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Urban environments

Curitiba, a city in southwest Brazil, is an excellent model 
for sustainable urban development. It has experienced 
rapid population growth – from 300 000 in 1950 to 
over 2.1 million today – but has managed to avoid all 
the problems normally associated with it. What make it 
stand out as a model of “voluntary sustainability” are 
the vision and efforts of its mayor, Jaime Lerner. He 
and his government have achieved a better quality of 
life for the residents of the city by creating a city that is 
“more intelligent and humane”, despite scarce 
resources. 

Industrialization and exponential growth meant that 
by the 1960s the city was faced with the same 
environmental, social and economic problems as other 
developing world urban areas: unemployment, slums, 
pollution and congestion. Given Brazil’s economic 
situation, Lerner had to think small, cheap and 
participatory. He began by providing 1.5 million tree 
seedlings to neighbourhoods for them to plant and 
care for. He hired teenagers to keep the parks clean, 
and when the streets in the central shopping district 
were pedestrianized, he persuaded local businesses 
to pay street children to tend their garden areas. He 
was also instrumental in making sure that appropriate 
technology, on which Curitiba’s success largely 
depends, would be used.

Policies in the city cover the following:

Transportation
By the 1990s two-thirds of Curitibans used public 
transport – with 25% less congestion and noticeably 
cleaner air than cities of similar size. Sophisticated but 
cheap and reliable bus services predominate, carrying 
300 passengers each. They act like railways, with 1.3 million 
people using the system daily. There is integration between 
the different routes and types of transport (direct-line, inter-
district, stopping and feeder buses).

Housing
A public housing programme enables the urban poor to 
build their own homes, which ensures that they have the 
houses they want as well as access to clean water and 
sanitation systems.

Recycling
Recycling in Curitiba is now so advanced that two-thirds of 
the city’s daily waste is processed. Curitiba was awarded 
the highest environmental prize in 1990 by UNEP, and 
since its start in 1989 the recyclable waste scheme has 
accomplished the separation of 419 000 tonnes of 
recyclable waste – the equivalent of 1,200 20-storey 
buildings creating 280 square metres of trash each.

Low-tech solutions
An unusual use of more low-technology methods is the 
21-million square metres of parks, woods, gardens and 
squares within the city. Such recreational facilities 
enhance the quality of life. Most of Curitiba’s parks, called 
linear parks, are located along riverbanks and in valley 
bottoms. They help prevent illegal occupation and shanty-
town growth and reduce misuse as landfill sites. The park 
lakes help solve the city’s flood problems by diverting 
water from flood-risk areas into the park lakes, which also 
function as water-flow regulators during the rainy season. 
The environment itself is the “technology tool”.

The city of Curitiba shows that urban decay and 
unsustainable living are not inevitable, even in the largest 
urban areas.

Case study: Sustainable development in Curitiba

Figure 11.1 The location of Curitiba, Brazil
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Problems (1950s/60s) Solutions (late 1960s onwards)

● Many streams had been covered to form underground 
canals, which restricted water flow.

● Houses and other buildings had been built too close 
to rivers.

● New buildings were built on poorly drained land on the 
periphery of the city.

● Increase in roads and concrete surfaces accelerated 
runoff.

● Natural drainage was preserved – these natural 
floodplains are used as parks.

● Certain low-lying areas are off-limits.

● Parks have been extensively planted with trees; existing 
buildings have been converted into new sports and 
leisure facilities.

● Bus routes and bicycle paths integrate the parks into the 
urban life of the city.

Table 11.1 Sustainable solutions to flooding in Curitiba 

Figure 11.2 Curitiba’s transport system
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