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6

Squatting activism in Brazil and
Spain: Articulations between the right
to housing and the right to the city

Clarissa Campos and Miguel A. Martinez

6.1 Introduction

There is an abundance of studies on squatting published over the last two
decades.' There is little consensus about the boundaries of the subject
itself, with different expressions of informal dwelling and urban settle-
ments, illegal occupations of land and buildings, tenure insecurity and
substandard housing, and even some aspects of homelessness all falling
under the umbrella of squatting. Against this backdrop, we will argue
that a) squatting practices, defined as unauthorised occupations of land
and buildings, predominantly indicate structural inequalities and injus-
tice deeply rooted in the prevailing housing markets and policies, and b)
the more politicised and activist expressions of squatting represent the
most explicit challenge to housing oppression.?

This chapter compares specific forms of squatting in two metropoli-
tan areas from the Global South and North, respectively — Belo Horizonte
(Brazil) and Madrid (Spain). We elaborate our comparison by taking into
account the features of the state and world-regional contexts (Brazil and
Spain, on the one hand, and Latin America and Europe, on the other)
without limiting ourselves to the first-hand data collected from the two
cities. Furthermore, we frame our analysis according to a political econ-
omy approach by asking: what can we learn from squatting that may
help us understand the mechanisms of oppression and the limits of the
capitalist production and governance of cities?® This does not entail a
blunt assumption about the homogeneity of global capitalism — which



would render any comparison unnecessary. Rather, we aim to illumi-
nate how the different varieties of urban neoliberalism are contested by
squatting practices and movements in both the Global South and North.
This justifies our focus on squatting activism as opposed to examining all
the situations involving informal or illegal urbanism. Squatters contest
urban inequalities according to different strategies, resources, contex-
tual opportunities and contentious interactions with the authorities and
property owners. Prior comparative research has paid only scant atten-
tion to all these aspects, and has hardly, if at all, incorporated the squat-
ters’ activism into the picture.

As we substantiate here, both land and building occupations are
tightly connected by activism, especially in the Brazilian context. This
runs counter to the current view of urban squatting worldwide as being
characterised by a landscape featuring almost exclusively favelas. We
also note that housing injustice under the rule of speculative and finan-
cial capitalism motivates squatting actions and claims, but these go
beyond the housing question in both Brazil and Spain. Occupied houses,
social centres and vacant land at the urban core, as disparate as they may
appear, are all driven by grassroots expressions of the ‘right to the city’.*
Despite the formal attempts to include the right to the city in some legal
regulations, squatters’ radical politics provides a material manifestation
of that right. Finally, by discussing how different policies and negotia-
tions related to squatting occur in each context, we aim to disclose the
extent of squatters’ empowerment through very demanding and some-
times desperate direct action when housing and cities are subject to pow-
erful capitalist interests. Legalisations of squats and land occupations are
quite controversial issues, but it is even more noticeable that they usually
remain concealed from public view.

This research is based on data collection and analyses that were
conducted independently by each author, except for two weeks of shared
fieldwork study in the city of Madrid where we conducted five inter-
views and eight site visits (in November 2018). Miguel Martinez was
engaged in activist ethnography in Madrid, mainly between 2007 and
2013, although he also gathered empirical information by conducting
more than one hundred personal interviews and tracking mass media
news from other Spanish cities over three decades. Clarissa Campos had
been visiting occupations in Belo Horizonte since 2016, and she also
conducted 16 interviews with activists from December 2018 to January
2019 and from July to September 2019, in addition to consulting various
secondary sources about the movement.®
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6.2 Brazil: Beyond housing informality in favelas,
the right to the city centre

After 21 years of military dictatorship in Brazil (1964-1985), a new con-
stitution was written and came into force during the re-democratisation
period. In contrast with a past characterised by state censorship, tor-
tures, murders and arbitrary persecution of individuals and organisa-
tions identified as leftists, the 1988 constitution granted fundamental
democratic rights and provided legal instruments for their realisation.
Housing, in particular, was made a constitutional right for the first
time, through an amendment of Article 6 in 2000. Another key novelty
was the binding of the right to property to the fulfilment of its social
function (mainly Article 5, but also Articles 170, 182, 184, 186). This
notion refers to prioritising the general interests before those of indi-
vidual proprietors, in a fair way. Such a statement implies that unpro-
ductive lands and abandoned buildings may contradict their social
function. By 2001, all the urban policy instruments called for in the
constitution were formally brought together and regulated under the
Estatuto da Cidade (City Statute, Federal Law 10.257), having as one of
its bases the right to the city.°

Despite such rights and legal instruments being formally guaran-
teed, their efficiency is questionable. According to 2015 estimates, the
housing deficit in Brazil amounted to 6.4 million households, of which
87.7 per cent were located in urban areas. Leaving aside the housing
needs of future generations, the actual deficit affects more than 19 mil-
lion people (around 10 per cent of the entire population, but probably
higher).” At the same time, the number of vacant dwellings reached 7.9
million, 80.3 per cent of which were located in urban areas.® This sys-
temic contradiction prompts one to ask: why is vacancy not used to house
the needy?

Property speculation is the obvious answer. Empty units are com-
modities that must secure the greatest possible profit for their owners.
Three decades of neoliberal policies since the recovery of democracy did
nothing to alter the hegemony of capitalist interests regardless of the con-
stitutional prescriptions. Even the first progressive government, led by
Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva (2003-2006), was known for implementing aus-
terity measures that were lately balanced with more intense anti-poverty
and redistributive policies in a favourable context of global economic
expansion.’ In particular, housing policies were seen as an instrument to
soften the aforementioned strains.
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For example, the first large-scale public housing construction
programme in Brazil, Minha Casa Minha Vida - MCMV (My House
My Life), launched in 2009, was a move in that direction, but it has
also attracted criticism. According to several reports, besides not hav-
ing reduced the housing deficit, MCMV presents other serious prob-
lems.'° In sum, these are related to 1) low quality of certain buildings
(insufficient size of the units and deficient technical-constructive
characteristics); 2) the high prices residents have to pay for utilities
or other costs they were not expecting to be responsible for; and 3)
the peripheral or undesirable location of the housing complexes.!! In
fact, the most frequent criticism aimed at MCMV was that many of the
dwellings are built in areas far from the city centres, without proper
transportation or infrastructure. Under these conditions, people usu-
ally do not have adequate access to schools, health facilities, recrea-
tion spaces or employment, and sometimes they have difficulty keeping
their jobs. Hence, even with a roof over their heads, their right to the
city is clearly compromised.

The right to decent housing of the so-called sem-teto (roof-less)
has been a historical demand of social movements in Brazil, with signifi-
cant impacts on current urban policies. According to the dominant mass
media, the notion of sem-teto simply refers to people who are living on
the street, or homeless, which differs from their self-perception as mem-
bers of a squatting movement.'? The activists of the sem-teto movement
are generally poor, informal workers in a hyper-precarious situation who
are also quite politicised.”® One of their most important actions is the
occupation of buildings and land (for self-construction) and they should
not be confused with the favelados (favela residents).'*

In the Brazilian context, the formation of favelas began around the
end of the nineteenth century, in part related to the first regulatory urban
processes in the country. What social movements call ‘occupations’ are
a more recent phenomenon that can be traced back only as far as the
1980s. Although they may occur spontaneously, occupations are usually
supported from their inception by collective actors such as social move-
ment organisations, leftist political parties, university groups and so on.**
Furthermore, most occupations are preceded by a long period of careful
preparation. After the squatting action, in no more than a week, the first
group of families is able to live in the dwelling and the basic facilities
are in use.'° It is worth noting the frequent occupation of vacant land
for self-construction across Brazil, but also the occupation of abandoned
buildings albeit in less significant numbers. Against this backdrop Belo
Horizonte provides an exemplary case.
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6.3 Occupations in Belo Horizonte Metropolitan Region

Belo Horizonte is the capital of the Minas Gerais state, in the south-east
region of the country. With more than 2.3 million inhabitants, it is the
sixth-largest city in Brazil in terms of population. The Regién Metropolitana
de Belo Horizonte (metropolitan region, known as RMBH) is home to 5.4
million inhabitants as the third-largest urban agglomeration in Brazil.'”

From 1996, through to the first decade of the 2000s, reports point
to only seven cases of urban occupations in the metropolitan region, all
of which related to housing, and only one in a building.'® As of 2011, the
number of occupations increased, reaching a total of 36 registered cases
in 2018, of which three were evicted, and nine were regularised or are
currently in the process of gaining some type of legal status or agreement
with the local, state or federal authorities. The most recent cases include
building occupations for housing, cultural uses, support for women in
situations of violence, and other political purposes such as the organisa-
tion of talks, campaigns and protests about topics others than squatting.
At the same time, they display a crucial spatial pattern of increasing con-
centration in the central areas of the city, intentionally geared towards
better access to urban infrastructure, public services, leisure facilities
and so on. According to a recent research report, there were a total of 24
occupations in the RMBH in 2016 (the vast majority being large plots of
land), encompassing around 14,000 families, or approximately 55,000
people.’” A more recent publication®® added a further 10 occupations to
the list, to which we can add another two from our own observations.

Among the political collectives that usually support the occupations
in RMBH, two in particular stand out: the Movimento de Luta nos Bairros,
Vilas e Favelas — MLB (Movement of Struggle in Neighborhoods, Villages
and Favelas) and the Brigadas Populares (Popular Brigades). MLB was
founded in 1999, and urban occupations of lands and buildings are its
main repertoire of action.”’ The Brigadas Populares, on the other hand,
is a militant movement committed to a broader range of causes such as
housing, public health, education, transportation, rights of jailed people
and other issues. It is active in many Brazilian states and it supports and
helps organise several urban occupations.?” Both organisations are very
influential in the internal organisational processes of the occupations,
the public activities promoted by the squatters, and the cooperative ways
in which some occupations interact with each other, especially concern-
ing housing occupations. Even in the case of other types of occupation,
formed by more autonomous and independent collectives, the MLB and
the Brigadas Populares are active participants.
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In addition to providing housing for the squatters, the squatted
buildings and settlements also hosted public events such as movie ses-
sions, workshops, discussions, music presentations and courses. A com-
munal kitchen and day-care are the main collective spaces set up by the
squatters, since these are essential for ensuring adequate access to food
and the well-being of the children, while also facilitating interaction
between the squatters and the external community.”® Some activities are
free of charge, but many aim to raise money to support the occupations
and to contribute to improving the infrastructure of the buildings, along
with donations and other fundraising campaigns.

As occupations are considered illegal, and therefore are in constant
risk of eviction, the squatters usually seek agreements with owners and
with municipal, state or federal authorities, depending on each case.
Although this is a predominant feature of the occupations in RMBH,
there is no model or standard procedure to be followed. In most cases,
‘activist lawyers’ give support to the occupations by fighting repossession
orders or eviction threats. Activist lawyers are those who, although usu-
ally not living in occupations, provide legal advice to the squatters, often
free of charge, either individually or organised in collective groups.

As an example, the premises of Espaco Comum Luiz Estrela, which
offers cultural and political activities, was occupied by a group of artists,
activists, educators and cultural producers in October 2013.?* The his-
toric state-owned house is located in Santa Efigénia, a central, econom-
ically privileged neighbourhood, and had lain abandoned for 19 years
before being occupied. After negotiations, the collective became entitled
to use the property for a period of 20 years.

A different type of squat is represented by Kasa Invisivel, also occu-
pied in 2013, by an anarchist collective.”” The house, located in the cen-
tral area of the city, belongs to a local family, but was abandoned for more
than 15 years. Kasa Invisivel, besides housing some of the participants,
aims to be a space for the propagation of radical and anti-authoritarian
policies. The collective has been seeking legalisation through the legal
instrument of usucapido (adverse possession), which grants domain of
an urban area or building up to 250 m? to whoever possesses it for hous-
ing purposes — uninterrupted and unopposed — for five years.*

Around three years later, in 2016, the Casa de Referéncia da Mulher
Tina Martins was created, when the Movimento de Mulheres Olga Benario
(Olga Benario Women’s Movement) occupied a building owned by the
Federal University of Minas Gerais in the central region of Belo Horizonte,
unused for 10 years.?” The movement intended to shelter women at risk,
and to deliver activities in support of violence prevention and female
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empowerment and emancipation.® After the occupation, the collective
managed to negotiate with the federal and state governments, secur-
ing a two-year agreement on another property in Funciondrios, a very
central and economically privileged neighbourhood. More recently, the
agreement with the state government that guaranteed this project would
remain on the current property has expired, but the collective continues
to develop its activities on the same site as an occupation.

The two most recent housing occupations are Carolina Maria de
Jesus and Vicentdo.* Carolina began in September 2017 with the occupa-
tion by 200 families of an abandoned building in Funciondrios, owned by
a social security company. After months of negotiations, in June 2018 an
agreement was reached with the state government by which the families
would receive two plots of land with adequate infrastructure in Barreiro,
in the peripheral southern region of Belo Horizonte, as well as pecuniary
assistance for self-construction. Families wishing to remain in the city
centre would be resettled in another building and also receive monetary
help. This is a pioneering experience in RMBH and is in the implemen-
tation phase. Elsewhere, in January 2018 around 90 families occupied
a building in the city centre that had been abandoned four years earlier,
the property of a local banker. These squatters, of Vicentdo, recently
signed an agreement with the state government to rent a property in
the city-centre area for two years while they await resettlement to state-
owned land and self-build their houses.

6.4 Spain: Urban and housing activism revived
by the global financial crisis

A democratic regime was recovered in Spain after four decades of dic-
tatorship (1939-1978). The transitional period (roughly, between 1975
and 1979) was stirred by large numbers of workers’ strikes and very
active urban movements.*® The 1978 constitution granted both the right
to ‘decent and adequate housing’ (Article 47) and the right to private
property in accordance with its ‘social function’ (Article 33). In addition,
it explicitly stated that further laws and the regulation of land use should
make effective the right to housing, ‘avoid speculation’ (Article 47) and
promote the general interest. Even the right to ‘adverse possession’ has
been kept in the Spanish Civil Code (Articles 1940—-42) and could facili-
tate property titles for squatters if they dwelled for more than 10 (stand-
ard procedure) or 30 years (extraordinary procedure), although it is
rarely applicable.
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In view of that, the occupation of empty land and buildings, which
has occurred in various forms since the 1980s, might be seen as a non-
institutional tool in the hands of lay citizens to meet the constitutional
dispositions. Squatters can always claim that the constitutional princi-
ples are on their side. Accordingly, far from simply being labelled anti-
capitalist trouble-makers, squatters may be seen as endorsers of the
liberal design of the constitution. Above all, this implies that private
property is respected as far as it is in use according to the general interest.
Only disused properties are taken over by squatters.

Informal housing takes place against the backdrop of a lack of suf-
ficient social housing and welfare policies related to housing. Most of
Spain’s ‘social housing’ programmes consist of financial subsidies for pur-
chasing a home. Housing policies have hardly promoted state-owned and
affordable rental options at all. During the Francoist regime, there was
an explicit attempt to promote home ownership, and further democratic
governments consistently undermined the housing stock owned by the
state, which was meant to mitigate poverty and housing exclusion. ‘Social
(rented) housing in Spain represents a mere 2% of the total housing stock
(the EU-15 average is 11.7%).”! Even with a steady and intense con-
struction pace, housing needs are hardly met. Remarkably, speculative
vacancy affects not only old houses but also new ones, which are mainly
bought by transnational investors. The vacancy rate in Spain is currently
estimated (based on 2011 figures) at between 14 per cent and 28 per
cent; absolute numbers are between 3.5 and 7.1 million dwellings.**

Despite more than 22 years of various social-democratic central
governments since 1978, increasing privatisations of all kinds of public
assets, the rise of financial indebtedness, worsening labour conditions
(especially for the young, women and immigrants) and austerity poli-
cies with substantial cutbacks in health and education all led the country
into a massive crisis after 2008, with the housing question at its core.**
Housing evictions, in particular, amounted to a yearly average of 80,000
between 2009 and 2015.%*

Most people on a low income — who are usually young, immigrants
(non-European Union citizens), female single parents, workers with
casual or badly paid jobs and unemployed people — cannot make ends
meet. Housing prices are higher in cities and demand more than 40 per
cent of people’s income to cover rentals or mortgage loans.** For those
who cannot enter or remain in the housing market, the only available
options are to live with their parents as long as possible, sit on the waiting
lists for social housing, live in overcrowded conditions, pay high rents
for temporary and substandard accommodation, sleep rough, live in
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squatted settlements or occupy abandoned premises. No official figure
for ‘housing exclusion’ is provided by the government, but some studies
have concluded that 1.7 per cent out of the Spanish population (46.5
million) were subject to ‘severe housing deprivation’, 5.4 per cent lived
in overcrowded households, and 5.2 per cent were in mortgage or rent
arrears by 2016.°° These data encompass a current housing deficit affect-
ing at least 2.5 million people (or 1 million households) in Spain.

There are various forms of unauthorised housing in Spain. In past
centuries, squatters’ settlements on the outskirts of cities were the last
resort for the gypsy population, who suffered persistent racism, margin-
alisation and social exclusion. Nowadays, most of the Spanish nation-
als belonging to the Roma ethnicity do not live in land occupations or
shacks, but a significant proportion still occupy buildings without the
permission of the owners.?” The industrialisation waves in different his-
torical periods also fuelled unauthorised settlements of self-built houses
in the peripheral parts of the main cities, especially with the intensive
rural out-migration of the 1950s and 1960s in the decades after the dev-
astation left behind by the so-called ‘civil war’ (in fact, a military coup
against the democratic Republican government). Since the late 1980s,
both housing authorities and grassroots movements have endeavoured
to eradicate such constructions and relocate dwellers to state-subsidised
housing, which, in general, has proved a very effective policy. One of
the most salient operations, which involved newly built constructions
for around 40,000 household units in previously informal settlements,
took place in Madrid during the 1980s after an exemplary bottom-up
mobilisation of working-class neighbourhood-based organisations — with
outstanding participation of women as leaders and activists in higher
proportions than other social movements.**

Informal housing in Spain also takes the form of scattered and usu-
ally hidden land occupations related to the large flow of international
migration experienced since the mid-1990s. Immigrants from Morocco
and Romania (and Roma people from Eastern Europe, in particular)
became prone to end up living in informal encampments. Apart from
some religious organisations and NGOs that helped them mediate with
specialised state agencies, there have been almost no politicised, autono-
mous struggles launched by these dwellers since the 1970s.

Unauthorised occupations of empty buildings for housing purposes
represent a different phenomenon, and usually happen in a stealth oper-
ation. This condition of invisibility has rendered it difficult to measure.
Since it became part of the political and media agenda after 2008, some
attempts to collect data from different official sources have suggested a
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figure of around 90,000 occupied houses all over Spain. Recently, mass
media and conservative politicians have been very active in promoting
a negative image of housing occupations by stigmatising migrants and
poor people who have squatted,” and by spreading ‘moral panic’ by
deliberately focusing on very exceptional cases of drug trafficking, nui-
sance caused to neighbours, occupations of non-fully-abandoned prop-
erties and instances of violence.

Squatting buildings in the context of activism (as part of the
movimiento okupa) has also occurred in most Spanish cities since the
mid-1980s. It was originally fuelled by young people with a leftwing—
libertarian approach, who combined housing and social centres to pro-
mote countercultural activities and autonomous initiatives of various
social movements. Urban squatters’ movements grew and vehemently
criticised urban speculation and the shortcomings of housing policies,
but they were also among the first to oppose global neoliberalism, even
before the 2000s.%’ These squats have been few in number,*! but, together,
they have been very significant in terms of their persistence as an urban
movement over the last four decades and as a durable infrastructure for
autonomous politics at large. Although criminal persecution of squatting
(usurpation) came into force in 1995, the movement did not decline.

More recently, a new housing movement has risen up since 2011
around the large anti-austerity mobilisations, known as the 15M move-
ment or the Indignados movement. The main organising collective, known
as the PAH (Platform for People Affected by Mortgages), contributed to
politicise housing occupations, too. Despite not being their main tactic
of protest, they launched a campaign (Obra Social) that is meant to have
rehoused more than 3,000 people in squatted buildings mostly owned by
banks. The media attention given to this kind of activism was initially less
negative compared to that of more radical squatting or okupa movements
and the aforementioned phenomena of marginality and criminality asso-
ciated with squats. Notwithstanding, its coverage was very superficial
and shifted to other topics once the most extreme consequences of the
global financial crisis were apparently overcome in around 2015.%

6.5 Squatting movements in Madrid

Madrid is Spain’s capital city with a population of 3.2 million; it is part
of a larger metropolitan region encompassing more than 6.5 million
inhabitants. During the 1990s and 2000s this urban agglomeration also
became a global hub for transnational trade, investment and tourism.**
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Given the secret nature of most squatted places with the exclusive
goal of providing shelter, only squatted social centres (many of which
also house people or are closely connected to housing squats) have been
historically recorded: 155 cases from 1977 to 2016.%* Around 50 per cent
of these were located in the city centre, 30 per cent in the peripheral
neighbourhoods of the Madrid municipality (still very well connected
with the centre due to an efficient public transit system) and 20 per cent
were distributed among the other metropolitan municipalities.* A very
decentralised and informal network of activism was created among the
different autonomous groups over the years. The few attempts to set up
formal structures of coordination were short-lived. However, this squat-
ting movement remained fairly vibrant despite evictions and a fast rate of
new recruits and withdrawals.

An important turning point was the 2008 global financial crisis,
which sparked a massive occupation of houses, especially in Madrid
and other metropolitan areas. Organisations such as the PAH and activ-
ist groups from the squatting movement (for instance, the Oficina de
Okupacion or Squatting Office) delivered workshops, legal assistance
and textbooks to help people to squat. However, the estimate of 16,000
housing occupations between 2014 and 2015 indicates that most cases
fell outside their activist influence,*® albeit not necessarily without polit-
ical motivation. The 2011 Indignados movement gave birth to manifold
local assemblies, which, in turn, created housing groups. Ultimately,
these became leading members of the Coordinadora de Vivienda and
followed the strategic vision set by the PAH. At least nine full buildings
were occupied by PAH groups in Madrid up to 2017. These actions were
public — explicit banners hung from their windows and balconies. The
PAH activists also helped people to squat in dozens of individual apart-
ments whose owners were banks and big property developers.*’

The main difference between the long-standing squatters’ move-
ment, mainly focused on the self-management of social centres, and the
post-crisis housing movement led by the PAH is their approach to the
legalisation issue. The former rarely made agreements with the local
authorities or the private owners to remain in the buildings. Only a
few cases of legalisation of squatted social centres occurred. In general,
radical opposition and resistance prevailed among squatters linked to
leftwing-libertarian social centres, although more internal fragmenta-
tion related to this issue was experienced after the upsurge of squats in
2011. In fact, we visited two cases of recently legalised self-managed
social centres (Espacio Vecinal Arganzuela and La Salamandra) in which,
as we found out, some activists were former squatters too. A more
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centrally located squat seeking a legal agreement with the municipality
is La Ingobernable, although there have been more tensions than explicit
negotiations to date.* In other ongoing squatted social centres with
whom we also had contacts — EKO, La Dragona and La Enredadera — they
had no interest in approaching the local government, but at least in one
case there were prior informal agreements with a private owner.

By contrast, the PAH took a clear stance in favour of legalisation of
squats from the very beginning. It called for affordable rental accommo-
dation provided by either state institutions or bailed-out financial firms,
even if this involved moving out from the squat: ‘We defend squatting as
an emergency measure and a political strategy, not as a final solution.””
Affordability means here a rental cost of up to 30 per cent of the house-
hold income, which is close to zero for those homeless and unemployed.
Therefore, PAH activists became regularly engaged in negotiations with
banks, private owners and politicians to find housing solutions for each
individual or family at risk of eviction. Meanwhile, squatting represented
a tool to immediately house those in need but also to empower people
during the negotiations to secure legal agreements and political conces-
sions. The unaffordable rent increases that occurred over the last four
years of economic recovery gave birth to a new wave of activism around
the Sindicato de Inquilinas/os (Tenants’ Union), which also called for
the self-occupation of apartments by tenants threatened with eviction if
negotiations did not bear fruit.

6.6 Conclusions

Brazil and Spain share important constitutional principles and regula-
tions that could mitigate the rule of capital in the housing markets as well
as the profit-making implications of many urban policies. In particular,
we have identified: the social function of private property; the right to
adequate housing; a public mandate to impede property speculation; and
state powers for exercising requisition and granting adverse possession.
Both countries left behind dictatorial regimes that had almost entirely
suppressed social activism and protest movements over several decades,
albeit these flourished impressively during the transitional and dem-
ocratic periods that followed. However, by then, both Brazil and Spain
had already advanced their integration in the global economy, but start-
ing from different peripheral positions and historical trajectories — more
dependent and post-colonial in the case of Brazil before joining the emer-
gent group of BRICS,*! and, in the case of Spain a former colonial power
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that became part of the European Union and expanded its own multi-
national corporations (formerly state-owned companies), especially in
Latin America.

Significant periods of economic growth in the two countries did
nothing to placate the housing question, though. The number of hous-
ing exclusions and vacancy rates presented here reveals the magnitude
of the societal problems at play. This means, in our interpretation, that
governments are more prone to meet the needs of global capital than
those of grassroots movements and the most deprived parts of the popu-
lation. According to our analysis, constitutional dispositions are useless
if housing speculation is rampant, the inflation of housing prices has no
public control, vacancy is not subject to state scrutiny and regulation,
large social groups cannot afford access to a decent home, and there is
insufficient social housing provision. These circumstances, in turn, are
the key drivers of unauthorised occupations.

We thus contend that squatting activism crucially challenges these
tensions of the political economy of both countries, which represents a
form of mobilisation that is more common to both than it might appear at
first glance. Squatting activism is fairly limited in terms of its capacity to
mobilise large parts of the population and to extend its main protest action.
Notwithstanding, we have observed that it holds a great capacity to reveal
the contradictions and mechanisms of urban speculation within the (neo)
liberal regimes of both countries. These struggles are particularly efficient
at disclosing how the construction of new housing units is not, in practice,
intended to honour basic constitutional rights. This scenario of housing
injustice is the main motivation of the squatting movements, which fre-
quently justify their actions based on the social function that should be
assigned to vacant properties —idle plots and empty buildings included.

A second noticeable feature shared by the squatting movements
in Brazil and Spain is their politicisation. Quite apart from favelas and
their extensive historical roots, urban land occupations in Brazilian cit-
ies are efficiently organised and capable of securing political support
from numerous local networks. While the majority of these occupations
take place in peripheral neighbourhoods, are swiftly self-built and make
claims for state provision of decent housing, some are located in the city
centre, on empty land or in buildings left abandoned for several years.
Among the latter, there are squats for meeting housing needs as well as
developing social centres. In Belo Horizonte, leftist organisations and
movements such as the MLB and the Brigadas Populares are engaged in
the internal organisation of the occupations for housing and also contrib-
ute to strengthening links with other groups and grassroots campaigns.

COMPARATIVE APPROACHES TO INFORMAL HOUSING AROUND THE GLOBE



In Spain, there are also unauthorised occupations of empty land
within the boundaries of the consolidated city, but these are only used
for setting up community gardens and meeting places, which can eas-
ily scale up to strong and politicised networks of activists.”? Land occu-
pations to meet housing needs occasionally pop up in peripheral spots
of the main cities and host mainly Roma people from Eastern Europe
and Portugal, or immigrants from Morocco. However, they are seldom
autonomously struggling for their right to adequate housing, and it is
the charitable work of some NGOs that provides support for their claims
and relocation into formal (state-subsidised) accommodation. In con-
trast, the squatting of buildings is a well-established practice in Spain. In
terms of activism, squatters’ movements had their strongholds in the self-
managed and squatted social centres, while housing was more a political
concern of their discursive framing than the visible side of their actual
struggles. Despite the occupation of houses also being widespread, espe-
cially after the 2008 crisis, most cases remained away from the public
eye. It was due to the consolidation of the PAH and the new housing
movement (including the Tenants’ Unions in Madrid and Barcelona) that
many cases were explicitly publicised and deeply politicised, along with
other specific claims regarding housing policies and legislation. Housing
activists, including many with a background in previous squatting move-
ments, confronted politicians across the whole ideological spectrum in a
bid to change outdated laws and to effectively grant the right to housing.

A third crucial observation is that the right to housing and the right
to the city are intimately connected, according to the experiences of
squatting activism in Brazil and Spain. The spatial struggle to appropri-
ate the city centre by all these squatting movements indicates that there
is no fulfilment of the right to housing without an urban environment
serviced by adequate infrastructure and transportation, public facilities
such as schools and health centres, and leisure and job opportunities.
Living in isolated and badly built peripheries opposes that basic principle.
Squatters in both countries are aware of this and explicitly call for social
visibility, political recognition and a broad right to be included in the city,
which necessarily implies the occupation of the central areas whenever
possible. This is the pattern followed by at least half of the squatted social
centres in Madrid, and it has also been a clear trend in Belo Horizonte
over the last decade. When the squats and even land occupations are
open to organising public activities, such as cultural events and various
political campaigns, this move is not only an instrumental tactic to gain
public support and debunk the stigmatised image that mass media cre-
ate about squatters. It is also a material self-management of everything
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that is available from the common wealth (and its wasted and disused
resources as well) that is not easy for the most deprived citizens and
inhabitants to access and enjoy (especially when this collective includes
immigrants without formal citizenship status). In other words, the artic-
ulation of the right to housing and the right to the city through urban
squatting activism challenges the unjust privileges of the elites and the
affluent citizens.

Finally, the relationship between squatters and state authorities
shows a range of strategic actions related to the legalisation of occu-
pied land and buildings. Sometimes, the support of the local community
plays a decisive role in protecting squatters from being violently expelled
from their venues and settlements. In both Brazil and Spain, the act of
occupying buildings and land is unlawful (and also a criminal offence in
Spain), albeit every case must be accurately documented with firm evi-
dence and often with litigation in court. As a consequence, squats and
land occupations are constantly threatened with eviction. In the case of
Belo Horizonte, despite the fact that most occupations seek some kind of
legal agreement, no standard procedure is followed. It is ‘activist lawyers’
who provide emergency assistance when eviction threats are imminent.
In some situations, when it is possible to reach medium- to long-term
agreements, the deals that can be struck vary both in time and content.
The legalisation of squats often meant the displacement of the families
from the city centre, back to self-construction on lands made available
by the local government (as in the cases of Carolina and Vicentdo in Belo
Horizonte). Surprisingly, these agreements usually include financial and
technical support from the government.

In Madrid, by contrast, legal agreements were not desirable for
most politicised activists from the ‘social centres’ scene. But there were
some exceptions to this trend, and six cases, at least, were legalised. For
squatters with an anarchist viewpoint, the legalisation of a squat was
considered inconsistent with their criticism of private property and the
capitalist commodification of cities and houses alike. A plea for the auton-
omy of the squatting projects was also part of their refusal to negotiate
with the local authorities. However, when buildings were occupied pri-
marily for housing purposes, most activists sought legal agreements with
both their public and private counterparts (the authorities and owners,
respectively). More than an aspiration to achieve a secured private prop-
erty for the squatters, they usually strove for fair and sufficient allocation
of social housing and affordable rented dwellings. The legalisation of the
squats was only one among other possibilities to meet the housing needs
of squatters. Although the PAH sometimes succeeded when it negotiated
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‘social rentals’ across Spain, these were seldom achieved in the metro-
politan area of Madrid. Therefore, squatting activism was a self-help last
resort for those evicted from their previous homes and experiencing the
combined hardships of housing exclusion, unemployment, precarious-
ness and poverty.
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