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São Paulo’s favelas are running out of
food. These women are stepping in.
COVID-19 is worsening hardship in Brazil's working-class settlements, so this

group is giving out 6,000 free meals a day.
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The sprawling favela of Paraisópolis, home to more than 100,000 residents, is surrounded by
high rises in the Morumbi neighborhood, one of the richest in the city. Lack of government
services in the favela has the local residents’ association ramping up their own to c... Show more

S Ã O  P A U L O ,  B R A Z I L — Tatiana Bernardo de Nascimento, 27, holds out
her hands so the young couple delivering meals at her door can spray them
with sanitizing alcohol. There’s no soap and the taps often run dry in her
home in Paraisópolis, a working-class community of more than 100,000
residents that constitutes one of the city’s many favelas, or informal
settlement neighborhoods.

Nascimento’s husband lost his job as a welder at the end of March, just
before São Paulo was put under quarantine in an attempt to prevent the
spread of the novel coronavirus. The couple, their three small children,
and Nascimento’s brother (who lives with them) are now without income.
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Left: Volunteers of the Paraisópolis Women’s Association
prepare up to 6,000 free meals a day to deliver to
residents placed under quarantine in an attempt to
prevent the spread of the novel coronavirus. The meals
are a lifeline for the poor.

Right: Rice, black beans, salad, and ground beef can be
prepared quickly to be delivered to those in need
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Even before the world was gripped by a pandemic, Nascimento and her
family were facing extreme hardship, along with the other residents of
Brazil’s favelas, which number in the thousands. Running water, gas for
cooking, and sufficient food to make nutritious meals have become
luxuries; access to formal housing, health care, and stable employment are
often out of reach.

P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y  G U I  C H R I S T

prepared quickly to be delivered to those in need.

P H O T O G R A P H  B Y  G U I  C H R I S T

Maria Angelica de Araújo Costa delivers a meal and
sprays disinfectant on the hands of a resident. Clean
water is scarce in the favela.
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Now, failures in the country’s
social health systems are making
it nearly impossible for favela
residents to follow public health
recommendations meant to slow
the spread of the coronavirus,
which makes these communities
especially vulnerable to infection.

Nascimento worries about her
mother, who was told not to leave
the house by doctors after they
suspected her dry cough and fever

could indicate COVID-19. With little help on offer from the government,
Nascimento was concerned about feeding her family of six until a neighbor
told her about the Paraisópolis Women’s Association, a community
organization established in 2006 to support women and their families; the
association is now cooking and delivering meals to Nascimento and other
residents like her.

“Without the help of our community, we would be left with nothing,”
Nascimento says, standing in the doorway of her cement-block home,
tucked away in the corner of a narrow alleyway.

Left: The Paraisópolis Residents Union volunteer Amanda
B V l Sil i ht ll l d

About this mapAbout this map

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/pages/article/about-our-basemaps/


6/30/22, 11:32 AM São Paulo’s favelas are running out of food. These women are stepping in.

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/science/article/coronavirus-brazil-sao-paulo-favelas-running-out-of-food-women-stepping-in 5/17

“But I’m afraid of what will happen when people stop sending donations.
What will we do when they forget about us again?”

A housing crisis meets a pandemic

Brazil has a housing deficit of 6.3 million homes, according to a study
conducted by the João Pinheiro Foundation, an office of the secretariat for
planning and management of the government of Minas Gerais—a state
neighboring São Paulo.

Excessive densification (when the same bedroom is shared by more than
three people) and cohabitation (when one home is shared by more than
one family) are emblematic of the current housing crisis. In favelas, the
problem is even more severe—and São Paulo leads in the housing deficit
ranking, lacking approximately 640,000 homes.

“In China, [COVID-19] spread within households was one of the major
forces that propelled ongoing transmission of the virus,” says Carolyn
Cannuscio, a social epidemiologist at the Hospital of the University of
Pennsylvania. “In a favela, if many people are occupying a small home, the
risks are incredibly high for transmission within the household.”

Matriarchs are typically the heads of households in favelas. A study
conducted in late March by Data Favela and Instituto Locomotiva reports
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Barros Vasconcelos Silva, right, enrolls an unemployed

resident into the free meals program. The resident lost
her job due to the pandemic.

Right: A family crowds into their kitchen for breakfast.
The tight quarters in the favela make it nearly impossible
for residents to follow the recommendations meant to
slow the spread of the novel coronavirus making the
community especially vulnerable to infections.

http://agencia.fapesp.br/deficit-habitacional-e-obstaculo-para-isolamento-vertical-dizem-pesquisadores/32874/
https://twitter.com/CarolynCannu
https://www.ilocomotiva.com.br/single-post/2020/04/02/BBC-92-das-m%C3%A3es-nas-favelas-dizem-que-faltar%C3%A1-comida-ap%C3%B3s-um-m%C3%AAs-de-isolamento-aponta-pesquisa
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that 92 percent of the 5.2 million mothers living in Brazil’s favelas would

have difficulty buying food after losing one month’s income. The gravity of
this finding is amplified by the fact that 80 percent of those surveyed said
they have already lost income due to the self-isolation mandated to slow
the spread of the coronavirus.

P H O T O G R A P H  B Y  G U I  C H R I S T

Dr. Ricardo Vieira da Silva, left, and Patricia Kele ride in an
ambulance as part of a “removal squad” sent to the
homes of people who may have COVID-19 symptoms.
Because emergency vehicles from the city’s public health
system take hours to arrive—if they enter the f...

Read More
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Maria José de Jesus Silva, a 26-year-old mother of two, who is six months
pregnant with her third daughter, is concerned about her family’s tight
quarters and their ability to wash their hands. Her children, husband,
aunt, and cousin share a three-room house in Paraisópolis.

“We try not to get too close to neighbors, we stay away from friends, but
there’s no way we could stay away from each other,” she says. “What if one
of us gets sick? Where would we go?”

P H O T O G R A P H  B Y  G U I  C H R I S T

Dr. Ricardo Vieira da Silva, right, walks with his team to
make a house call in the favela. "It's a very poor
community, and it's very usual to find families with four or
five children, and sometimes up to 10 people, living in a
tiny room which makes our work even harder... Read More
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Hardship and scarcity in favelas

Access to adequate health care, stable employment, and even clean water is
also scarce in Paraisópolis.

In an effort to support the community’s already overtaxed public clinics
and emergency rooms the local residents’ association has set up field
hospitals in empty schools; these are helping keep people with mild
symptoms in isolation. Because emergency vehicles from the city’s public
health system take hours to arrive—if they enter the favela at all—the
group has used donated funds to rent three ambulances to serve the
community.

Silva’s husband, Fernando Edson Fernandes, had just completed his
service with the Brazilian army and was looking for a job when the
quarantine was announced. Her cousin, Raine Santos da Silva, was laid off
from her telemarketing job at a medical clinic shortly before the lockdown.
Fernandes’s last army payment, which will come in May, will be the
family’s only income. They are all looking for work.

For now, they crowd around the table in their tiled kitchen, sharing
buttered bread and coffee for breakfast. Silva tries to keep her two girls,
six-year-old Erlane and eight-year-old Edilaine, busy while they’re out of
school by giving them math and Portuguese language activities to do.
Other times, the girls play with their favorite dolls, two smiling cloth
ballerinas in pink tutus.

When Silva first heard about the coronavirus in January while watching
the news, she worried that the disease would eventually reach Brazil; she
bought hand sanitizer for her daughters to bring to school.
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“We’re used to getting diseases here, and I’ve seen how they can spread
fast,” Silva says, referring to outbreaks of viruses such as Zika, dengue, and
measles that the country has seen recently. “I wanted to make sure we
were prepared. I wanted to make sure my daughters were safe.”

But the girls used the last of the hand sanitizer a couple weeks ago, and the
soap in their house is starting to run low. Water runs from the tap in their
kitchen sink, but they’re never sure when it will be turned off. When that
happens, often in the evening before dinner, it doesn’t come back on until
morning.

According to Brazil’s National Water Agency, some 40 million people in
the nation do not have access to the public water supply and roughly 100
million are not connected to sewage treatment. Many residents of
Paraisópolis live with open sewers running under and around their homes,

P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y  G U I  C H R I S T

Left: With little government support, Paraisópolis
residents do what they can to help their community.
Volunteers produce masks in a sewing workshop located
at the Elderly Care Center.

Right: Firemen teach first aid to the Paraisópolis
Residents Union members who have volunteered to take
part in the newly-formed COVID-19 program.
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p p g ,
which presents a potential risk. Preliminary studies have indicated that

coronavirus can survive in wastewater, though it is unclear if people are
catching the disease via this route.

Even those who do have regular access to water often have just one sink in
their homes.

“In the majority of houses in favelas, one of the biggest difficulties is being
able to separate areas where you prepare food and do dishes from areas
where you wash clothes,” says Tainá de Paula, a social architect and
president of international relations at the Institute of Architects of Brazil.
“So, it’s really difficult to ask someone who lives in a favela to comply with
these rigid methods of hygiene during this type of crisis.”

A community kitchen rises

While the government has not created a favela-specific plan to protect
residents from the spread of COVID-19, São Paulo’s water and waste
management company, Sabesp, has started to distribute 1,200 water tanks
to Paraisópolis residents. It’s not nearly enough for the community, but for
those who have managed to get their hands on one it will make all the
difference.

Left: Masks are popping up everywhere in the favela, but
most still don't where them or practice social distancing.

https://twitter.com/NatGeo/status/1248657302808379394
https://www.who.int/publications-detail/water-sanitation-hygiene-and-waste-management-for-covid-19
https://itdpbrasil.org/sobre-taina-de-paula/
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“We didn’t have a water tank at all before this one,” says Marcone
Francisco da Silva, who lives with his wife and mother. He smiles as he
carries his new tank down the main stretch of Paraisópolis and back to his
home. “Now we’ll be able to wash our hands so much more.”

To help with food shortages, the Paraisópolis Women’s Association
ramped up meal production at its bistro, Mãos de Maria (Maria’s Hands),
which provides work for women in the community. By late April, the
association was making 6,000 meals a day, using hundreds of kilograms of
rice, meat, beans, vegetables, and pasta that were donated or purchased
with money from an online crowd-funding campaign. The association has
since moved its operation to a larger kitchen and expects to increase its
production to 10,000 meals a day.

P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y  G U I  C H R I S T

Preacher Washington Leite de Oliveira at his small church
located in the Paraisópolis.

Right: Adriano Silva Santos at the Palmeirinha soccer
court.

P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y  G U I  C H R I S T

Left: Antonio Humberto Souza in front of his mineral
water shop.

Right: Maria Sale de Pontes at her candy shop.

https://www.facebook.com/Bistroecafemaosdemaria/
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“It seems like a big number, but for a community with 100,000 residents,
it’s really not,” says Elizandra Cerqueira, president of the Paraisópolis
Women’s Association. “There are so many more who need our help.”

The young couple who made the meal delivery to Nascimento’s family,
Maria Angelica de Araújo Costa and Pedro de Araújo Teixeira, live in this
part of Paraisópolis, too. They were eager to volunteer, despite the
personal risks.

“We’re a community,” Costa says. “We have to do everything we can to
help. We have to take care of each other.”
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