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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

This paper presents a basic profile of Brazil, focusing especially on the 
Northeast region and on the topic of Education. 

 
The first draft was prepared solely on the basis of research on secondary 

sources, such as books, periodicals, Brazilian government Internet sites, sites of 
Brazilian research institutes and of NGOs, research data published by the main-
stream media in Brazil, and Internet sites of UN-related bodies. This final version 
includes also information from fieldwork in Brazil.  

 
I would like to acknowledge the support I have had from many friends and 

colleagues from Brazilian NGOs and other institutions, which suggested sources 
of information and provided relevant data. Running the risk of missing some, they 
are EU Delegation in Brasília, CESE, CEAS/BA, OXFAM-Brazil, AÇÃO EDUCA-
TIVA, CAMP, CENTRO DE CULTURA LUIS FREIRE (CCLF), ETAPAS and 
ABONG. 

  
Finally, I would like to acknowledge the vital help I have had from Gustavo 

Daudt Fischer, who carried out extensive research work and also part of the writ-
ing involved in systematising such information, and the work of Roberto Gonza-
lez, who carefully revised the final text. 
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2. THE POLITICAL, SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC CONTEXT 
 

Brazil is, recognisably, a country of contrasts. On the one hand, it is one of 
the ten most developed countries in the world; but on the other hand, it still ranks 
as a world champion of inequality (only Serra Leoa beats Brazil in this regard, 
according to the UNDP´s 1999 HD Report). This fact is even more striking once 
one takes into account the potential of a country which has an ethnically diverse 
and culturally rich population of about 160 million, mostly young, living on a terri-
tory of 8,547,403 km² (the size of the United States or almost three times the size 
of India), speaking one single language (Portuguese), having no recent experi-
ence of war or civil conflict; possessing an impressive bio-diversity and natural 
riches, being already industrialised and having a strong and dynamic economy 
(GNP approx. US$600 billion for 1999), located strategically in the Southern cone 
of the American continent. Brazil, as Brazilians say, is the country of the future. 
Yet, the future never comes... 

 
Such a paradox is a result of a cumulative process of 500 years of eco-

nomic and political strategies that have led to the enrichment of the already rich 
elite at the cost of the socio-economic and political exclusion of the majority. 

 
The recent history of the country, although marked by an effective democ-

ratisation movement, is still faithful to such a never-ending unsustainable way of 
life. On July 1994, after a long period of hyper-inflation (50 to 80% a month!), 
Brazil embarked on the Real Stabilisation Plan, inspired and led by Mr Fernando 
Henrique Cardoso, the country’s president since 1995, and leader of a political 
coalition which brought together interests of the São Paulo internationalised in-
dustrial elite and the landowners and backward-looking North-eastern local politi-
cal bosses.  

 
The Real Plan had as its main features the attempt to reduce inflation and 

keep it under control, associated with an over-valued exchange rate, under-
pinned by a rapid economic liberalisation. This policy was very successful indeed 
in controlling inflation, but at a very high cost, expressed by a stable increase of 
the deficit in terms of international transactions, which rose to 4.85 of GDP (US$ 
32,5 billion) in June 19991. Such deficit was financed mostly by the inflow of 
short-term international capital, which was attracted by the government’s offer of 
an extremely high interest rate (41% in March 1999), which in turn led to a five-
fold increase of the public debt in the period 1995-1999. In December 1999, the 
country’s total public debt was US$ 443 billion2. 

 
On the political front, the 80s and 90s in Brazil was a period when a vigor-

ous democratic movement impregnated the country’s life. The most important 
features of this movement were (i) the approval of a modern and democratic 
Constitution in 1988, which formalised new social and political rights, as well as 
institutionalising popular participation in the social policy process through tripar-
tite “management councils” at the local, state and national level; (ii) the “con-



 

 

5 

 

quest” by the Left-wing parties of dozens of municipal governments and of some 
state governments, providing an opportunity, resources and energy for new part-
nerships, innovation and experimentation in the development field, and also (iii) 
the increasing awareness and mobilisation of a significant proportion of the popu-
lation with regard to ethic issues in politics, especially transparency and account-
ability. 

 
Besides these relatively successful democratic advances, thanks to Mr 

Cardoso free-market (“neo-liberal”) policies, poverty and inequality are still thriv-
ing. A recently released report about worldwide poverty by the UNDP states that 
poverty in Brazil had only a slight decrease from 1977 to 1997. The report points 
out that social spending is sharply unbalanced between the social classes and 
suggests a complete reform, supported by the fact that Brazil already spends rel-
atively high sums in the social area (US$ 75 billion in Education, Health, Social 
Security and other related areas in 1996)3. 
  
 Brazil still is a world champion of inequality, presenting an extremely 
skewed income distribution. The World Bank distinguishes in Brazil five income 
categories among the population:  
- the miserably poor (24 million people); 
- the poor (30 million);  
- the nearly-poor (60 million); 
- the middle-class (50 million); and  
- the rich (2 million).  
 

Average per-capita income of the rich is 150 times that of the very poor. 
The rich possess 53% of all private property in Brazil, estimated at 3000 billion 
Reais (ca. € 1900 billion), while comparative figures for the United States of 
America indicate 26%. Brazil has a Gini coefficient of 0.60, the highest of 150 
countries ranked in the UNDP Human Development Index. Workers’ salaries fall 
well behind economic indicators: in 1999, they fell by 5%, while overall income 
fell by 0.7%. Unemployment, already high, is rising. One-third of the poorer 
workers is not formally employed. When reading the very unfavourable social in-
dicators, it is difficult to realise that Brazil is worldwide the third market for small 
jets and the ninth for Ferrari cars. In 1998, 1% of Brazilians had more income 
than the poorest 50%. According to the Brazilian statistical research institute, IB-
GE, this bleak picture can only be reversed by a yearly government subsidy of 
the equivalent of € 18 billion to the poorest 50 million.  
 
 
The situation in the Northeast 
 

 The Northeast region is comprised by nine states: Bahia, Pernambuco, 
Rio Grande do Norte, Ceará, Maranhão, Piauí, Alagoas and Sergipe.  It was the 
first region of Brazil to be occupied and developed by the Portuguese, from the 
16th century onwards. It has 1.5 million Km² and about 30% of the Brazilian popu-
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lation. Brazil’s first capital was there also (Salvador). The first economic devel-
opments took place there – the Brazil wood extraction and the sugar-cane plan-
tations. Slavery was another very important feature of the regions socio-
economic history.  

 
The central part of the region is the so-called “polígono das secas” (the 

drought polygon): a semi-arid territory with very high temperatures and irregular 
rainfall and recurrent multi-annual droughts, causing famine and migration. The 
main activities in the interior (“sertão”) are extensive cattle-raising sisal produc-
tion and poor subsistence agriculture, with “pockets” of wealth where big inves-
tors have irrigated plantations for export (fruits and vegetables mainly). Sugar-
cane plantations dominate the coastal strip. 
 

The combination of droughts, extreme inequalities in land ownership and a 
very traditional power structure make the Northeast by far the poorest region of 
Brazil. According to UNDP, the Human Development Index (HDI) for the region 
varies from 0,53 to 0,69: in Ceará, for instance, 66% of the population of 7 million 
lives on less than US$ 1 a day. The percentage of the population living under the 
poverty line is striking: 69.21% in Maranhão; 65.67% in Piauí; 50.56% in Per-
nambuco and 60.24% in Bahia4. 
 

The rate of unemployment is another evidence of the perverse logic of un-
der-development in the region: in February 2000, the DIEESE (Inter-Union De-
partment of Socio-Economic Studies) showed that in Recife’s Metropolitan Area 
unemployment reached 21% (302,000 people) of the work-force; and also that 
the average monthly income of the employed workers was around R$ 433  
(US$240)5. In the same period, women’s unemployment, according to IBGE (the 
government’s own statistic agency) is greater than men’s in Recife (9.7 to 7.7%) 
and in Salvador (12.6 to 10.8%). The figures for the so-called non-occupied and 
occupied people without fixed income and occupied with an income lower than 
the monthly minimum wage (US$ 75) reached 28% in Recife and 26% in Salva-
dor.  
  

Unemployment in Brazil, and even more so in the Northeast region, has a 
strong correlation with racial prejudice. According to a recent study by INSPIR 
(Union’s Inter-American Institute for Racial Equality) in a partnership with DI-
EESE, at least 59% of Brazil’s black population lives in the Northeast. As for un-
employment, Salvador (with the highest concentration of black people, 81% of 
the city’s population) has 45% more unemployed black people than whites in the 
population. Black women suffer even more when it comes to income: they re-
ceive only 33,6% of what a white person earns in Salvador, and 36,8% in Reci-
fe6. 

 
The average income is under half than that in the Southeast and it con-

tains over half the country’s population living under the poverty line, averaging 
almost 33% of the Northeast population. As for Education, in 1995 the Ministry of 
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Education informed that 38,8% of the population over 15 years of age in the 
Northeast was illiterate, as opposed to 17,5% of the population nationally. In this 
regard, it is important to remember the history of slavery and of the quasi-feudal 
power structure that has left a strong mark in the political culture of the region, 
noticeable in a “residual” racism and in a culture of dependency and obedience.  
 

As for the urban situation, in 1994, 57% of the population was living in the 
cities. Rural migration is a historical fact in the region and continues to grow as 
the sustainability of rural livelihoods is more and more threatened. Violence, child 
prostitution, public insecurity and impunity increasingly affect city dwellers7. 

 
The political situation in the region has improved significantly in the 90s, 

especially by some local governments, which promote participation and collabo-
ration between civil society and the State. Sectors of the traditional elite have un-
dergone significant political modernisation in the last decade, although its com-
mitment to democracy and social justice is still very much at stake. On the other 
hand, there are several experiences of participation in the social policy councils, 
as well as very innovative social programmes in Health, Education and small-
scale organic agriculture going on. Nevertheless, the traditional culture of political 
“clientelism”, so strong in the Northeast, is still prevalent, traditional oligarchies 
have not as yet been successfully challenged. 

 
In the 80s, about 10 million people suffered with the draught throughout 

the northeastern states and 1,209 cities out of 1,787 were affected by the prob-
lem. 

The mainstay of many local economies in the Northeast is employment in 
the public sector, which often exceeds that in the formal private sector in the 
small cities. Economic patterns changed with the decline in the sugar-cane in-
dustry and the recent increase in the tropical fruit and vegetable producing indus-
try for export, and investment in tourism as well. Economic development in the 
middle of the 90s was centred on a few specialised industrial areas, such as the 
São Francisco Valley (fruits and vegetables), São Luis (metal industry), Aracaju 
(Petrochemical), which became increasingly integrated internationally. 
 

In the last few years, while Brazil faced huge economic problems partly 
given by the Russia’s and Asia’s financial crisis, the Northeast economy showed 
better results than the national average, achieving an increase of 1.5% in the 
GNP from 1997 to 1998.  According to the SUDENE (the official Agency for the 
Development of the Northeast), the economic performance of the Northeast can 
be considered very impressive, taking into consideration the macroeconomic 
problems stemming from the international financial crisis and the severe draught 
in the region during 1998. 

 
Regardless the fact that the growth of Northeast Economy in 1998 (rated 

1.5%) was considerably lower than the average rate of the region in the 94-97 
period (4.8%), the performance once again undertook Brazil’s national figures 
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(0.15%). This is a result of important changes in the Northeast agriculture in the 
last few years, such as the development of new products, irrigation agriculture in 
the São Francisco river basin and in some other perimeters of irrigation in basins 
like Parnaíba, Jaguaribe, Apodi-Mossoró for the tropical fruits for export produc-
tion.  

 
The Northeast region, according to the Government’s Secretary of Labour, 

showed the lowest drop of employment rates in Brazil in 1998, along with the 
Centre-West region (-1.19) – in 1998, the Northeast GDP grew 1.13% while Bra-
zil’s dropped 3.52% 8.  

 
Although the region’s economic performance has been remarkable in the 

last few years, the wealth generated by it has benefited only a handful of big 
landowners and industrial bosses. It did not mean a reduction of poverty or a bet-
ter distribution of income in the region in any way. In fact, inequality, abject pov-
erty, violence and corruption continue to be the historical landmarks of the North-
east region.  
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3. BROAD OVERVIEW OF GOVERNMENT AND DONOR DE-
VELOPMENT STRATEGIES AND INITIATIVES 
 

The struggle against poverty and its severe consequences has been a 
growing demand for Brazil, and there is still a long way to go until the majority of 
the population can reach a minimum level of life quality. Meanwhile, it is possible 
to identify some government and donor strategies and initiatives to fight Brazil’s 
historical problem, which is even more complex and difficult in the country’s 
poorest region, the Northeast. 
  
Government strategies and initiatives  
 

A fundamental issue with this regard is that the present federal administra-
tion does not consider the social issues as a top national priority. Much on the 
contrary: it is very difficult indeed for anyone to argue that this government has 
any serious poverty alleviation strategy. Perhaps the hardest evidence of this can 
be found in the federal government’s own budget figures. The Institute for Socio-
economic Studies (INESC)9 accompanies the execution of the federal budget, 
using the official data systems. The situation of social spending in 1999 resulted 
in some quite revealing if not tragic figures10: 
 

-  In the area of Community and Social Actions (“Public Works”) only 17,23% 
of the approved budget amount was actually spent; 
- As for Urban Policy, just 8,47% of the approved investment were in fact 
used; 
- In the Project “Habitar Brasil” (Improvement of Living Conditions in Urban 
and Rural Areas) only 2,80% of the total approved was actually used; 
- In the programs from the National Health Foundation the averaged use 
was of only 15,02% of the total budget sum, with investments in Water Quality 
Control at 50,41% and Sanitation at 27,36%, among others. 

The federal government is also cutting social investment in the name of 
the adjustment of the fiscal deficit in the 2000 budget, just approved. According 
to the government’s budget figures, social security will contribute with 53,17% of 
Brazil’s fiscal adjustment in the public sector (R$ 15,581 billion (US$8,656 billion) 
an amount big enough to absorb the impact of a US$100 monthly minimum 
wage, which the government has sharply opposed11. 

 
Although the federal government shows no intent to give priority to the so-

cial investments, some compensatory programs are being developed, most of 
them in the Northeast region. For example, the Federal Programme to Fight the 
Draught Effects, co-ordinated by SUDENE (the official Agency for the Develop-
ment of the Northeast): it spent in 1998 around R$ 493,3 million (US$274 million) 
for the 1,192,716 workers assigned to the collective public works (“frentes de tra-
balho produtivo”) and approx. R$ 29,4 million for some 1,385 cities involved12. 
Local sustainable development is also an issue for the federal government. By 
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October of 1999, the “Active Community” programme was released in 150 cities, 
chosen because of their low rates regarding life expectation, levels of instruction, 
per capita income and high mobilisation capability of their communities. “Active 
Community” was born under the “Community in Solidarity Program” led by Bra-
zil’s first lady, Ruth Cardoso. By the end of 2000, Active Community should be 
reaching 1,000 cities, according to the government plan13.  

 
These programs have a very localised character, following the idea that 

social programs must focus the poorest populations and regions. This would not 
be a problem if the government kept working other universalistic policies. How-
ever, it seems more likely that punctual intervention is substituting the universal-
istic policies, in a process through which poverty tends to be reproduced indefi-
nitely. 

 
Another current critical development issue is related to the possible crea-

tion of a “Poverty Fund”, at the federal level, whose debate was started almost by 
chance few months ago, when Left and Right debated the issue of poverty in 
Congress. The final report of the ad hoc committee for the so-called “Fund to 
Fight Poverty” is about to be voted. The Fund is supposed to collect R$ 4 billion 
(US$ 2,2 billion). One important issue, together with the creation of such fund, is 
the possibility that the fund be managed a “National Solidarity Council”, which 
would be comprised of government officials and civil society representatives14. 

 
Finally, there is a great innovation in the way the government organises 

the national and regional strategy of development and related spending. The 
novelty is the Pluriannual Plan (PPA), advertised as “Avança Brasil” (Advance 
Brazil). It is a government plan to guide public spending during 4 years (2000-
2003). It has 365 priority programmes, which will generate 5.283 actions, with an 
investment of R$ 1,113 trillion, throughout the country. The Northeast region will 
receive 6,01% of the total investment (73,96% will go to national programmes) 
and from that amount 10,64% of the resources will be invested on education, cul-
ture, science and technology and 15,55% on health programmes15. However, it 
must be said that the PPA does not constitute a coherent development strategy; 
it is, after all, a junction of several sectorial actions. 

 
 

The Multilateral Development Banks’ Strategies and Initiatives in Brazil16 
 
In this topic the policies and strategies of the International Bank for Re-

construction and Development (IBRD) and the Interamerican Development Bank 
(IDB) for Brazil will be analysed. Both institutions have an important presence in 
the country, not only for their financial lendings (which represent just a small pro-
portion of Brazilian economy), but also because of their significant advisory ac-
tivities. 
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The IBRD’s financial presence in Brazil is not that large. Brazil-IBRD Total 
Debt Outstanding is projected to reach US$ 8.3 billion in 2000; the IBRD debt 
service represents only 5.4% of all the Brazilian public debt service. On the other 
hand, Brazil’s commitments to the IDB have increased since 1996, specially after 
the 1999’s devaluation crisis: Brazilian debt to the IDB reached last year 19,1% 
of the total amount of debts managed by the bank; the report projects a still larg-
er proportion for this year (21,5 – 22,4%)17.  

 
The IBRD and the IDB have similar general objectives in Brazil. According 

to their reports, their main goals are fiscal adjustments and poverty reduction. 
Both institutions see the achievement of the first issue more or less as a precon-
dition to address the second. Economic stability is heavily emphasised in their 
reports, and both mention the possibility of outstanding lendings in case of new 
economic crisis. Furthermore, both IBRD and IDB conceive stability as a conse-
quence of fiscal equilibrium. No connection is made between the country’s vul-
nerability to external capital moves and the economic measures taken since 
1994, that assured stabilisation of the Brazilian currency through high interest 
rates and an overvaluation of the exchange rate18. The priority given to fiscal ad-
justment is reflected in the amount of resources set aside for public sector re-
forms. The IDB, in its turn, destined in 1999 loans in the value of US$ 3.4 billion 
to assure that Brazil would keep its debt service payments; these loans repre-
sented more than one third of the bank’s total lending to Brazil in the period 
1996-99. 

 
However, as important as the bank’s lendings are their advisory activity in 

public policies. Not only do they work out reports over different areas, but in 
some cases they also provide pilot programs to test a specific kind of interven-
tion. The banks’ see their activities as catalytic processes: their investments in-
tend to stimulate the entry of private-sector partners. Finally, either the IBRD or 
the IDB declare to act in conformity with the guidelines established by the Brazili-
an Government, especially the Pluriannual Development Plan19. 

 
A great attention is paid to the State reforms, understood in a broad 

sense. Critical areas pointed by both institutions include social security, fiscal 
administration and general quality of public spending. In addition, there are con-
cerns about the technical modernisation of the State’s bureaucracy: some sup-
port has been given to IT improvements and human resources training. But criti-
cists point out that there’s a contradiction between the need of qualified state ca-
dres and the reduction of spending with personnel, demanded by the adjust-
ments policies. 

 
The IBRD has special influence in education programs, and finances di-

rectly the educational reform programs of some states. It sustains the vision that 
low wages and income inequality is closely linked with Brazil’s bad schooling 
outcomes: just 9.5% of the children reach the end of the secondary level20. Con-
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sequently, the CAS indicates that basic education must have priority in public in-
vestments. 

 
IBRD develops a joint program with the Federal government called FUN-

DESCOLA. This program calls for financial decentralisation and community en-
gagement and seeks to assure “minimum operational standards” (qualified 
teachers, physical conditions, pedagogical support) to the schools. Its final objec-
tive is to establish “a variety of pedagogical and organizational frameworks for 
schools to choose from in order to help assure high levels of learning for all chil-
dren enrolled”21. FUNDESCOLA also ensures technical assistance in the area of 
state and local school management, reflecting the IBRD’s emphasis in direct 
support to sub-national levels of government. 

 
Decentralising basic education is also a purpose of the federal govern-

ment, in spite of the fact that there is no intention to increase the proportion of 
public budget set-aside for education. The result is that many small and medium 
municipalities without money or qualified people will be put in charge of funda-
mental education. This seems much more an attempt to get rid of the problem 
than a co-ordinated effort to give more autonomy to local powers. 

 
Other important activity of the IBRD in Brazil is the Rain Forest Pilot Pro-

gram. This program has achieved significant results in terms of environment con-
servation and scientific research, as well as institutional strengthening of local 
NGOs network. The IBRD intervenes through financing, training, stimulating pub-
lic-private partnerships and advocating for the creation of protected areas. 

 
The IDB has a closer approach to investments in infrastructure. Its main 

target is the reduction of the so-called “Custo Brasil” (Brazil-cost). Therefore, 
IDB’s key themes are State modernisation, competitiveness, and environmental 
management, besides poverty reduction. 

 

▪ The social security reform is seen as the major challenge for State reform 
process, and the IDB plans to play an active role in the definition of a new 
model for the security system. 

▪ Reducing the “Custo Brasil” implies lower interest rates, lower taxation and 
better infrastructure, as well as support to small and medium enterprises. 
Specially emphasised is the strengthening of the country’s financial system.  

▪ Poverty reduction is to be met by a more focused spending, which gives prior-
ity to immediate impact actions, such as Bolsa-Escola22 and minimum income 
program. On the other hand, prior areas for public spending are education, 
health, social assistance, urban problems, urban and municipal development, 
housing and basic sanitation.  

▪ Environment management is integrated in the other policies, but the IDB has 
a specific concern about the ecosystem protection. The bank also recom-
mends that environmental impact studies be made in all development pro-
jects. 
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Civil society participation is an increasing concern of both IDB and IBRD, 

though more often in specific projects (almost always linked to socio-
environmental themes) than larger-scale policies: structural adjustment financing 
and infrastructure projects. Besides, the declared intention of stimulating partici-
pation and empowering civil society for citizenship exercise has not always cor-
respondence in acts. Brazilian civil society organizations often complain that the 
multilateral banks tend to have a technocratic approach to participation, refusing 
to adapt their schedules and their financing to the reality of the local population, 
and taking the partnerships in the sense of “lower costs”. In addition, the banks 
are used to work with a too restrict concept of benefited/affected population, ex-
cluding non-local NGOs which have a record of work in the theme, or non-
registered entities23. Finally, it is sometimes hard to get information from IDB and 
IBRD. Examples are the CAS and the Documento de País themselves: the con-
tent of both have started to come to public knowledge in the last couple of years, 
after a sharp pressure of Brazilian NGOs and social movements24. Although the 
opening of the multilateral banks to civil society participation is an important step, 
more progressive sometimes than Brazilian government itself, there are still 
many constraints for broad social control of the bank’s policies. 

 
It is important to say that IBRD and IDB have established their policies for 

Brazil with a high degree of consonance with the Federal government’s guide-
lines. In the case of IBD, Brazil plays a more significant role, detaining 11% of the 
voting power and positioning itself as the second bigger stakeholder. This means 
that the country’s government has not simply a passive role in the definition of 
the multilateral bank’s policies for development. On the other hand, the IBRD and 
IDB have more significant presence than the size of their lendings could suggest. 
Vianna Jr. has correctly defined the multilateral bank’s as the “auxiliary intelli-
gence” of the Brazilian government in matters such as structural adjustment, de-
velopment projects and programs to face poverty. Country’s public policies are 
often build together by the federal government and the international cooperation 
agencies. Concluding, the country’s development strategy is the result of an alli-
ance between the public technocracy and the multilateral banks, where both 
sides have very similar views.  
 
 
Concluding Remarks 

 
The government’s policies have great affinity with the strategies of the 

multilateral development banks. The key points in which they converge are the 
need and priority of fiscal adjustment, as a condition for sustainable growth, and 
the importance of poverty reduction initiatives in order to reduce inequalities and 
compensate the effects of these adjustment policies. Public administration is ori-
ented to avoid excessive public spending and to deliver infrastructure direct in-
vestments to private sector. In what concerns the social programs, great empha-
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sis is given to efficiency in spending, granted through decentralisation and civil 
society participation. 

 
In this common agenda (exception made of punctual disagreements) there 

is no connection between the stabilisation program and the need to fight increas-
ing inequalities. It is a widespread belief that stabilisation will bring economic 
growth, growth will lead to development, which by its turn, along with public poli-
cies, will reduce poverty. The lack of a criticism of social exclusion produced by 
contemporary capitalist economy halts a clearer view of the contradiction be-
tween the adjustment policies and the poverty reduction objectives. 

 
Finally, the empowerment of civil society networks is increasingly pointed 

as a central issue in the efforts to fight poverty. Albeit it may be very positive to 
admit the capacity of the poor to organise themselves and to become social ac-
tors, it is disputable if the participation opportunities promoted by the multilateral 
bank’s programs lead to this. Besides, powerlessness is a consequence of wider 
social relations, which means that there will be hardly any improvement in the 
poor’s condition without changing deeper power relations in Brazil. 
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4. NGO AND CIVIL SOCIETY 
 

Since the 1970s, and especially after the dictatorship (1964-1985), Brazili-
an civil society has been evolving continuously, growing stronger and becoming 
more active and vocal. The 90s have witnessed the emergence of a new wave of 
autonomous organisations in civil society and significant legal innovations, as 
well as important changes in the pattern of relations between the sector ad the 
state. The first researches on the country’s voluntary sector25 (or Third Sector, as 
it is called) showed that the sector is huge in Brazil, and it is growing, having 
about 220,000 organisations, with almost 1,5 million people working in it on a 
paid basis, and an estimated 26 million volunteers. Education and Research or-
ganisations have 410,809 occupied people; health 205,817; environmental or-
ganisations 2,499; social development and promotion of rights 40,000, etc. 
These studies also revealed that R$ 12 million  (US$6,9 million) are being in-
vested in philanthropy per year. Other relevant figures refer to the fact that 13% 
of those living with an income between one and two monthly minimum wages 
(US$75 –150) donate money por social causes; 20% donate food and other 
utensils; about 16% of the people over 18 years of age (12 million Brazilians) are 
volunteering in social projects all over the country.  

 
With regard to development NGOs, it is possible to say that they have 

become noticeable in Brazil as from the mid-1970s, as an alternative path to or-
ganising and training leadership of grassroots communities, vis-à-vis the Left 
wing political parties and organisations. The relative importance of the develop-
ment NGOs as a way to generate solutions in the social field and an autonomous 
critical voice towards governmental action has increased continuously in Brazil 
ever since. 

 
Most development NGOs in Brazil are part of ABONG (Brazil Association 

of NGOs), founded in 1991 and comprising some 300 organisations and eight 
regional branches throughout the country. ABONG´s 1997 research on its mem-
ber organisations26 demonstrated many of them work in a regional (50%) and/or 
national scale (46%), with only 38,04% being exclusively local. Another impkrtant 
issue is that Brazilian NGOs are usually small or medium sized in terms of their 
budget: in 1993, 44,5% of the organisations had annual budgets up to 
U$100,000 (1997 figures dropped to 36,41%). The study also demonstrates a 
closer relationship between the government and the NGOs in terms of funding. In 
1997, 7,61% of the researched NGOs had 21 to 30% of their costs supported by 
government grants, and 4,91% of the NGOs had between 91 and 100% of their 
costs met by official support (30,43% of these resources came from the federal 
government, 19,57% from state governments and 6,52% from local govern-
ments). No less than 69,57% of the organisations considered financial sustaina-
bility to be one of the three biggest problems they were facing by that time.  

 
Two other important studies on the Brazilian NGOs have some important 

results concerning specifically the organisations from the Northeast. One of them 



 

 

16 

 

is called “Institutional and Organisational Development in the PAD-NE (North-
east) Network”27. The research involved 15 organisations, around 25% of the 
PAD-NE network. Most of them deal with youth, women and rural workers (80%), 
and also children and adolescents (40%), family agriculture, housing in urban ar-
eas (60%) and urban workers (33,3%). Asked about which were the main chang-
es that affected them in the last 5 years, they answered: changes in international 
co-operation policies and changes stemming from the macroeconomic and social 
neo-liberal policies and the reform of the state. Interestingly, all of the organisa-
tions count on international resources, although a high proportion of them 
(68,8%) also has access to national resources. On average, 86,7% of their an-
nual budgets come from international agencies. 

 
The other important study was carried out by ABONG. It is a 1995 re-

search with 100 NGOs from the Northeast, called “Northeast NGOs: Transfor-
mation and Permanence”28. Concerning the work areas, the study shows that in 
1995, 49 of the inquired NGOs worked in countryside cities, 41 in the metropoli-
tan areas, 33 in rural zones and 23 in state capitals. As for the NGOs main 
“themes”, it is possible to verify a growth in many fields, especially education 
(from 38,46% in 1990 to 52% in 1995), health (29,23% to 45%), human rights 
(26,15% to 39%) and employment and income-generation (21,54% to 38%). 
Most of the NGOs work with children and adolescents (60%), women (57%), and 
grassroots organisations (54%). Another conclusion of the study is related to the 
increase of new fields of intervention from the NGOs: this renovation capacity re-
veals a better relationship between the organisations and sectors of the organ-
ised civil society. One important part of these changes is the growing importance 
given to communication and marketing (from 30,77% in 1990 to 42,00 in 1995). 
Other conclusions are that there has been a significant increase of the self-
sustainability of NGOs (service provision, income-generation activities, etc.), and 
that only 14% of them had support from bilateral and multilateral international in-
stitutions.  

 
The Brazilian government has been fostering the civil society organisa-

tions participation in community projects as part of its strategy of reducing the di-
rect state provision of basic services and increasing the complementary role of 
the Third Sector (“Third Sector” is the term which designates the group of civil 
society initiatives towards the production of public benefits).  

 
In Fernando Henrique Cardoso’s government, this new relationship with 

organised civil society has two main programmes as axis of work: the Community 
in Solidarity Programme (Programa Comunidade Solidária) and the administra-
tive reform programme. 

 
In accordance with the federal government documents, the partnership 

with civil society’s organised sectors is one of the four main areas of the Fernan-
do Henrique Cardoso’s social policies. The most important tool for this partner-
ship is the Community in Solidarity Council, formed by 21 members of civil socie-
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ty and 10 government ministers. This council must give its opinion about gov-
ernment actions in the social field, create new strategies, stimulate non-
governmental initiatives and promote the strength of the third sector (financial 
support usually comes from the private initiative and multilateral organisations, 
such as the Interamerican Development Bank (IDB) and UNESCO. One of the 
main strategies of the council has been to promote changes in the legislation 
concerning the implementation of the Third Sector in Brazil, which are three: 

 
1) Law no 9.637, May 15th, 1998 – known as the “Social Organisation 

Law”, which allows the federal government to transfer the management 
of social, cultural and scientific state institutions to organisations of civil 
society, providing resources under a performance contract; 

2) Law no 9.790, March 23rd, 1999 – known as the “Third Sector Law, 
about the Civil Society Organisations of Public Interest (the OSCIPs), 
which  regulates for the first time the NGOs and similar organisations in 
Brazil; they can be qualified as OSCIP by the Ministry of Justice and 
have access to public funds under a performance contract, provided 
that they prove to be non-profit and autonomous institutions;  

3) Law no 9.732, December 11th, 1998, named “Philanthropy Law”, which 
regulates voluntary work. 

 
These laws are part of the “Plan of the State Reform”, which is based on 

the government perception that Brazil’s crisis is also a crisis of the state itself, 
therefore the third sector should be allowed to evolve and to manage public insti-
tutions for service provision, in order to bring more efficiency and quality to social 
spending. A “management contract” establishing goals, performance indicators, 
resources, etc. is the main control instrument proposed by the new laws, through 
which the so-called “Social Organisations” and/or the OSCIPs may have access 
to public funds29.  

 
Recently, the president of the Solidarity Community Council, Brazil’s first 

lady, Ruth Cardoso, wrote an article about some important results of the pro-
gramme “Solidarity literacy”, started in 1997 with 9,200 students in 38 cities. In 
1999 it was present in 866 cities of North and Northeast regions and in the met-
ropolitan areas of São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, helping, according to the gov-
ernment figures, around 800,000 people. “Solidarity Training” is another program: 
between 1996 and 1998, it financed 736 professional training courses for 21,000 
youngsters. Finally, the Community in Solidarity Programme supported the or-
ganisation of the “Volunteering Programme”30. 
 

 
 The corporate sector also plays an important role in the Brazilian “third 
sector”. Although more research is needed, the so-called concept of “Enterprise 
Citizenship” is gaining profile, being reflected in the GIFE work. GIFE (Group of 
Institutes, Foundations and Enterprises) has around 50 members that support 
social initiatives around the country. By 1997, GIFE figures demonstrated that 
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Education (80%), Community Development and Citizenship (60%), Culture (60%) 
and Health (40%) were the main areas of action31. 
 
 A recent study from IPEA called “Social Action in the Southeast Enterpris-
es: who and where they are” is considered the first complete research about this 
issue released in Brazil. The Southeast region was chosen because of its huge 
concentration of enterprises. According to the study, 67% of the interviewed en-
terprises made some social action in 1998 and 45% of these actions were to-
wards the community and their own employees. Among the important conclu-
sions of the study, it is important to mention that the participation of small and 
middle-sized enterprises in some sort of social action was better than expected 
and only a small amount of enterprises (16%) didn’t do anything at all in the so-
cial field32. 
  

Focusing on the Northeast region, it is relevant to mention the study called 
“Social Responsibility and the Private Sector: a study in the Brazilian North-
east”33, implemented by the Federal University of Pernambuco (UFPE) and fi-
nanced by the Catholic Relief Service (CRS), Oxfam-GB, Save the Children and 
World Vision. The following results are specific to the metropolitan areas of Reci-
fe (PE), Natal (RN) and Salvador (BA) in which the research was carried out: 
- The most commonly stated motivation is, simply, to create, social well-being, 

response particularly associated with company directors. Managers and oth-
ers tend to be more concerned with issues such as the corporate image, and 
the relationship with the community (improving community relations is the 
stated motivation for 28% of the companies). 

- Companies’ charitable activities are most concerned with two issues: food 
and nutrition (27%), and education (23%). Children and adolescents are the 
main beneficiaries of the private sectors interventions (47%); almost half of all 
company activities are geared toward this group. It is important to highlight 
the fact that Women, the rural population and indigenous groups are not cur-
rently beneficiaries of any company activities across the study area. 

- As for the types of contribution, 46% of the researched companies contributes 
with donation of products and equipment, 40% with financial donation. Other 
strategies, such as financing projects, or offering services and training are 
much less prominent. Despite the prevalence of donations, more than two-
thirds of the companies have no defined budget for charitable activities. 

- The companies not currently engaged in some sort of social responsibility ini-
tiative stated the lack of available funds as the main reason for not being in-
volved (52%) and never having been approached by a philanthropic organisa-
tion (11%). 

- The study also reveals that the private sector has mixed perceptions of 
NGOs. For a large portion of the active companies (with social responsibility 
activities) the NGOs work is practically unknown, although 26% says “they 
know the problems, and deserve support” and 16% consider them more effi-
cient than the public bodies. 
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In the basic conclusions of the study, it is interesting to notice that almost 
two-thirds of the companies are involved in some form of social activity. This 
growth in private sector involvement in the last two decades has been rapid, par-
ticularly in the 90s. In the matter of what it means to be socially responsible, the 
study considered that the companies are still in an early stage. This is related to 
the lack of monitoring and evaluation of the results of their interventions: compa-
nies feel they are fulfilling their social obligations simply by giving funds to organ-
isations that are set up to deal with social problems, like the NGOs. Considering 
the lack of information about the work of the NGOs shown in the research, the 
study ends suggesting a better dialogue between business and civil society. 

 
Besides the positive perception of development NGOs and of the philan-

thropic institutions in Brazil, it is important to mention the fact that their institu-
tional weaknesses and challenges in terms of sustainability are becoming more 
and more visible. A 1999 study from the University of São Paulo called “The third 
sector’s promise” (see note 4) points out the key limitations in the third sector ca-
pability to perform its proposed roles. Among them: the organisational fragility, 
the dependence on shrinking governmental and international agencies’ funds, 
lack of qualified human resources and the existence of several obstacles in the 
partnership with the state. These problems through up the issue of the sector’s 
financial and political sustainability.  
 

Other research reports indicate that one key challenges for NGOs is that 
the Third Sector is undergoing fundamental changes in Brazil, whereby the civil 
society organisations are being forced to revise their very institutional identity. 
Some of the evidence of these changes are (i) the changes in the Brazilian state, 
with the legal and financial support for a “complementary” kind of NGOs, and the 
creations of the Social Organisations (OS) and Civil Society Organisations for 
Public Interest (OSCIPs); (ii) changes in the international co-operation field, 
whereby Brazil is no longer a strong priority for many European governments and 
NGOs; (iii) the emergence of a wide array of new actors in civil society, such as 
volunteer organising associations, corporate philanthropy foundations and net-
works, corporate social responsibility institutions, (iv) a new generation of NGOs, 
more concerned with service provision than with campaigning and advocacy, and 
(v) the fact the consolidation of the general term “Third Sector” as an umbrella for 
all these diversity of not-for-profit organisations in civil society somehow dilutes 
the political density of the term NGO, threatening the development NGOs visibil-
ity, identity and sustainability.  
 
 Hence, the main challenges for development NGOs in Brazil can be listed 
as follows: 
 
- revise their own identity, updating their legitimacy, credibility and accountability 
towards the government and the wider public opinion; 
-  new areas of work and new opportunities bring also new challenges in terms of 
strategies of action (scaling up, etc.); 
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-  the need for better PME systems and performance indicators; 
-  also important is the need to modernise the institutional management proce-
dures; 
-  the still difficult path towards integrating gender and race in the institutional cul-
ture and strategies of action; 
- the life-or-death challenge of raising national resources, as the international 
ones keep dropping; 
- finally, the need to integrate long-term development strategies with the possibil-
ity of short-term benefits for those involved34. 
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5.  EUROPEAN UNION – NGO COFINANCING 
 

It is a fact that the EU and its member-states are the biggest business 
partners and investors in several under-developed countries. And they are one of 
the most important sources of aid for countries like Brazil. Countries like Germa-
ny and Italy, for example, support more than 200 projects in Brazil. A glance over 
the Northeast region, more specifically, will show that in states like Bahia, Per-
nambuco and Ceará there are more than 5 different European countries support-
ing projects. Rio Grande do Norte, Sergipe and Alagoas only have projects 
helped by Germany, which is the only country present in all of the Northeast nine 
states35. 

 
 

European Union strategic guidelines for Brazil 
A 1999 study, called “Document D’Orientations Strategiques”36 from the 

EU, elaborates, after a brief analysis of Brazil’s current economical and social 
context, the basic points for a definition of a community co-operation programme: 
reconstruction of the productive structure, economic bonds promotion, develop-
ment of partnership in technological sectors and the issue of social and territorial 
inequalities. The first three points are related to the opportunities of economic 
projects involving European enterprises in Brazil and technological exchange. In 
the last topic, the documents suggests some policies to face poverty in Brazil, as 
follows: 
a) Development of projects with strong human content: (for example: street chil-

dren, drugs, etc.), with the help from the NGOs; 
b) Institutional and technical help to improve the life level in the Brazilian biggest 

cities (improvement of urban planning, better transportation infrastructure); 
c) Sustainable development projects in the less developed regions of the coun-

try. 
In general, the projects against poverty should have as common complementary 
objectives: the creation of a “productive tissue” (micro-enterprises) and the pro-
tection of the environment (balanced use of resources). 

The final part of the document highlights the five main lines of action for the 
future: 
❑ reinforcement of the administrative reform; 
❑ stimulation and “dynamisation” of commercial and economical entities; 
❑ the social-territorial issue concerning the differences between Brazil’s regions; 
❑ research and technology. There is a need of redefinition of objectives and ac-

tions in this axis; 
❑ the environment deserves an important look in the community actions. 

 
The approach of theses strategic orientations is indeed similar to those of 

IBRD and IDB, albeit the multilateral banks give a greater emphasis to fiscal ad-
justment. Neither the multilateral banks nor the European Union relate their pov-
erty reduction policies to major changes in the development model. 
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EU relationship with Brazilian NGOs 

EU understands that NGOs have a significant contribution in the fields of 
management, monitoring and evaluation of EU-financed projects, and policy for-
mulation as well. Besides, NGOs’ have demonstrated great capacity to reach the 
poorest social classes and give them voice. Finally, EU credits many achieve-
ments in development projects to NGOs’ knowledge and disposition to work in 
severe operational conditions. 

The current relationship between EU and NGOs goes through keeping a 
constant dialogue with civil society, formulating policies, disseminating infor-
mation about EU policies for the potential beneficiaries, NGOs financing (in Eu-
rope and out) and EU projects implementation under NGOs responsibility (spe-
cially in non-EU countries). The main concerns of these partnerships are civil so-
ciety strengthening and participative development; promotion and defence of 
democracy and human rights; improvement of women’s condition, promoting 
equality of gender; sustainable development, including environment protection; 
children’s rights protection and improvement of life conditions in developing 
countries; and threatened (especially indigenous) cultures protection. 

EU main co-financing areas presently are: 
1. Economic and social local development in urban and rural zones; 
2. Human resources development; 
3. Institutional support and strengthening of local development structures, 

including partner organisations in developing countries. 37 
 
 

Brazil – European Union co-operation in the social field 
An agreement of co-operation between Brazil and the European Union was 

signed in June 1992 and ratified by Brazil’s House of Chambers in May 1995. 
The agreement includes several areas of co-operation, from environmental 
preservation to the urban childhood issues, human rights, stimulation of scientific 
and technology research, among several other issues. A brief summary of those 
programs (many of them with the participation of NGOs) which are related to this 
profile is presented below38.  
 
1 – Program for the “Unattended Childhood in the Urban Environment”  
An investment of 8 million Euro in 23 projects launched by NGOs in the cities of 
Rio de Janeiro, Salvador, Recife and Belo Horizonte. The main goal of the pro-
gram is to improve life conditions of children and teenagers em risk situation. The 
program has a length of 3 years and it should have been finished by april/2000. 
 
2- “Support Program to the Unattended Populations of Rio de Janeiro and 
São Paulo”. 
An investment of 12,6 million Euro. This program is developed in a partnership 
with the local governments of Rio de Janeiro and Santo André and its main ob-
jective is to improve the life conditions of the “favelas” population, through activi-
ties of professional training, urban restructuring, support for small enterprises and 
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micro-credit schemes to stimulate employment and income (3 year-program, 
launched august/1998). 
 
3 - Co-Financing of Actions from Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) 
Several European NGOs have partnership with Brazilian organisations in order to 
work on projects for the unattended populations. The European Commission co-
finances almost 50% of these partnerships, contributing with approximately 15 
million Euro per year to projects taking place in Brazil. 
 
4 - AIDS Prevention Program  
It basically consists in the support to educational projects of prevention and in-
formation and in activities of epidemiological control. The supported projects are 
those of prevention and information for street children (with the Axé Project, in 
Salvador/Bahia), epidemiological control in Fortaleza/Ceará (The Bordeux Uni-
versity in partnership with Brazilian institutions) and prevention in prostitution ar-
eas in several Northeastern cities (with the support of French organisation 
ESSOR). The EU contribution for these initiatives is 2.281.231 Euro. 
 
 
These initiatives make clear that the European Union plays a decisive role in re-
lation to Brazil’s civil society organisations, especially with development NGOs.  
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6. SECTOR ANALYSIS – EDUCATION  
 

A brief historical overview demonstrates that the educational system in 
Brazil is very young. The first universities were born only in the 1920s and 30s 
and the most important laws and advances in Brazilian educational system were 
due to the legal and institutional realignment started in Brazil’s 1988 Federal 
Constitution. As an example of the recent changes and improvements, the so- 
called ”pre-schooling children education” (children aged 0 to 6 years), was offi-
cially organised only after the1988 Constitution was approved39.  

 
 

The progress of schooling in the 90’s 
Taking a closer look at the current situation, it is relevant to mention the 

analysis regarding Brazil as a EFA-9 member (an UNESCO program formed by 
the nine most densely populated countries in the world – in 1990 they signed a 
statement committing themselves to perform efforts to eradicate illiteracy and as-
sure basic education of good quality to the entire population). These numbers 
demonstrate that Brazil increased its rate of adult literacy from 1990 to 1995 (81 
to 83,2%)40. A report prepared by the Brazilian Government for an EFA-9 meet-
ing stresses the progress obtained and the challenges still to meet for the country 
to reach goals of the EFA-9 Group). According to the government analysis41, the 
highlights of Brazil’s education system are the following: 

 
- Legal and institutional realignment: The National Fund for Primary Education 
and Enhancement of the Teaching Profession (FUNDEF) is considered by the 
Ministry of Education an outstanding achievement. FUNDEF effects the redistri-
bution of funds, ensuring greater equity and accountability in the allocation of re-
sources earmarked for basic education. 
- Growth in schooling rates: The net schooling rate in fundamental education 
rose about 10% between 1991 and 1999, going up from 86,1 to 95,4%.  
- Decrease in illiteracy rates: Out of the EFA-9 countries, Brazil is among the 
ones with the highest decrease rates in illiteracy. (15-year old or older population 
dropped from 20,1% in 1991 to 13,8% in 1998). 
- Rapid expansion of secondary and higher education: The number of students 
in the secondary level went up from 3.5 million in 1990 to 7.7 million in 1999; 
meanwhile, the number of students in undergraduate higher education courses 
has grown 28% in the 1994-98 period. 
- Educational advancement of women: Girls outnumbered boys in secondary 
schools and in higher education (56%), as well as among students in 5th to 8th 
grade in fundamental education (54%). 
- Strengthening of the Third Sector: According to the government, this is the 
reaction of the society to a more effective action from the three levels of admin-
istration – federal, state and municipal – resulting in a wide political and social 
engagement towards educational development. 
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- Implementation of a modern information system, having evaluation and sta-
tistical data as tools for a design and monitoring of policies, meant to bring about 
improvements in education quality. 

 
The Solidary Literacy Programme (Pro-

grama Alfabetização Solidária) created by the 
Ministry of Education, intends to eliminate illit-
eracy in Brazil with a cost of R$34 per student 
(US$19), partially financed by the private sector 
(50%). The goal is to reach 3,5 million people, 
especially in the Northeast region where illitera-
cy overcomes the average numbers.42 

 
However, there are some important figures from the UNDP Human Devel-

opment Report43 that must be mentioned here. The first figures are from Brazil 
Human Development Report – 1996 version44: 
• There are many imbalances in the schooling rate for the children between 7 and 
14 year olds. Even though 75% of the poor children attend primary school, the 
children from families with income over 2 monthly minimum wages (per capita 
monthly income) are almost all in school (97%).  
• The schooling of children rates 73% in the Northeast and 95% in the Southeast. 
• The comparison of Brazil’s educational level with other countries with similar 
economic development demonstrates some inequalities: average schooling in 
Brazil is lower than Latin-American countries and two years lower than the aver-
age period of the seven richer Latin-American countries (Argentina, Chile, Co-
lombia, Costa Rica, Mexico, Uruguay and Venezuela).  
 Numbers from the recently released 1999 UNDP Human Development 
World Report, ranks Brazil in 79th place, within the “Medium Human Develop-
ment” group of countries: 
• As for the net enrolment ratio, 97,1% of the relevant age group is enrolled in 
primary school and 65,9% in secondary school; 
• 29% of the children does not reach grade 5; 
• 5,2% of the GNP is expended on public education. 
 

The 1999 Brazilian Social Watch report (“Observatório da Cidadania”)45 
analysed the first year of the already mentioned National Fund for Primary Edu-
cation and Enhancement of the Teaching Profession (FUNDEF) and came up 
with some interesting conclusions:  

a) The federal government investments in education had decreased dur-
ing the last years, especially in 1998, and this fact is related to the 
government policy commitment to reduce social spending. 

b) The exclusive destination of FUNDEF resources to the primary school, 
increased inequalities within the other basic education levels. 

c) Government states that the problem in financing education is related to 
a distribution of the funds and not the lack of investment. Social Watch 
analysis disagrees with this thesis (see ‘a’). 
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d) FUNDEF helped to improve salaries but didn’t establish an income 
minimum level in order to guarantee professional dignity. 

e) FUNDEF is transitory (it is supposed to last 10 years) and therefore it 
is a problem to plan long-time projects because there is no promise 
that the resources will flow constantly after that period. 

 
 

One of the current critical issues regarding 
the Education problems in Brazil is related 
to the “children workers”. According to the 
PNAD numbers, in 1993, more than 4 mil-
lion children between 5 and 14 years were 
working in Brazil. A DIEESE research re-
vealed that the rate of working children with 
repetition problems in school rated from 60 
to 70% of the interviewed. In the city of Re-
cife the rate reaches 76%.46 

 
 

Promising educational initiatives  
It is important to mention some initiatives, related either to the state, either 

to NGOs and civil society, which can be considered examples of good practice in 
the education sector in Brazil and the Northeast region. 

 
The programme called “Bolsa-Escola” was created in Brazil’s capital, 

Brasília in the mid-1990s, consisting in giving a monthly minimum wage grant for 
those low-income families that keep all of their children between 7 and 14 years 
enrolled in public schools.  This program was very innovative and it took only 
about 1% of the Federal District’s annual budget in its first years. By 1996, R$ 
21,4 million were invested in the programme, only 3% of the educational budget 
for that year. As for the results, the numbers are impressive: 14,786 families 
were being helped, reaching 28,672 students. There are many qualitative results 
regarding the fact that the families are now more involved in the children’s educa-
tion, enrolment of children which never studied before, absence control made by 
the students themselves (students must attend 90% of the classes in order to re-
ceive the grant). It is also important to state the participation of the local govern-
ment and civil society organisations in the project like the Teenage and Children 
Rights Council and the Street Children Movement and the university, among oth-
ers. The growth and the positive results of the programme are one the finest ex-
amples of “good practice” in Brazil and received international and national 
acknowledgement47. 

 
The “Project for Basic Education in the Northeast Region” (BRA 

95/013) is UNDP´s initiative which intends to confront the Northeast social prob-
lems, where illiteracy rates 33%, along with “repetition” problems and children 
leaving school early (63% in the 4th grade). The project includes investments in 
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school facilities, training of human resources, pedagogical innovations and will be 
in three strategic fields: improve the educational quality with technical and admin-
istrative training, applied research and innovation; improve school administration 
with new management tools and policies; provide access to basic education to 
families with low-income through equipment and infrastructure improvement. 3 
million children are being helped, which means 75% of all Northeast students 
within first and forth grades. 90,000 teachers were trained and 4,700 schools 
were reformed. A computer-based information system was set in 7 out of 9 states 
of the region. The project is also using a strategy in which state and municipal 
government are both responsible for serving the population with the educational 
services48.  

 
The education problem in Brazil will not be solved only with more positive 

initiatives but also with the monitoring and control by the civil society regard-
ing those initiatives. Ação Educativa and Action Aid/Brazil are organising the 
“Campaign for the Right to Education”49 which consists in a “social watch” over 
the international agreements signed by the Brazilian government in Jomtien 
(“Education for All”), Copenhagen (“Social Development”), Beijing (“Women”) and 
Hamburg (“adult education”) as well as the agreements about education between 
FMI/World Bank and the Brazilian government. The campaign will be launched in 
October 2000 in Rio de Janeiro and the Co-ordination Team will be formed by 7 
organisations (teachers main union, student union, 'social watch’ co-ordinator, a 
communication NGO, an NGO for the campaign, three educational NGOs and 
Action Aid. Ação Educativa leads the whole team.  
 
Concluding Remarks 

The education sector in Brazil cannot be isolated from the country’s social-
economical context already indicated in this paper. Although there have recently 
been relevant initiatives on formal and non-formal education by all levels of gov-
ernment and by civil society organisations, basic statistic figures still portrait the 
Northeast region as the poorest in the country. 

The situation of education in Brazil has undoubtedly improved in the last 
ten years. However, the educational requirements have also changed in this pe-
riod: today, even for the most simple job is required a secondary-level education. 
In the moment the country’s school network finally seems to reach the whole 
population, there should be a greater concern about the quality of this scholar-
ship, particularly about the school system’s capacity to fight social inequality, in 
place of reproducing it. 



 

 

28 

 

7. CONCLUDING COMMENTS 
 

This report sought to make clear that Brazil, despite its enormous territory, 
population and GNP is characterised by great social inequality in matters as in-
come distribution, gender and ethnicity. Any development project must deal with 
this fact; indeed, both the government and the multilateral development banks 
have established poverty reduction as one of its top objectives, and the North-
east region as their main concentration area. 

With the process of globalisation which affects Brazil and also the North-
east, the region faces a paradox of, on the one hand, having to confront its still 
strong economic, political and cultural colonial heritage and, on the other hand, 
having to face up to the benefits and disadvantages of high-tech industries de-
veloping in the area. How to combine these two fronts in a virtuous circle of sus-
tainable development? The region faces both the need to eradicate illiteracy (one 
third of its population) and also of offering economic opportunities and adequate 
training for its work force, especially the youth. Many think that one alternative is 
the development of social solidarity networks and potentially sustainable income-
generating activities, which is being called “economia popular solidária”. Two 
questions must be answered with regard to this strategy: (1) How to develop via-
ble economic opportunities for those already excluded from the high-tech sector? 
(2) How to create conditions for the development of these grassroots enterprises 
into a new dynamic economic sector, based on micro-enterprises, micro-credit 
schemes and self-employment?50 

The question therefore is: what kind of initiatives may be effective in order 
to struggle against poverty and inequality? Although the issue receives great 
consideration in the strategy documents of the multilateral banks and of the fed-
eral government and some successful projects are developed, the “social ques-
tion” seems far from being confronted. This can be credited to the pointed con-
tradiction between the current fiscal adjustment policy and broader social devel-
opment initiatives. Not only Brazil’s “subordinated integration” in the global world 
economy generates social exclusion, but also fiscal adjustment generally means 
less money for education, health and social assistance programs, as well for 
public investments. On the other hand, government and banks agree that a sus-
tainable development framework will necessarily include a dialogue with Brazilian 
civil society, even if it is not clear what kind of relationship is expected to result 
from it. 

Who are the social agents able to lead this process? Brazilian social 
movements and NGOs have a large experience with development projects, and 
are seen as vital partners for advising and implementing such initiatives. Howev-
er, most of these social actors are determined not to be just an instrument of na-
tional government or foreign institution’s policies. They demand open discussion 
of the strategy and content of development projects, as well as their conceptual 
frame of reference, refusing a merely “instrumental” view of civil society participa-
tion. In this sense, they have had a significant role in monitoring the (no-) execu-
tion of international agreements, advocating public policies, opening discussion 
channels with foreign co-operation agencies, etc. The present moment shows 
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many difficulties, though: identity crisis, difficulties for financial support, and in-
creasing demands of work for NGOs. Simultaneously, the government requires 
their services as complementary bodies for the execution of social policies,  but 
refuses NGOs’ attempts to make more effective the channels of institutional par-
ticipation. “Civil society strengthening” is presently a very disseminated slogan, 
but it does not necessarily mean the effective commitment to empower autono-
mous social organisations.  
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