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Chapter 5
An Intermediate City in Brazil: Between 
Inequalities and Growth

The Case of Montes Claros

Abstract According to international statistics, nearly 50% of the world’s urban 
population now lives in cities of less than 500,000 inhabitants. These small and 
medium-sized cities act as intermediaries between rural regions, the local economy 
and more extensive urban networks and have three spheres of influence: regional, 
national and international. In many of these “intermediate cities”, the main problem 
is a lack of financial and human resources for them in a comprehensive way in order 
to tackle the demographic and spatial sprawl of these urban settlements and avoid 
an increase in social segregation and territorial fragmentation.

The example of Montes Claros in the State of Minas Gerais, Brazil, illustrates 
how a city of nearly 400,000 inhabitants at the centre of an economically prosperous 
region is tackling these issues through its current process of urban planning by striv-
ing to take into account its historical, social and spatial context.

Like most Brazilian and Latin American cities, Montes Claros – which serves as 
a transit hub at the State and national levels – is a rapidly growing intermediary city 
whose economic growth over the past two decades has been exponential. However, 
this growth, which is mainly commercial and industrial, has not resulted in a more 
inclusive distribution of the urban population. When one considers the growth that 
has resulted from rural migration and new urban residents, the urban area of Montes 
Claros remains territorially fragmented, with neighbourhoods that are more or less 
equipped with various public facilities (hospitals, schools, etc.) and served by pub-
lic transport depending on the socio-economic status of their inhabitants.

The current planning process is raising many issues. Among them, three crucial 
elements which must be rethought in order to develop an adapted planning approach 
and appropriate planning tools that can guide decision makers in shaping the city 
and region’s future. The first is a medium and long-term vision for Montes Claros, 
its hinterland and northern Minas Gerais; the second is the current (biased) percep-
tion of Montes Claros wherein only the dense downtown areas are considered and 
suburban areas remain disconnected from the rest of the city (and hence poorly 
integrated); the last is a participatory urban planning process that involves all stake-
holders and the entire population, from the diagnostic phase up through the defini-
tion of priorities in terms of urban policies, strategies and investments.
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5.1  From the Medium-Sized City to the Intermediate City, 
or How to Rethink Urban Dynamics

The concept of “intermediary city” was, until recently, seldom used to talk about the 
changes taking place in less known medium-sized cities all over the world. As they 
are still largely unexplored, their advantages and disadvantages relative to big cities – 
which are inherently connected with the global urban networks and dominant both 
economically and politically at the national level – remain largely unknown (Sassen 
2001; Taylor et al. 2007). Cities are mainly defined by spatial and demographic cri-
teria, with medium-sized cities being emblematic of the so-called “intermediary 
city.” According to international statistics, nearly 50% of the world’s urban popula-
tion now live in cities of less than 500,000 inhabitants. Such cities are home to two-
thirds of the urban population in Europe, half of the urban population in Africa, and 
a slightly smaller percentage in Latin America and Asia (United Nations 2014).

Taking the example of Europe, Adam (2006) highlights the fact that small and 
medium-sized cities of 20,000 to 100,000 inhabitants are the pillars of polycentric 
urban areas. Residentially speaking, their attractiveness seems obvious, notably due 
to lower land and real estate prices compared to larger agglomerations. Depending 
on the intercity communication networks, these small and medium-sized cities can 
also be more advantageous for new businesses. Other features, such as the quality 
of the natural environment, less traffic, a sense of safety and feeling of community 
belonging, may also work in their favour. However, these suppositions must be 
investigated on a case by case basis. In another European study of Baltic cities of 
20,000–200,000 residents, Kunzmann (2010:5) rightly states that some small and 
medium-sized cities benefit from belonging to regions, which, along with larger cit-
ies, form metropolitan regions: “Mediums -sized towns within metropolitan regions 
are the most likely winners of ongoing territorial development trends. They offer a 
combination of the advantages of living in the metropolitan core and in the country-
side. Usually, such towns have a long history, an own identity and a high degree of 
liveability, which is reflected by deeply rooted local traditions, good schools and 
public services, a high degree of security accessibility to nature and leisure grounds“ 
and, last but not least, affordable real estate.”

More generally, based on a comparative study on economic productivity in 114 
countries between 1960 and 2010, Frick and Rodriguez-Pose (2016) show that the 
larger a city becomes, the more poverty and instability increases. This is true both in 
industrialized countries and in emerging ones. With this growth also come negative 
externalities such as pollution, traffic congestion, higher rents and longer commutes. 
Hence, there is a critical threshold at which big cities cease to be economically pro-
ductive. While this appears to be true for industrialized countries, it is less so in South 
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countries. For the latter, economic productivity instead depends on the national con-
text and the available infrastructure in each type of city. There is no evidence that 
larger cities in South countries are inherently more productive. As the authors state, 
“A more nuanced view of how urban policies impinge on overall economic growth, 
especially in the developing world, is required,” (Frick and Rodriguez-Pose 2016:315).

In developing countries, these small and medium-sized cities face specific issues, 
namely less efficient public administrations, insufficient public funds to meet social 
needs and a lack of skilled professionals to manage large projects. In more industri-
ally and technologically advanced countries, intermediary cities long suffered the 
primacy of larger cities. The UCLG (the Global Network of Cities, Local and 
Regional Governments 2013, 2016) made the same observation. The association of 
local and regional decision-makers underlines the shortcoming these cities suffer. 
“These cities will require greater attention in the coming years, given that local 
governments must prepare for rapid urban growth and major challenges in the 
future: namely, political and financial dependence, limited capacity and scarce 
financial resources1”. Drawing on our previous studies on this question, (Bolay and 
Rabinovich 2004; Bolay et  al. 2004), intermediary cities are defined based on a 
certain number of characteristics, with three spheres of influence: micro-regional, 
national and international. More specifically, we can identify “affected” intermedi-
ary cities (with a strong territorial position), “satellite” intermediary cities (close to 
larger cities), and “remote” intermediary cities (more closed vis-à-vis their sur-
roundings due to their remote location (Nadou 2010).

In South countries, national governments have largely allocated service provi-
sion and fundraising to the lower tiers of the government, but without the necessary 
financial and human resources. As such, residents of smaller cities suffer a marked 
disadvantage in terms of drinking water supply, waste disposal, electricity and 
schools compared to those of larger cities (Cohen 2006). Notably, levels of infant 
and child mortality are proportional to city size and higher in larger cities (National 
Research Council 2003). Moreover, urban poverty is clearly lower than in larger 
cities (Ferré et al. 2012). Small and medium-sized cities thus have time to address 
basic infrastructure and service needs before the gap becomes too great. In other 
words, being small has some advantages.

To analyse this further, it is important to move away from a two-dimensional 
representation of “average cities” based on surface area and population size to a 
multidimensional understanding that incorporates economic, environmental, urban-
istic, infrastructural, community, political-institutional, social and cultural aspects 
as well; as the case of Montes Claros will demonstrate later (Fig. 5.1).

Three criteria seem decisive when it comes to defining intermediate cities:
The first is population size, with variations according to the country and/or region 

and which helps to determine a “critical size” after which organizing the urban area 
becomes more complex and, by necessity, more dependent on external relations. 
Depending on the country, the national population and its geographical distribution, 

1 http://www.uclg.org/en/media/news/intermediary-cities-new-urban-agenda (Accessed 20 May 
2019).
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the demographic size of what we call a “city” (and hence a small or medium-sized 
city) varies. At the international level, the United Nations considers medium-sized 
cities as having up to 500,000 inhabitants. For smaller populations, it is political and 
administrative norms that determine what a city is. Thus, in Switzerland for instance, 
a small country of some eight million inhabitants in the centre of Europe, any 
agglomeration of more than 10,000 inhabitants is considered as a city. In Bolivia, a 
huge country in Latin America with a relatively small population (depending on the 
region), any municipality with more than 2000 inhabitants is a “city.” Brazil (which 
will serve as our example in this chapter), whose total population is 207 million 
inhabitants, making it the most populous country in Latin America and fifth largest 
in the world,2 has more than 10,000 agglomerations3 of over 1000 inhabitants, 
which it considers as urban centres. The country’s urban population, which repre-
sents 86.17% of the national population, is defined based on this criterion.4

2 https://braises.hypotheses.org/1338 (Accessed 20 May 2019).
3 http://www.villes.co/bresil/ (Accessed 20 May 2019).
4 http://perspective.usherbrooke.ca/bilan/tend/BRA/fr/SP.URB.TOTL.IN.ZS.html (Accessed 20 
May 2019).

Fig. 5.1 Centre and outskirts of Montes Claros, Brazil in 2014. (Reproduced with permission 
from Bolay)
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The second criterion is the supply of services and amenities to the community, 
which must meet residents’ demands as well as provide inhabitants of the surround-
ing area with the necessary commodities for economic, social and cultural growth. 
This urban-rural interaction and the resulting regional dynamics are essential for the 
city’s functionality and, practically speaking, characterize it as intermediary based 
on the links it generates between the city and its immediate and more distant envi-
ronment at various levels.

The geographical location of the city is the third identification criterion. This 
dimension determines the latter’s functions in its region as well as its involvement 
at different territorial scales in complementarity to other agglomerations in the 
urban network. We will consider this point later in the text.

This first approach to urban intermediation involves three scales of intervention. 
Indeed, the combinations of different identification criteria of the intermediate city 
result in interactions with “variable spatial geometry,” touching the suburban and 
rural periphery (the hinterland, which one thinks of immediately) in a very direct 
way, and more spatially distant areas (which are in a virtual or physical proximity 
via new information and communication technologies) in a less direct way. We 
identify the three scales as:

The local and micro-regional scale. It is at this level that relationships between 
cities and their direct environments are addressed, both in urban-rural relations (hin-
terland) and in micro-networks of cities of different sizes and with distinct functions 
(Bolay and Rabinovich 2004):

• At the social level, by the complex links between rural and urban areas forged by 
individuals and families

• At the economic level, as a sector of agricultural production and marketing, 
small industry and services relating to the rural and urban economy

• At the environmental level, by the ebb and flow of natural resources (e.g. the 
urban water supply and wastewater discharge outside of urban boundaries, or 
industrial air contamination, the impact of which is also felt by nearby rural 
populations)

• At the territorial and infrastructural levels, as extension of land use to increase 
the social and economic activities of a growing population

• At the political and institutional levels, as an urban and regional sphere of 
decision- making relative to all the direct aspects of life in society.

It is at the national level that all the questions linking the city and its actors to the 
reference territory and its institutions play out. This occurs through:

• Its more or less harmonious integration with urban networks
• Relationships with other regions of the country
• Also by the links of mutual dependence between the local government and the 

various administrative departments of the federal government.

At the international level, the relations between the city and its extra-national 
environment at the global level are dealt with due to the specific role the city plays 
in a given sector (import/export, tourism, transport, etc.):
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• Organized independently and proactively by the city and its actors
• As part of a higher strategy developed at the level of national or supervisory 

authorities
• Through an international role specified directly through the globalization of 

exchanges, promoting or affecting the city’s present and the future.

Based on studies conducted in different Latin American countries, we distin-
guished different types of cities whose functions could be combined.

The ten main configurations are as follows in Table 5.1.
To interpret this urban typology, we will explore how cities interact with the 

outside world based on the main features that characterize intermediation. They can 
be described in these eight terms in Table 5.2.

Table 5.1 Main configurations of cities in different Latin American countries

1. Regional market The city is a driving force and plays a key role in the production 
and exchange of goods and services for the benefit of local and 
regional trade

2 Service center The city provides a range of public (health centres, schoolsetc.) and 
private services (banks, shops, recreation centres, information 
centres, etc.) for the urban community and neighbouring 
populations

3 Regional capital The city is home to the various political and administrative 
institutions at the provincial and/or national level for its territory of 
which it is the centre

4 Economic hub The city develops a concerted strategy for industrial production and 
large-scale commerce, investing in critical infrastructure and 
facilitating economic agents

5. Tourist center The city benefits from its comparative advantages (location, natural 
resources, historical heritage, culture, etc.) to promote activities 
directly related to national and/or international tourism

6. Communication node Through its strategic geographical location and through the 
development of infrastructures created to this effect, the city acts as 
a platform for exchanges between people and of goods and of 
information

7. Metropolitan 
periphery

The city’s growth and development are part of a dynamic that 
depends directly on its integration in the metropolitan area and the 
national/international dynamics that underpin it

8. Nationale/
internationale 
interface

The city’s geographical location (border, coastal, city-state, etc.) 
and development strategy (free zone, assembly plants, international 
tourism) give it a role that is driven largely by the rationale of 
internationalization of its trade

9. City member of a 
conurbation

The development of the city depends on its integration in a 
multi-unitary agglomeration comprised of urban communes that are 
linked to the other levels of the urban framework

10. Association 
consisting of a group 
of cities

Creation of a group of small cities spread out in a region with little 
urbanization and that develop joint projects
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This nomenclature, whose choices are debatable in terms of the multiplicity of 
its variables and different geographical scales of identification, is advantageous in 
that it provides precise, measurable criteria (which very few authors have done to 
date, and rather simply using the term “intermediate city” to describe medium-sized 
towns or secondary cities, without attempting to distinguish them from each other 
or define them in a functional typology). And yet, it is this work that is lacking, 
particularly given that cities of less than half a million inhabitants are those with the 
highest population growth rates (Birkmann et al. 2016; Keiner et al. 2004).

Given their demographic growth and economic potential, intermediate cities are 
critical for their regions, governing the economic flows that innervate and 

Table 5.2 Terms of intermediation

1. Demographic A city’s population dynamics include both internal development due to the 
natural growth of the population and migration from rural areas or other 
cities to other domestic and foreign cities

2. Economic The urban economy is relative to production and the exchange of goods 
and services available to the local/regional populations as well as national/
international markets, by private and/or public economic agents acting 
within a formalized regulatory framework or outside this framework 
through informal relationships of production and marketing

3. Environmental The environmental dimension concerns the supply, use and safeguarding 
of natural and energy resources i.e. policies, management and impact 
(environmental, social and economic) both in the areas of supply and in 
the urban territory, as well as through their impact at the supra-urban level

4. Social This refers to the human dynamics that underpin and explain individual 
behaviour, giving meaning to the many relationships residents have with 
the outside and justifying the specific forms of these exchanges

5. Politico- 
institutional

This encompasses the political, administrative and technical structures 
required by various public authorities at local, regional and/or national 
levels; the production of the norms, rules and laws promulgated by these 
bodies and the consequences of this legal framework in terms of 
relationships between political and institutional bodies, individuals and 
organized groups from civil society

6. Territorial On the formal level, it is the application of norms and rules for the use of 
space by the various social and institutional actors in a predefined 
framework in a reference territory (the city, metropolitan area, urban and 
peri-urban region, etc.). This territorial appropriation also extends to the 
“informal” social practice of occupying portions of the urban and 
peri-urban territory and the conflicts that may arise between a technical 
logic and community dynamics

7. Services and 
infrastructure

The infrastructures and facilities designed, built and managed by the 
competent authorities or by delegation to private/community urban actors 
and made available to a community in the form of services whose 
conditions are to be determined are identified (from public and free to 
commercial conditions of use)

8. Cultural The cultural dimension identifies the forms of expression that characterize 
a city and its population in the past and current history of settlement and 
exchanges based on endogenous and exogenous influences
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 circumscribe migration from rural areas and serving as connection points within the 
urban network at the regional, national and even international levels.

As urban centres of rural regions, intermediary cities like Montes Claros play a 
key role in the rural-urban relationship balance, both as service providers for the 
entire population, from producers to consumers (Satterthwaite and Tacoli 2003). 
This trend is not unique to Brazil, but rather can be observed in all emerging and 
developing countries, as Klaufus (2010) shows taking the examples of Guatemala 
and El Salvador. Thus, if public policies are well adapted to the context, these cities 
can play a critical role in the fight against poverty (Fig. 5.2). Moreover, these cities 
are often overlooked for the potential host role they play for rural migrants, who 
rarely migrate directly from their birthplace to major cities, which explains their 
statistically higher demographic growth (Aguayo-Te’llez et al. 2010; Romanos and 
Auffrey 2002).

Planning and governance of small and medium-sized cities must tailor regula-
tions, planning and decisions to fit the specificity of the context (advantages, poten-
tial, weaknesses, risks, etc.). In many of these cities, the main problem is lack of 
financial and human resources for managing the city in a comprehensive way, not as 
a fragmented entity comprised of specific social, economic and political interests, 
which result in social and spatial inequalities. Through decentralization and increas-
ing autonomy, global cities can now play a more decisive role at three different 
levels of territory: as regional decision-making centres, as a friendlier, safer alterna-
tive to larger cities and as affordable areas of economic development at national and 
international levels offering new opportunities for people and businesses (Bolay and 
Kern 2019).

The emblematic example of Montes Claros in the State of Minas Gerais in Brazil 
helps us understand how a city of nearly 400,000 inhabitants at the centre of an 
economically prosperous region, tackles problems of demographic growth through 
public policy, in order to resolve growing social, economic and planning disparities 
through an urban planning process adapted to historical, social and spatial context.

Fig. 5.2 New urban settlements in Montes Claros in 2014, a public policy alleviating poverty. 
(Reproduced with permission from Bolay)
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5.2  Montes Claros: A Growing Hub

Brazil is now one of the most urbanized countries in the world. According to Soares 
(2006), this urbanization is relatively recent, starting in the early 1940s. In 1950, it 
was estimated that the rural population represented 64% of the national population. 
Starting in the 1970s, this trend reversed, with the majority of the population becom-
ing urban. In 2010, 84.4% of the country’s population (160.0 million people) lived 
in cities.5 The country has 106 cities with more than 200,000 inhabitants (not includ-
ing state capitals), representing 20.4% of the national population and accounting for 
27.7% of Brazil’s GDP (Veja 2011).

Originally founded in 1831 (ACI 2012), Montes Claros is located between the 
16° 04′ 57″ southern latitude and 43° 41′ 56″ and 44° 13′ 01″ longitude west of 
Greenwich in the northern part of the State of Minas Gerais, which has 89 munici-
palities (IBGE 2010) (Figs. 5.3, 5.4 and 5.5). According to the IBGE, it has a sur-
face area of 3569 km2, including 97 km2 of urban territory corresponding to the 
urban perimeter (Wikipedia 2019) and an average altitude of 638 m. The average 
annual temperature is 24.2 °C, with two seasons: a hot, rainy season and a long, dry 
season (Gomez and Lamberts 2009). The average high temperature is 29.3° and 
average low is 16.7°. The maximum temperature exceeds 40° at times. The munici-

5 IBGE: (Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística). 2010 census. Available at: www.ibge.gov.
br/. Accessed 26 May 2019.

Fig. 5.3 Geo-spatial location of Montes Claros. (Reproduced from Google Maps 2017)
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pality of Montes Claros has existed since 1831, obtaining city status in 1857. The 
IBGE estimated the city’s population at 361,915 in 2010 and 390,212 in 2014, with 
a population of 20.7 million in the State of Minas Gerais and 202.8 million in Brazil. 
Today, it is an urban hub for a region of roughly two million people (Prefeitura de 
Montes Claros 2015).

Demographic growth for the municipal population is strong, with the overall 
population becoming increasingly urban in the past 50 years. In 1970, the municipal 
population totalled 116,486; 73% was urban (Figs. 5.6 and 5.7). In 1990, it  numbered 
250,002, 90.8% of which was urban. In 2000, of the 306,947 inhabitants, 94.2% 
were urban (Soares de França et al. no date). With 10 districts and 134 neighbour-

Fig. 5.4 Map of Brazil and State of Minas Gerais. (Reproduced from http://www.minas-gerais.
info/mapas/mapas.htm. Accessed 26 May 2019)
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hoods, 94% of Montes Claros’s population now lives in urban areas.6 This attraction 
to urban areas, linked in recent decades to the city’s industrialization, has resulted in 
the arrival of masses of rural immigrants who settle – often informally – on the 
urban fringes.

For Soares de França and Ribeiro Soares (2007a), Montes Claros meets the cri-
teria of an intermediate city. The authors emphasize, however, that “this consider-
ation should not only be based on demographic criteria or the role the city plays at 
the regional level but should also take into account its economic infrastructure and 
services”. Sixty three percent are working age (15–59), and 7% are aged over 60. In 
1963, Montes Claros became the first northern municipality in the State to found an 
institution of higher education. Today, it has two public universities and 17 private 
higher education institutions, as well as several technical training schools (ACI 
2012), that serve a total of 30,000 students. Montes Claros also has a top-rate offer-
ing when it comes to the health and medical field, with eight hospitals, three poly-
clinics, 15 urban health centres and 20 rural centres. Most of these are public 
institutions, though several are managed privately.7

It is likewise useful to consider the complexity of the division of labour relative, 
among other things, to Montes Claros’s geographical location and transportation/

6 IBGE CITIES (2015). http://cidades.ibge.gov.br/painel/historico.php?lang=&codmun=314330&
search=minas-gerais|montes-claros|infograficos:-historico (Accessed 26 May 2019).
7 http://www.montesclaros.mg.gov.br/cidade/aspectosgerais/saude.htm (Accessed 26 May 2019).

Fig. 5.5 The spatial organisation of Montes Claros. (Reproduced from Gonçalves Silva 2015)
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communication networks. Citing Sposito (2001), the authors add that this division 
of labour is not a strictly intra-urban dynamic but rather is interurban. To this we 
would add the importance of taking into account the urban-rural relationship (which, 
in Montes Claros’s case, is an agricultural and residential hinterland that abuts 
Montes Claros), shopping centres and other services that are used by the entire 

Fig. 5.6 Montes Claros in its region. (Google Maps 2017)

Fig. 5.7 Montes Claros from the hills in 2015. (Reproduced with permission from Bolay)
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urban and rural region, thus offering a privileged destination for rural migrant popu-
lations. However, as Esdras Leita (2010) points out, medium-sized cities with strong 
economic and demographic growth are increasingly facing housing supply issues.

Montes Claros’s economy has, since the city’s founding in the nineteenth cen-
tury, been based on export of basic commodities, agriculture and breeding. However, 
industry has gradually succeeded in replacing these cornerstones (Soares Costa da 
Silveira 2005). The service sector has also boomed, representing 66% of the city’s 
GDP in 1999 and 72% in 2008, followed by the industry sector (25%) and the pri-
mary sector (3%) (Soares de França 2012). The city’s location – far from major 
cities like Belo Horizonte and Sao Paolo – and infrastructure have helped make it an 
important hub for the northern part of the State of Minas Gerais. This, in turn, has 
attracted numerous investments (undoubtedly facilitated by tax incentives) and 
funding for urban programs from both the state and federal governments (Soares de 
França 2015). In 2015, the Prefect of Montes Claros cited the city as among the 20 
medium-sized Brazilian cities whose economic growth surpassed 30% in the past 
decade. This would explain why the current economic crisis Brazil is facing, with a 
decrease of 3% in the national economy in 2015,8 has affected Montes Claros less 
than other intermediary cities.9 The GDP was R$ 7,844,307,000 in 2014, with an 
annual per capital GDP of 20,102.10 This same year, Belo Horizonte, the State capi-
tal, had a GDP of R$ 87,656,760,000 and an annual per capita GDP of R$ 35,187.11 
As such, Montes Claros has become Minas Gerais’s 10th wealthiest city,12 with 
strong growth in recent years Municipal government revenues and annual growth of 
nearly 15%.13

Montes Claros’s consumption is equivalent to 25% of the State’s entire northern 
region. The monthly per capita income is R$ 647.92, 48.23% higher than the aver-
age income in the northern part of the State. Montes Claros is home to 10,862 com-
panies, which, in 2010,14 provided jobs for 69,045 people.

Until the late 1980s, Montes Claros was considered above all an industrial city. 
In the 1990s, however, investments in the industry sector declined, causing many 
companies to close or relocate to other cities. Investments were largely redirected 
toward the service sector (trade, real estate, health and education, to name the key 

8 http://www1.folha.uol.com.br/mercado/2015/10/1690728-brasil-sofre-pior-corte-em-pro-
jecao-de-crescimento-do-fmi.shtml (Accessed 26 May 2019).
9 http://www.montesclaros.mg.gov.br/agencia_noticias/2015/ago-15/not_04_08_15_4106.php 
(Accessed 26 May 2019).
10 https://minasgeraismg.net/cidades/montes-claros#economia-de-montes-claros-mg 1 US = 3.72 
reales. February 2019 (Accessed 26 May 2019).
11 IBGE – Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística 2015. https://minasgeraismg.net/cidades/
montes-claros (Accessed 26 May 2019).
12 ht tp:/ /www.deepask.com/goes?page=Confira-o-PIB%2D%2D-Produto-Interno-
Bruto%2D%2D-no-seu-municipio (Accessed 26 May 2019).
13 Roughly 142 million dollars.
14 For 2012, the Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatistica statistics give slightly different fig-
ures: 10,859 companies and 95,593 employees, with an average monthly salary of 2.1 times the 
minimum wage (set at 788 R$ a month (537/256 US$).

5.2 Montes Claros: A Growing Hub

http://www1.folha.uol.com.br/mercado/2015/10/1690728-brasil-sofre-pior-corte-em-projecao-de-crescimento-do-fmi.shtml
http://www1.folha.uol.com.br/mercado/2015/10/1690728-brasil-sofre-pior-corte-em-projecao-de-crescimento-do-fmi.shtml
http://www.montesclaros.mg.gov.br/agencia_noticias/2015/ago-15/not_04_08_15_4106.php
https://minasgeraismg.net/cidades/montes-claros#economia-de-montes-claros-mg
https://minasgeraismg.net/cidades/montes-claros
https://minasgeraismg.net/cidades/montes-claros
http://www.deepask.com/goes?page=Confira-o-PIB%2D%2D-Produto-Interno-Bruto%2D%2D-no-seu-municipio
http://www.deepask.com/goes?page=Confira-o-PIB%2D%2D-Produto-Interno-Bruto%2D%2D-no-seu-municipio
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ones), changing Montes Claros’s face forever (Silva Gomes 2007). A new dynamic 
was born, reinforcing its status as a medium-sized city in a dynamic of strong 
regional/interurban interplay, and strengthening its position as an intermediary city 
and the centre of a key region in the State of Minas Gerais. Following to Soares de 
França’s analysis (2012), this could explain why Montes Claros’s GDP rose signifi-
cantly in recent years, with growth of 177% between 1999 and 2008, falling just 
short of the national rate (185% for the same period, and 225% for Minas Gerais). 
This trend has continued, with a gain of 40% between 2009 and 2012.15 Nevertheless, 
the GDP per inhabitant is still below the national average, with 14,410 R$ per 
inhabitant in Montes Claros versus 22,64216 for nationally in 2015.

5.3  Verticalization of the Central Business District 
and Spatial Changes

As the fruit of a national strategy, the economic boom of the 1970s resulted in major 
territorial and social changes and a restructuring of urban functions and the role of 
secondary cities in Brazil’s urban network, creating new poles of attraction for 
national and foreign investment (Oliveira and Ribeiro Soarez 2014; Oliveira 2009).

From the second economic and social national development plan was born the 
national support program for capitals and medium-sized cities, designed to finan-
cially support urban infrastructure, transport and economic revitalization projects. 
According to Amorim and Serras’s definition (2001), medium-sized cities are 
urbanized areas with an urban population of between 100,000 and 500,000 inhabit-
ants. França et al. (article cited) add to this strictly demographic definition other 
criteria relative to infrastructure, economic diversity, cities’ relationship with their 
rural hinterland and their role in Brazil’s urban network.

This dynamic comes with an urban reform that dates back to the enactment of the 
new federal constitution in 1988, which includes a chapter on urban policy in Brazil 
and recognizes the autonomy of local governments legally, politically and finan-
cially. It also sets out guidelines for popular participation in decision-making pro-
cesses.17 This was followed by the creation of the “city” status at the national level, 
which explicitly recognizes the (social) right to the city, in 2001. This status requires 
all cities of more than 20,000 inhabitants to develop a 5-year master plan, and to 
follow certain mechanisms to guarantee the effective participation of citizens and 
associations in urban planning and management procedures.

15 http://www.deepask.com/goes?page=montes-claros/MG-Confira-o-PIB%2D%2D-Produto-
Interno-Bruto%2D%2D-no-seu-municipio (Accessed 26 May 2019).
16 The equivalent of $4683 and $7358 for 2016.
17 This constitutional reform encourages a number of cities (in Porto Allegre, Recife and, closer to 
Montes Claros, Belo Horizonte for instance) to set up “urban conferences” and participatory bud-
getary processes via municipal laws (Fernandes 2007).
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The new legislation likewise imposes also aims to regularize consolidated infor-
mal settlements in private and public areas. The Ministry of Cities, created in 2003 
under President Lula’s mandate, founded two important initiatives which were still 
effective until the recent federal government change in 2019: a program to support 
sustainable urban land regularization and a national campaign for participatory 
municipal master plans.

In the early 1970s and 1980s, Montes Claros experienced spectacular spatial and 
demographic growth, notably through the development of new housing estates, 
often outside the framework of formal planning and more as a result of private 
investments than government planning. During this period, downtown Montes 
Claros grew vertically (Fig. 5.8), with new service infrastructure appearing in addi-
tion to the renovation of public spaces, while other sectors fell into decline. With 
this came mobility issues, as the public transport supply did not provide service to 
all neighbourhoods. This process intensified during the 1990–2000 period, espe-
cially in the city centre along avenues with strong commercial and economic 
“potential” linked to a sharp rise in land prices and the restructuring of city streets 
into major traffic thoroughfares.

Today one easily distinguishes those housing estates inhabited by populations 
with high buying power in poor neighbourhoods (mainly in the east and north of the 
city). The same period saw the construction of many ten-story-plus buildings. In 

Fig. 5.8 Central Business District of Montes Claros in 2015. (Reproduced with permission from 
Bolay)
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2011, changes to the law on socially vulnerable areas relaxed regulations for build-
ings with more than five floors. The same year, the municipality ratified a law allow-
ing for the expansion of Montes Claros’s urban perimeter, further facilitating the 
verticalization of the built fabric. This extension carried over into the city centre and 
northern part of the city with commercial buildings and rental units in co-owned 
condominiums (Soares de França et al. 2014).

This trend continues today and has become hard-wired in legal terms. Starting in 
2002, the municipal authorities of Montes Claros produced several laws on land use 
in the municipality (Municipio Montes Claros, 2009, 2011, 2015). As one sees on 
the map produced by Soares de França et al. (2014), the verticalization of the city – 
initially for residential purposes – gradually expanded to include commercial real 
estate in the more central areas of Montes Claros. Today, this trend continues in all 
those areas with high land value, to the benefit of families with strong buying power 
and businesses with high added value (Soares de França 2015) (Fig. 5.9). For the 
authors, this trend negative could have an impact on the environment and quality of 
urban life. It also clearly marks the links between the public and private sectors 
(between the city government, on one hand, and large regional and national con-
struction companies and investors, on the other).

Analysing the same process in other Brazilian cities, Cohn (2012) concludes that 
the verticalization of the real-estate supply also affects access, socially speaking. As 
purchase and rental prices climb, only the rich can afford to buy or rent apartments; 
small business owners cannot afford to rent commercial space, which, according to 
him, negatively affects job creation among small businesses and industries with 
large, low-wage workforces. Many other Brazilian cities, intermediary and large 
ones alike, are also witnessing the verticalization of their housing supply. This phe-
nomenon goes hand in hand with their territorial expansion and social and cultural 
segregation that economically benefits the wealthier social classes18 and the com-
modification of city centres and residential areas with high land values, resulting in 
pronounced territorial segregation.

The verticalization debate, however, also has its roots in a planning model come 
down from the modernist movement that highlights such “constructive” solutions as 
a way of addressing issues of housing, infrastructure efficiency and economic vital-
ity (Soares Gonçalves 2004). For the author, promoters of this planning solution 
have, since World War II, highlighted synergies with business by a proximity effect, 
a more rational use of urban infrastructure (thanks to higher population densities) 
and the image of modernity and attractiveness these buildings represent (Fig. 5.10). 
Meanwhile, its critics highlight energy overconsumption in a small portion of the 
territory, overexploitation of urban infrastructure and services due to a highly 
 concentrated population at particular points in the city and a negative environmental 
impact in terms of shade and wind turbulence.

Technical solutions exist for making high buildings efficient in terms of energy 
and use of natural resources such as water, solar heat, etc. However, this requires 
significant investments in their design – which impacts production costs and com-

18 This is the case cited by Polidoro et al. (2012) for the city of Londrina, in Parana.
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Fig. 5.9 Urban verticalization in Montes Claros. (Reproduced from Soares de França et al. 2014)
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mercial value – and flawless integration of these buildings in masterplans environ-
mentally, demographically and infrastructurally. Such cases, however, are 
exceptional. Taking the example of London (UK), Appert (2008) points out that the 
high-rise buildings popping up in countries all around the world (old, new, industri-
alized or emerging ones such as Brazil) are a sign of potential conflict between 
preservation and promotion of historic urban heritage and the shaking up of the 
urban form symbolically (what image of city do we want in a global and compara-
tive perspective?). At the same time, such a context promotes economic growth, job 
creation and social well-being. These tensions need to be managed carefully, given 
that the image of the city is, today, a real concern and tool of power, politics and 
collectiveness.

In light of these characteristics, Montes Claros may be considered the regional 
capital of northern Minas Gerais. And like many other medium-sized cities in 
Brazil, Montes Claros’s development was reflected in a shift in rural migration – to 
its benefit, but to the detriment of larger Brazilian cities – and increased regional 
commuter traffic.

Parallel to these changes, however, a growing number of recent arrivals to the 
city are finding themselves in precarious housing conditions characterized by an 
impoverished population, insecure land tenure and a lack of urban facilities and 
services (Figs. 5.11 and 5.12). Montes Claros reproduces the process of territorial 
and social division found in other similar cities in Brazil. Favelas can be found in 
80% of medium-sized Brazilian cities, versus 40% in smaller cities of 20,000–100,000 
inhabitants (Esdras Leita 2010). Ce même auteur et son collègue Santos Martins 
précisent que pour Montes Claros, selon une analyse cartographique GIS, le nombre 
de favelas a augmenté de 9,6% entre 2005 et 2011. Et que cet habitat précaire cor-
respond désormais à 52,5% des nouveaux édifices de la ville. Ce qui est impression-

Fig. 5.10 New residential buildings in the suburbs of Montes Claros in 2014. (Reproduced with 
permission from Bolay)
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nant et dénote à la fois de la pression migratoire, du manque de logements pour les 
familles à faibles revenus et du manque d’application des règles d’urbanisme 
existant à Montes Claros (Santos Martins and Esdras Leite 2015).

The two graphs (Figs. 5.13 and 5.14) produced by the municipality of Montes 
Claros and analysed by geographers from UNIMONTES University show how 
urban land is used, with an ever-increasing extension of residential areas into the 
natural areas bordering the city, with low-income populations in the industrial north, 
east and south-eastern fringes of commune.

More generally, following the analysis of Esdras Leita and Pereira (2005), the 
poverty level – 74.7% in 1970 and 55.45% in 1991 – has dropped considerably in 
recent decades in Montes Claros (versus 33.17% in 2001). The wealthiest 20% of 
the population controlled 66% of the wealth. A good indicator of the spatial distri-
bution of poverty is reflected in the price of land that, in 2004, ranged from 1251 R$ 
downtown to 28–89 R$ in the suburbs. In wealthy neighbourhoods, monthly 
incomes ranged from 400 to 1200 R$ on average, while those in poor neighbour-
hoods ranged from 30 to 80 R$. Urban infrastructure and services also point to 
socioeconomic disparities. While water supply and sewage drainage systems exist 
across the entire territory (though not all homes are necessarily connected to them), 
public transport, street lighting and tree planting are grossly lacking in poor 
neighbourhoods.

Echoing the analyses of different authors, Feitosa et  al. (2011) point out that 
several factors contribute to urban spatial segregation, including the job market and 
its socio-economic impact (salary level, job insecurity, etc.) and increasing poverty 
among poor workers and sub-standard living conditions. Conversely, the expansion 

Fig. 5.11 New self-built home in the close suburbs of Montes Claros in 2014. (Reproduced with 
permission from Bolay)
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of the private property market may result in a concentrating of investment in neigh-
bourhoods of high standing, thus benefitting areas reserved for the privileged, at the 
expense of the poor. Finally, the lack of government action and failure to implement 
inclusive social urban policies hider the creation of social housing subdivisions. In 
summary, Gonçalves Silva (2015) defines Montes Claros based on its main social 
and urban management issues, which include: the lack of housing, segregation in 

Fig. 5.12 Self-built house in a suburb of Montes Claros in 2018. (Reproduced with permission 
from Bolay)
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Fig. 5.13 Urban land use in Montes Claros in 2015. (Reproduced from Gonçalves Silva et al. 
2015)
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terms of access to housing, which leads to precarious housing, real estate specula-
tion, traffic congestion, violence and crime, making the city an urban hub character-
ized by accelerated economic growth and stunted structural development. However, 
such segregation is unique neither to Montes Claros nor to Brazil.

Some authors, such as Smets and Salman (2008), show that spatial segregation is 
a multi-faceted phenomenon that is not only the matter of a divide between rich and 
poor neighbourhoods (between “gated communities” and “slums”, in its extremes), 
but also concerns migration, ethnic divisions, social exclusion and economic precar-
ity. In the Global South, as in the Global North, the prevailing economic globaliza-
tion and neo-liberalism tend to minimize the role of the State and urban communities. 
Tensions arise from both the pressure of budgetary allocations between public 
authorities (national, regional and municipal) and the fierce competition among cit-
ies worldwide. Cities – both large and intermediary – are increasingly influenced by 
the impact of global networks (financial, physical, demographic and intellectual) 
which, in turn, determine the speed and extent of political, social, economic and 
cultural changes at the local, urban and regional levels (Castañeda et  al. 2011; 
McCann 2008; Rossi et al. 2007; Roberts 2005; Robinson 2002).

Like most Brazilian and Latin American cities, Montes Claros – which acts as a 
transit hub at the State and national levels – is a rapidly growing intermediary city 
that has seen continued economic growth over the past two decades and, according 

Fig. 5.14 Subdivision of Montes Claros by income per household. (Reproduced from Gonçalves 
Silva 2015)
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to statistics, a gradual decrease in poverty. However, this development has not 
resulted in a more balanced or homogeneous distribution of the urban population in 
spatial and planning terms. Considering the resulting growth from rural migration 
and new urban residents, the urban area of Montes Claros remains fragmented ter-
ritorially, with neighbourhoods more or less well equipped and served by public 
transport depending on the socio-economic status of their inhabitants (Fig. 5.15). 
Soares de França and Soares (2007b) cite Montes Claros as emblematic of a 
medium-size city acting as a regional capital for the northern part of the state of 
Minas Gerais.

We would add that it is an intermediary city, as this centrality operates at several 
spatial scales (i.e. at local and micro-regional levels (flows of agricultural products 
and the marketing/processing of these products, health and educational facilities for 
the urban population as well as urban and rural populations from the rest of the 
state). This centrality also has national and international dimensions, primarily 
through economic dynamics that promote the creation of production companies of 
Brazilian and foreign firms (Alpargatas, Clairmont, Cotenor and Coteminas, to 
name a few Brazilian companies active in Montes Claros. Nestlé, RPC, Fiat, 
Novonordisk, Ciments Lafargue and many other foreign firms also operate in the 

Fig. 5.15 New social housing in the outskirts of Montes Claros in 2018. (Reproduced with per-
mission from Bolay)
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industrial zone, with production for the domestic market and for continental and 
global export, as in the case of Nestlé’s Dolce Gusto capsules19).

5.4  Urban Planning in Montes Claros: A Participatory 
Process?

Since the 2000s, Montes Claros has adopted a new, two-part masterplan: an urban 
development masterplan and a municipal housing plan, as part of the Habitar Brasil 
program (since 2002), with funding from the Inter-American Development Bank. 
The program aims to improve poor housing conditions in metropolitan and urban 
areas in Brazil, with the goal of supporting those who earn less than three times the 
minimum wage living in poor neighbourhoods. Major investments in Montes Claros 
have attempted to mitigate infrastructural deficiencies in these new residential areas, 
aiming to reorganize land, social and urban planning issues in a coordinated man-
ner, notably through involvement in sanitation, energy, transport and school facili-
ties (Soares de Souza and Soares de França 2011).

A fieldwork was organized in May 2015 and May 2016, in cooperation with 
Professor Iara Soares de França20 from the Universidade Estadual of Montes Claros 
(UNIMONTES21) and her colleagues and co-workers. We met with 30 individuals 
representing different local sectors in order to get their views on current key urban 
issues, the different players involved, the urban planning process and its objectives 
and implementation.

This work gave us an updated portrait of Montes Claros environmentally, spa-
tially, economically and socially, which we will now explore in light of the current 
planning process being implemented by the urban authorities.

A second study was conducted at Montes Claros in 2016, along with the same 
academic partners from Montes Claros and professors and students from 
UNIMONTES, among residents of four neighbourhoods that were considered rep-
resentative of various socio-spatial categories. The goal was to gather their opinions 
on the city’s urban development and gauge their knowledge of the authorities’ 
actions to develop new urban planning in the medium and long terms.

19 http://g1.globo.com/mg/grande-minas/noticia/2013/10/fabrica-da-alpargatas-e-inaugurada-em-
montes-claros.html (Accessed 26 May 2016), http://www.istoedinheiro.com.br/noticias/econo-
mia/20041006/coteminas-melhor-empresa-brasil/16658 (Accessed 26 May 2016), http://www.
em.com.br/app/noticia/economia/2015/12/17/internas_economia,718415/nestle-inaugura-fabrica-
de-capsulas-de-cafe-em-montes-claros.shtml (Accessed 26 May 2016), http://areaguas.com/rpc-
vai-construir-fabrica-em-minas-gerais/ (Accessed 26 May 2016), http://exame.abril.com.br/
negocios/noticias/fiat-industrial-construra-de-fabrica-em-montes-claros (Accessed 26 May 2016), 
http://www.novonordisk.com.br/fale-conosco.html (Accessed 26 May 2016).
20 http://www.ppgeo.unimontes.br/laeur.php (Accessed 26 May 2019), http://buscatextual.cnpq.br/
buscatextual/visualizacv.do?id=K4756289U7 (Accessed 26 May 2019).
21 http://unimontes.br/ (Accessed 26 May 2019).
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5.4.1  Heterogeneity and Priority Issues to Resolve

Urban planning and development issues are inevitably dealt with by representatives 
of various administrative and organizational institutions. Their heterogeneity high-
lights the multidimensional nature of regional organization and urban planning, 
which decision-makers and operators tend to reduce to their material aspects. While 
the latter are imminently important, the fact that they are the result of ad hoc politi-
cal decisions, and that changes made are not sustainable unless they are developed 
as part of a long-term vision via an inter-actor process, is too often overlooked. We 
will start by looking at the spatial aspects of urban planning, facilities and services, 
in order to then address the opinions of our respondents, irrespective of their 
identities.

Montes Claros is an intermediary Brazilian city according to demographic and 
spatial criteria, and based on its connection with its hinterland and the national 
economy. The municipal authorities consider it an urban agglomeration, but do not 
truly consider all facets of its regional influence. Within municipal limits, what mat-
ters to the authorities is not the rural areas – which are considered primarily as a 
source of labour supply for urban businesses and not part of a rural-urban entity – 
but rather the urban space. As the population of this heavily urbanized area grows, 
neighbouring rural areas depopulate due to urban immigration. Policy makers and 
professionals do not veritably address this issue often raised by scientists. Rather, 
only social service agents and NGO representatives point out this dichotomy by 
showing how people in rural areas lack services of all kinds.

At the urban level several shortcomings were observed, notably the regulation of 
the water issues (Fig. 5.16). Given the climate, Montes Claros requires not only a 
drinking water supply – which can today be found in almost all urbanized areas – 
but also technical measures for controlling floods during the high rainy season. Rain 
and flooding obviously have a negative environmental impact. However, periodic 
water shortages in certain areas stem not only from problems in the existing net-
works, but are also the result of accelerated deforestation due to “more or less” legal 
construction of new habitats in the surrounding hills.

The sprawling homes of the landed class and luxury housing developments 
(Fig. 5.17) are gradually threatening the region’s ecological balance (Fig. 5.18), as 
water struggles to find its way to the water table and instead runs off into the lower 
parts of the city.

Other technical questions relate mainly to: the electric power supply (inadequate 
in certain suburbs), harvesting, recycling and solid waste treatment22 (while landfills 
exist, they do not comply with environmental protection standards and have a nega-
tive impact), land use (which is poorly regulated), seismic monitoring and protec-
tion measures (in the event of earthquakes), and transport systems (Fig. 5.19).

22 According to SERENCO (2015), there is no garbage collection in neighbourhoods outside the 
city centre. Families dispose of their trash themselves, either by burning it or throwing it in vacant 
lots. Recycling and organic composting do not exist.
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All of this is the indirect result of the rapid growth of new social housing devel-
opments funded by national and state programs (Fig. 5.20) and luxury housing for 
the city’s elite. An urban mobility master plan exists, but has not been fully imple-
mented. Moreover, Montes Claros, as a regional hub, faces transport issues that 
challenge both regional mobility and the infrastructure and services that link the city 
and surrounding countryside. Montes Claros is a hub for the storing and redistribu-
tion of agricultural products, which generates considerable lorry traffic. It is also a 
commercial and industrial centre, where many individuals live in rural areas and 
commute to the city to work.

During our social housing development visits, we observed that public transport 
service was scarce and sporadic at best. To our knowledge, there is no recent and 
comprehensive study on the topic. Homeowners with modest incomes must simply 
accept the reality of this sub-standard transport service and “make do” with costly 
solutions such as shared taxis, motorbikes, etc., as they often work at some distance. 
Public amenities are also rare in these new developments. Schools, playgrounds, 
social and health centres are not systematically planned or built in these new sub-
urbs. The small, identical houses are all lined in rows, sometimes with a small yard, 
but no shared or common space. Simply put, the poor benefit from programs that 
marginalize them spatially. While affordable housing is still of paramount impor-
tance, it should not in itself be the objective of urban planning.

Fig. 5.16 Contaminated urban river in 2015. (Reproduced with permission from Bolay)
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Fig. 5.17 New gated 
private luxury estate under 
construction in the suburbs 
in 2015. (Reproduced with 
permission from Bolay)
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At a higher level of urban development, several respondents pointed out the fact 
that the land registry, if it exists, is not made public, thus enabling the political 
authorities and certain power elites to interpret it without consulting the public and 
the fact that, in many neighbourhoods, the urban master plan is simply not applied. 
However, in the words of another respondent, the problem is more general, and 
therefore more serious when one considers that more than 140 of Montes Claros’s 
neighbourhoods are still unzoned, rendering coherent and appropriate organization 
of public and private initiatives in these areas impossible. These essentially 
parcelling- type projects all have but without any strategic place in the medium or 
long-term development of the city. Most of the issues addressed by Montes Claros’s 
master plan in the medium and long terms have regional impact. Hence, a city plan 

Fig. 5.18 Luxury home in the hills of Montes Claros in 2015. (Reproduced with permission from 
Bolay)

5 An Intermediate City in Brazil: Between Inequalities and Growth



149

should likewise (and always) be a regional plan that takes into account both migra-
tion flows, in some cases definitive, as the population of the urbanized area increases, 
and in other cases in the form of daily commuting between downtown Montes 
Claros and the surrounding rural areas.

A number of societal issues also help shed light on Montes Claros’s functioning. 
Notably, what emerged from the interviews is that Montes Claros no longer has any 
civic culture to create social cohesion and identity. For some interviewees, Montes 
Claros and its region are no longer a collective reference, both in terms of its historic 
and built heritage (which is largely neglected and enthusiastically destroyed to make 
room for an avatar of “modernity”) and in terms of its natural environment (which 
is little developed and threatened by continued deterioration of its forest-covered 
hills and its rivers). What prevails are personal and political interests that couple 
political action and financial advantages to benefit the local elite.

Such first fruits generate biases in the very creation of participatory processes 
because the political authorities, in creating a new urban development plan, limit 
participation to a select elite that includes economic operators, academics and pro-
fessional associations. In other words, the many collective interest groups, NGOs 
and other associations are left out.

Fig. 5.19 Recent constructions in the hills near Montes Claros in 2015. (Reproduced with permis-
sion from Bolay)
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Fig. 5.20 Social housing 
in construction in Montes 
Claros in 2015. 
(Reproduced with 
permission from Bolay)
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5.4.2  Who Are the Actors of Urban Development at the 
Neighbourhood Level?

In addition to our interviews with experts and specialists, we felt it was pertinent to 
question inhabitants regarding their feelings about life in Montes Claros, their 
expectations of public and private decision-makers and their opinion of what local 
authorities were doing to improve urban living conditions.

For this, we interviewed approximately 20 families in each of the four neigh-
bourhoods (Fig. 5.21), which represent the different waves of migration to Montes 
Claros in the past decades. The main idea was to compare the professionals’ analy-
ses with the perception of users in a non-exhaustive manner.

These four neighbourhoods can be described in the following way: Major Prates 
and Santos Reis are old, densely – populated, working-class neighbourhoods located 
in a central area of Montes Carlos; Todos os Santos is a more affluent residential 
area with high land and real estate values, and; Residencial Sul is a recently built 
social housing complex that borders the Montes Claros agglomeration. These socio- 
spatial distinctions can be confirmed at the educational level; Major Prates and 
Santos Reis are the areas with the lowest educational levels (40% on average had 
not completed elementary schooling. It is likewise in these two neighbourhoods that 
we find the highest rate of unemployment (roughly 20%) whereas all of the resi-
dents of the other two neighbourhoods are employed. Santos Reies and Major Prates 
also have more poor families, 20–30% of which have a monthly income of less than 
1200 reales. This is not the case for the Todos os Santos and Residencial Sul neigh-
bourhoods, whose residents all live in single-family homes on 100–200 m2 parcels 
(for Residencial Sul), which is larger than in the three older neighbourhoods. There 
was, on the other hand, unanimity in terms of the type of occupancy: 82% of inhab-
itants on average owned their home.

Given these varied characteristics, it is interesting to consider the perception of 
city’s residents. When asked who was responsible for improving things in their 
respective neighbourhoods, the City Council was cited by an average of 50% of 
respondents. Equally interesting is the fact that, for 30% of respondents, it was the 
community that was primarily responsible for managing the neighbourhood 
(Fig. 5.22). This could provide a potential basis for effective collaboration between 
the local administration and inhabitants, particularly as this perspective was much 
more marginal with regard to the urban management of the communal entity 
(2.6–19.4% depending on the neighbourhood). More formally, urban management 
capacities were attributed to the City Council first and foremost, and to the State of 
Minas Gerais and the Federal government to a lesser extent.

In addition, while – officially speaking – a “participatory” planning process had 
been ongoing for over a year at the time of the survey, none of the 70 interviewees 
had been consulted personally or invited to a public meeting on urban planning. 
This leads us to deduce that the process was not systematically based on involving 
inhabitants from every neighbourhood. According to other informants consulted 
during the study, informational meetings were indeed organized but were, at best, 
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Fig. 5.21 Household survey of four neighbourhoods of Montes Claros organized by UNIMONTES 
and CODEV/EPFL in 2017. (Reproduced with permission from UNIMONTES)
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advisory campaigns and, at worst, pure partisan propaganda. Here we find an exam-
ple of top-down management, a far cry from participatory, bottom-up governance 
based on social involvement and the identification of shared priorities between the 
population and political representatives.

All those interviewed, specialists as dwellers, felt that urban planning should 
target the welfare of people from all walks of life, with an emphasis on alleviating 
the challenges faced by the poor and destitute, whose numbers are increasing and 
whose living conditions are gradually deteriorating (Fig.  5.23). A symptomatic 

Fig. 5.22 Inhabitants in one of the neighborhoods where the survey was done in 2016. (Reproduced 
with permission from Bolay)
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example of this is “street people.” We counted nearly 300 homeless people “living” 
in public areas in downtown Montes Claros. No municipal policy has been put in 
place for this highly vulnerable population (i.e. shelters, food banks, health services 
or care for mothers and children). The only initiatives designed on their behalf exist 
thanks to volunteers (religious groups in most cases). The same holds true for the 
750–800 junk “recyclers,” who are among Montes Claros’s poorest and who man-
age to find enough to survive on in the 600 tons of waste the city produces each week.

Fig. 5.23 Field visit on the occasion of the international seminar on intermediate cities organized 
by UNIMONTES and CODEV-EPFL in 2018. (Reproduced with permission from Bolay)
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Social issues are also part of the dichotomy between Montes Claros and its rural 
hinterland. For a total population of nearly 400,000 inhabitants, Montes Claros has 
11 Centros de Referencia de Assistência Social (CRAS), which assist roughly 5000 
individuals per year. The respondents felt this was insufficient, especially in the 
municipality’s rural areas where there is only one CRAS for a population of some 
20,000 inhabitants across 176 rural communities and over an area of nearly 3370 km2 
(versus the 97 km2 of urban area). This flagrant proportion questions the organiza-
tion of public services across the municipality.

Other societal aspects have mainly to do with the existing political system and 
modes of governance.

As in any democratic country, the alternation of power has repercussions both at 
the policy level and in the organization of administrative and technical services. The 
fact that the entire administrative framework changes with each change of Prefect 
negatively impacts Montes Claros’s ability to function; instead of taking into 
account previous projections, the overwhelming tendency is to start from scratch in 
order for the new leadership to leave its mark. Moreover, in a short-sighted vision of 
profitability, collusion between political authorities, local elites and big industry 
offers no prospect for social, urban or environmental sustainability.

These comments and critiques reveal an urban society in crisis, faced with the 
changes taking place at the demographic, infrastructural, environmental and cul-
tural levels. Respondents expressed some disappointment with regard to the incon-
sistencies in the regional planning process and their negative impact on the urban 
structure and social organization of the population, highlighting among other things 
the problem of mismanagement.

5.4.3  Long Live Planning: Players in Motion

Montes Claros’s urban planning process offers an excellent opportunity to identify 
the key players in this dynamic and explore how governance is organized in the city 
and surrounding region.

Before reviewing our respondents’ comments, we will briefly summarize how 
Montes Claros’s government is organized as, according to the law, the entity respon-
sible for urban planning but nonetheless answerable to official bodies, both at the 
state and at federal levels.

As mentioned earlier, the official birth of the city dates back to 1831, with its 
2000 inhabitants. The name “Montes Claros” was that of one of the haciendas in the 
region. Until 1760, the land belonged to indigenous groups, but was later conquered 
by gemstone searchers and subsequently cleared by farm owners.

A municipal government divided between a legislative power (a chamber of 23 
councillors elected for a period of 4 years23) and an executive power (led by a pre-
fect). In 2010, Montes Claros had 238,405 voters, a figure that has sharply increased 

23 No details on the political division in the House
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in recent years.24 According to respondents, the city council consists of a planning 
council, an environmental council and a land issues council, to which outside 
experts are invited to voice their opinions in an advisory capacity.

The critiques lean in two directions:
First, the implementing of decisions made by the council falls on technical teams 

and administration members who have neither a guaranteed job in the long term, as 
in many cities (and thus are more dependent on the political leaders in power), nor 
attractive salaries. This can lead to conflicts between individuals and departments, 
which does little to foster continuity in the implementing of decisions.

Secondly, political changes in the city’s administration have direct political 
repercussions on the continuity of urban alternatives, with each new mayoral team 
seeking to set itself apart from its predecessors and to “leave its mark”.

As in all democracies, elected city council members are chosen largely on a par-
tisan basis, without necessarily having any proven policy experience or technical 
skills in the area in question. As such, council members often find themselves in 
situations of dependence, both in terms of their party and with respect to execu-
tive power.

The result is a lack of autonomy for the local legislation relative to the city gov-
ernment and a lack of transparency in the choices made by the latter. To remedy this 
situation it is imperative to clarify the rules, state the prerogatives of the council 
versus those of the city government more clearly, and make decisions involving the 
city’s future more explicit and public.

Montes Claros’s current master plan dates from 2001 but is, in fact, a copy of that 
of Belo Horizonte, the capital of Minas Gerais. As such, no real consideration made 
for the specificities of Montes Claros. In reality, what still determines urban plan-
ning in Montes Claros is the master plan implemented in 1970, which itself was 
preceded by a plan developed in 1954. Brazilian law requires that every city have a 
master plan and sector plans for roads, accessibility, drainage and sanitation. For 
respondents, the main issue here is that these plans should not serve as simple mod-
els simply to be replicated without discernment. Rather, they should address the 
specific challenges of each city by reflecting the views and needs of their users. This 
explains why the process is extremely important. It was developed by the Prefecture 
(the local government) since 2014, in cooperation with three regional academic 
institutions (FIP, UNIMONTES and FUNORTE25). The collaboration took the form 
of weekly meetings on the topics addressed by the plans, in conjunction with all the 
municipal secretariats. These meetings have led to proposals on future land tenure 
law and an updating of the city’s zoning. Based on these documents, an online 
debate26 was launched and open meetings held with the public to gather critiques 
and suggestions. From these exchanges should emerge a set of guidelines that will 

24 According to the Tribunal Eleitoral Regional (http://www.tre-mg.jus.br/eleicoes/eleicoes-anteri-
ores/eleicoes-2010/informacoes-para-a-imprensa/eleitorado, accessed 28 May 2019).
25 Faculdades Integradas Pitágoras  – FIPMoc, Universidade Estadual de Montes Claros, e 
Faculdades Unidas do Norte de Minas.
26 There is no clear evidence of this online debate on the City of Montes Claros’s official website.
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be revisited by the municipality and its academic partners. A conference attended by 
numerous professionals and academics based on this collaboration was held in May 
2015. The main theme: “Urban planning, renewable energy and shared implementa-
tion: sustainable cities.”

In September 2015, the municipal council of Montes Claros studied the updated 
master plan, which included 13 guidelines: health, social protection, social develop-
ment, land use, environment, solid waste management and cleanliness, economic 
development, education, culture, sports and leisure, urban mobility, infrastructure 
and sanitation, roads and public lighting27  – an impressive list indeed. Once the 
document is finalized, potential crossover and complementarity among the topics 
will be identified and overall coherence ascertained. Certain issues raised during the 
discussions, such as taxes and taxation, public security, energy and historical heri-
tage, were eliminated from the list.

According to information from UNIMONTES, this preliminary plan, designed 
by Montes Claros technicians, was to be submitted for public review during the 
course of three public hearings, which took place in October 2015, in the central 
districts covered by the plan. The first hearing, opened by the prefect, provided a 
very descriptive overview of the plan, without topical hierarchy. The second focused 
on social and health issues, and the third on land and urban land uses. However, 
there is no indication of the number of people who attended these sessions. The 
documents posted online by the Municipality still lack a reference text that intro-
duces the 13 sector chapters and lays out the authorities’ vision for the coming years 
in terms of outlook, objectives, priorities, implementation schedule and expected 
results. Article 1 of the 2921 Act of August 27, 200128 (currently in effect) offers 
several key elements in its design and objectives: the plan is considered the basic 
tool for the physical, social, economic and administrative aspects of urban develop-
ment policy that targets sustainable development and the community’s aspirations 
through government action and private initiatives.

It is therefore not a participatory process with regard to the master plan, but 
rather served to validate the decisions already made by the authorities as reflected in 
the provisional plan. However, the process raises many issues. To begin, it is impos-
sible to discern the authorities’ medium- and long-term vision, which would be 
helpful in streamlining the urban planning. Furthermore, the authorities’ perception 
of Montes Claros is biased as it only takes into account the dense areas in the city 
centre. The rapidly growing outskirts and suburban areas are still disconnected from 
the rest of the city and are poorly integrated in this prospective exercise. In the 
future, Montes Claros must be seen as an urban hub for northern Minas Gerais, in a 
kind of urban/rural/interurban interplay that involves environmental, social, educa-
tional and housing issues. All neighbourhoods and people cannot be dealt with in 
the same way; specific needs and priorities must be taken into account.

27 http://www.montesclaros.mg.gov.br/planodiretor/planodiretor2015.htm (Accessed 26 May 
2019).
28 Also on the municipality’s web page.
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While there is undeniably cooperation with national and regional authorities in 
the implementation of the new plan, many respondents felt planning does not really 
consider residents’ opinions or seek ways to understand their wishes and view-
points. Instead of a top-down process involving outside experts – in itself is not a 
reprimandable approach – the new plan would start from the needs and concerns of 
neighbourhoods and their inhabitants, which urban priorities would then reflect. It 
would also be beneficial for academic partners to be seen as producers of scientific 
works whose results may contribute to the debate and influence planners and pol-
icy makers.

The lack of integration and democratic participation are indirectly reflected in 
the “assistance-oriented” political culture: many programs assist vulnerable popula-
tions (bolsa familiar, FIES – Fomento ao programa de governo do ensino superior) 
but are inherently designed as emergency safeguards and therefore do not resolve 
long term funding problems.

A final, yet critical, considering in the current process is that, once completed, 
the master plan should be supported by enabling legislation. Without it, the plan 
cannot be fully functional.

5.5  Regional Integration. Towards True Urban Planning

With a population of nearly 400,000 inhabitants and a municipal budget of 368 mil-
lion dollars in 2016 Montes Claros is a perfect example of an intermediary Brazilian 
city. While it would be incorrect to describe it as a poor city, the urban population is 
highly segregated; one third of the city’s population is poor, and the wealthy – who 
represent 20% of the population – control 66% of the local wealth. This fragmenta-
tion of the social fabric is also reflected in the more than 140 unregulated neighbour-
hoods and 50,000 people living in makeshift housing conditions, again resulting in 
extreme differences in income (400–1200 R$ per month in the city centre to 
30–80 in poor neighbourhoods).

As Estrad Leita and Soares Silva de Melo (2017:130) point out, “We understand 
that urban growth is heterogeneous. It has occurred in a disorderly, uneven way with 
socio-economic segregation in which privileged social groups enjoy urban areas 
with functioning infrastructures while another segment of the population has settled 
in the parts of the city with great shortages and social problems.” In this respect, it 
should be added that Montes Claros continues to grow demographically, with 1.43% 
annual growth between 1991 and 2000, and 1.66% between 2001 and 2010, with a 
municipal urban population level of 95.17%.29 And according to respondents, this 
trend continues, as reflected – as previously stated – by an explosion of new housing 
developments for all categories, from federally-funded social housing to exclusive 
“gated communities” and luxury villas on the slopes of neighbouring hills. This 
urban growth also goes hand in hand with the fragmentation of the territory. In the 

29 http://atlasbrasil.org.br/2013/pt/perfil_m/montes-claros_mg (Accessed 26 May 2019).
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north of the city near the industrial zone one finds peripheral urban areas that are 
home to low-income families (Batista and Pereira 2017; Soares Santos Brandão and 
Toneli da Silva 2016). More recently – since the 2000s – poor families have been 
settling in social housing developments built by the federal government, and not 
merely social segregation as the aforementioned authors propose.

In addition to these socio-economic and territorial disparities, two other major 
problems exist. The first is the depletion of natural resources due to advanced defor-
estation and periodic flooding of central neighbourhoods, a problem that largely 
results from the construction of new housing developments (social and luxury), 
wherein the environmental impact of these forms of urbanization, which have 
become increasingly popular in the past 20  years, are not fully considered. The 
second is the lack of regional integration of the municipality’s rural hinterlands. 
These areas, where services and telecommunications are still rudimentary, are grad-
ually being abandoned in favour of the urban centre and new suburbs.

To address this situation, the local authorities are in the process of developing a 
new master plan. The Brazilian Constitution, updated in 2015, specifies in Articles 
182 and 18330 that “urban development policy led by the municipal government, 
according to the general guidelines established by the law, is designed to order the 
full development and social functions of the city, and to ensure the welfare of its 
people.” A master plan approved by the City Council is mandatory for all cities with 
more than 20,000 inhabitants should serve as an instrument for enforcing federal 
law adapted to the local context in the form of municipal laws (following the pre-
cepts of the federal law) to resolve issues relative to taxes on land, real estate value, 
parcelling and expropriation.

In addition, there is also a constitutional instrument in the form of a law regulat-
ing the status of the city in Brazil (Senado Federal 2008). The first Article of this 
federal document states that public standards for social welfare will regulate the use 
of urban land for the good, security and well-being of citizens and environmental 
balance. As such, the plan aims to create a sustainable city, including a right to 
urban land, housing, infrastructure, services, transport and employment for every-
one. This requires democratic management and the involvement of the people and 
associations in the formulating, implementing and supporting of plans, urban devel-
opment programs and other projects.

The project of urban planning, launched in 2014, is extremely important consid-
ering the transformation Montes Claros has undergone in recent decades and the 
need rethink the municipal territory and surrounding region vis-à-vis population 
growth and economic change. Rural areas are depopulating as the urban population 
gradually increases. Furthermore, economically speaking, Montes Claros has argu-
ably experienced its third revolution. Until mid-1900s it was primarily a centre for 
the agro-processing industry and agricultural trade before slowly becoming a centre 
for industry – which it is still today – and home to many companies. In the past 
20 years, Montes Claros has come to be seen as a service hub for the surrounding 

30 Constituição da República Federativa do Brasil Atualizada até a Emenda Constitucional, No. 88, 
May 72,015 (http://www.planalto.gov.br/ccivil_03/constituicao/constituicao.htm).
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area, particularly as regards higher education institutions and pre-eminence in the 
health sector. Its many commercial enterprises also offer a wide range of services. 
However, as incomes rise, social segregation increases. Today, the municipality is 
facing the issue of social exclusion, with an increasing proportion of the urban pop-
ulation living in economic insecurity and relative marginalization, both geographi-
cally and socially. These are key issues for a comprehensive urban plan whose aim 
is to not only act spatially.

This ongoing process – which is nearing its completion – may be can be seen as 
an associative process, but not a veritably participatory one. City Hall has indeed 
teamed up with private agencies and representatives from different sectors (univer-
sities, representatives from the economic community, etc. and the ad hoc commit-
tees of the City Council), but without including the public in the initial phase of 
democratic debate. It is only now in the final phase that the provisional results, 
which will determine the guidelines for future planning, will be presented and dis-
cussed in the more urbanized areas of the city. This exclusive approach has received 
considerable criticism from “outsiders”, particularly volunteer organizations and 
social groups, who were not invited to participate in the process from the beginning. 
For them, this denotes a certain authoritarianism on the part of the public authorities 
(especially the Mayor, who has close ties with business and industry circles), who 
have not seized the opportunity the new plan affords to engage in an open dialogue 
with the public to better understands its needs and desires. While some scepticism 
was noted among those interviewed, it is still too early to judge the impact. Rather, 
what counts is the impact these debates will have on the final product, which must 
be approved not only by the local authorities but by the State as well. It remains for 
the government to prove its willingness to change its course of action by acknowl-
edging the reactions that arise from these neighbourhood forums, and develop pro-
posals include outlying areas and their populations in economic growth and social 
redistribution dynamics.

In conclusion, though Montes Claros cannot be described as a “poor city”, it can 
be described as a medium-sized city that, like many other cities in Brazil, is experi-
encing the kind of unbalanced growth that is typical of what one can see in many 
intermediate cities around the world. Brazil has become one of the most segregated 
countries in the world, an emblem of economic globalization in a growing struggle 
between global regions and cities (nationally and internationally) and strategies to 
improve social cohesion and cultural/economic integration politically and in terms 
of urban planning. Urban planning is not merely a technical or spatial endeavour; it 
must aim to help cities and regions adapt to larger context in order to respond to the 
needs of all of their people through projections over time.

Returning to our definition of the “intermediary city” (Bolay and Kern 2019; 
Bolay and Rabinovich 2004) and the objectives of urban and regional planning that 
is tailored to the context both spatially and socially, we concluded that the first goal 
must be eliminating poverty and insecurity among vulnerable segments of the soci-
ety, through comprehensive planning that promotes the integration and inclusion of 
new urban residents and all social groups.
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Urban planning of intermediary cities is particularly complex for the reasons 
outlined in our paper. As in the case of Montes Claros, these cities face issues that 
must resolve if they are to succeed in promoting the type of sustainable develop-
ment targeted by Brazilian legislation.

The first key challenge is the extremely rapid population growth these cities are 
facing. In the case of Montes Claros, which serves as a multi-dimensional activities 
hub for the northern part of the state, the intense and continuous flow of rural 
migrants has led to the creation of new subdivisions on the city fringes. These sub-
divisions are poorly equipped and poorly integrated in the urban community. It is 
therefore imperative that local authorities endeavour to integrate this dimension in 
the current urban planning. Otherwise, spatial fragmentation and social segregation 
are likely to continue to grow.

The second issue Montes Claros must address – like most intermediary cities that 
act as employment/service centres for the surrounding rural area – is that of spatial 
organization, which must be designed in coherence with this rural-urban interface 
by understanding the various dimensions that impact both rural and urban popula-
tions, as well as the natural and built environments. The public authorities in Montes 
Claros must quickly address the environmental problems the city faces, be it water 
(supply and flooding), deforestation or contamination (particularly through a more 
streamlined management of household/industrial waste).

The third key element is that of citizen participation in decision-making pro-
cesses, especially in defining and implementing new urban planning. We noted that 
the current process has tended to favour certain stakeholders in the designing of this 
new urban planning phase (economic representatives, professional associations, 
universities, etc.). This stems from the fact that the process was not designed using 
a bottom-up approach designed to promote the participation of all residents in all 
neighbourhoods, to identify problems and their desires in order to integrate them in 
the planning process. Analysis by experts would also help in determining priorities 
by considering the municipality’s perspective from all areas: downtown, peri-urban 
and rural. Failing to do so is likely to both alienate people from political life and 
result in a spatial plan that is incoherent and non-inclusive.

Rapidly growing, intermediary cities in emerging countries like Brazil, or in 
developing countries, are once again on the agendas of national governments and 
internationals agencies. However, the challenge  – beyond rhetoric and sweeping 
principles – is to better define what intermediation means exactly, in order to trans-
late it into analytical tools for public action.
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