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EVERYDAY URBAN MOBILITY, URBAN SEGREGATION 
AND EXCLUSION
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1 INTRODUCTION 

The rapid increase in urban growth that swept through Brazil from the 1950s 
onwards was accompanied by deep-rooted changes in mobility systems for pas-
senger travel. Travel in motorized vehicles gradually increased, particularly private 
automobiles and buses. Investments in government actions were channeled almost 
exclusively towards boosting the number of trips by these modes, without ensuring 
the feasibility of other transportation modes that could share the public right of 
way destined for transportation. This severely undermined the quality and safety 
of travel on foot and by bicycle, with sharp increases in road space consumption, 
trip durations and energy spent on mobility, as well as emissions of pollutants. 

In addition to mobility policies, decisions on urban land use and occupancy 
were determining factors for introducing or extending spatial segregation for lower-
income segments of the population, with increased isolation and greater barriers 
to accessing the city, jobs and public services. 

This article initially analyzes this process by presenting general information on 
mobility and Brazilian cities with more than 60,000 inhabitants in 2012. The data 
show that urban mobility is moving steadily towards a split between transportation 
modes in which motorized options have become dominant. More recently, the use 
of private motorized options (automobiles and motorcycles) has overtaken the use of 
public transportation options. Section 3 analyzes social and economic factors affecting 
human mobility, while Section 4 examines the metabolism of mobility, represented 
by consumption and impacts related to mobility for each income level of society. 
Finally, Section 5 explores mobility policies in Brazil over the past few decades. 

2 EVERYDAY MOBILITY IN BRAZILIAN CITIES 

Among the 438 Brazilian municipalities with populations of 60,000 inhabitants 
or more in 2012, 62.7 billion trips were taken (classified by main transporta-
tion mode), reaching some 210 million trips a day. Most trips (25.1 billion) 

1. Technical advisor for Brazil’s National Association of Public Transport (ANTP) and for CAF - Development Bank of 
Latin America.
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were on foot and by bicycle, followed by individual motorized transportation –  
automobiles and motorcycles (19.4 billion) – and public transportation options 
(18.2 billion) (graph 1). 

GRAPH 1 
Trips x year by main transportation mode (billion trips) in cities with more than 60,000 
inhabitants – Brazil (2012) 
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This number of trips reflects a mean mobility of 1.76 trips per inhabitant, 
per day. When this mobility is estimated by municipality size, large variations 
appear: it ranges from 2.48 per capita daily trips in cities with more than a mil-
lion inhabitants to 1.06 in cities with 60,000 to 100,000 inhabitants, as shown 
in graph 2. 

GRAPH 2 
Mobility x inhabitant, city size and transportation mode in cities with more than 60,000 
inhabitants – Brazil (2012) 
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Most (40%) of these trips were on foot and by bicycle, using non-motorized 
transportation (NMT). This figure has an inverse relationship with municipality 
size, explained by shorter distances, income constraints and the presence or not 
of public transportation (PT) systems, more commonly found in large cities.  
The second most used mode was motorized individual transportation (IT) at 31%, 
followed by public transportation (PT) systems, which account for 29% of trips 
on average in Brazil, mainly by bus (graph 3). 

GRAPH 3
Trips by transportation mode in cities with more than 60,000 inhabitants – Brazil (2012) 
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GRAPH 4 
Transportation modes by municipality population in cities with more than 60,000 
inhabitants – Brazil (2012) 
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When trips are classified by municipality size, it becomes apparent that public 
transportation trips shrink steadily as urban population decreases, from 32% in 
larger municipalities to 24% in smaller towns (graph 4). The use of individual 
transportation (automobiles and motorcycles) also drops in similar proportions, 
from 33% to 24%. In contrast, the proportion of trips made by Non-Motorized 
Transportation (bicycles and on foot) rises in smaller municipalities, up from 36% 
to 52% percent sign. 

It is also important to note the historic trend in this process through the data 
on the proportion of trips made by the different transport modes in cities with more 
than 60,000 inhabitants. Graph 5 shows that the use of individual motorized modes 
(automobiles and motorcycles) rose more than the use of public transportation 
between 2003 and 2012, although non-motorized options remained dominant.

GRAPH 5
Individual and public transportation modes in total numbers of daily trips in cities 
with more than 60,000 inhabitants – Brazil (2012) 
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3 ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL CHARACTERISTICS OF MOBILITY 

The characteristics of mobility consists basically of individual and family factors 
that may be understood as social characteristics, in addition to external factors 
that are generally economic, together shaping the conditions within which trips 
take place and mobility materializes. 

Noteworthy among the individual and social factors influencing people’s 
mobility are age, physical condition, gender, education and – logically – personal 
family incomes.

People at “productive” ages, meaning those who are more deeply engaged in 
work and school, leave their homes more often and move around the city more 
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freely. Regarding travel to school, most of these trips are made by youngsters and 
on foot. These flows relate to the physical distribution of the public education 
network, where schools are scattered throughout neighborhoods. Commutes to 
work mainly involve people between 18 and 50 years old, while the elderly tend 
to go out less. In the São Paulo metropolitan region (MR), the highest mobility 
rates are found between 15 and 39 years of age, even when adding together dif-
ferent reasons for trips, such as travel to work and education.

Gender affects mobility, as different tasks are shared between men and women 
in every society. Until the 1980s, this aspect was apparent in Brazil mainly because 
men worked outside the home, while most women took care of their homes and 
children. This reality has been changing as women steadily began to move into the 
formal and informal job markets. However, mobility is still higher among men 
than women: for example, men travel an average of 2.1 trips a day in São Paulo, 
compared to 1.8 trips for women. Further, some walking trips of less than 500 
meters are not counted in origin and destination surveys, probably lowering the 
real share of women in these trips, as some of them take place near their homes, 
particularly those linked to household chores that are still handled mainly by women.

Education also affects mobility, as people with greater access to formal school-
ing are normally engaged in more activities outside the home. In the São Paulo 
metropolitan region, the mobility index for people who are illiterate or who had 
not completed their primary education was 1.57 trips a day in São Paulo, compared 
to 2.73 trips for university graduates (CMSP, 2008). The corresponding figures 
for Rio de Janeiro are 1.68 and 2.60 (SETRJ, 2013). 

Income also affects trip patterns, defining the funds available for accessing 
different transportation modes. In a low-income family, limited resources are used 
to pay for public transportation options, while middle-class families incur large 
expenses related to private automobiles. In the São Paulo metropolitan region, in-
dividual mobility varied in 2007 between 1.54 and 2.70 trips a day (75% increase) 
respectively for people with lower and higher incomes (CMSP, 2008); in Salvador, 
the figures found through a survey in 2012 were 1.44 to 2.0 (67% increase) (Oficina 
Consultores, 2013). This pattern is typical of the developing countries, exacerbated 
in Brazil by massive disparities in income and deep-rooted socio-spatial segregation 
that forces for people to live far away from jobs and schools (the main destinations 
of their trips), with less accessibility to means of transportation. 

It is important to note that trips on foot drop as income rises, although still 
remaining present even in high-income families. Mobility via public transportation 
modes increases as far as mid-level income brackets, and then drops as mobility 
using automobiles rises quickly as family incomes increase.
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It is also important to ascertain levels of immobility, meaning the number of 
people who do not move around on an average day: in the São Paulo metropolitan 
region, immobility was higher (36%) for women than men (27%) for the same 
reasons as mentioned above.

Some family characteristics intervene in the mobility of their members, such 
as children and age. A single person has different mobility requirements from a 
childless couple; similarly, couples with children present different mobility needs. 
Later, when their children leave home, mobility needs will shift once again for 
people remaining in the home. Life cycles and family structures also affect income 
levels, in addition to the role played by each family member in daily tasks; all of 
these elements contribute to definitions of mobility levels. On the other hand, 
mobility is severely affected by the costs and supply of different transportation 
modes. Buses are the main type of public transportation options in Brazil – in 
cities with more than 60,000 inhabitants, buses carry 86% of public transporta-
tion passengers (ANTP, 2012). Although the impacts of constant fare increases are 
eased by transportation vouchers, which registered (formally employed) workers 
receive since 1985. These workers pay out no more than 6% of their income on 
transportation (the rest is paid by their employers); however, most passengers remain 
unprotected, as self-employed workers have no rights to this benefit.

This means that fare increases outstripping inflation caused many hardships 
for much of the Brazilian population: between 1995 and 2003, bus fares rose 60% 
higher than inflation, pumped up largely by rising diesel oil prices, and accompa-
nied by a drop of more than 30% in demand for public transportation options in 
major Brazilian cities (Ipea, 2011). 

On the other hand, the selection of transportation mode also depends on 
comparisons of the advantages and disadvantages offered by available options. 
Although several factors may be involved in these comparisons, two of them are 
paramount: direct costs and travel times. Looking at the three most widely-used 
motorized options in Brazil – buses, motorcycles and automobiles – table 1 shows 
that motorcycles and automobiles offer massive advantages over buses for travel-
ling nine kilometers in a large Brazilian city. The first advantage is trip time: 36 
minutes by bus, 22 minutes by car and only 15 minutes by motorcycle. In terms 
of cost, using a car is only 20% more expensive than the bus fare, while the cost 
of a motorcycle is only 30% of a bus fare. 

In other words, the signals sent by Brazil’s mobility policy clearly encourage 
and invite people to opt for motorcycles or automobiles instead of buses. It is 
important to stress that this is possible only because society does not charge car 
drivers the real costs that the use of this mode incurs to society as a whole (this 
topic is discussed in greater detail in Section 3). 
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TABLE 1 
Bus, automobile and motorcycle costs for a 9 kilometer trip in a large Brazilian city (2014)

Transport 
Direct cost Time

R$ Ratio Minutes Ratio

Bus1 2.7 1 36 1

Automobile2 3.2 1.2 22 0.6

Motorcycle 0.9 0.3 15 0.3

Source: ANTP (2012).
Prepared by the author. 
Notes: 1 Full fare. 

2 Fuel + proportion of parking fee (10% of odds of paying R$ 5.00). 

Another determining factor is the location of the destinations to which 
people wish to travel. Distances between places of origin and destinations depend 
on where people live, which is strongly associated with income. In most Brazilian 
cities, lower-income families live in outlying areas where lower land and housing 
costs fit their budgets. In larger cities, this results in very long daily commutes. 
Furthermore, mobility is also affected by the opening hours of the destinations 
in question, which may not be compatible with the times that people have to be 
at work, particularly for those with longer commutes between home and work, 
who are usually poorer.

This means that mobility is severely curtailed for lower-income people, with 
less access to opportunities such as jobs, education and public utility services.  
Further, urban planning rarely considers any possibility of encouraging the occu-
pancy of more central areas by poorer families, reinforcing socio-spatial segregation. 

4 THE METABOLISM OF MOBILITY 

The joint analysis of the consumption and impacts of mobility reveals its metabo-
lism, represented by relationships among the different social groups moving around 
the city. Income is the strongest variable for determining the mobility practices 
people adopt; that is why income is selected here to examine differences between 
types of consumption and impacts of mobility. 

The intention here is to analyze what is consumed in order to achieve mobil-
ity, or mobility consumption, distinguishing who pays from who actually benefits. 
This requires addressing two types of mobility consumption: who consumes and 
who pays, from the standpoint of the territorial or transit areas, as well as energy 
and time, in addition to direct costs and investments, particularly in infrastructure. 

Urban land consumption by road systems may vary from 6% in poor and 
densely populated cities in the developing countries, up to 20% in Europe, and 
50% in cities dedicated to automobiles, such as Los Angeles and other cities in the 
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United States (Vasconcellos, 2001). In regular grid-type systems, streets are around 
a hundred meters apart, resulting in an average land consumption of 20%. But 
the bill is paid by society as a whole, while in many cases, it is private automobiles 
that benefit the most, even to the detriment of public transportation options.  
The amount of room used by a person in a public thoroughfare depends on the 
transportation mode, its speed, and for private vehicles, the length of time it is 
parked. The total area required by a car to park at home, at the office and when 
shopping was estimated at 372 m2 in the United Kingdom − which is three times 
larger than the average British home (Tolley and Turton, 1995). The space needed 
to park and move around by bus, bicycle and automobile per person varies from 3 
m2, to 21 m2, and 90 m2, respectively (Vivier, 1999). Looking at average road space 
consumption in major Brazilian cities, people and automobiles occupy 80% to 90% 
of drivable lanes on thoroughfares (Ipea/ANTP, 1998), meaning that a person in a 
car consumes 25 times more room than the amount needed by someone in a bus. 

Another essential characteristic of this consumption is that automobiles park 
for free on most Brazilian streets, which are public facilities for collective use; in 
other words, a reasonable amount of public space is handed over at little or no cost 
to a single person who uses an average area of 12 m2 for the length of time that a 
car is left parked in the street. In the São Paulo metropolitan region, around 1.5 
million automobile drivers parked their vehicles in the streets every day in 2007, at 
no cost. Considering a market fee of at least R$ 8 to park for two hours, this free 
service offers an implicit subsidy of R$ 4.4 billion a year. Massive differences are 
found when the distances covered by families every day are calculated by income 
levels. For trips on foot, distances are similar at 2 to 3 kilometers a day. But for 
public transportation options, distances increase up to the middle income levels, 
and then drop, while distances always increase with income: in São Paulo, there 
is a 1:4 ratio between the lowest and highest income levels for linear distances x 
trip. In other words, a striking difference in the use of space for travel purposes 
by families is already clear, based on income. 

When linear distances are multiplied by the specific individual space needed 
by each transportation mode (representing “dynamic” space), differences between 
income brackets become even clearer: a higher income family consumes eleven 
times more road space a day than a lower income family (graph 6), without even 
taking into consideration the room needed to park the automobile and differences 
in space consumption resulting from different vehicle speeds.

The most important conclusion for public policy purposes is a public as-
set represented by road space that is not distributed evenly among people, with 
deep inequities in use. Consequently, calling road system investments democratic 
and “equitable” is a massive myth in Brazilian cities. In fact, this is undoubtedly  
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the most powerful myth deployed to justify indiscriminate road system expansion. 
Collective investments in road infrastructure for cars tend to offer countless times 
more benefits to a select group of individuals, i.e., the wealthy, who travel more 
over longer distances in private automobiles. 

GRAPH 6 
Linear and dynamic space consumption and family incomes – São Paulo MR (1997) 
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GRAPH 7
Energy consumption for mobility, cities with more than 60,000 inhabitants, Brazil (2012) 
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of oil equivalent.

Motorized transportation consumes huge amounts of energy in all countries 
and cities. In Brazil, most of the energy used for mobility – 13.5 million tons 
of oil equivalent a year – consists of diesel oil, automotive gasoline and ethanol 
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fuelling cars, motorcycles and buses, with electricity holding a very small share. 
Graph 7 presents total energy consumption by individual and public transporta-
tion modes in Brazilian cities with more than 60,000 inhabitants, showing that 
private transportation consumes more than three times the energy used by public 
transportation options. 

The amount of time consumed varies greatly, depending on the transporta-
tion mode selected and the distances covered. Trips on foot are usually quite short 
(most of them no more than one kilometer), and last an average of 15 minutes. 
Average trip times on public transportation options are always longer than car 
trips (table 2). 

TABLE 2 
Average trip time by main transportation mode in three Brazilian metropolises

Transportation
Minutes/trip

São Paulo 2012 Rio de Janeiro 2011 Salvador 2012

Public 67 42 62

Individual 31 33 40

Non-motorized 16 14 18

Sources: CMSP (2008) for São Paulo, STRJ (2013) for Rio de Janeiro and Oficina Consultores (2013) for Salvador. 

A comparison of time consumed by families of different income levels shows 
that the amount of time spent each day by a high-income household is twice that 
of its low-income counterpart (table 3). Although higher income people travel 
more rapidly in automobiles, their total time consumption is higher, due to larger 
numbers of trips. 

TABLE 3
Time consumption and family incomes, São Paulo MR (2007)

Monthly family income (R$)
Trip time per day (hours)

Household Per person

Up to 760 2.5 0.7

760 − 1,520 3.4 1.0

1,520 − 3,040 4.1 1.2

3,040 -5,700 4.7 1.3

More than 5,700 5.0 1.4

Source: prepared by the author, based on CMSP (2008). 

The consumption of economic resources by people and the state may be 
divided into the direct costs incurred through travel (fares, maintenance etc.) and 
costs related to the foundations underpinning mobility, particularly the installation 
of infrastructure and equipment. 
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Direct mobility costs may be divided between personal costs and public costs. 
Personal costs are fares paid by passengers and direct costs incurred for individual 
motorized transportation (automobiles and motorcycles), as well as fuel and park-
ing. Direct public costs encompass the upkeep of road infrastructure and public 
transportation terminals. Graph 8 presents the figures for Brazilian cities with 
more than 60,000 inhabitants in 2012. 

GRAPH 8
Personal and public costs, public transportation and individual transportation, Brazilian 
cities with more than 60,000 inhabitants (2012) 
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The overall estimated costs reached R$ 184 billion, with R$ 145.9 billion for 
individual transportation (79.2%) and R$ 38.4 billion for public transportation 
options (20.8%). The highest costs are personal, incurred for individual motorized 
vehicles (automobiles and motorcycles), followed by the operating costs of public 
transportation options. Among public costs, those related to individual modes 
are more than triple the costs of public transportation options, as the physical 
consumption of road space by individual vehicles is far higher than that of public 
transportation vehicles.

Other important costs in social and economic analyses of mobility are the 
estimated investments needed to underpin mobility. These investments were 
estimated for vehicle acquisition (for public and private use) and for road system 
construction, as though these assets have to be purchased or built now. 

Graph 9 shows that accumulated investments in Brazilian cities with more 
than 60,000 inhabitants reached R$ 2.48 trillion in 2012, with the purchases 
of individual motorized vehicles incurring the largest costs (R$ 1.38 trillion or 
56% of the total), followed by road construction (R$ 794 billion or 32% of the 
total). Meanwhile, public transportation options were the least expensive (9.6% 
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of the total for infrastructure and 2.8% of the total for vehicles). This means that 
Brazil spent more than three times as much on streets used by automobiles as on  
road systems used by public transportation options. Recalling that much of the road  
system is used as free parking by automobiles (item 3.1.2), the lack of balance in 
these investments becomes even clearer. 

GRAPH 9 
Mobility assets in cities with more than 60,000 inhabitants – Brazil (2012)
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Based on the mobility metabolism analysis, it is now time to focus on the 
impact of mobility. Using an analysis similar to the one just carried out for con-
sumption (which aimed to determine who consumes and who pays for mobility), 
the impacts of mobility will now be examined to determine who causes these impacts 
and who suffers from them. 

The most important impact of mobility is related to traffic safety, meaning 
the living conditions of people while in movement. The approach adopted here 
is based on the following widely accepted assumptions: one relates the severity of 
a traffic accident to the body masses and speeds involved in a crash. This means 
that large vehicles driven at high speeds have the greatest potential for injuring 
people. At the other extreme, pedestrians, cyclists and motorcyclists are the most 
vulnerable users, lacking physical protection beyond their own bodies. 

Brazil has always had high traffic accident rates. Graph 10 shows that the 
estimated total number of deaths in Brazil in 1979 (21,384) rose to 35,576 in 
1997 (up 66%), after which it began to drop, with the entry into effect of the 1997 
Brazilian Traffic Code (Código de Trânsito Brasileiro, CTB). However, the rising 
popularity of motorcycles − particularly as the economy improved during the first 
decade of the 21st century and access to consumer credit became easier – triggered 
an increase in the number of deaths, reaching 40,989 in 2010. 
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Accident rates in Brazilian cities are very high compared to those in the 
developed countries. In historical terms, pedestrians have long been the main 
victims of fatal traffic accidents, reaching 47% of the total number of deaths in 
2000 (MS, Datasus). However, this situation changed as the popularity of motor-
cycles rose exponentially. In 2007, the number of injuries to motorcycle riders and 
passengers as a percentage of the total number of traffic victims reached 39.9% 
in Vitória, 52.3% in Rio Branco and 59.3% in Palmas (Legay et al., 2012); by 
2010, motorcycles were already the main cause of traffic deaths in Brazil (33% 
of the total). 

GRAPH 10
Traffic deaths, Brazil (1979-2010)
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Impacts on air pollution must be analyzed from two perspectives: pollut-
ant emissions directly affecting human health, known as “local” pollutants such 
as carbon monoxide (CO), hydrocarbons (HC), nitrogen oxide (NOx), and 
particulate matter (PM), in addition to greenhouse gases (GHGs) that affect air 
temperature, weather and climate, particularly carbon dioxide (CO2), among 
several other gases. One of the major causes of air pollution is vehicles that burn 
fossil fuels such as gasoline, diesel and natural gas, as well as ethanol, which also 
emits local pollutants and CO2. 

Graph 11 shows that the largest amounts of local pollutants are emitted 
by automobiles (60%), followed by motorcycles (18%). For CO2 emissions 
(greenhouse effect), automobiles account for most emissions (60%), followed 
by buses (26%). 
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GRAPH 11 
Pollutant emissions in cities with more than 60,000 inhabitants, Brazil (2012) 
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The quality of urban life is severely affected by transportation choices, 
particularly the use of motorized vehicles, as they can turn a peaceful neighbor-
hood into an unsafe, noisy and polluted environment. This occurs when social 
relationships among people break down or are truncated, especially when roads 
carrying vehicles driving at more than 30 kilometers an hour slice through resi-
dential areas with large numbers of pedestrians, creating what is known as the 
“barrier effect” (Appleyard, 1981). In the specific case of Brazil, these impacts are 
found throughout much of its urban territories, with no distinctions related to 
family incomes, reflecting the high priority given to the flow of motorized traf-
fic. It was only from the 1980s onwards, when high-income gated communities 
began to appear, that this barrier effect was mitigated for a very small portion of 
the population.

Among the worst impacts of road use by motorized vehicles are traffic jams, 
which lead to increases in all the other negative impacts, particularly pollution, 
while also squandering other valuable assets. In fact, traffic jams are nothing more 
than overloaded road capacities that greatly extend trip durations, due to extremely 
low driving speeds.

In fact, the definition of a traffic jam is more complex than this, as this 
term involves high levels of subjectivity. The usual idea (which is physically quite 
evident) relates to the concept of “time lost” by people, but it is hard to measure 
exactly what is “lost”. The most commonly used engineering parameter compares 
actual trip time along a road with what would be the “ideal” time (for example, 
with few vehicles in the streets), but this is clearly subjective and requires the 
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construction of very broad thoroughfares that would be empty for much of the 
time. This is why another concept arose, based more on economics, suggesting 
that traffic jams should be measured by the losses that a vehicle causes to others 
when entering a street, taking into consideration the amount of congestion that 
users are willing to accept (defined through specific surveys). In other words, du-
rations longer than “acceptable” constitute traffic jams, rather than comparisons 
between actual and “ideal” times. 

Regardless of the criteria used, the fact is that interactions among vehicles 
lower their speeds, raising the important issue of who can “delay” others and 
when. In the developing countries, excessive use of automobiles in cities 
results in massive road space consumption, delaying the public transporta-
tion vehicles that carry much of the population. In other words, the negative 
impacts of the choices made by a few weigh heavily on the mobility condi-
tions of many others. 

Furthermore, lower bus speeds mean that these vehicles carry fewer passengers 
in any given period, increasing the number of buses and drivers needed to render 
the same services, and thus resulting in higher fares. In Brazil, a study showed a 
16.8% hike in bus operating costs in São Paulo (Ipea/ANTP, 1998). With worsen-
ing traffic conditions in this city from the early years of the 21st century onwards, 
the impacts are far greater today. Similarly, introducing a mobility system with 
many motorized vehicles significantly extends pedestrian trip times, due to long 
waits at traffic lights controlling vehicle flows. 

In brief, calculating mobility consumption and its impacts by user income 
brackets discloses the “metabolism” of mobility, indicating who consumes resources 
and who pays for them, in addition to who causes and who suffers from the con-
sequences of these negative impacts. Although this social and economic mobility 
analysis may be conducted at the micro-scale of a home, it is far more useful at 
the macro-scale of an entire city. 

Graphs 12 and 13 present the 2007 metabolism data for the São Paulo 
metropolitan region (Vasconcellos, 2005, adapted). Graph 12 shows that 
private motorized transportation mode account for far higher energy con-
sumption, with much heavier pollutant emissions and many more crashes 
(as the most vulnerable road users, pedestrians were rated as victims rather 
than causes of accidents). Graph 13 displays the massive disparities among 
people in different income brackets: those with higher incomes opt for types 
of consumption and impacts that are 8 to 15 times higher than the figures 
for those with lower incomes.
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GRAPH 12 
Mobility metabolism by transportation mode, São Paulo MR (2007) 
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GRAPH 13 
Mobility metabolism by transportation mode, São Paulo MR (2007) 
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5 URBAN DEVELOPMENT AND MOBILITY POLICIES 

With a few rare exceptions, Brazil’s urban development processes have been 
characterized by disorderly land occupancy. This laissez-faire situation had effects 
in two realms: land use and location of activities. Freedom in terms of land use 
resulted from the absence or weakness of urban planning regulations, with irregular 
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inspections and light or even no penalties. For the purposes of discussing mobility, 
the consequences include a broad range of unhealthy uses and the generation of 
undesirable traffic flows. 

Along with rising land costs and limited alternatives, freedom of land use 
spurred settlements in hazardous areas with unsuitable topography or alongside 
streams and rivers, in areas far from essential destinations, including districts of-
fering goods and public utility services, thereby greatly extending trip times and 
distances. In many places, this type of settlement has overloaded road systems, 
with adverse effects on flows of people and goods. 

Urbanization surged in Brazil mainly between 1950 and 2000, when an 
additional 43 million people poured into the eleven largest metropolitan areas. 
Urbanized areas expanded by 4,100 km2 and the average urban radius expanded 
by an average of 80%, resulting in lengthy commutes for people living in outlying 
districts (Vasconcellos, 2013). 

Regarding different social groups, the impact of these policies clearly ben-
efited the middle and higher income brackets, a minority of Brazilians during the 
period under analysis. The construction of space for automobiles was actually the 
construction of space for the middle classes, which used their cars with increasing 
frequency in order to ensure social and economic reproduction. This lifestyle was 
constantly encouraged and supported by civil servants who created and implemented 
public policies, most of whom were also in higher income brackets. While outlying 
areas continue to be settled by poorer families, middle-class neighborhoods thrived 
closer to city centers, where this new lifestyle could be enjoyed in greater comfort. 

On the other hand, when policies are analyzed from the standpoint of the 
roles played by people in traffic flows that are seamlessly related to their social, 
political and economic conditions, some very important conclusions can be reached. 

The simplest roles played in traffic flows – using natural means such as walking 
or simple mechanical options such as bicycles – were ignored by mobility policies 
in Brazil, while roles requiring motorized vehicle use received close attention, but 
at differing levels of priority. 

As industrialization surged, along with rapid urban development, two types 
of users were taken into consideration: users of public transportation options and 
users of automobiles. Their presence in these policies was solid, broad-ranging and 
permanent, creating a “polarization” in actual practice. When these two types of 
motorized traffic appeared together in policy documents, public transportation was 
invariably declared a higher priority (EBTU, 1981; Geipot, 1985). But nothing 
could have been further from reality than these merely rhetorical statements, and 
bus lane construction policies never reached their quantitative or qualitative targets. 
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However, during the more recent phase of this policy – from the 1990s onwards – 
another private transportation mode was included in these proposals: motorcycles. 

This leads to a summary of the ways in which governments have responded 
to the mobility needs of the users of various transportation mode: Pedestrians and 
cyclists: mobility scorned.

In countries such as Brazil, most people move around on foot for much of 
the time. However, since the emergence of the first mobility policies in Brazil to 
the end of the first decade of the 21st century, walking through the streets was 
completely ignored as a transportation mode. People on foot or riding bicycles 
were “invisible” players in traffic flows, never included in government policies. 
These users occupied their space autonomously. The denial of the importance 
of walking began long ago with the legal stipulation that sidewalk construction 
and maintenance are the responsibilities of the landowner. This means that 
sidewalks were never viewed as part of traffic systems, a position that began 
to change only with the 1988 Traffic Code. This attitude resulted in sidewalk 
systems that are very deficient in terms of quality and continuity, with many 
streets having no sidewalks at all. Gaps for vehicles to enter parking areas under 
buildings on sloping streets turn sidewalks into irregular stairways that are un-
comfortable and hazardous. No planning or support was ever directed towards 
cyclists, imposing on them the hazardous task of pedaling between large vehicles 
driving at high speeds. 

5.1 Public transportation passengers: mobility provided, but unstable 

Public transportation has always been crucial for economic development in Brazil, 
as a means of delivering workers to workplaces. However, authorities and opera-
tors in charge of public transportation (usually bus-based systems) have usually 
provided the bare minimum in all aspects of service quality, delivering deficient 
services that do not meet users’ needs. These systems were created around the need 
to deliver people to their jobs every day and take them home again at the end 
of their shift. This happened in all large cities in Brazil, regardless of economic 
development levels. A mechanized phenomenon that was vital to production and 
accumulation processes, it had no organic links derived from the political impor-
tance of public transportation passengers – always extremely limited. In contrast 
to policies focused on individual transportation options, those addressing public 
transportation put forth only the least amount of effort possible needed to take 
actions essential for the daily operations of these services. Similar to many other 
spheres of Brazilian society, public transportation policies have become shrouded 
in myths and justifications attempting to ease the suffering and deprivation of 
their passengers, resigned to their fate. 
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The mobility of urban train passengers was handled very poorly during 
the early decades of urban expansion, triggering widespread protests that finally 
forced Brazil’s dictatorship to introduce massive changes to train services in Rio de 
Janeiro during the 1970s. The history of the Central do Brasil rail system clearly 
demonstrates the lack of care and respect for the poor and dispossessed that is so 
typical of Brazilian society (Moisés and Martinez-Allier, 1997; Nunes, 1982). It 
was only with the introduction of the São Paulo subway system that rail users were 
finally respected, offered high quality services for the first time in Brazil from 1974 
onwards, and it was only from the mid-1990s onwards that some rail systems began 
to upgrade the comfort and safety offered to their passengers. 

Although regulated, public transportation options have never been viewed by 
economic elites as a “public” service, but rather as part of the “market”; authorities 
seeking to implement bus lanes have often been required to provide the necessary 
infrastructure, with similar demands never imposed on suggestions for extending 
road systems to benefit automobile use. While systems designed for automobiles 
have expanded exponentially, those dedicated to buses have remained very limited.  
Further, the treatment of public transportation as a second-class commuting option –  
a type of “negative pedagogy” deployed to lower the value of public transporta-
tion in the view of society – has also contributed significantly to this outcome.  
The constantly poor quality of these services shaped a negative image of buses that 
later took shape as a cultural characteristic. Society was taught to disdain public 
transportation options, viewing them as a “necessary evil” until individuals were 
able to upgrade to motorcycles or cars. 

5.2 Motorcyclists: user-imposed mobility 

As motorcycle use was almost negligible in Brazil until the 1990s, the interests of 
their users gained political clout only after decisions were taken to encourage a 
ownership of these vehicles, mainly during that decade. During the Traffic Code 
approval procedures in 1997, the government vetoed a proposed ban on driv-
ing between vehicle lanes. After this, the first large group of motorcycle users in 
Brazil – express delivery riders known as motoboys – wove between vehicle lanes, 
behaving in ways that intimidated other drivers. Lacking appropriate education 
requirements and training facilities for motorcyclists, their mobility was established 
under extremely dangerous conditions, grounded largely on their lack of respect and 
prudence. With other road users equally unprepared to cope with motorcyclists, 
who were allowed to drive alongside large vehicles travelling at high speeds, this 
behavior led to the largest social disaster in Brazilian traffic history: indemnities 
have been paid out for the deaths of 220,000 motorcycle users, together with 1.6 
million indemnity payments for lifetime disability between 2000 and 2012 (Lider 
Seguradora, 2014). 
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5.3 Automobile drivers and passengers: mobility protected and praised

Automobile users drove onto Brazil’s roads in significant numbers a few years after 
the auto-assembly sector was established during the 1960s. Brazil’s ballooning fleet –  
owned by members of society with higher incomes and wider influence – had mas-
sive impacts on transportation policies, which were designed to make cities more 
car-friendly. Particularly under Brazil’s military dictatorship, when incomes were 
heavily concentrated, new middle classes appeared that depended on automobiles, 
giving rise to “middle-class cities” where these social groups could drive cars in 
ample comfort (Vasconcellos, 1999). High priority given to individual transporta-
tion and cars continued through the decades from 1970 until today, underpinned 
by a wide variety of economic and political factors, two of which are particularly 
noteworthy: the massive ideological power and influence of car-dependent middle 
classes and the economic relevance of this industry, in terms of maintaining the 
health of the Brazilian economy, as well as bringing in taxes for the government. 
In practice, the state became both partner and hostage to this industry, receiving 
in 2010 R$ 37.8 billion in assorted taxes: Industrialized Products Tax (IPI); State 
Goods and Services Circulation (ICMS) Tax; Social Integration Program (PIS); 
and the Social Security Financing Levy (Cofins) in 2009 (Anfavea, 2010).

5.4 Taxi drivers: mobility courted

Cab owners have long enjoyed solid government support and subsidies, with long-
standing laws protecting individual proprietors, plus generous tax breaks and other 
exemptions. In major cities, these subsidies are absorbed by higher-income social 
groups who can pay taxi fares. In São Paulo, annual subsidies of R$ 250 million 
benefit high-income social groups in 90% of cases, who are also more likely to 
have automobiles at home. This stance persists as, although cabs handle only a 
very small number of daily trips, their drivers have massive political clout, since 
they come into close private contact with their passengers, endowing them with 
ample power to influence public opinion in social groups with higher incomes. 
This is why they are courted and supported by local politicians.

6 CONCLUSION

An analysis of mobility policies deployed in Brazilian cities since the 1950s clearly 
shows that massive urban growth and the advent of huge metropolitan areas have 
been accompanied by the appearance of mobility systems that are neither fair nor 
sustainable. The available transportation modes have been treated unequally, as-
signing top priority to automobiles, reflected mainly in investments in road system 
expansion. Public transportation options have been set up at minimal levels of ef-
ficiency, enough to carry people to and from their jobs each day but with evidently 
poor quality and accessibility. Walking and cycling have been simply abandoned or 
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ignored in plans and projects, while a laissez-faire situation in urban land markets 
and the absence of adequate urban master plans have exacerbated geographical 
isolation and exclusion for lower-income social groups. 

In terms of mobility characteristics and their impacts, it is clear that most 
urban space and energy is absorbed by automobiles, a mode that historically has 
been used by a small proportion of the population. In terms of impacts, most pol-
lutant emissions and traffic deaths have been related to car use. An analysis of this 
distribution of consumption and impact by income levels – mobility “metabolism” –  
highlights the massive gaps between social groups: people with higher incomes 
cause impacts that are up to 15 times higher than the mobility related impacts of 
lower income groups. 
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