;

1,500 m² 
of agroforestry recovered 

in the urban area

During the planting the women 
exchange cultivation techniques, 
distribute seedlings, and talk about 
their lives, strengthening their 
support network.

The next step was to enable 
women to start business-
es of their own and 
become financially independent. 
They started with courses on hair 
and nail care and entrepreneurship. 
Their success is testimony to the 
strength of female solidarity and to 
the wisdom of long-term thinking. 

Shopping for free sounds like a dream, but in one 
Rio favela named Parada São Jorge this dream became 
real. During the pandemic, Letícia Freitas, a community 
resident, realized that with rising unemployment and 
rising prices, many families would be going hungry. At 
that point she decided to transform her garage into a 

Communal Marketplace where donations 
enable families to select their food without 
having to pay.

Over time, as food donations decreased, it 
became difficult to keep the grocery shelves 
stocked. Taking advantage of the community’s 
location on the urban outskirts, the women 
decided to use the spare land to grow vegetables, 
greens and fruit. This Women’s Garden Initiative 

benefited from ancestral knowledge 
of agroforestry, a technique to 

cultivate and conserve trees 
and improve soil quality. 

Leticia Freitas
Founder

“We need to address the 
specific needs of each family. 
We are extremely happy to 
be contributing to the of 
well-being our own 
community.”

@mulheresdaparada

CONTACT US
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@bem.tv

bemtv.org.br

Peripheral neighborhoods of 
Niterói and São Gonçalo

COMMUNICATION 
SKILLS FOR 
YOUTH

The young communicators have members sitting on municipal 
councils and forums in Niterói and São Gonçalo, in the state of 
Rio.    They are strong advocates for racial equality in the labor 
market – especially for Afro-Brazilian youth. They are also active 
in “Papa Goiaba”, a collective of 30 NGOs which works to 
influence public policy in Rio state. 

The organization continually finds new ways to empower youth 
from poor communities and encourage them to claim their 
right to the city.

230+
radio and TV 

productions aired ;

500+
 youth attendees; 

29
communities;

100,000
people 

reached  ;

2,450+
young people registered 

in the Solidarity Center 
for Opportunity ;

how to take care

 

 
News

 announcem
ents

NOTÍCIAS
The Covid crisis provoked a 30-year-old community center to 
take action in publicizing reliable information about local 
conditions in the favelas of Niteroi and São Gonçalo. They 
mounted free courses in video, filmmaking, radio and 
television as a way to give youth a voice, build self-confidence 
and develop a marketable set of skills.  Although the Commu-
nication Skills for Youth Project had been active long before 
digital media, the advancement of digital platforms helped it 
democratize information and create job opportunities for 
young people in the peripheries.

At the beginning of the pandemic, when a lot of misinforma-
tion was going around, they turned their attention to training 
teenagers to identify fake news and to fact-check health-
related data. They also provided accurate information about 
the coronavirus and how to protect against catching it. And 
they offered grants for young people to produce, revise and 
circulate information obtained from reliable sources.

The project contributes to the analytical and political education 
of the youth by hosting debates on racism, civil rights, and 
social justice. At the end of the training, participants are invited 
to join the People’s News Agency to fill the gaps not covered by 
the larger news agencies don’t cover and launch professional 
careers of their graduates in audiovisual production.

“It is important to 
combine the power of 
communication with 
people’s education 
since they go hand in 
hand.”

Paula Latgé
Coordinator 
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Of course, each initiative is unique and is generated 
from the specific history and context of each community. 

Over the course of many months of interviews, what struck us 
was that at the core of each case is the enormous individual and 

collective potential and POWER of these stigmatized communities.

In a virtuous circle, the courage and solidarity in facing the virus 
strengthened community resilience, which generated hope and pride in 

the power of community even during the most difficult of times.  

THEMES

HO
PE

SO

LI
DA

RITY RESILIENCE

POWER
ACTION ISSUES
Theses nine case demonstrate the 
ingenuity, adaptability, and courage of 
favela residents. The nine initiatives are 
from different cities, different locations 
within the cities, different degrees of 
development, and diverse organizatio-
nal approaches. Despite this diversity, 
we found four key inter-related issue 
areas COMMUNICATION, EDUCATION, 
INCOMOE GENERATION and HEALTH.

Learnings
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With the publication of this booklet, we turn our attention 
to disseminating these stories and facilitating the 

exchange of experiences among favela 
communities in Brazil and beyond.  

Our experience of over 30 years in the Mega-Cities 
Project shows that there are two ways to scale-up the 
impact of small local initiatives: spreading the idea from 
community to community; or building collaborative 
networks with civil society, academia and the media to 

in�uence public policy and planning practice. 

The initiatives can be seen as acts of resistance – 
resistance to being invisible, inconsequential 

and ignored. The experience of combating 
Covid in the favelas may serve in facing 

future crises and – hopefully – in the 
ongoing struggle for equal treatment as 

citizens with equal rights to the city.

MOVING FORWARD
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JANICE PERLMAN - Founder and president 
of the Mega-cities Project. Professor at 
UC Berkeley – and Columbia University. 
Author of Myth of Marginality and Favela: 
Four Decades of Living on the Edge in Rio de 
Janeiro.

LARISSA FAVA - Undergraduate student 
in Architecture and Urbanism at the 
University of São Paulo (USP). She studies 
the consolidation of peripheral territories.
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