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Through the analysis of the New Pinheiros River Program, São Paulo, Brazil, the

differences in the solutions presented are considered to implement environmental

projects in different territories over the same sub-basin. Vulnerable neighborhoods

upstream will receive only basic infrastructure; while Marginal Pinheiros, a rich place,

will be contemplated with aditional leisure, sports and cultural equipments. The general

aim is to analyze the process of capitalist production of the Pinheiros River depolluting

program area, proposed by the São Paulo State government in 2019, as well as

green gentrification and creation of environmental injustice. Methodology consists of

bibliographic research and analysis of the program’s documents and speeches of people

in charge. Global South cities have been experimenting environmental injustice as a result

of financial capital investments.
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INTRODUCTION

Paragraph: In the last decades, the search for urban environmental sustainability has been followed
by environment improvement and development projects. However, when lacking rogatory policies
considering urban functions and the social characteristics of neighboring populations, they may
lead to social exclusion, characterizing a process of green gentrification (Gould and Lewis, 2017;
Anguelovski I. et al., 2018; Immergluck and Balan, 2018; Blok, 2020; Yazar et al., 2020) and social
injustice for depriving populations of these improvements (Gould and Lewis, 2017).

This paper discusses the expansion of the phenomenon of gentrification in the region known as
Marginal do Rio Pinheiros, in São Paulo, that has been occurring since the 1970s. The region used
to be an industrial and middle-class neighborhood that has been transformed into a predominant
business center of high technology buildings, constructed after public investments in urban
requalification and transport systems (Nobre, 2000). In the 1990s, new public investments turned
the region into a showcase of globalization, based on public–private partnership and real estate
production through financial capital (Fix, 2007).

This study case is the New Pinheiros River Program (NPRP) started by São Paulo State
Government, in 2019, as a stage of the 4th phase of the Tietê River Depollution Program (TRDP),
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the largest environmental sanitation program in Brazil, that has
been in progress, since the 1990 (SABESP, 2018, 2019a,b).

The article aims to analyze the capitalist production of urban
space and its relation to the intensification of gentrification at
Pinheiros River side through green projects in contrast to the
permanence of environmental injustice in poor neighborhoods,
inside the territory of Rio Pinheiros sub-basin.

Through the observation of this on-going case, we ask whether
it is possible to create cities with better environmental quality for
all or the program will enhance socio-environmental inequality,
since there are populations in poverty and environmental risk
situations in the area, that will be disproportionately benefited.
There will be intensification of the valorization of urban space at
Marginal do Rio Pinheiros, through public–private partnership,
while the program limits its actions to implement drainage and
basic sewage systems in the poorest neighborhoods of the same
river basin territory (SABESP, 2019a).

Discussions contextualize the studied case with experiences
of the Global South, which can be understood as a view over
development emphasizing geopolitical power relation patterns
and the prevalence of poverty all throughout Latin American,
Asian, African, and Oceanian countries (Dados and Connell,
2012; Watson, 2019; Gosens, 2020), characterizing places and
populations negatively affected by contemporary globalization
(Mahler, 2017). The Metropolitan Region of São Paulo (MRSP)
is composed of irregular urban territories, including illegal
ones, in both urbanistic and environmental terms and lacking
infrastructure, which shelter socio-environmentally vulnerable
populations. However, it is known that the necessary investments
to correct environment risks and frailty issues bring forth
property valorization and may contribute to cast out the same
population in need for benefits.

STUDIED AREA

The Pinheiros River Basin territory is in the MRSP, State of
São Paulo, Brazil. It is the country’s most populated area,
with ∼21 million inhabitants (EMPLASA., 2016). This river
basin is composed of 25 other sub-basins (SABESP, 2019a).
The hydrographic region is located among 12 of the 39 MRSP
municipalities (Figure 1) (SABESP, 2019b).

The specific NPRP covers 271 km2 and includes
neighborhoods in São Paulo, Embu das Artes, and Taboão
da Serra [São Paulo (State), 2019a]. The other municipalities will
be indirectly benefited, according to a document provided by the
São Paulo Basic Sanitation Company (SABESP).

Part of the territory impacted by the NPRP has already
undergone several urban interventions, specially at the Marginal
Pinheiros region. In 1927, the Billings Reservoir, by the Light
Electric Power Company, was built to generate hydroelectric
energy at the Henry Borden Plant, with severe changes in
the Pinheiros River body (Luz and Rodrigues, 2020). As a
mechanism for generating additional electricity at the plant
and to control floods, it was made a system of pumping of
the waters of the Pinheiros River, and its flow was reversed.

The mechanism brought additional pollutants from the Tietê
River, contaminated by industrial effluents and domestic sewage
(Luz and Rodrigues, 2020).

Therefore, there are different socioeconomic territories inside
the sub-basin of Rio Pinheiros, target of the NPRP, and different
public actions were planned for each territory [São Paulo (State),
2021b]. Marginal Pinheiros, already high valued and with a
big offer of urban equipment, will receive sewage and drainage
systems, and investments in innovative equipment of leisure,
sports, and culture, close to the Cidade Jardim bridge [São Paulo
(State), 2021b], one of the richest regions of São Paulo city.

Territories of low-income communities, slums, and middle-
class neighborhoods will just receive the basic, namely, sewage
and drainage systems and proper solid waste management,
although they are socially vulnerable territories with deficit of
public equipment of leisure, sports, and culture.

SOCIO-ENVIRONMENTAL VULNERABILITY
IN THE CAPITALIST PRODUCTION OF
URBAN SPACE

According to neo-Marxist urban sociology theories, the
formation of cities in capitalism is interpreted under the
perspective of decisions on land investments, escalating unequal
relations between the working and capitalist classes, which
include the access to collective consumption goods, as the green
infrastructure (Alves and Fracalanza, 2019).

The formation of cities was important to the development of
capitalism, in which lands were transformed into commodities
and became financial assets, and infrastructure was essential for
capital and workforce circulation (Harvey, 1992). Durable high
cost of production goods enabled by urban infrastructure do
not generate profit, despite adding high value to places they
are implemented in (Marques, 2003). Man-made landscapes in
capitalist cities follow the logic of accumulation and class conflict,
creating unequal territories, with differences in investment
quality and quantity (Alves and Fracalanza, 2019).

Contemporary urban planning is characterized by zoning
laws and master plans that meet real estate and other private
groups’ interests, overlooking the collective needs. Urban space
production is no longer based on mechanisms for territory
planning but the result of market influence (Harvey, 2002).

Urban land is used within economic planning as a commodity
over a part of city planning, as a social space for sociability and
for the satisfaction of inhabitant needs, including the need for
environmental quality (Alves and Fracalanza, 2019). Brazilian
cities remain socially unequal and unfair, answering to real
estate capital and political interests through investments on great
construction works. Basic infrastructure and the improvement of
inhabiting conditions for most of the population are disregarded
(Maricato, 2013).

The city of São Paulo suffers with contrast between
investments in noble areas and the lack of infrastructure in
peripheral ones, especially due to slavery heritage, maintained
through a patrimonial legal order consolidated by conservative
modernization projects (Ferreira, 2011).
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FIGURE 1 | Localization of the Pinheiros River sub-basin and municipalities covered by the 4th phase of the Tietê River Depollution Program. Source: Designed based

on SABESP, 2018; São Paulo (State), 2019a.

GREEN GENTRIFICATION—CAN GREEN
INTERVENTIONS BE SUBVERSIVE?

Studies on green gentrification have been identifying and
questioning the processes of environmental improvements in a
capitalist scenario, which result in real state valuation around the

interventions, and produce the expulsion of the poorest social
classes of the area (Curran and Hamilton, 2012; Gould and
Lewis, 2012; Pearsall, 2012); in this case, vulnerable populations

will remain far from part of the environmental improvements

by public actions applied in urban equipment at Marginal
Pinheiros. When implemented, green gentrification processes
also characterize environmental injustice (Curran and Hamilton,
2012).

Recent publications on green gentrification commonly
identify relations between populations excluded from these
improvements and social class, race, and other social factors that
characterize exclusion (Gould and Lewis, 2017; Anguelovski O.
et al., 2018; Immergluck and Balan, 2018; Blok, 2020; Goossens
et al., 2020; Yazar et al., 2020). In this sense, we ask whether
these projects could be called environmental improvements while
excluding populations by social class and/or race. After all, what

is “environment” or what do we refer to when using the term
“environmental”?

The understanding of environmental sustainability has been
increasingly integrating the “total environment concept” (Smith
et al., 1999). Environmental complexity demands integration
of many study fields to fully consider it, and a view “that
considers the natural, built, and social environments together
with a persons inherent or intrinsic biological determinants,
activities/behaviors, and policies/programs over different life
stages and generations” (EPA).

The Global Environmental Agenda itself has evolved since the
Agenda 21 in 1992 to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG)
in 2018, which included social matters, such as gender, race, and
poverty, among other necessary paths for countries to follow in
search of sustainability (UnitedNations, 2021). Therefore, we ask:
was there actual environmental improvement, even with losses
for the society affected by the intervention?

ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE

Green gentrification can increase inequality and environmental
injustice, depending on how it deals with different inhabitants
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and populations. Environmental injustice is the process
in which socio-economically unequal societies allocate
most environmental damages to low-income populations,
discriminated racial groups, socio-economically vulnerable
populations, and discriminated minorities (Acselrad et al., 2009).

Environmental injustice is related to the term “Environmental
Racism,” a form of institutionalized discrimination (Bullard,
2004, p. 43). Bullard’s research in 1987 showed that the
localization of hazardous waste warehouses in the USA was
strongly connected to racial and class factors, while race was,
in that case, a stronger indicator of the correspondence between
the place people live and toxic waste warehouses (Bullard, 2004,
p. 20), with prevalence for Afro-American, Latinos, and Native
Americans (Martinez Alier, 2009).

Unequal exposure to environmental risks due to development
processes for socio-environmentally vulnerable populations and
minorities is environmental injustice, as well as unequal access
to environmental resources (Acselrad et al., 2009). In this work,
unequal access to land or expulsion from privileged urban areas
are considered cases of environmental injustice.

NEW PINHEIROS RIVER PROGRAM

This study case is the NPRP started by the São Paulo State
Government, in 2019, as a stage of the 4th phase of the
TRDP. The NPRP aims to return a clean Pinheiros River
for the population until 2022 [SABESP, 2019a; São Paulo
(State), 2021b]. It involves several state bodies responsible for
sanitation services.

Besides infrastructure implementation, the NPRP establishes
the recovery of the margins of Rio Pinheiros, around the area
known as Marginal Pinheiros, with the construction of leisure
equipment and a linear park, that were granted to private
initiative for exploitation [São Paulo (State), 2021b]. One of them
will be implemented at a former water lifting plant (UE Traição),
based on the model of the Argentinian neighborhood Puerto
Madero, in Buenos Aires [São Paulo (State), 2019a].

The program counts with financial resources from funding
contracts with the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) and
the World Bank Group (WBG) of US$ 405.2 million (R$ 2.197
billion), besides US$ 105.8 million (R$ 1.198 billion) as SABESP’s
compensation [São Paulo (State), 2019b]. All amounts in reais in
this article were updated to reais in February 2021 and converted
into dollars in February 2021.

Regarding the participation of the population, SABESP
indicates that popular engagement is important for the project’s
success, in the form of effective connection to sewage systems
and the proper disposal of waste, so that it does not end in the
rivers. The company also mentions that populations in informal
areas will receive improvements, and that big companies and
other segments will also be benefited [SABESP, 2019c; São
Paulo (State), 2021b]. Engagement mechanisms for civil society
were Community Consultation, Community Communication
(SABESP, 2018), and Public Hearings (SABESP, 2019c).

SABESP carried out three public hearings with IDB for the
communities covered by the 4th phase of the TRDP. The hearings

happened in all three regions, at accessible days and times
for workers (weekends and at night on weekdays) (SABESP,
2019b). The forms of social participation declared in the project’s
communication and advertising means were characterized by
consultive and informative processes, with passive features and
little or no possible action and/or decision-making by the
population (Paz and Fracalanza, 2020).

The schedule fits the duration of the current governor office
(2018–2022), focused on works on regions of high real estate
value in the municipality of São Paulo. These aspects indicate
economic objectives in the state plan, focused on widening
businesses and development for the MRSP.

The NPRP is clearly a project of sustainability used to value
territories already important for real estate market and financial
investors. Technically, depollution of the Pinheiros River requires
actions for cleaning the contribution drainage area upstream,
where are localized the residential area benefited with systems
of sewage, drainage, and garbage collection. There are ∼400,000
families that already received this basic infrastructure, since 2019
[São Paulo (State), 2021b].

The important factor to be considered for the poorest
territories covered by the NPRP is that part of the households
is judicially irregular, so they cannot receive infrastructure
of any kind, mainly because they affront the law for the
protection of water sources (Lei Estadual no. 9.866/1997). In
those cases, the houses in social and environmental vulnerable
situation will not be benefited by the NPRP: there will just be
constructed small treatment plants, the Water Quality Recovery
Unities, and the water will be treated directly on water streams,
before it flows into the Pinheiros River [São Paulo (State),
2021b].

This is a palliative solution, which links the two territories
covered by NPRP, highlighting the situation of environmental
injustice, where the most vulnerable population will continue
living with pollution from sewage, while the richest territories
comprised in NPRPwill have access to treated downstreamwater,
leisure, sports, culture, and consumptions equipment, at the
Marginal Pinheiros neighborhood.

The discussion proposed here over this project is whether this
investment around a water stream, a common good, that will
serve to further appreciate noble neighborhoods in the city is
really a government program aiming to promote environmental
quality fairly and democratically.

Public information made available by SABESP affirms that
16 contracts to expand and improve sewage collection and
transportation to an existing treatment facility are in execution
(SABESP, 2019a). Still, investments in parks and sports, leisure,
and service structure are focused only on the noble part of the
city and not on the areas to receive sewage connection.

Regarding the program’s business potential, after the
Pinheiros River depollution, government representatives inform
that there will be economic exploitation of the river in activities
as: navigation, sports, bike path, and “creative economy,”
gastronomy, and other services [São Paulo (State), 2019a]. The
depollution program actions involve the private sector and the
sanitation company SABESP, each in one project phase to reach
the program’s aim: to clean the river; provide urbanism and
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touristic exploration; grant train lines in the region to private
companies; build new accesses through pedestrian walkways;
and actions for nighttime use in the region. The final aim is to
appreciate the surrounding areas using the least public resources
possible [São Paulo (State), 2019a].

More investments were recently proposed for the program
through a partnership between the São Paulo State government
and private initiative for the linear park at the Pinheiros River
margins. The park is located in a region of high real estate value
and restricted access to most of the population, especially due
to the neighborhood gentrification, which refrains the access
of people from other areas, characterizing an improvement
focused on a part of the population, corroborating Gould
and Lewis (2017) studies on green gentrification in Brooklyn,
New York.

Regarding the creation of the São Paulo Puerto Madero,
in November 2020, the state government signed a contract to
revitalize the former Traição Plant with the Metropolitan Water
and Energy Company S.A. (EMAE) and the São Paulo Plant
Venture SPE S.A. [São Paulo (State), 2020a]. The concession price
was US$ 56.6 million (R$ 307 million) in February 2021 and was
signed after financial and environmental debate, in February and
April of that year, by a state government body responsible to
establish free competition [São Paulo (State), 2020a,b].

The environmental debate considered that there are
Permanent Conservation Areas (APPs) among the granted areas,
with restriction for the construction of new buildings, as well
as the lack of technical reports on structural conditions of the
Traição Plant building, constructed more than 80 years ago with
no projection of “use intensification” [São Paulo (State), 2020b].

Concerning the linear park, its contract was signed in
January 2021 between the Metropolitan Water and Energy
Company S.A. (EMAE) and the New Pinheiros River Park
Venture. The contract establishes a US$ 5.8 million (R$ 31.5
million) investment in the next 5 years for the implantation and
maintenance of park infrastructure [São Paulo (State), 2021c].
Although park equipment is free, there are compensations for
private investment allowing advertising and event organization
in the granted area, which can lead to environmental injustice
[São Paulo (State), 2019a]. Therefore, the population that
contributes the least to environmental problems could be
excluded from private events foreseen in the park grant,
clearly leading to the requalification of public areas for
private initiative and to a case of environmental injustice
(Acselrad et al., 2009).

FINAL REMARKS: REQUALIFICATION AND
GREEN GENTRIFICATION

This article aimed to discuss the NPRP proposed by the São Paulo
state government that connects river depollution to two works
considered as the main results of the program: a leisure area and
the construction of a linear park.

According to the analysis, the leisure area, called São
Paulo Puerto Madero, is a construction model based on
excluding capitalist consumption, despite the area reconstruction

depending on basic sanitation works performed by the São Paulo
State government.

As for green gentrification, it is considered that there is a
possibility that the process will be observed in the next years
after the implementation of the sustainable green structures
as the linear park, leisure, and sports equipment at Marginal
Pinheiros. According to the São Paulo government, the
depollution of the River Pinheiros will result in real state
valuation of neighborhoods in the immediate surroundings
of Marginal Pinheiros [São Paulo (State), 2021a]. Associated
with the implantation of the Puerto Madero Paulistano,
the raise of value of the neighborhoods could lead to
the expulsion of lower- and middle-income populations
from these places, which would result in continuous green
gentrification processes.

This mode of production of qualified and valued
urban spaces included in the ranking of global
cities is supported by public resources invested in
infrastructure, with the purpose of leveraging private
business (Fix, 2007). As controversial results, these public
investments generate more socio-spatial segregation,
deepen processes of environmental injustice, and may
in the future result in green gentrification depending on
capital investments.

Lastly, it is important to observe that cities in the
Global South have been the focus of exploration by the
international financial capital, which expands to occupy
new markets, such as water and sanitation. The NPRP
thus fits this expansion logic of the financial capital that
invests on Global South cities aiming to widen markets
and profits, but not to improve environmental quality or
proposing solutions for the promotion of environmental
justice. In this case, green gentrification is one path for such
international investment.

As alternatives for processes of green gentrification, as
this case, the construction of linear parks in public areas
located in low-income neighborhoods should be considered,
contributing to environmental justice. And more ambitious
could be the partnership with the cities involved in the
project to improve informal communities and favelas,
with urbanization investments or production of social
housing, this way looking toward a real environmental
sustainability, instead of the constructions of exclusionary
leisure structures. Urban sustainability connected to social
housing is a strategy that has been proposed by UN
Habitat, to achieve sustainable development (Ministério
do Meio Ambiente et al., 2015), The criticism presented
here is about the precarious housing situation of part of
the families covered by the NPRP and the communities
living without access to urban equipment, basic sanitation,
and proper garbage collection; however, the investments
in sustainability and urban requalification were primarily
designed downstream, at the Marginal Pinheiros neighborhood,
where high technological commercial buildings impose
characteristics of global city. The project covers only one
sub-basin territory but proposes two unequal solutions. So, we
observe that the NPRP is a continuity of the perverse logic of
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capitalist urban space production that widens inequalities in
the territory.
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