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CHAPTER 9

Urban Design, Planning, and the Politics
of Development in Curitiba

Clara Irazdbal

Over the past several decades, Curitiba, Brazil, has been referred to as an environ-
mentally sustainable “model city” and as a remarkable example of both a successful
urban planning process and a large array of urban design projects that are attractive,
innovative, functional, cost-effective, and replicable. This chapter examines urban de-
sign and planning projects and processes in Curitiba since the 1960s, and shows many
reasons why the city deserves praise: an effective and continuous planning process
has guaranteed efficiency in public transit, historic and cultural preservation, a revi-
talized and pedestrian-friendly downtown, effective environmental programs, and a
series of urban design and architectural catalyst projects.

This chapter also discusses some political and institutional factors that have fa-
cilitated the development of Curitiba’s planning process, and some current urban
governance and planning problems the city is facing. Curitiba’s planning process has
been shaped by the accommodation of diverse interests around a political project, the
media dissemination of a particular city image, and the permeation of material gains
to the lower income classes. Conversely, some factors that are challenging the city’s
governance model and threaten to subvert the future of planning processes include
increases in urban problems and inequalities across the municipalities of the metro-
politan region, deficiencies of institutional structure and coordination at the level of
metropolitan planning and governance, and inadequate responses to the increasing
challenges to government and planning institutions from citizens demanding greater
accountability and participation. I argue that the institution of more effective citizen
involvement in Curitiba’s decision making is the way to relegitimize and continue the
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processes of urban design and planning that had such a brilliant start in the 1960s and
a commendable implementation record from the 1970s to the early 1990s.

Planning and Urban Design in Curitiba

Curitiba has a six-decade-long history of formal urban design and planning.' It started
with the Agache Plan in 1943, designed by the French urbanist Alfred Agache, when
Curitiba had 120,000 inhabitants.? Through the restructuring of the street network,
this plan established guidelines for concentric growth of the city and provisions for
land-use zoning, sanitation measures, distribution of open spaces, and allocation of
areas for urban expansion. The plan also proposed the construction of cultural and
government buildings and centers, one of which—the Civic Center, housing local,
state, and federal public agencies—was constructed beginning in 1952 and was de-
signed according to the tenets of modern architecture.

Curitiba’s popuIatioh reached 180,000 inhabitants at an annual growth rate of
more than 7 percent in 1950—more than what the Agache Plan had anticipated. To
~ address this massive growth, Curitiba’s first zoning act was passed in 1953 and the
first mass-transit system plan in 1955. By 1960, the population had doubled to 361,309
inhabitants, and the rapidity of urban growth increased the need for its manage-
ment. This growth, together with the planning and building of Brasilia as the new
capital city of Brazil in the late 1950s and early 1960s, created a renewed impetus for
the fields of urban design and physical planning in Curitiba as means to direct growth
and achieve progress and modernization. Curitiba continued a process of significant
growth through the 1960s, maintaining one of the highest growth rates in Brazil—
- an average of 5.36 percent a year—demanding more urban planning? In the 1960s,
the Agache Plan remained only partially implemented and required updates and
adjustments. ‘

In 1965, the municipality of Curitiba opened a public competition for a new plano
diretor (master plan) and selected a planning firm from Sao Paulo led by architect-
planner Jorge Wilheim.* Developed in conjunction with city officials and elite groups,
the plan was approved in 1966. By this time, Curitiba had almost 470,000 inhabitants
and an annual growth rate of 5.6 percent. Unlike the Agache Plan, which was based
on concentric circles, the plano diretor envisioned urban growth occurring in radiat-
ing axes outward from the city center and employed integrated public transportation
and mixed land-use principles (fig. 9.1). Other pillars of the plan were management
of growth, promotion of industry, and improvement of the environment and quality
of life in the city.

The plano diretor called for major physical interventions in the city, including a
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number of significant urban design projects. The greatest of these was the creation of
‘five “structural axes” of public transportation radiating from the center of the city to
guide the direction and concentration of growth. The structural axes plan combined
massive public transportation infrastructure with zoning that allowed mixed uses
and significant density. Although zoning had begun under the old plan in the 1950s,
the new plan instituted creative approaches to shaping the urban fabric; channeling
growth; and defining the establishment of specific zones such as the Central Zone,
Structural Sectors for business and other services, and Residential Zones. Residential
growth was encouraged near streets with concentrations of public transportation in-
frastructure and other services. In addition, Special Interest Preservation Units were
established to restore buildings of historical significance.

The need for economic support for a city that was growing at rates higher than
5 percent a year in the 1960s led to the creation of Cidade Industrial de Curitiba
(CIC, Curitiba Industrial District), and Special Connecting Sectors were designated
to effectively integrate the Industrial District into the rest of the city. The CIC was
designed with suitable urban infrastructure, providing basic services, housing, pres-
ervation areas, and integration to the urban transit system. The municipality also
passed legislation restricting the establishment of polluting industrial plants.

The epitome of Curitiba’s urban policy—achieving great benefits for a small invest-
ment—has been the transportation system (Cervero 1995; Rabinovitch and Leitman
1993). The main structural mass-transit axes began to operate in 1974, in 1980 the
Rede Integrada de Transporte (RIT, Integrated Transportation Network) started pro-
viding an efficient bus rapid system with different types of bus lines integrating all
parts of the city. (figs. 9.2 and 9.3). There have also been further improvements in
bus boarding and vehicle characteristics.® Significantly, the transportation system has
been used to promote development along the structural axes.

In 1974, a new street system created Priority Avenues and redirected vehicular traf-
fic away from downtown by establishing connector streets between neighborhoods
and major avenues. Also at this time new streets were built to connect established
avenues, and new traffic circulation patterns were established. The Trinary System
was also established, composed of an exclusive bus lane dedicated to mass transit
bordered by two lanes for slow-moving and local traffic, a solution that provides ac-
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cess to businesses and homes, while two additional fast lanes in each direction into
and out of the downtown area allow through traffic to flow.
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cities in the metropolitan area. Thanks to the RIT, the government estimated that
gasoline consumption in Curitiba was 30 percent lower than in eight comparable
Brazilian cities in 2004. |
One of the institutional proposals derived from the new plano diretor was the
creation of the Instituto de Pesquisa e Planejamento Urbano de Curitiba (IPPUC;

Institute of Urban Research and Planning of Curitiba) in 1966 to implement the plan

and to develop all complementary projects. IPPUC established a team of planners

Figure 92. This aerial view

of Curitiba clearly shows the
structural axes and the higher -
densities along them. (Courtesy
of IPPUCQ)

Figure 93. A bi-articulated bus
and a tubular shelter on one
of Curitiba’s structural axes.
(Courtesy of IPPUC)
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Figure 9.4. Rua XV de Novembro,
the first pedestrian street in
Curitiba, showing the old
streetcar used for child care

and special events. (Courtesy of
IPPUC)

working outside the city’s established institutional framework, so that they were able
to respond'quickly to development pressures. Since its founding, IPPUC has effi-
ciently led the planning process and the transformation of Curitiba’s physical struc-
tures, designing projects and overseeing their implementation.

IPPUC is also dedicated to the preservation of the city’s history and the enhance-
ment of its identity. Its first Revitalization Plan for the Historic District dates back to
1970. In 1971, the Heritage Sites Preservation policy was also established, resulting in
the creation of cultural facilities as well as the rehabilitation of historic buildings. Old,
abandoned, or underutilized buildings became homes to orchestras, art workshops,
theaters, and museums—for example, a former army headquarters facility was trans-
formed into the Curitiba Cultural Foundation; a historic gunpowder depot became
the Paiol Theater; and a former glue factory became the Creativity Center. In 1972,
the city’s main street—Rua XV de Novembro—became Brazil’s first pedestrian mall.®
Its popularity made it a model emulated in other cities. Furthermore, its success in
attracting more people to shop in the downtown changed the minds of shop owners,
who originally had opposed the idea, and they requested expansion of the pedestrian
precinct (fig. 9.4).

Zoning for specific purposes and occupation parameters guided public and pri-
vate investments and projects. A 1975 law further defined land use in the city, creat-
ing areas for residential, service, manufacturing, and rural activities. The law also
defined structural sectors, pedestrian areas, natural and riverside preservation areas,
parks, and the Historic District. To address environmental problems in fragile ar-
eas, special land-use and occupation sectors were created through specific legisla-
tion. These laws contributed to the preservation of green areas and protection of
floodplains along rivers, transforming them into recreational sites. A system of parks
was implemented that simultaneously addressed recreation, flooding, and sanitation
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issues. The Municipal Decree for Riverside Areas Preservation in 1976 became a pio-
neer intervention and land-use control instrument, providing an environmentally
sensitive and cost-effective alternative to the engineering works that were customary
elsewhere at the time. According to IPPUC estimates, today there are more than
twenty-six parks and woods in Curitiba, which together with plazas, gardens, and
pocket parks make for thirty-six square meters of public green area per inhabitant.

Curitiba’s accelerated growth also demanded new housing solutions as the city
entered the 1970s with 609,000 inhabitants and a population growth rate of 5.36 per-
cent per year. By 1980, Curitiba’s population was above one million inhabitants, and
its growth rate remained high at 5.34 percent. The growth was even more significant
in the surrounding municipalities, where annual rates were as high as 14 percent.
In 1976, the Slum Relocation Plan was developed to assist families living in squatter
settlements in risk areas. Discarding the notion of building large housing complexes
far from the city, the Companhia de Habitagio Popular de Curitiba (COHAB-CT,
Public Housing Company of Curitiba) began diversifying the types of housing it pro-
vided (from single-family houses to walk-up apartment buildings) and the number of
housing units available in each complex, aiming at full neighborhood integration and
conurbation. Some of these areas also received public health and day-care centers,
as well as educational, sports, and recreational facilities. By 1989, the Bairro Novo
integrated development project was built in one of the city’s remaining vacant areas,
providing housing for approximately twenty thousand families. '

Expansion and improvement of the RIT continued in the early 1990s. IPPUC-de-
signed and -manufactured high capacity, bi-articulated express buses that carry up to
270 passengers went into operation (fig. 9.5). The capacity of these buses is compa-
rable to light rail systems for a minor fraction of the cost, and they circulate along the
dedicated lanes of the transportation axes, encouraging higher-density development
along them. Presently, the RIT includes more than six different types of buses and bus
routes in the city: express links along the transportation axes connect neighborhoods
to one another, to the downtown and to nearby towns; provide direct connections
between specific places; circulate within the downtown; serve students with special
needs; connect to city hospitals; and connect tourist attractions and parks. It was also
during this period that Curitiba’s Trade Bus Line was established: retired buses were
recycled as mobile units to reach out to communities, offering education and training
in traditional trades and service jobs.

In the 1980s, specific legislation facilitated the creation of preservation areas
through incentives and land-use controls. The mapping of preservation areas began
undergoing regular updating, serving as a land-use instrument and as a way of moni-
toring preservation activities. Several new parks and wooded areas were created, to-
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Figure 9.5. Aerial view of a
structural axis, showing the
dedicated bus lanes, express
buses, and tubular bus shelters.
(Courtesy of IPPUC)

taling more than eight million square meters of public preservation areas, and IPPUC
dubbed the city the “Ecological Capital of Brazil” One of the most important incen-
tive instruments for growth management—the Transfer of Building Rights Act—was
created in 1982. This law gave impetus to the process of preservation of the city’s
historic, cultural, architectural, and natural assets, by allowing development rights of
culturally significant buildings or natural/open spaces to be transferred to other areas
of the city. Also, new transportation alternatives were created with the implementa-
tion of bike paths. The Bike Path Network now has approximately 120 kilometers of
bike paths integrated into the urban system along certain streets, railway lines, and
rivers, }
Curitiba entered the 1990s with 1.3 million inhabitants. During that decade, thé
population growth rate was approximately 2.29 percent per year, significantly lower
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than in previous decades. The city had grown to occupy most of the available land
in the municipality, and growth spilled over into other municipalities in the metro-
politan area. During those years, Curitiba hosted several national and international
planning events, and the city began winning awards for its urban projects. Innovative
solutions to issues of environment, transportation, housing, health, education, job |
" creation, and generation of income were continually pursued and acknowledged.

In 1990, the Fundo Municipal de Habita¢cdo (FMH, Municipal Housing Fund) was
created, with the purpose of providing financial support to housing programs for
low-income populations. Since then, the FMH has been a source of financial support
for implementing land-tenure regulation and low-income hoﬁsing construction. The
fund’s resources come from the transfer of municipally owned real estate, budget ap-
propriations, and income from development incentives (for example, the transfer of
development rights). Job creation and the linkage of jobs to housing were also impor-
tant goals of specific programs in Curitiba in this decade. For example, the city sought
to ensure the vitality and continuance of traditional trades through the creation of
the Vila dos Oficios (Village of Trades) Program, implemented in 1995, creating live-
work units where people can both reside and work. In addition, a concerted effort
among all municipal government agencies coordinated by IPPUC in 1997 created the
Linhdo do Emprego (Jobs Line)—a program aimed at providing the necessary struc-
ture for creating jobs and generating income for fifteen peripheral neighborhoods.

In the 1990s the city concentrated on facilities to help revitalize local culture and
~leisure. Two important structures were the Opera de Arame (Steel-Frame Opera
House; fig. 9.6), built on the site of an abandoned and inundated quarry, and the Rua
24 Horas (24-Hour Street) shopping arcade, where forty-two stores, eateries, and
a restaurant are open around the clock (fig. 9.7). The Universidade Livre do Meio
Ambiente (Unilivre, Open University of the Environment) was created in 1993 as a

-Figure 9.6. In a new park replac-
ing an old quarry, the steel-
framed Opera de Arame was
built on stilts over an artificial
lake (Photo by Vicente del Rio)
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