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Opening remarks

The purpose of this publication is to present les-
sons learned and good practices that have been deve-
loped by Observatório de Favelas during the develop-
ment of the Escape Routes program.  Expectations are 
that this material will enable the achievement of three 
basic objectives:   

I.  To present our perspective of child labor in drug 
trafficking;

II.  To describe our experience, indicating methods 
used, the reasons for some of the choices made 
and results obtained through these choices; 

III. To present recommendations for projects and/
or public policies addressing the prevention and 
creation of alternatives for children and youngs-
ters involved in drug trafficking and other illicit 
activities.

We hope that this report will be useful for creating a 
dialogue capable of challenging and motivating our rea-
ders, providing them with clues about eventual courses 
to take, without losing sight of the fact that many rele-

vant actions of this kind already are under way in the 
country, and with which we hope to establish an active 
dialogue, based upon our own experience.

To that end, we aim to create a basis for discussion, 
especially among technicians and social welfare project 
managers and public policy designers, with whom we 
would like to share our day-to-day challenges and di-
lemmas and the decisions we not always feel prepared to 
take. We hope that this will enable us to strengthen our 
actions, promote a broad debate and, above all, effecti-
vely help to improve the living conditions of Brazilian 
children, adolescents and youngsters, as well as of those 
living in countries with similar social conditions, in the 
shanty-towns and poor urban districts, who are equally 
subject to the influence of retail drug trafficking and 
other networks of illicit activities.    

Our present challenge, therefore, is to offer the les-
sons we have learned through our experience, to shed 
some light upon the common challenges that permea-
te the work of NGOs and governments in our quest for 
a much fairer society, where children, adolescents and 
youngsters may have their rights acknowledged and 
guaranteed.
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The importance of the evaluation process 
and of recording our experience

In Brazil and in the rest of the world there currently are 
an endless number of activities that are actively concerned 
with improving the living conditions of socially vulnerable 
communities.  Many of these activities are developed by non-
governmental organizations and are not recorded or submit-
ted to evaluation. That is why many innovating experiences 
– which otherwise could be disseminated, strengthened and 
duplicated – are “lost” because they were not systematically 
recorded: no information was gathered on a particular ap-
proach, lessons learned, and methodologies and strategies 
adopted in addressing these issues. Likewise, in the absence 
of an evaluation process, inefficient projects have no means 
of reviewing their concepts and procedures, resulting in a 
waste of financial, material and human resources.   

The evaluation of these social programs and the subse-
quent publication of such findings are important in order 
to provide proper accounting to sponsors, donors and so-
ciety in general; to share knowledge, provoke discussions; 
to produce and provide for inputs and parameters for more 
efficient social actions, whoever the relevant agent may be.  

Therefore, we believe that the systematization of in-
formation is a process that should take into account the 
evaluation, the in-depth discussion and the questioning 
of practices as a means of building new knowledge and 
intervention methodologies, while structuring ideas in 
such a way as to enable accumulated experiences and ac-
tions to be reflected upon and disseminated.    

The purpose of this publication is to examine such 
issues and objectives.  It records the lessons learned by 
the Escape Routes team of Observatório de Favelas, in 
Rio de Janeiro. The Routes project is an offshoot of the 
Observatory’s Human Rights program. For three years, 
starting 2004, the program has been fully dedicated to 
understanding the work and the involvement of children 
and adolescents with the retail sales of illegal drugs in 
the favelas of Rio de Janeiro. The information contained 
in the text of this report is the result of an ongoing evalu-
ation of these activities, and is a compilation of the expe-
rience of technicians, participants and partners.

The process of monitoring and documentation car-
ried out during the Escape Routes program has helped 
the program find new clues, as well as provide answers to 
some of the dilemmas faced.  Through this publication, 
Observatório de Favelas and the Escape Routes project 
wish to share some of the issues faced during the cour-
se of their work; the daily difficulties and the decisions 
taken under the pressure of prevailing circumstances.  

The main goal of this exchange of information, dis-
cussion and the creation of such a network of agents 
representing different sectors and spheres of work is to 
strengthen social activities that may help youngsters li-
ving in the outskirts and favelas of large Brazilian cities 
to leave the statistics related to urban violence and con-
quer the full citizenship that is rightfully theirs.  



The Escape Routes program



1The Escape Routes program was created in 2003 by 
Observatório de Favelas, based on a discussion sponso-
red by that institution regarding urban violence in Rio 
de Janeiro, and as the result of a growing engagement 
of children and adolescents in illicit activities, mostly 
in retail drug trafficking. Developed in the city of Rio 
de Janeiro, this program began in 2004, with support 
from both ICCO and ILO. ICCO (Interchurch Organi-
zation for Development Cooperation, a Netherlands-
based NGO) has supported research projects and ILO 
(International Labour Organization) focused on the de-
velopment of preventative methodologies, as well as in 
creating alternatives and dialogue through a rights pro-
motion and rights guarantee network intended to better 
express the public policies targeted at the audience being 
served by this program.    

The main objective of the Escape Routes program 
was to produce information and develop methodologies 
that could assist in the design and debate of public poli-
cies for children, adolescents and youngsters involved in 
illicit networks and particularly those involved in drug 
trafficking, so as to provide for the eradication of this 
type of activity as well its consequences, the most extre-
me of which is violent death.   

During the course of its development, the Program 
effectively managed to gradually widen its focus of acti-
vities, understanding that the most dramatic outcome of 
the children’s involvement in drug trafficking is death by 

homicide. As from 2007, the work of the project entered 
a new transitory phase, aimed at establishing a program 
specifically designed to include strategies to reduce lethal 
violence, in the hope that this campaign would eventu-
ally be adopted on a national level, in coordination with 
those cities where the problem of lethal violence is more 
emblematic.     

In order to achieve its objectives, the Escape Routes 
program was structured upon four points of interven-
tion, as described below:

Research

The ever-increasing involvement of children, adoles-
cents and youngsters in retail drug trafficking, particular-
ly in favelas and other poor urban areas, is a phenomenon 
that has been at the forefront of public debate in recent ye-
ars. The lack of information and the lack of understanding 
of this phenomenon by the different social sectors have 
led the professionals working on these cases, and even the 
Government itself, to react to this situation with resistant, 
prejudiced and distorted attitudes.

Observatório de Favelas understands that the design of 
public policies requires an in-depth knowledge of the re-
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ality upon which it intends to act. Unfortunately, a proper 
diagnosis of the target groups one expects to reach has been 
lacking all too often within the scope of public policies and 
particularly with regard to social welfare projects developed 
by NGOs. In the specific case of children, adolescents and 
youngsters involved in drug trafficking, the general overview 
is based on stereotypes and criminalizing attitudes that nega-
tively influence the development of such interventions.     

Hence, since 2001 our institution has developed a 
series of research projects and studies in order to better 
understand the reality of children, adolescents and youn-
gsters involved in drug trafficking, including their social 
and community context, essential for understanding the 
overall picture. Two very relevant studies were produced: 
“Crianças no tráfico: um diagnóstico rápido” (Children 
in drug trafficking: a swift diagnosis), produced at the 
request of ILO; and Trajetória social de crianças, adoles-
centes e jovens no tráfico de drogas no varejo do Rio de 
Janeiro” , (The social path followed by children, adoles-
cents and youngsters involved in retail drug trafficking in 
Rio de Janeiro), a survey carried out in 34 favelas in Rio de 
Janeiro, with inputs from 230 members of the drug trade.   

Awareness raising, mobilization and 
networking

Awareness raising actions are based on the prin-
ciple that it in order to intervene in a situation it is 

essential to first social raise awareness about these is-
sues, as well as develop mechanisms capable of mobi-
lizing and coordinating players around the problem. 
Observatório de Favelas has developed materials in-
tended to provide the issue and its context with greater 
visibility: it produced a documentary film, in partner-
ship with UNICEF and Canal Futura (an educational 
TV channel), titled “Até quando?” (Till when?), as 
well as a book with pictures with the same title. The-
se products have helped raise social awareness about 
the drama of urban violence, and especially about the 
effects of drug trafficking and the “war against drugs” 
carried out by law enforcement agents, causing the 
dramatic and violent death of thousands of youngs-
ters every year. This film has been shown at several 
events organized by Observatório de Favelas, as well 
as on television.

Observatório has also been active in establishing 
a dialogue with a group of institutions working in di-
fferent areas of Rio de Janeiro.  This network, called 
Rede Rotas (Routes Network), is structured around 
the issue of children and adolescents working in drug 
trafficking. Since its creation, in December 2004, the 
Network has been investing in improving methodo-
logies for intervention, in the dialogue with Gover-
nment authorities and in creating mechanisms for 
supporting prevention and alternatives to working in 
drug trafficking.  
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Prevention

The efforts to prevent children, adolescents and youn-
gsters from becoming involved in drug trafficking were 
carried out in partnership with two institutions in Maré, 
a group of favelas located in Zona Norte, the northern 
part of the city of Rio de Janeiro. The focus of this work 
was to support and develop actions to strengthen family 
networks and to ensure the return and permanent scho-
ol attendance by children and youngsters. To that end, 
partnerships were established with two local institutions: 
CEASM - Centro de Estudos e Ações Solidárias da Maré 
(the Maré Centre of Studies and Solidarity Actions), 
through the Nenhum a Menos - Rede de Apoio Integral 
a Famílias Socialmente Vulneráveis  (Leaving Nobody 
Behind – Network for the Integral Support to Socially 
Vulnerable Families) and Vida Real (Real Life) projects. 
Both institutions, which were created at the community 
level, develop projects to provide direct services to the 
inhabitants of Maré and are widely acknowledged by the 
local population. The work performed with both insti-
tutions involves activities carried out jointly with fami-
lies facing high social vulnerability, some of which have 
members involved in the drug trade network. The par-
tnership also provides integrated educational, vocatio-
nal training and psychosocial activities. Through these 
partnerships, Observatório de Favelas provided techni-

cal support, contracted personnel, provided funding for 
social-educational projects and established institutional 
contacts related to the service network.    

Creating alternatives

Creating alternatives involves working directly with 
children, adolescents and youngsters engaged in drug tra-
fficking and other illicit networks.  This form of interven-
tion was carried out by the Rotas de Fuga team of experts 
and focused on the wish to exit the drug network. A series 
of discussion activities, including articulated psycho-so-
cial and psycho-pedagogical activities, were carried out in 
order to encourage the desire to leave the drug trade. This 
work was also focused on the Maré area, as well as pre-
vention activities.  But it focused on the individual as well, 
strengthening a support network that involved families, 
institutions and the overall community.

Both the prevention activities and those involving the 
creation of alternatives were subject to an ongoing process 
of recording and evaluation carried out by the Rotas de 
Fuga team of experts. Our goal was to be able to use the 
practical knowledge gained through the direct services so 
as to provide inputs for designing intervention methodolo-
gies capable of establishing a dialogue with other programs, 
carried out either by NGOs or Government agencies.
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2In the world of child labor, one of the most complex 
and degrading forms of work are the activities associated 
to drug trafficking. This work stands out, on one hand, 
for a series of short-term and attractive advantages, such 
as providing greater earnings than the formal labor ma-
rket can offer; the sense of belonging to a group; and 
the “adrenaline” – a term used to describe the emotions 
experienced as the result of activities related to drug 
trafficking; and the sense of virility, prestige and power, 
particularly among those who carry weapons. On the 
other hand, although comparative data are currently 
unavailable, it is assumed that, by the very nature of this 
activity, the corresponding rates of mortality and arrests 
among those active in this sector are the highest among 
the worst forms of child labor.  

The sense of risking one’s life is one of the most sen-
sitive aspects of drug trafficking, further intensified by 
the use of increasingly heavy weapons to defend areas 
dominated by the traffic, either against the police or 
against rival gangs. But using a weapon in fact encoura-
ges youngsters to enter drug trafficking, since carrying 
a weapon represents prestige and power. Therefore, for 
many youngsters, getting involved in the drug business 
represents the possibility of taking part in an armed con-
frontation and seems to act as an additional motivation. 
That is even further encouraged by the police and how 
it addresses the drug issue in Rio de Janeiro: based on 
a war-on-drugs approach and the use of direct armed 

confrontation as its main strategy, resulting in an endless 
number of deaths, especially among youngsters. In addi-
tion to the fact that the majority of these deaths occurs 
in a context of prejudice against the inhabitants of fave-
las, this also contributes to creating another unfortunate 
statistic, which is having Rio de Janeiro now listed as one 
of the most violent cities in the world. 

Subjectivities, the consumer society and 
self-esteem 

Several studies  have shown that the desire for re-
cognition, visibility and prestige is increasingly a deci-
sive factor for those who want to enter drug trafficking, 
which brings us to the conclusion that such a decision 
is much more complex than just a simple desire to earn 
more money, although the business aspect should not be 
ignored.  It is true that the desire for visibility, prestige 
and power are elements that, at a certain level, help to 
counteract the stigmas imposed by society on those li-
ving in favela areas.  

The fact that a great majority of those belonging to 
the lower levels of society find it impossible to have ac-



cess to goods and values that are widely publicized by 
the media and through mass culture only increases the 
tension that already exists within these particular social 
groups, since many believe there are no legitimate me-
ans of obtaining such things in the short run. 

Hence drug trafficking offers its members a quick 
and greater purchasing power that redefines their sense 
of belonging, of integration within a social group, provi-
ding for a shared identity.

Determinism, autonomy and choice

These elements would not make sense unless we re-
garded the individual as someone who has desires and 
wants. A child or adolescent who enters the drug trade is 
a person, someone who has a certain degree of autonomy 
about his decisions and choices. He is not someone who 
is just being manipulated, forced or co-opted. Much less 
is he someone who has been enticed, in the strict sen-
se of the word, into this activity. We should think about 
the reasons why someone joins the drug trade as being 
a combination of factors arising from both structural is-
sues – such as poverty, reduced schooling and lack of 
employment – and issues of a rather subjective nature 
– such as the desire for peer recognition, group identi-
ty, prestige and power. The subjective factors, however, 

form part of a social-cultural context characterized by 
social invisibility, prejudice and stigma.     

In the collective mind of the majority of the popula-
tion, youngsters living in low-income and overcrowded 
communities live in situations of extreme poverty and, 
therefore, have a high chance of becoming involved in 
illicit activities. This reasoning forms an integral part of 
public policies targeted at youngsters that consider that 
involvement in drug trafficking is caused, for instance, 
by an absence of formal education or lack of attention 
from the family, a combination that encourages bad 
social behavior and poverty, driving individuals to the 
drug business as the “only” way out. Drug trafficking is 
presented, therefore, as a powerful local agent that enti-
ces youngsters to carry out certain assignments at their 
work posts.  Such “victims” of an excluding system are 
perceived as being seduced by the quick financial returns 
offered by drug trafficking.  This has proven to be a very 
limited way of explaining the overall context and struc-
ture of drug trafficking in the city of Rio de Janeiro.         

Levels of involvement with the drug 
trade network

The different levels of involvement in the drug trade 
network can be easily identified. The following explana-
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tions reflect the practical knowledge gained by the Esca-
pe Routes team and point at some of the characteristics 
of each “phase” of involvement. These phases should not 
be viewed as static. They are a summary of singular situ-
ations being taken as a whole, which allows us to identify 
three distinct levels of involvement by children, adoles-
cents and youngsters in the drug trade network.  Our 
practical experience has shown that the level of involve-
ment is extremely important when designing strategies 
to be adopted in each situation. Identifying the elements 
that form the basis for this involvement, as well as fac-
tors that may “annul” or “weaken” such an involvement, 
is essential when we begin to work with an individual. 
In fact, one cannot generalize the work of those invol-
ved in drug trafficking, for example, by giving the same 
importance to a person that carries a weapon as to ano-
ther who does not. Likewise, one cannot ignore the fact 
that even an involvement that does not necessarily re-
present an effective insertion in drug trafficking – such 
as affectionate relationships, family ties and friendship 
– can mean the beginning of a process that may end up 
in a more direct involvement in the future. That is why 
a project such as the one developed by Escape Routes 
will include amongst its target group a great variety of 
situations, which will require specific action.  In order 
to simplify things, the Escape Routes team established a 
ranking system based on known levels of involvement, 
so as to better characterize the status of each individual, 

as well as the strategies that should be adopted in dealing 
with him, described as follows:  

• Limited involvement and no commitment – That is 
when a youngster begins to weave his first contacts with 
the drug web. His insertion will occur slowly, first dra-
wing him closer and then developing into a on-going, 
two-way “dating” process that occurs between the 
adolescent and the drug network.  The course taken by 
both parties in this direction can be subtle, slow, gra-
dual, but can also be fast and well targeted. The precise 
views held by those that are a part of an individual’s 
daily circle of friends or family at this point genera-
te an endless number of feelings, such as fear, anger, 
indifference, denial, consent, despair, indignation, and 
so on. Usually, at this point the young person doesn’t 
have a permanent job yet, but spends most of his time 
in the company of his group of friends, performing 
minor tasks or favors, such as delivering messages, fe-
tching meals or, for instance, taking the place of one of 
the guards at his post for short periods of time. Several 
factors may facilitate this type of situation, such as a 
having a member of the family who is already part of 
the drug network, friends active in the area, the fasci-
nation for weapons or the authority imposed upon the 
local community; the lack of opportunities for leisure 
and cultural activities, or other possibilities in the dis-



tricts they live in. According to our observations, the 
period of approximation with drug trafficking usually 
occurs between the age of 11 and 14 years old. 

• Regular and committed involvement with drug traffi-
cking – This is the moment when a youngster begins 
to become directly involved in the network at one 
of their points-of-sale. Since the hierarchy of drug 
trafficking operates on a system of “reward throu-
gh merit”, these positions are distributed according 
to the “reputation” that youngsters hold within the 
drug network. Such “reputation” is built on a daily 
basis while they are working, through the skills and 
the capacity a person shows in his work routine, and 
reveals the degree of confidence that other members 
of the group place in him. Therefore, a weapon, for 
instance, is only given to someone who has shown 
“responsibility” and the ability to handle one. Trans-
porting a cargo of drugs, for example, is a task that 
requires a great deal of confidence on the part of the 
drug boss. The network is generally very strict about 
fulfilling assignments, and those who do not meet 
this maxim are known as “vacilão” (falterer) and are 
no longer allowed to remain within the network. This 
means that the constant losses that occur lead to a 
significant mobility amongst the work points, with a 
significant turnover of personnel, which explains the 
regular efforts that are made to draw new youngsters 
into the network. According to our observations, 

this situation occurs more often amongst adolescents 
aged between 13 to 16 years of age. 

• Gradual withdrawal and final rupture – There are many 
reasons that can lead to a break with the drug trade. 
This process may be caused by several practical factors, 
such as the birth of a child, a satisfying affectionate re-
lationship, the death of a friend or companion in the 
network, family pressure and the imminent risk of dea-
th or of being killed.  It has also been observed that the 
younger members of the group are the ones who seem 
to show a greater interest in remaining in drug traffi-
cking. Generally aged around 17 years old and more ex-
perienced, many demonstrate that they are “disenchan-
ted” with the network and think more about the losses 
and gains in remaining within the drug network.  

The path described above is not a rule applicable to 
all youngsters in drug trafficking, but rather an attempt 
to systematize the more common situations.  There is 
a very significant fluctuation between the type of rela-
tionship established with the network, and activities car-
ried out in drug trafficking can also be entwined with 
other illicit activities. According to our observations, a 
certain flexibility exists in the working relations within 
the network, which means that during certain periods 
participants carry out their duties in drug trafficking and 
at others times they can withdraw from these, and they 
may either return or not to it in the future. 
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3While developing its points of intervention, the pro-
gram team adopted some strategies that outlined paths 
to be followed and established some of the results to be 
attained.  

In this part we will provide for a brief report on the 
background of the Escape Routes program by describing 
some of the situations that have occurred, pointing out 
the reasons why certain choices have been made, as well 
as their end results. 

In this topic we will focus on prevention activities 
and the development of alternatives related to those 
interventions we carried out with our target audience, 
which led to the coordination of a network of players 
and institutions, and to the drafting of the main metho-
dological principles that were gradually incorporated by 
the team and shared with our partners.

Why Maré?

Although the research developed by Observatório de 
Favelas – as well as the awareness raising and network 
coordination actions – was designed in accordance to 
the size of the city of Rio de Janeiro, the prevention and 
alternative creation activities were limited to a much 
smaller geographic area, within the boundaries of the 
Maré area, directly affecting two of its 16 favelas.

In addition to being an area located close to Obser-
vatório de Favelas, where many participants have lived 
their lives in active support to social issues, and where 
strategic institutional partnerships could be established 
for actions to be restricted to a certain territorial area, 
the Maré area, according to data provided by the Second 
Juvenile Court, is accountable for one third of the total 
number of children and adolescents who have been sub-
mitted to social-educational measures in Rio. 

Located between Avenida Brasil and Linha Verme-
lha, alongside the Guanabara Bay, the Maré district is 
one of the main concentrations of social exclusion in 
the city of Rio de Janeiro, with 132,000 inhabitants, li-
ving in 38,000 homes, distributed in 16 favelas. Its vi-
sibility, as a result of its geographic location, the fact 
that its landscape has, for many years, been dominated 
by stilt houses (precarious wooden structures suspen-
ded over mud and water) and the contrasting proxi-
mity to the International Airport of Galeão and the 
Federal University of Rio de Janeiro, have helped to 
create the general view of Maré as being a miserable, 
poverty-stricken area, which is violent and devoid of 
proper living conditions, with a population that is pre-
dominately made up by blacks and immigrants from 
the Northeastern region of the country, living in con-



ditions of low social-professional development and li-
mited schooling.  

With regards to the local educational infrastructure, 
Maré has 16 schools offering basic education (1st to 9th 
grade) and three offering intermediate education (10th 
to 12th grade). The district still has no cultural centers, 
such as cinemas, theaters and so on.  Currently, two cul-
tural projects are on the way: one is being organized in a 
place called “Casa de Cultura da Maré” and another is the 
“Lona Cultural Herbert Vianna”. Other local manifesta-
tions, such as the Folia de Reis, music groups and other 
cultural groups are marked by their lack of continuity 
and their activities usually are not much publicized.   

According to the Maré Census, carried out in 2000 by 
CEASM, an NGO, nearly 10% of the local inhabitants over 
14 years of age are illiterate.  This percentage is somewhat 
below the national average (13.3%), but much higher than 
the percentage for the municipality of Rio de Janeiro for 
year 1999 (3.4%).  With regards to earnings, less than one 
third of local workers state they receive more than two 
minimum wages per month and, with regards to child la-
bor, 2% of the children residing in Maré aged between 10 
and 14 years perform some kind of work, compared to a 
rate 0.6% for the municipality of Rio de Janeiro.

Since they are located in an area with a high concen-
tration of highways, public buildings and industrial and 
commercial installations, the boundaries between the 

favelas that form the Maré complex are somewhat hete-
rogeneous, with different types of neighborhoods.  This 
means that no strong cohesion exists among the several 
areas, a fact that is reinforced by the presence of rival 
drug trafficking gangs, which in effect fragment the re-
gion and raise symbolic barriers that impeach the free 
circulation of local inhabitants in certain areas. That me-
ans that the Escape Routes team had to establish specific 
areas of action in order to intervene in the area.  The 
following factors can help provide a better understan-
ding of the reasons behind the choice for an apparently 
limited geographic planning:  

• Territorial aspects of drug trafficking: Drug trafficking 
in Rio de Janeiro is divided into three criminal factions. 
These groups compete for points-of-sale through phy-
sical coercion, the use of weapons, and by symbolic co-
ercion, as well as by establishing demarcated areas that 
are not always visible to the eye, but are certainly well-
understood by those living in the favelas. In effect, what 
happens is that the districts dominated by the factions 
become restricted areas to local residents or to those 
who live in areas dominated by the same faction.  The-
se codes are consolidated by the local inhabitants and 
especially by the younger members of the community. 
It would be difficult, therefore, for an ordinary youn-
gster to leave his community or visit an area belonging 
to a different faction. And when it comes to youngs-
ters involved in drug trafficking, such restrictions are 

24

paths taken



By using the survey developed by Observatório de Fa-
velas, the technical team was able to have access to many 
members of the drug trade from several favelas in Rio 
de Janeiro. Many of them showed some level of interest 
in leaving the drug trade, as was the case of Thiago (not 
his real name), 17 years old, a former ‘soldier’ of the drug 
trade, and Negão, the pseudonym of a 22-year old young 
man, a sub-manager in the drug trade. 

We invited Thiago to take part in a celebration of the 
Observatório de Favelas anniversary, in Maré. It would 
be an opportunity for him to get to know the work and 
activities carried out by the institutions, as well as to get in 
contact with new people and, later on, to become involved 
in activities organized there.  Although he was no longer 
involved in illicit trafficking, Thiago did not feel happy 
about making the journey.  “I can’t leave this area; it is too 
dangerous. I’m afraid”.

During one of our sessions with Negão, we were recei-
ved by him in front of his place of work.  He was wearing a 
gun.  It was late afternoon, a time when it is more likely to 
find members of the drug trade out on the street. They are 
usually sleeping before that. We had no point of reference 
as to their home addresses, either because they do not tell 
where they live or they simply do not have a fixed home 
address to go to. They sleep in a different place each night, 
for their own safety.  Since there was nowhere private 
where we could conduct our interview and “Negão” was 
“on duty”, we decided, after duly consulting him, to do the 
survey right there.  Negão received us politely, replied to 
our questions, talked about his life and emphasizing the 
fact that he wanted to abandon his life of crime.  “I became 

a bandit quite late in life”, that is to say, after he was 18 years 
old. “I did it for the money”, he said, justifying his actions. 
During our conversation he mentioned the respect shown 
by the local inhabitants, by the women who sought them 
out, the possibility of spending money on food and drink at 
the local dances. The interview took place in the presence of 
others who were circulating nearby.  They were members of 
the same group, in charge of his security. Negão interrupted 
himself several times and, at one point, he left the front of 
the point-of-sale and asked us to stand behind a pillar. “Move 
over here, because this is about the time the police  shows up 
and I have a better view of them coming into the area from 
here; it’s not so much out in the open and gives me the chan-
ce to take action”. And so we continued to talk for a while 
longer, until we decided to end the interview.”

This experience demonstrates that, although willing to 
receive the project team, prevailing conditions of security 
and privacy are not always the best.  However, the team had 
no choice when faced with the chance of achieving greater 
proximity with the youngster and gaining his confidence.  
Fear of leaving the community in which they feel safe and the 
difficulties of organizing a regular attendance were frequent 
issues when offering assistance outside Maré, which made 
providing social support to youngsters who were involved in 
the survey outside the Maré area both slow and difficult, to 
the point that the team chose to work only inside the Maré 
district. 

THE DIFFICULTY OF MEETING DEMANDS
OUTSIDE THE PROGRAM’S AREA OF IMPLEMENTATION
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even stronger, which in most cases limits their ability 
to move about freely to their own favela. The Maré dis-
trict, unlike most favelas or groups of favelas in Rio, is 
divided and fought over by the three factions that do-
minate drug trafficking in Rio de Janeiro. For this rea-
son, some of the favelas, although they may be adjacent 
to one another, do not communicate among themsel-
ves. That is why we chose to work in Maré, and more 
specifically in the Nova Holanda favelas: we based our 
choice on the fact that these were areas whose youn-
gsters could have access to Observatório de Favelas, 
where the organization is based. Such choice allowed 
us to have direct access to youngsters living in Nova 
Holanda, Parque Maré, Parque União and Rubens Vaz. 
With regard to our prevention activities, carried out in 
partnership with the CEASM project Nenhum a Me-
nos, the program was active in two different favelas, 
which are divided into territorial areas controlled by 
different gangs. In this case, although Nova Holanda 
and Nova Maré were considered to be “incompatible” 
areas, the Nenhum a Menos team counted with access 
to and institutional support in both locations.

A reduced number of participants that had been in-
cluded in our previous survey were served – at least du-
ring the first six months – by two other communities: Vila 
Joaniza, on Ilha do Governador, and Morro do Andaraí, 
in Andaraí. However, we did not continue working with 
them because we did not have an appropriate number 

of technical staff members available for commuting to 
these other communities located outside Maré; besides, 
there was the difficulty of being able to work in “neutral” 
community centers with adequate infrastructure to serve 
those involved in such a project. Local conditions, there-
fore, were one of the contributing factors that led to us 
restricting the boundaries of this part of the program to 
the Maré complex. Since Escape Routes had anticipated 
holding systematic activities – such as workshops, indi-
vidual interviews with families, home visits and referrals 
– carrying out such activities with adolescents and youn-
gsters from other communities would have been jeopar-
dized by the difficulty faced by members of the drug trade 
in moving around freely in the city. Because of the risks 
involved in their work, they spend most of their time in-
side their own communities. Should they leave their ter-
ritories, they would be at risk of being recognized by the 
police or by members of a rival faction.

• Capacity to provide quality service and area of action 
and focus in order to better control the methodology 
under construction: The technical teams responsible 
for prevention and the creation of alternatives were 
rather small.  At CEASM, the team could count on a 
coordinator, a psychologist, two social workers, two 
social educators and two trainees for a total of 60 fa-
milies.  At Observatório de Favelas, the team included 
two coordinators, one psychologist, one social worker, 
five educators and two trainees.  
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During the period between August 2005 and July 2006, 
the project served 137 beneficiaries and their respective 
families. This number refers to the total number of parti-
cipants who attended Observatório de Favelas during the 
said period. On average, the regular group attending the 
workshops consisted of 25 to 35 participants, as recorded 
in the attendance lists.  However, the high turnover of be-
neficiaries taking part in these events, made it difficult for 
our team of professionals to follow-up each case more sys-
tematically, which is essential for creating, executing and 
evaluating methodologies in this area. 

Therefore – and based on the evaluations made during 
the whole project – we established that, as from August 
2006, more intense direct service should be provided to 
a closed group of 30 participants, and that it would no 
longer be possible to constantly insert new members into 
the group. The selection criteria established for this group 
involved different levels and ties with the illicit networks, 
the desire to abandon this type of activity, different situa-
tions of vulnerability and social risk, the family structure 
and the support networks available in each case.

The decision to follow-up a closed group was based 
on our need to obtain more in-depth information. Our 
aim was to provide for a longitudinal analysis of the 
course these youngsters have taken in life, and provide 
inputs for the creation of innovative methodologies and 
actions for fighting illicit activities carried out by youn-
gsters in low-income areas.  

The professional teams, involved in both the “Pre-
vention” axis as well as on the “Creation of Alternatives” 
axis, had a profound understanding of the Maré area, 
as well as a wide network of contacts and local partners 
at their disposal, and enjoyed a position of accessibility, 
legitimacy and local recognition for their work. This is 
why their concentrated efforts in their own particular 
areas of intervention were so successful, making it possi-
ble to transform the Nova Holanda and Nova Maré dis-
tricts into pilot areas for innovative interventions under 
construction. To expand this work to other areas could 
jeopardize the already sensitive process under way, whi-
ch requires that the professionals involved have a wide 
understanding of the context and reality of the lives of 
the youngsters involved in the project.     

The direct follow-up of adolescents and youngsters, 
aged between 12 and 25 years, many of whom were direc-
tly involved in drug trafficking while others were indirec-
tly involved in some way, as well as 60 families, involved 
a series of activities. Almost all workshops and psycho-
social care activities were carried out in the premises of 
Observatório de Favelas and its partners, Vida Real and 
CEASM. However, the professional team also had to visit 
other spaces used by project participants (for instance, to 
be present at court hearings, to visit DEGASE and prisons, 
to accompany them to school). Special outings and visits 
to public institutions were carried outside the Maré área, 
so that youngsters participating in the project could have 
access to areas they had never visited before.
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SYMBOLIC BOUNDARIES

One of the activities held with project participants, 
requested them to draw a “mental map” of where they 
live. The map below, drawn by an adolescent, shows 
the boundaries imposed by the drug trade.
These boundaries greatly restrict the areas where 
residents – especially young males – may
move about freely. 
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The detail shows barriers imposed by the drug 
trade, which are described as “boundaries”, 
namely, where the area of domain of criminal 
faction ends and the other one begins. It is not 
permitted to cross this area, which is described 
on the map as being “danger” (perigo). The map 
also indicates the feelings associated with each 
community area, described as safe, dangerous, 
happy and sad, that vary with the time of the day 
(morning, afternoon and night). The main goal of 
the map construction activity was to understand 
how project participants viewed and related 
to different spaces within their community. 
Almost all members of the group refered to the 
so-called “boundary” areas, which is evidence of 
the power and early incorporation of territorial 
control border lines imposed by the drug trade.  

A mental map drawn by one of the project participants

ESCAPE ROUTES   lessons learned



The search for sustainability:
the Routes Network (Rede Rotas)



4It is our understanding that an NGO should not take 
the place of the State, but instead develop projects that 
may set the basis for new proposals; to carry out succes-
sful actions, subject to being transformed into public po-
licies. Therefore, the political sustainability of an NGO 
plays an essential role in guaranteeing its survival as a 
player capable of mobilizing other players and influen-
cing public policies. In our opinion, an NGO should be 
supported by network coordination strategies in all of its 
activities, seeking to establish relationships that may help 
strengthen the organization and its work and that may 
enhance its capacity for dialogue with other players and 
the government, thereby ensuring that its actions may 
set the basis for new proposals to the public agenda.

The sustainability of activities developed by the Esca-
pe Routes program is conditioned to a scenario in which 
the several different players - directly or indirectly in-
volved – are aware, mobilized and, preferably, acting as 
a coordinated network. That is the reason why Observa-
tório de Favelas established a process concerted action 
with all players focusing on children and adolescents 
engaged in drug trafficking in Rio de Janeiro.

In December 2004, at an event held at FIRJAN, the 
Observatório created a consultative council for the Esca-
pe Routes program. This council should act as an advisory 
body, capable as well of providing technical and political 
support for activities developed under the program.  The 

council evolved so as to provide for a wider system of dia-
logue, bringing together the organizations that today are 
part of the Rede Rotas  program – a network of organiza-
tions that are socially aware, mobilized and coordinated 
in relation to problems related to children, adolescents 
and youngsters working in drug trafficking. 

In June 2005, Observatório de Favelas hosted two 
events called “Espaço de Diálogo (ED) sobre estratégias 
de enfrentamento do trabalho de crianças e adolescentes 
no tráfico de drogas” (Space of Dialogue on strategies for 
addressing child labor in drug trafficking)”, held at the 
SESC premises, in Tijuca. Such EDs brought together 19 
institutions representing several fields of work, leading 
to the establishment of an executive committee (whose 
task was to draft a common agenda on this issue) and 
a technical committee (which should discuss the me-
thodologies being used for addressing this issue). These 
structures consolidated Rede Rotas.

Aiming at promoting greater cohesion among the 
institutions involved in Rede Rotas, and considering the 
need to provide a formal framework for these partner-
ships, a Charter of Principles was drafted. The Charter 
should systematize and explicit the ethical, political and 
technical frameworks that should guide the work of Rede 



Rotas, acting as the basis for the activities, dialogues and 
strategies developed by members of the network. 

The technical committee meetings showed that in-
ternal disparities existed within the group with regards 
to our understanding of the issue that supposedly should 
bring us together, as well as a lack of unifying theoreti-
cal or conceptual frameworks. Therefore, the committee 
proposed to offer ongoing training in order to provide 
the members of the new network with information and 
more encompassing studies on the unfolding of the drug 
trade issue into public policies, methodologies for action 
and integrated initiatives. This initiative allowed those 
involved to build a closer relationship, and provided a 
basis for dialogue and an exchange of experiences be-
tween the NGOs, members of the juvenile courts, DE-
GASE (General Department for Social-educational Ac-
tions), schools; educational, health, leisure and cultural 
services, both from within and outside the Maré district, 
as well as community leaders and other institutions that 
provided support to the network.  The capacity building 
and training process also received the support of the Rio 
de Janeiro State University - UERJ, through NESA – The 
Nucleus for Studies on Adolescent Health, which has 
been one of the Observatório partners ever since the Es-
cape Routes program began, and which provided a cer-
tificate issued by the University to all those participating 
in the course.

The capacity building activities were essential for the 
development of the Network’s own structure and iden-
tity. During these activities, the group involved decided 
to give a name to the Network: Rede Rotas. That made 
us realize that a collective feeling of commitment in sup-
port to the process was being expressed through it. One 
of the aims of the capacity building started in August 
2006 was to hold a seminar, in December of the same 
year, at UERJ, to evaluate the activities carried out until 
then and to establish a plan for 2007. During this event, 
the participants reaffirmed their commitment to the ac-
tivities of Rede Rotas, making it clear that the role played 
by Observatório de Favelas during the mobilization pha-
se had come to an end, and that it now just one among 
the many other entities that make up the initiative.

One of the resolutions taken for 2007 referred to the 
ongoing capacity building meetings. From now on, the-
se meetings would be targeted at finding solutions for 
problems brought up by member institutions who provi-
ded direct services to these cases. We also invested more 
time in building closer relationships with the commu-
nities themselves, in order for them to participate in the 
discussions on the creation of alternatives for youngsters 
currently involved in the traffic and who want to get out. 
The meetings of the Rede Rotas were first held at insti-
tutions within the Maré district (including the Vida Real 
Institute, REDES, and the Maré Olympic Village). 
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The group, therefore, intended to discuss methodolo-
gies and draft proposals to address the problem of youn-
gsters involved in illicit networks, as well as alternatives 
to the existing policies.

The prevention efforts carried out by Rede Rotas 
provided for increased awareness raising and a joint re-
flection involving different players and institutions from 
the public sector, as well as organized civil organizations, 
into an ongoing capacity building process. We managed 
to identify the main challenges associated to the involve-
ment of adolescents and youngsters in drug trafficking 
and split them into different topics (health, work, cultu-
re, education, legal, protection policies for children and 
adolescents whose lives are being threatened, juvenile 
lethality). We also took youngsters from the Maré dis-
trict to visit and learn more about the services provided 
by a health institution – which is part of the Rede Rotas 
program – particularly the specific treatment provided 
to alcohol and drug users. The purpose of the visit was 
to strengthen ties between this type of health service 
and the youngsters themselves.  The idea of facilitating 
contact between young members of the community with 
these care services and their related work structure see-
med to us to be a positive strategy so that the services 

offered should become better known and used by the 
local inhabitants and thereby enable them to guarantee 
and exercise their rights.

With regard to the development of new alternatives, 
we first began constructing a model for receiving cases 
that are referred by the several institutions that are part 
of Rede Rotas – something like an overall reception cen-
ter – where cases would be handled by the Rede and not 
only by the first institution who had taken them in, se-
eking to develop strategies that would help create alter-
natives for these youngsters. Another activity focused on 
a project carried out jointly with educational institutions 
of the Maré district, so as to develop an intersectoral me-
thodology that may ensure that children, adolescents or 
youngsters involved in drug trafficking, remain in scho-
ol. Rede Rotas understands that a school is a place that 
embodies rights, protection, political formation and 
participation, and that not attending school jeopardizes 
the development of this audience. Data taken from the 
survey carried out by Observatório de Favelas point out 
facts that had already been highlighted by our practical 
experience: namely, that the period in which these age 
groups abandon school coincides with their entering the 
drug trade and their first experience in drug use.
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This document has been drafted jointly by the members of 
the Escape Routes Network and aims to set out the ethical, 
political and technical guidelines of the work carried out by 
the Escape Routes Network. These principles are the basis 
upon which the actions, dialogues and strategies of network 
members are developed. 

1. The Escape Routes Network

The Escape Routes Network is made up by children and 
adolescents and their family members, community leaders, 
NGOs, municipal, state and federal governments, govern-
ment agencies, the private sector, multilateral agencies and 
forums representing organized civil society. All these entities 
are involved in several fields of activity and what they do 
have in common is a set of coordinated actions to address 
issues associated to children and adolescents entering and 
then becoming permanently involved and exploited by the 
retail trade of drugs qualified as illicit, also known as “drug 
trafficking”.

2. Understanding the problem

The exploitation of children and adolescents by the drug trade 
is one of the worst forms of child labor, as stated under ILO 
Convention 182, of which Brazil is a subscriber. In view of the 
commitment signed by the Brazilian government in 2000, the 
Escape Routes Network has been carrying out a strategic role 

in finding ways to help address the problem. In the view of the 
Escape Routes Network, drug traffic is the retail sale of drugs 
qualified as illicit. This activity is linked – buy coercion – to 
other economic, social and cultural activities. Such under-
standing is intended to widen the concept of the involvement 
and exploitation of children and adolescents by such illicit 
activities. 

3. The Escape Routes Network
intervention axes

1.1. Knowledge production: carry out research aimed to obtain 
a better understanding of the involvement and exploitation of 
children and adolescents by the retail network of illegal drugs 
trafficking;

1.2. Prevention: create strategies to widen the possibilities  for 
children and adolescents in the educational, cultural, social 
and economic  field,  thus preventing their involvement in the 
retail sales of drugs qualified as illicit;

1.3. Exit: create alternatives for the sustainable exit of children 
and adolescents from the retail sales of drugs qualified as illicit;

1.4. Awareness: promote awareness raising campaigns targeted 
at society in general and at strategic players, so as to encour-
age social mobilization in support of policies for addressing 
the exploitation of children and adolescents by the retail sales 
of drugs qualified as illicit, based on an approach that aims at 
giving life its due value.

The Charter of Principles of the Escape Routes Network
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4. The Objectives of the Escape Routes 
Network are:

4.1. To contribute towards the prevention and eradication of 
the exploitation of children and adolescents involved in the 
retail sales of drugs qualified as illicit;

4.2. To produce knowledge on the profile of children and ado-
lescents involved in the retail sales of drugs qualified as illicit 
and on the dynamics of their involvement in this activity, so as 
to draft proposals for action for addressing the issue;

4.3. Create a service network committed to providing support 
for the prevention and withdrawal of children and adolescents 
from the retail sales of drugs qualified as illicit;

4.4. Have an impact upon public policies related to the preven-
tion and withdrawal of children and adolescents from the retail 
sales of drugs qualified as illicit. 

5. The Escape Routes Network’s
Ethical Guidelines

5.1. Children and adolescents are the subjects of rights, as 
established under the Statute of the Child and Adolescent (Law 
no. 8069/90, of 13/07/1990);

5.2. The physical and moral integrity of children or adolescents 
involved in the retail sales of drugs qualified as illicit is invio-
lable, which includes their self-image and identity;

5.3. The autonomy of children and adolescents must be re-
spected, their desire to withdraw from such activities must be 
considered and alternatives to that end must be created for that 
end, the course their lives has taken will be considered, as well 
as their socio-economic and cultural contexts, the strategies 
that have already been adopted by the communities, families 
and by children and adolescents themselves.

6. The Escape Routes Network’s
Policy Guidelines

6.1. Intersectoral Coordination: the Escape Routes Network 
should be coordinated with rights enforcement system for chil-
dren and adolescents and to the fora that represent the rights 
of children and adolescents, including Municipal and State 
Councils for the Rights of the Child and the State Forum for 
the Eradication of Child Labor and the Protection of Adoles-
cent Workers, among others;

6.2. Shared management: will be carried out through an Execu-
tive Committee that will coordinate and integrate the several 
stakeholders (children, adolescents and youngsters and their 
family members, community leaders, Non-Governmental 
Organizations, municipal, state and federal governments, 
public agencies, the private sector, multilateral organizations 
and civil society forums) with the aim of guaranteeing that the 
participation of the greatest number of authorities and ensur-
ing political and financial sustainability;

6.3. Shared responsibility in public policies: the Escape Routes 
Network will target the design and drafting of proposals, par-
ticipation, monitoring and evaluation of public policies aimed 
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at the prevention and eradication of child labor in the retail 
sales of drugs qualified as illicit and other associated activities;

7. Technical Principles

1.1. Inter-institutional architecture: the discussion of concepts, 
procedures, referrals and other issues related to the direct 
service will be carried out by a Technical Committee, made up 
by professionals linked to several different institutions;

1.2. Complementarity: acknowledgement and coordination of 
several individual and collective practical experiences in ad-
dressing the exploitation of children and adolescents involved 
in the retail sale of drugs qualified as illicit;

1.3. Integrated service: direct service to children and adoles-
cents and their family members is carried out in a coordinated 
and integrated manner, based on a collectively-built “Commit-
ment Charter” and service flowchart.

8. Formalization

The participation of governmental and non-governmental 
bodies, the private sector and other social entities in the Escape 
Routes Network implies in a public commitment to its guiding 
principles, as outlined in this document. 

Since its creation, the Escape Routes Network project has 
counted on the involvement of the following institutions:

• 2nd Infant & Juvenile Court of Rio de Janeiro

• Ação Comunitária do Brasil

• ANEPS-RJ (Articulação Nacional de Movimentos e Práticas 
de Educação Popular e Saúde)

• Associação Cristã de Moços do RJ/ACM-RJ

• Associação de Adolescentes e Jovens Trabalhadores do Rio de 
Janeiro – AAJT-RJ

• Casa SOL

• CEDECA Dom Luciano Mendes

• Centro de Atenção Psicossocial - CAPS AD Raul Seixas

• Centro de Estudos e Ações Solidárias da Maré

• Centro de Promoção da Saúde - CEDAPS

• Centro de Recurso Integrado de Atendimento ao Menor/
CRIAM Santa Cruz

• Guardianship Council of Ramos

• Coordenadoria Regional de Assistência Social Nelson 
Mandela

• CRMM (Centro de Referência de Mulheres da Maré)

• Federação das Indústrias do Rio de Janeiro - FIRJAN

• Fórum Estadual de Erradicação do Trabalho Infantil.

• Grupo Cultural AfroReggae
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• Grupo de Hip Hop Nação Maré

• Grupo Psicoanalítico Digaí-Maré

• Hospital Pedro Ernesto/UERJ.

• Instituto Brasileiro de Inovações Pró-Sociedade Saudável - 
IBISS

• Instituto de Arte TEAR

• Instituto PROMUNDO

• Instituto Vida Real/Maré

• Koinonia – Presença Ecumênica e Serviços

• Luta Pela Paz

• NESA – Núcleo de Estudos sobre a Saúde do Adolescente

• NIAC/UFRJ (Núcleo Interdisciplinar de Ações para a Cida-
dania).

• Núcleo de Estudos e Pesquisas em Atenção ao Uso de Álcool 
e Drogas /UERJ

• Observatório de Favelas

• Organização de Direitos Humanos Projeto Legal

• International Labour Organization – ILO 

• Posto de Saúde Hélio Smidt/Maré

• Posto de Saúde Madre Teresa de Calcutá

• Programa EICOS (Estudos Interdisciplinares de Comunidade 
e Ecologia Social)/UFRJ

• Project “Se essa rua fosse minha”

• Project Adolescentro/SMS

• Project Casa da Árvore

• Projeto Nossa Casa – DEGASE

• Rede Intersetorial de Proteção a Criança e ao Adolescente 
com Histórico de Desescolarização - RIPCAHD

• REDES – Redes de Desenvolvimento da Maré

• SENAI- Bonsucesso

• Usina da Cidadania

• Vila Olímpica da Maré
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Drafting methodologies for direct action



5The direct social care activities were first provided on 
a regular basis and systematically in August 2005. Until 
then, the team – then still being formed – was involved in 
networking, capacity-building and provided some time-
bound services. Several activities were held at that time, 
including workshops, external events and psycho-social 
care for participants and their family members.  Howe-
ver, it is important to highlight that the main focus of the 
program was the design of intervention methodologies 
for the eradication of child labor in drug trafficking. In 
this case, the direct care provided was much more than 
just an end in itself; its purpose was to provide inputs 
for the drafting of service procedures for supporting the 
design of prevention methodologies and the creation of 
new alternatives for these youngsters. 

Escape Routes participants

The social care activities carried out with the ado-
lescents and youngsters participating in Escape Routes 
involved individual interviews, interviews with family 
members, home visits and making effective referrals to 
health care and educational services, leisure and cultural 
activities, as required.  

Based on these services, it was possible to outline a 
profile of the group, which consisted of boys and girls, 

aged between 12 and 25 years; all of these adolescents 
and youngsters were involved directly or indirectly in 
illicit networks, especially the drug trade.   

There were roughly the same number of girls and 
boys in the group served by Escape Routes. In all, 55 
girls and 66 boys took part in the project. Although tra-
fficking is a predominantly male occupation, it is wor-
th remembering that the indirect participation of girls 
is quite meaningful. Their participation is established 
mainly through emotional ties, although the records 
show women carrying out direct activities in drug tra-
fficking, something we did not find in our group.  The 
involvement of women in drug trafficking is based on 
two contradictory situations. On one hand, there are 
those who believe that a closer relationship can decisive-
ly influence their partners to abandon drug trafficking. 
And so they end up taking on this personal responsi-
bility of trying to make them change their lives, which 
they see as a “mission” they take upon themselves.  On 
the other hand, there are girls who say they feel a sen-
se of identity with those involved in drug trafficking, to 
whom they feel attracted, based on the image of virility, 
prestige and power provided by drug trafficking. Con-
tradictory feelings of love and hate are also part of these 



relationships, often permeated by incidents of physical 
violence and betrayal (drug traffic members tend to go 
out with several women at the same time). Among girls, 
the difficulties involved in breaking up or even not ini-
tiating romantic relationships with people involved in 
drug trafficking, were seen as a real problem.   

In the group as a whole, various cases existed invol-
ving the abusive use of alcohol and drugs (marijuana, 
cocaine, crack, loló, ecstasy), which for some had begun 
during early childhood.

In relation to the family, the absence of a father figu-
re is a relevant factor. However, the presence of female 
figures in this universe – especially the mother, an aunt, 
a grandmother – is very strong and meaningful. There-
fore, in many cases the team developed different approa-
ches for these family members, so as to reinforce the ties 
of confidence and support with youngster involved.

 Another point noted was related to the image that 
schools hold in the minds of the group.  Schools are far 
from being perceived as a satisfactory or pleasant place to 
be at.  Many members of the group were outside the for-
mal educational network and didn’t wish to return.  Others 
were already enrolled, but did not attend school regularly 
and, therefore, were at risk of losing their places.

With regard to future professional perspectives, the 
great majority of program participants expressed a strong 

desire for having a “real” profession, a “decent” job.  Pro-
fessions requiring higher education were mentioned by 
the group during. This fact contradicts the widespread 
idea that professional perspectives are limited among fa-
vela residents, or that they have no long-term personal 
projects. We noted this interpretation, which is not con-
gruent with the reality we have observed. The great majo-
rity of the group had professional projects and aspirations; 
however, the great challenge they faced was the low level 
of professional qualifications they had attained.  

Opinions and ideas were also expressed about the 
favela itself, regarding feelings of rejection and discrimi-
nation as the consequence of their living in these areas. 
The issue of violence was often mentioned, especially 
violence and abuse practiced by the police authorities.  

The main leisure activity was associated to funk dan-
ces, when they could be with their friends, chat, dance 
and date.  Funk is the main music style, for both girls 
and boys, who use this space for socializing and mee-
ting their peers.  Nevertheless, the strong influence that 
funk has upon may also  be attributed to the lack other 
options for leisure, since the total lack or precarious con-
dition of leisure equipment in the areas where they live 
greatly contribute towards keeping the funk dances as 
one of the very few options available.

With regard to their life courses, reference should be 
made to some recurring negative aspects or events: the 
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death of a father, a mother or another close and impor-
tant relative during their childhood or adolescence, the 
separation of their parents, leaving home to live on the 
streets, abandoning school, the use of drugs, quarrels 
with and dating people involved in the drug trade ne-
twork, the fact that they live in a favela. Positive aspects 
included:  the unconditional support of members of 
their families, even when they decided to get involved in 
drug trafficking; some romantic relationships that were 
able to meet several emotional needs, the birth of a child 
and their own entry into the Escape Routes project. 

With regards to the set of life values that seemed to 
guide the majority of the group, based on information 
collected during the workshops, we identified their gre-
atest needs as:  “having money”, “resuming their studies”, 
“working”, “being happy” and “to be loved”.

The fears expressed by the group focused on the risk 
of losing a family member, especially the mother; to die, 
fear of the police, of being arrested, of being betrayed. 

The greatest difficulties they faced were associated to 
their professional independence; that is to say, the need to 
have a job, to be paid, as well as returning to school. For 
many, even though they recognized the school as being a 
place that can help them build a better future, there’s lack of 
encouragement, reinforced by an environment that is per-
ceived by many as hostile, unattractive and non-receptive.  
That created a vicious cycle, the main difficulty being the 

yearning they have for professional independence while 
being hampered by a low level of schooling and professional 
qualification. Work was perceived as a very important fac-
tor in their lives: “I want a decent job”, “to be a hard worker”, 
are dreams of all members of the group, who also want to 
own their own homes and establish a family, achievements 
that they will certainly be attainable through their work.  

Adopted guidelines

The approach used by the Escape Routes program, 
which reflects the Observatório de Favelas guidelines, is 
based on the firm belief that the ‘salvation’ or ‘aid’ pers-
pective is a mistake.  Once this is understood, the first 
consequence is to change the expressions “withdrawn 
from drug trafficking” to “creation of alternatives”. Our 
research into this world has shown that the idea of ‘wi-
thdrawing’ youngsters from drug trafficking is mislea-
ding and is not sustainable. Our practical experience has 
shown that, what should be offered are support and so-
lutions, by means of a collective construction, aimed at 
strengthening alternatives for those who want to live exit 
the activity. Youngsters, therefore, must be perceived as 
the subjects of a movement to exit drug trafficking, and 
not merely as the subjects of attempts to “rescue them” or 
to “save them” from his situation.  According to our un-
derstanding, the “help” offered  should be based on the 
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strengthening of subject’s willingness and of the support 
network that allows youngsters to sustain their desire to 
abandon this activity, based on their own efforts.   

Such distinction must be highlighted because of the 
existing general stereotyped image of favelas and their 
residents, which is a predominate factor in interventions 
directed towards finding a solution to the problem. One 
of the references used to support this point of view is that 
it is necessary for youngsters to occupy their “idle” time, 
as otherwise there is a risk that they will automatically get 
involved in drug trafficking, which in turn leads back to 
the fact that favelas are perceived as place that is violent 
by nature, where the lives of its inhabitants tend to na-
turally turn towards a life of violence or human and eco-
nomic misery. From that point of view, one may observe 
the constant gaps that occur in social projects of this kind: 
perceiving the adolescents living in low-income areas as 
potential drug dealers, that must be “saved” from their 
one and only destiny. Therefore, all actions developed in 
such areas become actions with potential for preventing 
youngsters from joining the drug trade. Hence, the com-
mon sense discourse that establishes a direct link between 
poverty and favelas with crime, prevails.       

Another point upon which this type of approach is 
based, is the view that considers that the inhabitants of 
low-income areas have innumerable needs that are de-
serving of aid assistance. As a result, such interventions 

do not consider the autonomy of the inhabitants of the 
favelas and their infinite strategies and personal and col-
lective skills in dealing with their daily life. 

Based on these assumptions, the project team esta-
blished seven principles to be observed when providing 
services to the participants of the project:

I.     Youngsters should be understood in his totality, 
which means that care should be provided by 
taking into account the social networks in which 
they are involved and all the dimensions of their 
lives (subjective, family, social);

II.     Identify the kind of links they maintain with the 
illicit network (period involved, level of involve-
ment, course taken inside the network, position/
function, motives for wanting to leave, support 
networks), so as to establish a plan of goals and 
actions in accordance with each situation; 

III.  Adopt a non-assistential approach, even though 
the program offers assistance initiatives to youn-
gsters and their families. This means, above all, 
that the team should encourage the youngster to 
remain in the project, but that this will depend 
on his commitment and a clear indication that 
he is willing to change his attitude and involve-
ment in the project;
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IV.  Inter-disciplinary work. Each professional has 
their own specific duties, but the work is carried 
out by the team as a whole, and the entire team 
is responsible for deciding  how to address the 
demands brought to them by the adolescents 
and youngsters served by the project;

V.   Individual and collective assistance is provided 
at the Observatório de Favelas. Such assistan-
ce is also provided in other places attended by 
adolescents and youngsters.  Equally, the range 
of demands brought to the project implies that 
other players and institutions also become in-
volved in the program, which requires working 
as a coordinated network; 

VI.  Working with the families. The program seeks 
to carry out its work in partnership with the 
family unit, which provides an important basis 
for helping youngsters leave drug trafficking.  
Establishing connections with the family – in 
addition to interviews and group meetings – is 
also carried out through home visits, so as to 
better understand the family dynamics and the 
relationships established within the domestic 
environment; 

VII. The possibilities for breaking with the common 
sense stereotypes regarding favelas and their 
inhabitants. Discussing such topics both inside 

and outside the favela with the support of pro-
fessionals involved in these issues contributes to 
the construction of other references and points of 
view on the issue, overcoming prejudices and the 
idea that these youngsters are a “lost generation”

 

Such aspects of the services represent basic referen-
ces for the construction of an intervention methodology 
and has been advocated, before other institutions and 
professionals, as elements that are essential to the ap-
propriate treatment of the conditions faced by children, 
adolescents and youngsters involved in drug trafficking 
networks and other illicit activities.

We understand that providing for psycho-social 
follow-up in several different community and institutio-
nal spaces and legal jurisdictions, through the situations 
presented by project participants has enabled us to get 
acquainted and contribute to the debate on the several 
practices and institutional service protocols in several 
areas and services. Such team effort did not isolate the 
technical staff inside the purely individual dimension of 
end service, but allowed the professional to analyze and 
contribute to the proposal of public policies that may 
truly meet the specific needs of this audience.

The idea of working with the concept of “creation of 
alternatives” – instead of using terminology such as “wi-
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thdrawal” or “rescue” from traffic – has been reinforcing 
the understanding that adolescents and youngsters that 
join the drug trade are, above all, subjects endowed with 
a certain degree of autonomy over their decisions and 
choices. These are not people that are exclusively mani-
pulated, “recruited” or coopted.

Investigating this universe has shown that the propo-
sal of “withdrawing” youngsters from traffic is mislea-
ding and unsustainable. In other words, youngsters need 
to be acknowledged as the subjects of the movement of 
exiting drug traffic and not as the mere objects of ac-
tions aiming at “rescuing” or “saving” them from that 
condition. Nevertheless, this is a process of collective 
construction by several social players on behalf of the 
strengthening of sustainable alternatives for the lives of 
those who wish to get out of the activity.

Going against a salvation or assistance-based lo-
gic – which we recognize as being a mistake – we also 
have positioned ourselves against the discourse on fave-
las and many social projects that are carried out there, 
which sustain the need to occupy the youngsters’ “idle” 
time. Such occupation of time is perceived as a solution 
against the risk of them automatically entering the tra-
ffic, which is based on the concept of the favela as a place 
that is violent by nature, where life courses would natu-
rally tend to crime. 

 

Adopted procedures

Individual approach

In the individual sessions, through the filling out of a 
form containing information on the background of the 
participants and their families, it was possible to draw 
up a profile of the group regarding their participation in 
the project and their main social needs in different areas 
of their lives.

These sessions, conducted by our specialist team, 
allowed us to build a relationship of trust with the ado-
lescents and youngsters taking part in the project, as 
well as with their families, as they gradually revealed 
private details of their life stories. However, it is im-
portant to stress that the specialized work carried out 
directly with the adolescents and youngsters taking 
part in the project ran up against several obstacles that 
required adjustments to be made. With regards to the 
individual sessions and filling out the personal form, 
the time spent with each participant and the establish-
ment of a relationship of trust, which were essential to 
gather and analyze information about the life history 
of each one, turned out to be a slow process that re-
quired special attention on the part of the team. In the 
beginning we came up against excessive, though fully 
understandable, distrust on the part of the participants 
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in giving us personal details about their lives. They 
asked us several times what was the purpose of the 
questions about their lives, they thought a lot before 
answering, often providing fake answers, they did not 
like to see that we were noting down what they were 
saying, and suspected that “the judge” would have ac-
cess to the information they were giving us. In other 
words, a great deal of time is needed to establish an 
ideal working relationship between participant and 
specialist, particularly in situations involving illicit ne-
tworks, and this needs to be respected. At times, the 
specialist team had to work with information obtained 
from sources other than the adolescents and youngs-
ters being assisted (their families, friends, members of 
the community).  In order to do this, the specialist’s 
knowledge and contacts with other social, community 
and institutional networks with which the participant 
is involved are essential.

By joining the project, youngsters have an opportu-
nity to get in touch with other elements that they can 
identify with and that can awaken a desire to belong to 
other networks.  But the adolescent or youngster needs 
to play an active role in deciding to leave the drug trade 
network. We do not “remove” anyone from the network. 
This decision develops slowly over time, as a result of di-

fferent factors, many of which are subjective, and related 
to the life history of each person.

During the course of these individual sessions, our 
specialist team found that it had to constantly develop 
strategies to ensure that the intervention process should 
occur in such a way as to encourage each person to build 
and strengthen this type of attitude. One of the factors 
we noted was that the participants needed to be firmly 
determined and focused in order to achieve the goal of 
leaving drug trafficking. This goal, project or intention, 
coupled with all the interventions carried out during the 
course of the program, represented a set of forces that 
helped develop the possibility of ‘belonging’ to other 
networks. Parallel to this, there were also other factors 
within the community that tempted the youngster back 
to the illicit network, mainly involving the influence of 
friends engaged in drug trafficking. The confluence of 
these forces and the importance given by the participant 
to each one of these, at different times, defined their 
actions and new choices. One of the roles of our spe-
cialist teams, during this phase, was to monitor the par-
ticipants’ swings of thought, involvement and decision-
making, helping them to envisage, and strengthen, the 
significance of other networks that they could  join, as 
well their questioning of the network they were part of.  
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Actions in education  

“I wasn’t enjoying school, there was 
no incentives given either by the 
school or by the teachers

“I stopped studying] because I 
joined the life of crime when I was 
15 years old

In the case of participants who were outside the for-
mal educational system, an initial attempt was made to 
identify the needs related to this universe, to plan joint 
action strategies, so that those who wanted to could re-
turn to school. Concurrently, work was initiated for all 
those who were strongly reluctant to go back to school, 
so as to confer a renewed meaning to the school place. 
Most of the participants mentioned neglect and non-
appreciation in relation to the school space, and appa-
rently saw no point in attending. Stories about leaving 
and going back to a place where they learned “nothing” 
were common. We even heard about some very negative 
experiences  related to some of the teachers, pupils, sta-
ff and members of the administrative body; the lack of 
important  subjects and classes, the absence of teachers 
and conditions within the school, which was described 
as unpleasant and  tiring. 

However, we cannot ignore the way some of them 
described their  positions and attitudes towards the 
school (painting graffiti on the walls and damaging 
school material; disrespecting staff and teachers, leaving 
school at unauthorized hours, involvement in fights ...), 
as well as their own far from positive teaching-learning 
experiences, which affected the course of their educatio-
nal process,  ranging from a teacher purely and simply 
“giving up” on them, to their transfer out of school.   

Based on the sessions and contacts made with some 
teaching institutions, we noted that many schools help 
reproduce dominant, prejudiced and excluding values in 
relation to these groups.  It did not seem to us, at least 
in a wider sense, that many attempts were being made 
to understand a student in his or her specific context, 
although we did find some teachers who held different 
viewpoints, and who sought to establish learning stra-
tegies and motivation to keep these pupils at school. In 
other cases, the attitude of some school directors, when 
faced with the problem of a student involved in drug tra-
fficking, is to arrange for the pupil’s transfer or expulsion 
from school, since there is no policy in place for the pro-
vision of institutional assistance.  

Another activity that was developed in the area of 
education was to monitor the progress of the student at 
school, as part of the individual work. This was done by 
making contact with the schools, so as to establish a line 
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“the teacher writes all over the 
board and then rubs it all out again 
very quickly without giving me 
time to copy the text”; “I ask her 
to explain a topic but she doesn’t, 
because I was talking in class at 
the time”;  “I understand noth-
ing”;  “yeah, I fool around, I talk 
during class and sit way at the 
back.”. Remarks made by an 18 
year old youngster who attended 
the supplementary 5th to 8th grade 
classes

With regards to the school professionals, we no-
ted a certain reluctance on their part to deal with and 
teach students from this group who, in the view of 
many, “would never change” or “were not interested in 
anything”. Telephone contacts made with the directors 
of some of the schools to talk about the possibility of a 
place, or to transfer students from one class or shift to 
another, did not get very far.

One director in particular who had promised a place 
for one of the project participants, when he met this stu-
dent in the company of his guardian, no longer agreed 
to enroll him, telling us straight out and justifying his 

of dialogue with regard to students participating in the 
project, with a view to exchanging information, drawing 
up complementary plans and evaluating the student’s 
development. 

Most of the participants were out of school, but this 
would not be resolved merely by sending them back into 
the formal teaching network. Many of those who were 
out of school had no real desire to return there. This mat-
ter was even mentioned initially by some participants, as 
being something that was expected of everyone or was 
the right thing to do: “Yeah,  I know I have to go back to 
school, that I have to learn how to read, but …”;  “find 
a school for me then, and I’ll go!; however, these words 
were not often put into practice. For some, it was only 
possible to attend a certain school (due to the restricted 
circulation in the areas they live, the “borders” imposed 
by the drug trade on the local inhabitants), others did not 
want or could not study in the evening (which is the shift 
where most students who have dropped out of school 
for long periods are inserted), others were not willing to 
study with younger students (a problem that many face 
because of the periods spent away from school and the 
gap between their present age and the corresponding 
grade), others only wanted to go to school to be with 
their girlfriends or friends. And then there were others 
who, when they did go back to school, experienced lear-
ning difficulties during their daily class routine:
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decision on the basis of the student’s behavior and atti-
tude in previous years: “I didn’t know that this involved 
L……, I certainly don’t have a place for him, he is no 
longer welcome to study here, I’ll find a place for anyone 
else, but not for him!”; “he is a lost case!”. That is to say, 
the school often also rejects and discriminates a student, 
there being a need for us to work with both sides: stu-
dents and school professionals, so as to reach a mutual 
level of acceptance and understanding.  

It is not just enough to work on an individual or 
group basis to ensure that those who are outside the 
formal educational system will accept and appreciate 
school if, at the same time, we do not have professionals 
who are prepared and willing to accept these groups. 
So as to ensure that stigmatizing and excluding prac-
tices that continually “expel” these students from the 
class room do not become a dominant feature in the 
school place, the program team worked with a network 
of players concerned with creating greater awareness 
about these issues within the Maré teaching system, es-
pecially in relation to accepting and welcoming youn-
gsters who have the same profile as those who have 
participated in the Escape Routes project. In effect, this 
project was structured on the basis of our presence in 
the establishment of an inter-sectoral network dealing 
with the issue of de-schooling in the district of Maré, 
known as RIPCAHDH.  

Actions in employment

and access to income 

The referrals made in this specific field were the most 
complex and difficult to carry out.  There were numerous 
gaps in the network of services related to professional 
training and qualification and access to the labor market.  
Many of the standards for entry into professional training 
courses did not contemplate the profile of this group. 

Those working in drug trafficking, whose financial 
earnings are far above the average wage for someone 
with their level of education, find it very difficult to bre-
ak away from this activity. Even for those who strongly 
wish to abandon drug trafficking, the prospect of lower 
earnings is an important deciding factor. Their low level 
of professional qualifications, together with the many 
deficiencies in their educational backgrounds (incom-
plete, behind, lacking foundation) are the greatest obs-
tacles that need to be overcome in this area. 

The scarcity of jobs available in the area means that 
these groups are not contemplated on two levels: very 
often they do not meet the requirements to enter a cour-
se, or they are not tempted or interested in any of the 
courses being offered.   

To make effective referrals under these conditions 
is not easy, as already mentioned. However, an appro-
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ach was adopted to discover the professional and em-
ployment hopes and abilities of participants, as well as 
to develop the autonomy that an individual requires to 
seek employment through existing media (newspapers, 
radio, the internet, employment agency).  

“It’s difficult to stop overnight ... 
Temptation... To have money in 
your pocket and not be broke

“Easy money. I can buy clothes ... 
consume... smoke crack until the 
money runs out

“So I can show off in front of the 
chicks [girls]. Chick love a thief. 
Because of the prestige I had
in the community. The girls want 
to be with a thief and drug dealer 
in order to earn prestige

The high level of stigmatization to which they are 
subjected, together with their low  qualification levels, 
difficulties in communication and lack of experience in 

the job market (working regular business hours, appea-
rance, responsibility, conflict resolution, etc), in addition 
to making it difficult to find even low-paid work, are fac-
tors that feed the notion of “get me any job” or “anything 
will do”. This, however, distances youngsters from their 
perceptions about what they want or do not want to do, 
and the result is a lack of elements for the construction of 
a professional future that can encourage them to adopt 
individual strategies to achieve their own goals and that 
reinforce their desire to abandon drug trafficking.   

From this perspective, we noted that many want to 
leave the network of illicit activities, but still did not 
know how to substitute this life for another; they re-
ally do not know what they want to do. And this kno-
wledge is essential. Therefore, our actions included the 
development of group or individual activities to make 
them aware of this personal discovery; to sharpen their 
curiosity and to help widen their horizons and access 
to relevant information. 

Health Promotion Activities

Referrals made in this area included various services: 
clinical, dental, dermatological, gaeyncological, psycho-
logical, neurological, drug abuse treatment, among 
others. There was, however, one factor that made it di-
fficult to provide them effectively: the restricted move-
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ment of participants in other areas outside their own 
communities, since the available health services were 
not located within their communities, making it neces-
sary to travel to other areas for treatment. In many cases 
it was necessary for a specialist member of the team to 
escort them to these health services. And even so, mem-
bers of the group still felt anguish and fear, especially 
when faced with situations such as having to go through 
unknown areas of the city and the presence of security 
guards or members of the police in the places where they 
received health care.  

With regard to referrals related to drug abusive, we 
found they were reluctant to recognize their condition of 
dependence. As a result, the will and effort needed to un-
dergo such treatment, often lengthy and exhausting, was 
not widespread The situation of many of those who were 
not complying with the terms of their social-educational 
sentence, also made it difficult for them to initiate treat-
ment, since such care or internment could only be effec-
ted after their legal situation was settled. It was not easy for 
many of the participants to admit to using certain chemical 
substances, which they often denied or minimized during 
the personal sessions. However, after they had spent some 
time in the project and a relationship of trust had been esta-
blished with the team, this factor was overcome. 

In the health area, the great majority of the partici-
pants used drugs and alcohol to different degrees, with 

various participants requesting treatment for drug abu-
se, and in particular for the use of crack. 

Their relationship with drugs, the importance that 
this had in the lives of the participants and the effects of 
drugs were addressed during the individual treatments. 
However, similarly to the situation related to school, 
their desire for treatment did not seem to last very long. 
During periods of greater crisis, caused by the effects of 
drug use, requests were often made for hospitalization 
and outpatient treatment. But, when this was in fact ar-
ranged, personal or subjective dilemmas were expressed 
by the youngsters themselves: 

“I can’t leave the favela”, “how will 
I get the money to keep going 
there?”, “there is no point
undergoing treatment if when I 
get back everything will just be the 
same... the temptation is great, my 
companions come to the door to 
invite me to have a smoke”, “I’m 
going to stop, on my own – just you 
wait and see

We were also given other excuses, such as the lack 
of appropriate treatment available under the public he-
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alth system, the restrictions that prevented them from 
circulating freely in town, their irregular legal situation, 
among others. 

* * *

The focus of referrals made by the specialist team 
was, for a good length of time, directed towards school 
insertion and providing training to guarantee employ-
ment and income. However,  the absence of diversified 
and broad supply of both services, especially for the pro-
file of the group involved in the program, made us reflect 
about how limiting it was to approach the issue only from 
the point of view of education and formal employment 
for a group that did not fulfill the “formal” requirements 
in such cases.  Indeed, it was imperative to work towar-
ds changing viewpoints about possible paths to take, by 
producing different rationales from those based on the 
short term, either in relation to institutional response, 
or to the life projects of the adolescents and youngsters 
we were working with. The need for actions before these 
referrals became apparent, and transformations could 
not be undertaken immediately, even though we knew 
that some situations demanded an immediate response. 
For this reason, parallel actions, structured in the form 
of workshops, were essential to provide support to ini-
tiatives centered on life projects that could awaken and 

sustain the will of these youngsters to abandon drug tra-
fficking. 

 

Group Approach

In order to provide a practical side to the principles 
adopted by the Escape Routes team, several workshops 
were offered to youngsters involved in the project. 
These workshops used forms of expression aimed at 
stimulating a practical, light-hearted and educational 
connection with the activities per se, as well as opening 
channels to the ethical, social and affective dimensions 
in a cross-cutting manner. Thus, the aim was to rein-
force values of solidarity, mutual respect and respon-
sibility.  Photography, cardboard handicraft and video 
production workshops were developed, in addition to 
external activities.  

These workshops also involved a further, comple-
mentary, activity, called “Rede Jovem” (Young Network), 
organized by the technical team and was aimed at “amal-
gamating” the ongoing activities, as well as promoting 
awareness and integration amongst the youngsters 
taking part.  Based on principles used in the personal 
sessions and the concept of “creating alternatives”, ins-
truments were provided for the individual and group 
strengthening of the participants. 
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Workshops

The pedagogic process presented during the cour-
se of the workshops was aimed at creating awareness 
and interaction among the youngsters, contextualizing 
their issues, helping the students to understand the 
world in an integrated manner and find their place in 
it. The concept of the workshops was not linked to the 
notion of “saving” the youngsters from the illicit ne-
twork, but rather to offer them instruments for their 
empowerment and the creation of alternatives. Inde-
ed, all the work that was developed sought to establish 
bridges between theory and practice, between what is 
hoped for and what is possible.

 From a methodology point of view, democratic 
practices were preferred, allowing the youngster to be-
come an active partner, co-author of the process and a 
social builder. We sought to understand the rationale 
and the context of the situation in which the participants 
were involved, so as to define the contents and the ap-
proaches. Based on this proposal, resources were used to 
encourage sociability, expanding the time and the social 
space available to youngsters involved in illicit networks. 
The participants were offered the possibility of choosing 
the activities, there being no obligation to participate in 
all the workshops. With this, we hoped to create a sense 
of responsibility as regards making changes, by creating 
the necessary stimuli, but offering the freedom for them 

to decide which steps to take. This ensured that their 
participation was spontaneous, based on their own free 
will and choice, and not on impositions.

The workshops produced good results with regards to 
increasing sociability among the participants and a more 
critical and richer viewpoint about the favela, as well as 
about new choices and future perspectives. By working 
with artistic, imagery and audiovisual expressions, the 
participants were able to stimulate the development of 
essential values on an ethical, affective, social and cul-
tural level. The workshops encouraged them to develop 
their self-image, their image of others and their image of 
the world, enabling them to have a better understanding 
about an individual’s place in the world, contributing 
enormously to the development of individual plans and 
goals based on a more conscious view of themselves.

During the course of the workshops, we also iden-
tified some problems that interfered in the assistance 
provided by the project team. One of these was the rate 
of drop-outs and irregular attendance of some of the 
participants. This occurred for a variety of reasons, such 
as economic difficulties and “correlated forces” between 
the attractions offered by the workshops and those offe-
red on the street. For this reason, during the project we 
developed a special project for the streets, including gra-
ffiti work, so as to encourage adolescents to participate 
in a more dynamic and interactive way 
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The Youth Network Workshop

By using this type of workshop-resource, we created 
a place to build the knowledge necessary for practical 
action, since, based on the experience of each compo-
nent, individual and group knowledge and experience 
are appreciated. This workshop was characterized by 
collective work, to create awareness and reflection about 
the role of each person, their life and possibilities for 
action and change, according to available resources and 
opportunities. 

This workshop was the first one to provide activi-
ties to the group and did not involve artistic expression. 
Our technical team was responsible for conducting this 
workshop, with the possibility of involving the parti-
cipation of the project coordinators and other partner 
institutions.  

We sought to discuss cognitive, affective, group and 
community life, as well as their future prospects.

 The Workshops were organized based on collective 
work and exchange, with a focus on issues related to the 
practice of citizenship, through the use of different re-
sources, such as music, debates, video production, dra-
wing, dynamics, role-plays.  

Our intention through this work was to use, within 
the themes developed, daily life as a place for the daily 
construction of new forms of social interaction, based 

on incentives towards relationships with new networks 
(people, groups, communities, institutions, cities).

The activities developed in the group made it possi-
ble for us to understand what their motivations in life 
were, what they liked and disliked about the community 
they live in, their interests and personal dreams, their 
role models and professional aspirations, helping us deal 
with the matter of their entry and exit from drug traffi-
cking. 

Self-knowledge by members of the group, which 
was undertaken during the first phases of this project, 
was directed to incentives towards change and unders-
tanding leading to practical action, and visualizing new 
possibilities in one’s life.

 For this reason, when we understood that the ado-
lescents and youngsters involved in the project needed to 
have contact with other group models and references, we 
decided that the participants of the workshops should be 
members and non-members of drug trafficking, so that 
it would be possible to promote “encounters” between 
groups holding different values and points of reference, 
although sharing a common social background.

Another very important issue addressed in these 
groups, especially in the Youth Network workshops, was 
the prospect of changing stereotype images about fave-
las, as depicted so extensively by the media, and about 
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youngsters involved in drug trafficking, as seen either by 
others or according to their own self-image.

Some of the things said by the participants illustra-
te something about the way beliefs and certain values 
are created in the mind of society, and their effects on 
the group: 

“people look at us differently at the 
beach or in the shopping centers”; 
“badly-behaved people are always 
from the favela”; “the favela is not 
just about bad things, the there’s 
the solidarity of the people who 
live there”;  “rich people also do 
things that are wrong, just like us”, 
“if they stop me and I tell them I 
live in Nova Holanda, the police 
beat me up”, “hey, I see  that smart 
fellow (known as a ‘playboy’) has 
everything and I have nothing, 
why?  This makes me want to ...... 
(makes a gesture with his hand as 
if he is robbing someone)

We can therefore say that the guiding line for groups 
participating in these workshops was based on self-

knowledge (of each individual related to life values, 
self-image, interests, search for change, self-knowledge 
about emotions and attitudes when faced with conflict 
during the course of their personal lives, and so on); 
of their relations with the Other (established social ne-
tworks, main identifications with people or groups), 
and of their place in the world (a wider view of their 
insertion in the community/city/the social structure 
that they are part of).

The Photography Workshop

The photography workshop, delivered by photogra-
phers linked to the “Imagens do Povo” (“Images of the 
People”) project of the Observatório de Favelas organi-
zation, used the language of imagery, showing images of 
important aspects of the daily life of youngsters living in 
the district of Maré.

The project documented the daily life of the com-
munity through the lens and eyes of these new pho-
tographers, who live in the favelas and have first-hand 
knowledge of the different angles of social exclusion. In 
fact, it was one of the rules of this workshop that this 
photographic documentation should take place through 
the eyes of the local inhabitants themselves. One of the 
educators emphasized how important it was that local 
residents should photograph their own areas: 
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“People are more important than 
photographs.  I will go even further 
and say: it is even more important
when they themselves take the 
photographs 

The greatest contribution that a photograph can 
make, and which is the main aim of this workshop, is to 
change the concept that stigmatizes a favela and the city”. 
“Try to show in some way that a favela is not a ‘no-city’.  
We’re looking for an image that reveals to us the life that 
exists within a favela with all its multiple facets, its diffe-
rences” (educator).

The aim of this project was to show the wealth to be 
found in a favela, instead of depicting and exploring vio-
lence as a guiding principle of life in this area.  These 
images by local photographers reveal different life styles, 
culture and the beauty experienced by these youngsters. 

We understand that the use of images is a fertile 
didactic resource that involves a social network that 

produces and confers new meaning to the images. 
They serve as tools to produce memories and to crea-
te narratives. In this way, photographs can be used to 
find out something about the youngsters’ daily lives 
and, through images obtained within the community, 
to guide them, by means of a specific methodology, to 
analyze and study these “documented moments” and 
their historical, social, geographic, ethic and econo-
mic correlations. 

The photograph is therefore an instrument of art, in-
formation and education used to restore the dignity of 
the low-income classes and to expand human rights. 

During the workshop, which was held on a weekly 
basis, the youngsters were taught the theory and practice 
of photography. In practical terms, they used non-con-
ventional equipment, made from tins, known as pinhole 
. The youngsters were encouraged to develop a new ima-
ge in their minds about the favela that involved them in 
the creative process, ranging from the choice of a photo-
graph to its interpretation.

 

Pinhole photograph produced by a participant of the project
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The Video Production Workshop

The main goals of the video production workshop 
were to enable youngsters to appreciate and understand 
the language of images and sounds in movement, there-
by awakening their sense of creativity and discernment; 
analyze the construction of debate in the wider media 
about the favela and its inhabitants, as well as to improve 
the image of the area and to get the youngsters to view 
their own reality.

  With regards to the content of these workshops, issues 
were addressed relating to the basic essentials of audiovi-
sual techniques, such as how to handle a camera, classic 
decupage, film plane, framing, script, editing, perception 
and use of light and sound editing, among others. 

In addition to the technical input, other matters dis-
cussed involved feelings of respect, solidarity, responsi-
bility, collective consciousness, the sensitivity of the eye, 
documenting oral history, and how favelas and other 
low-income areas are generally portrayed.

It should be noted that a survey was carried out at the 
beginning of the workshop about the expectations and life 
experiences of the group, so that they could be reflected 
in the videos. In addition to this survey, exhibits of short 
and long films based on the theme of low-income com-
munities and local inhabitants were organized during the 
workshop, followed by debates or group dynamics.

An end-product of this workshop was the production 
of two videos by the youngsters themselves , which had 
a positive repercussion as regards raising the self-esteem 
of the youngsters, strengthening their sense of identity 
with their communities and improving their sociability, 
as illustrated by the following evaluation made by the 
project educator and one of the young participants:

“he youngsters were really involved 
in the project; they showed great 
interest in making a video and 
this experience strengthened 
bonds – I notice they now trust 
me more and are more willing to 
discuss their ideas and opinions.  
We walked through the community 
together, looking for places to film.  

(Educator, 11/05/2006) 

“he video classes were cool.  I felt 
concentrated and attracted to the 
subject. It is very interesting
to make a video.  In fact, this is the 
workshop I like the best.

(M., 16/05/06)
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The Cardboard handicraft workshop

The Cardboard handicraft workshop resulted from 
a partnership between the Escape Routes program and 
SEBRAE. Its main goal is training for the manufacture 
of items made of paper and cardboard, finished in di-
fferent ways. 

An ever-increasing number of people are now using 
handcraft work as a source of income. In view of the 
competitiveness of the market, artisans create innova-
tive items of quality that usually represent aspects of 
Brazilian culture. 

With this goal in mind, the workshop focused on 
income generation and involved youngsters and some 
members of their families. 

With regards to methodology, the aim was to beco-
me familiar with the tools, materials and appropriate 
techniques for the manufacture of each selected item, 
as well as to increase the youngsters’ creative capacity 
and self-esteem. It was our intention that the youngs-
ters should be the protagonists and conductors of the 
process, so we respected their difficulties and promo-
ted a reflective process.

Items produced during the workshops included no-
tebooks, clocks, scale models of the local community, 
posters and gift wrapping.

“I wasn’t doing anything at home 
and wanted to learn how to make 
costume jewelry. When I entered
the course I though it would be 
pretty boring, but up to now I have 
loved all the classes

(N., 05/05/06)

The Street Workshops

In June 2006, we began to rethink the methodolo-
gy that we had been using in relation to the holding of 
workshops restricted to the institutional space of the 
Observatório de Favelas. This space had met our objecti-
ves up to a certain point. At another stage of the project, 
we felt the need to explore other locations within the 
community, to visit areas normally used by members of 
our group and get to know the local streets of the com-
munity in all their different forms. The importance of 
this shift reflects the fact that the streets, both within the 
favelas and in the surrounding region, offer rich human 
experiences, where people live in a situation of intense 
coexistence and where children and adolescents spend 
most of their time playing and interacting with their pe-
ers; it is, therefore, a very attractive and ever-present area 
in their daily lives, sometimes exerting more influence 
than the environment of their own homes.
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New strategies were put into practice in order to 
organize these activities, and initially all the work was 
concentrated on two professional members of the team, 
a psychologist and a teacher. Later, a graffiti instructor 
joined the group.  

These street activities added an innovative characte-
ristic to the project. The proposal has been a challenge, 
since it requires a different degree of flexibility and orga-
nization. The team that had contact with this space, and 
with the different groups that go through it, encountered 
an infinity of situations which ended up being incorpo-
rated into the project activities.  That is to say, all forms 
of expression were used in this project.

The graffiti work, coupled with the psychosocial inter-
vention provided by the specialists, reached the desired 
goals through the following type of intervention: listening 
to the youngsters, to their opinions and life histories, le-
arning about their relationships with different spaces in 
their community, changing and transforming these spa-
ces, encouraging different forms of expression and spon-
taneity  of the participants in the places that they know. 

External activities

External activities consisted of taking the group on 
monthly outings to museums, parks, theaters, tourist 

spots in the city, libraries, cultural events, and so on. 
The localities visited were chosen by the members of 
the group and the technical team. In the case of minors 
under the age of 18 years, written authorization was re-
quired from their guardians. The technical and coordi-
nation team accompanied the group and the visits were 
registered photographically.

 The importance of such activities in relation to the 
project proposals was centered on the possibility of allo-
wing the participants greater mobility and circulation in 
other areas, outside their own communities. It is a well 
known fact, expressed in a variety of ways, how difficult 
it is for this group to move freely in areas other than 
where they live. 

These difficulties arise for different reasons, inclu-
ding the risk that many of  those involved in the drug 
trade run of  being recognized, threatened or arrested, 
the lack of information about these places and whether 
they are allowed to visit them,  lack of money which pre-
vents them from buying entry tickets to these places or 
even lack of means of transportation (bus fare) to these 
places, the idea that such places “were not for them”, em-
barrassment about not being appropriately dressed for 
these places, among others.   

All these restrictions led to their exclusion from the-
se localities, and contributed towards the idea that the 
favela is not part of the city, is not an integrated part of it, 
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and that they, as local favela dwellers, also did not have 
the right to occupy or make use of these new locations 
and cultural assets. 

We believe that the fact that these youngsters can-
not circulate freely helps strengthen narrow viewpoints 
about realities in life and prevents them from increasing 
opportunities to acquire new values, lessons and exchan-
ge experiences. 

These external activities helped encourage the cre-
ation of new alternatives, because they were based on 
the expansion of opportunities for these groups to make 
choices and changes in their lives, through contact with 
other leisure and cultural references located outside the 
areas where they live, so that this activity was also an 
attempt to establish a different type of relationship be-
tween the young participants and areas in the city. 

The approach used with the families 

The approach used with the families included home 
visits, interviews and group meetings so as to better un-
derstand the dynamics and family relations established 
in the home, as well as to have an overview of their res-
pective social-economic and living conditions.   

Individual interviews were also held with each guar-
dian, so as to understand and provide support for some 

BUILDING SOCIAL NETWORKS
AND A RELATIONSHIP
WITH AREAS WITHIN THE CITY
We observed that, mainly in the process of leaving the drug trade, the knowledge 
about the local and external social networks of the participants, including their 
friends and dates, as well as the identification of the people who were their role 
models, were useful elements for the analysis of the course their lives and to cre-
ate alternatives to their involvement in illicit activities.

The appropriation of the city by young favela dwellers, or even the idea that cer-
tain areas are for the common use of all, was still not perceived as a reality.  For 
youngsters who have some type of involvement with the drug trade, this reality is 
even harsher because of the barriers imposed by drug trade factions in the areas 
where they live. 

However, it is not only youngsters involved in drug trafficking who experience 
subjective and objective difficulties in circulating freely around town.  The sub-
jective difficulties manifest themselves through feelings of shame, insecurity and 
the feeling that they do not belong or that they do not have the right of access to 
certain areas in town. The way people look at them, the body language they see 
other people use, convey the message that they are in the “wrong” place, which 
makes them feel very uncomfortable. Objective difficulties encountered on a 
practical level may center on the distance between their place of residence and 
other leisure and cultural areas in the city, the cost of transport to get there, the 
need to wear proper clothes, the formal behavior expected of them and even the 
lack of information about the existence of these places, among others.

The restriction of their freedom to come and go causes a series of limitations with 
regards to work, education and culture, and we believe that this situation also leads 
to a narrow view about the realities and possibilities that the city has to offer. 

Restricted areas of circulation also directly affect the possibility of building new 
social-spatial perceptions, which could be generating a series of analytical as-
sumptions about the division of public areas in the city into different districts for 
rich and poor people. 

 It is essential that the perception that these youngsters have about the daily life 
and the routine in the areas where they live should be assimilated in a constant 
exchange with the perceptions established through contact with other areas 
of the city. Their sense of ownership of the city will only be possible when it is 
viewed from the perspective of type of occupation of the people in it. 
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of their social needs and to refer cases to the available so-
cial services network (including referrals to health ser-
vices, to obtain documentation, government assistance 
programs, bodies involved in the defense of the rights 
of children and adolescents, Public Defense bodies, em-
ployment offices). 

During these meetings, different issues were discus-
sed regarding the situation of their children at home and 
in other contexts, their participation in the project, the 
communication difficulties within the family, as well as 
changes that had been noted, so as to establish an effecti-
ve partnership with the parents and lead them to encou-
rage their children to stay on in the program. 

From the start, invitations to these parental meetings 
were sent through their own children, and attendance 
was low. There was a certain notion that prevailed in the 
minds of the participants that the only reason for the-
se meetings was to make complaints and accusations 
against them. This is why we encountered such reluc-
tance on their part to involve members of their families 
in our activities.  The team therefore had to think of new 
forms of approach, so that both children and parents 
would see how important it was to work together in par-
tnership towards a common objective.

   By establishing a closer relationship with the fa-
milies, we also received many requests for jobs and 
professional training. So as to try and respond to these 

requests, we decided to provide places for them at the 
cardboard handicraft workshop that had been organized 
for their children.  The families that agreed to take part 
in the same workshops as their children, were thereby 
drawn closer to the organization, to our proposals and 
to their own children. 

During the individual sessions and even during our 
family meetings, they did not merely talk about their 
concerns, while we listened sympathetically. The sessions 
became more of a collective reflection about the diffe-
rent situations they were living through together, and a 
critical analysis of what efforts could be made to redress 
these, based on the understanding that there were no re-
ady “formulas” for education and coexistence, in face of 
the difficulties they had with their children. 

Many of these guardians shared common feelin-
gs, such as guilt, a sense of having failed to educate 
their children properly, shame in relation to their nei-
ghbors or even total denial of what was really going 
on with their children. And their attitude when faced 
with these facts varied a good deal:  some mothers 
simply “forgot” they had children, or ignored them 
or threatened to throw them out of their homes as a 
form of retaliation.  Others appealed to their church 
and prayed continually. Others used extreme physical 
violence to ‘correct’ their children, so as to make them 
get back on “a proper path”.  Many different attitudes 
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were observed, that revealed, in most cases, the diffi-
culty that the families had in dealing with the typical 
problems of youngsters, associated with an involve-
ment in the drug trade.  

The work of the technical team invested heavily in 
the participants’ family group knowing the high level of 
importance that these family members, and in particular 
the mother figure, represented to these youngsters. 

Since the main reference point of most group mem-
bers with regards to their feelings of confidence, pride, 
gratitude, love and attention, are centered on the female 
figures that have been responsible for raising them (mo-
ther, grandmother, aunt, sister), it was essential to work 
at strengthening this specific social group, so that these 
women could use different ways to approach, sensitize 
and influence their children. These powerful family figu-
res needed to recognize themselves as such, so that they 
could make full use of other instruments, in addition to 

those they already used, to find ways to encourage these 
youngsters to abandon the illicit network.

The feedback that the parents gave us about their 
children’s participation in the project, revolved around 
some of the changes they had seen in their attitudes:  
“he is different at home now, calmer and more talkative 
with me, more thoughtful …”; “he no longer goes out on 
the street so much”. This concept is still very common 
among the families who see the youngsters’ free time 
as “idle time”; a time that, in their view, makes them 
susceptible to the outside negative influences of  “bad 
company”, making it easier for them to succumb to such 
influences. 

This manner of viewing adolescents or young favela 
dwellers still seems to prevail in the common notion that 
there is a direct link between the lack of an occupation 
and becoming a social outcast; between criminality and 
poverty and the favela.
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Exiting the illicit network



6Motivations for leaving

Many reasons were given by the project participants 
to abandon illicit drug trafficking, and in some cases, 
they tended to overlap, so as to form a whole series of 
reasons that cause them to leave. The main reasons given 
were related to the influence of female figures in their 
lives, the experience of being close to death, the possibi-
lity of finding another form of employment with which 
they can identify, and understanding that it is no longer 
acceptable for them to continue their involvement with 
illicit activities; after a reappraisal of their set of values. 

In general, the emotional and practical support from 
female figures in the lives of these youngsters, and the 
fact that some have almost lost their lives as a result of 
their illicit activities, are strong influencing factors.

The pleas and suffering of those that they sense re-
ally love them, and their concern for their well-being, 
together with the experience they have had in putting 
their life at risk on a daily basis, awaken a desire and a 
certainty in many of these youngsters that new choices 
must, and can be made.

This is the moment when youngsters are at the peak 
of their motivation and have the desire to make efforts 
to build a different path in life. The team needs to act 
swiftly, especially at such moments, because the swings 

that occur in this desire to abandon a life of drug traffi-
cking are frequent. All resources, ideas and projections 
of a different life, during this phase, are put into effect 
and strengthened together with the technical team.

The greatest obstacles
to exit the drug trade

It is not easy to begin the process to abandon the illicit ne-
twork. Many participants said that the main obstacles were 
the use of drugs and the influence of their network of friends, 
members of the drug trade, who encourage them to stay. 

Other difficulties in this process to leave the drug tra-
de are directly linked to their search for other forms of 
occupation, another job.

Main facilitators  

One of the main factors that helped the participants, 
both in providing the initial motivation as well as for their 
successful exit from the drug trade, was related to the im-
portant role played by the female figures in their lives. 
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Other factors that also influenced their decision in a 
very specific way were related to their success at finding 
a new job, their insertion in the Escape Routes program, 
a new perception about their lives and about drug traffi-
cking, the widening of their social network, their expe-
rience of almost being arrested.

The social support work was very important because it 
involved the participants in a collective identification of the 
factors in  the course of their lives that affected, either way, 
their desire and efforts to abandon illicit drug trafficking. 

As a whole, the analytical exercise about these re-
alities was present in all the sessions and demystified 
the expectations of some of the participants that their 
situations would somehow resolve themselves on their 
own and without any efforts on their own part, or even 
that the program staff member concerned would have 
the power to change their lives, to get them a new job, a 
place at school and so on.

The idea that dealing with the situation of adoles-
cents and youngsters involved in drug trafficking requi-
red concrete action on the part of various players, was 
strongly based on the view that there was no point just 
blaming the individual involved with drugs, but that it 
was necessary to involve other sectors of society in order 
to find solutions to the problem.

The view that the growing involvement of youngsters in 
the drug trade and other illicit activities is merely the pro-

blem of the individual concerned was shown to be misgui-
ded, besides making it difficult to create other alternatives.  

In summary, we would like to underscore two essen-
tial facilitating factors in the process of leaving the drug 
trade: the unconditional support received from mem-
bers of the family and the fact that the youngsters had 
found other forms of employment.

The greatest difficulties were the battle of wills that 
their network of friends employed to prevent them from 
leaving drug trafficking, doing all that they could to get 
them to return; as well as the use of drugs.

Case studies

The following are some case histories of participants 
in the project. The statements serve to illustrate the ex-
periences of some of them, as an example of the difficul-
ties and successes they had in their efforts to break away 
from the drug trafficking network.

The “indirect involvement” of project participants was 
characterized by an insertion that did not involve direct 
financial remuneration. In most cases, this was a type of 
bond involving a relationship of affection with those in-
volved in drug trafficking. We should point out, however, 
that this bond resulted in a certain degree of complicity 
with the dynamics of the drug network or some participa-
tion in the activities developed within the network.
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P., 20 years old;

indirect involvement

ver to two accomplices involved in a robbery and that, 
when the police appeared on the scene, one of them ran 
to the car they were in.

P. denies that she knew what was happening, claiming 
that she was just getting a lift, going to see her daughters 
at their paternal grandmother’s house. As a result of the 
police chase, her car was hit several times by bullets and 
hit a tree. Her husband ran away from the scene of the 
accident, without giving her any assistance, leaving her 
trapped in the wreckage of the car; the accident seriously 
damaged her spinal cord.

P. was rescued by the police, but was almost arrested as 
an accomplice of the robbery. She was admitted into hos-
pital, under police escort, provided a statement and then 
left hospital in spite of the recommendations of the medical 
staff, while she was still under observation and with the pos-
sibility of undergoing surgery.  She left because she thought 
she could be arrested.  Her family gave her every assistance 
and looked after her daughters while she was in hospital; 
however, on condition that she leave her husband. 

P. needed to go back to hospital to continue her tre-
atment, undergo physiotherapy and remove the stitches 
from her forehead and head. She had to wear a cervical 
brace and remain lying down, immobile, on her doctor’s 
orders.  She did not, however, follow any of these recom-
mendations and went out to find her partner, who was 
in hiding at a place she did not reveal, and immediately 

When she joined the project, P. was already under 
a death sentence by her husband who, even though he 
was serving a prison sentence, had ordered the death of 
one of her “dates” in the community where she lived.  P. 
told us that, even though she was separated from him, 
she could not date anyone because he always found out 
what she was doing, from local informants.  She had 
tried unsuccessfully for some time to break up their re-
lationship and had even stopped visiting him in prison, 
which made him furious.

P. was very much afraid of her ex-partner and was 
sure she would be murdered when he got out.  He had 
already threatened her that this would happen. They had 
two daughters, aged two and four years old. 

P. took part in the project activities and, with the help 
of the team, looked for a job and a place in a day care 
center for her two daughters.

However, when her ex-partner managed to go on paro-
le and leave prison, he persuaded her to re-establish their 
relationship, with the promise that he had “regenerated” 
and that they would change their lives for the better. 

P. brought him to meet the team and told us of her 
decision to go back to her marriage. A short time after 
they had got back together, the couple suffered a car 
accident as the result of the police chasing the car they 
were in with someone who had just stolen another vehi-
cle.  There was evidence that her partner was giving co-
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accepted his excuses for what had happened.  She remo-
ved her daughters from the favela and told no-one in the 
family where she was now living.  One day before she 
“disappeared”, she went back to see the project team and 
told them what had happened.  She was very sad because 
her family had told her that, if she went back to her ex-
husband, they would never help her again. 

V. 16 years old;

indirect involvement.

V. sought out the project in an attempt to help her 
partner who had left drug trafficking and then gone on 
to commit robberies in the center of town. V. told us that 
she had done certain favors for him such as taking him 
weapons and drugs.

Their relationship had started when she was twelve 
years old.  They had a two year-old son.  She justified 
her decision to stay at his side all this time, believing 
that she would be able to transform him and make him 
change his life, as if wanting to be recognized for the me-
rit of what she had done. She had made great efforts for 
him to this end, looking for a school and work for him, 
almost playing the role of a mother. He, however, had 

P. did all that she could to convince us that her par-
tner had now “woken up” and that he would be an “ho-
nest” worker from now on; that he had cried, asked her 
to forgive him and promised her that as from now on 
their lives would be different:  “we’re going to sell appe-
tizers and patties to survive”. We never heard from her 
again up to the time the project ended. 

beaten her several times and had various lovers.  When 
her partner was imprisoned, V. decided to break off their 
relationship for ever.  From then on she started drinking 
heavily and have sex with several men because she was 
drunk.  Sometimes she even agreed they paid for her 
drinks in exchange for sex. She was referred to the he-
alth services and to a hairdressing course.  But as she 
was pregnant again she was unable to finish the course.  
V. did not tell us who the father of her child was; some 
of her friends hinted to the project team that he also 
worked in the drug trade.   

Both accounts show how difficult it seems to be for 
these women to break off their affective relationships 
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with their partners. In addition to the suffering these par-
tners have caused them, they also seem to have a hold on 
them through their powers of fascination and seduction. 
Many of these young women suffered physical violence, 
were betrayed; gave up their own lives and broke off ties 
with their families because of such relationships. 

Temporary exit – exit and 
return to the drug trade
C., 17 years old.

When C. approached the project, he was already in-
volved in illicit activities (drug trafficking and robbery), 
as well as showing signs of chemical dependence. It 
should be noted that other members of his family, inclu-
ding his mother and brother were also drug users and 
their house was a point-of sale for drugs. 

His situation at school was not in order; he had al-
ready lost his place at school some time before because 
of lack of attendance. A new referral was made by the 
project team and he was enrolled at school. However, he 
only stayed there for a short time.

With regard to his family’s economic situation, they 
were extremely poor, without any family income, other 
than food donations from a local church.  He did not 
confirm that his income was due to the sale of drugs. 

C. had a girlfriend, who was 16 years old and 05 
months pregnant at the time. The couple had no finan-
cial prospects with regard to the upkeep and rearing of 
this child. 

Faced with this situation and a great desire and need 
on the part of the participant to begin treatment as 
soon as possible for chemical dependence, the project 
team decided that this was a case for urgent referral. 
One of the articulators of the project  managed to find 
a rehabilitation clinic for this treatment. Innumerable 
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difficulties were encountered in the public health ser-
vice for this type of case, with very few places available. 
The articulator found this place, based on the urgency 
of the case, at a philanthropic institution belonging to 
a religious group, which was immediately accepted by 
the participant. He remained there for a period of two 
and a half months.

The technical and coordination team made two ins-
titutional visits to the place so as to follow up on the 
youngster’s progress and to see how he adapted to treat-
ment and results reached. The youngster returned to his 
community after this period.

Efforts were made so as to take the youngster to live 
with his father, in another municipality, as this was what 
he wanted to do. We were unsuccessful in our attempts 
since the father said he had no room in his house for the 
youngster and his girlfriend and the child to be born.  

The life of the young man, as soon as he left the cli-
nic, was centered on attending church on a regular basis, 
project activities and doing odd jobs as a bricklayer.

His situation at school returned to normal due to a 
new referral made by the project.

The team therefore judged that his internment for 
treatment of chemical dependence represented to the 
participant the start of some necessary and fundamen-
tal changes in his life, there being, however, other ele-

ments to be considered and constantly monitored by the 
project’s social services.

The adolescent left his mother’s house and went to 
live with his girlfriend, her grandmother and sister. His 
son was born and the project continued to provide sup-
port also to his new family unit.

The close contact that he re-established with other 
people involved in the illicit network during this period 
brought about changes in his attitude and actions.  He 
no longer dressed as he used to, in his “church clothes”; 
he stopped going to school, project workshops and even 
stopped attending church, showing some signs of having 
gone back to using drugs. 

The project team concentrated their efforts on dea-
ling with the problems that seemed to be influencing him 
to renew his ties with the illicit network. We intensified 
our visits and follow-up to support him, his girlfriend 
and son. After a few interventions, we noted a significant 
change in the youngster and he returned to our project.  
We also made two referrals in the area of education and 
professional training. 

C. then started attending intensive study classes at night 
school and worked during the day as a shoe-shine at the 
International Airport. He was happy with this work becau-
se he received good tips every day. He showed that he was 
motivated and satisfied with the earnings he made.
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Three months later, his girlfriend told us that C. had 
been imprisoned (he was now 18 years old) for having 
stolen a motorbike from the airport garage.

C. is awaiting the result of his sentence at a House 
of Custody, outside the municipality. The technical team 
tried to visit him but was denied access. His girlfriend 
and son visit him regularly. 

Sustained exit
L., 22 years old. 

L., 22 years old, no longer knows how to read or wri-
te. The only document he had when he entered the pro-
ject was his birth certificate. He was sent to the project 
by one of the articulators. At that time, he was legally on 
Conditional Parole, having completed a prison sentence 
of two years under article 155 of the Penal Code. 

L. told us several times that he needed help to find other 
alternatives to survive, that he wanted to be “clean” and ne-
eded a place where he could be heard and tell his story. He 
had fled from another favela and his life was being threate-
ned by the drug trade at the previous place, because he had 
failed to carry out his duty to protect a shipment of drugs.  

He told us that he had various scars on his body as a result 
of six bullet wounds and beatings from the police, during 
that period.  He gave us details of various experiences he 
had lived through during his work in drug trafficking, with 
chases, escapes and “bondes” , without hiding the high de-
gree of satisfaction he felt about these activities. After ha-
ving escaped from the favela where he had originated from, 
L. went on to live in the Nova Holanda community in Mare: 
“I soon became part of the group”. And thereby became in-
volved in illicit work (drug trafficking and hold-ups). 

His choice of Nova Holanda was not by accident; he 
took into consideration the personal contacts and level 
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of interaction that he had already established with the 
drug faction outside his place of origin. 

His drug trafficking background:

L. began his activities in drug trafficking at the age 
of 10, having already held various positions: look-out, 
dealer, soldier and manager of a drug point-of sale. He 
added that he had 27 transits through the DEGASE (Ge-
neral Department for Social-Educational Actions) sys-
tem, before he was 18 years of age, and that his life had 
always consisted of being arrested and escaping.

Once he came of age, L. was sent to a penal system 
unit, and at the time that he joined the project he was 
on conditional parole.  However, he was not presenting 
himself at the said unit which meant he was considered 
to be a “fugitive from justice”, and could be sent back in 
tothe Prison System at any time. 

His experiences as a prison inmate had been very trau-
matic and, as L. described it,  there was no possibility of 
him every returning to such a place again: “I’d rather die”.

The principle reason why L. had taken the decision 
to “change his life”, when he approached the project, was 
due to his affectionate relationship. His ex-girlfriend V, 
aged 16, who had lived with him before he was impri-
soned, had no intention of renewing their relationship 
and this was making him suffer a great deal. According 

to him, the reason they broke up was that he could no 
longer support her because he had decided not to steal 
anymore, as he was frightened of being arrested again. 

The youngster attended all the project workshops, 
and always requested systematic follow-up from the 
team; he always wanted to talk and said how good it was 
to have someone to listen to him.  However, when he 
renewed his relationship with V. and she told him she 
was pregnant, his involvement with the project gradually 
came to an end.  It seemed to us  that, when he was really 
desperate and fearful of losing his girlfriend, his deci-
sion to “change his life” was much stronger than later on, 
when he had got back together again with his girlfriend. 
A series of actions implied by this perspective of change 
also became clearer.

Before both resumed their affectionate relationship, 
innumerable threats had been made by L. as well as phy-
sical violence towards V., who reported these incidents 
at the drug point-of-sale (boca de fumo) , which resulted 
in admonitions towards L. by local drug dealers. In his 
words:  they told me that I couldn’t do anything against 
her here in the favela, but outside …. that was another 
matter and “for me to decide”...  Which means to say, that 
for a short time, L. was still set on revenge. He had alrea-
dy practiced physical violence against V. in the past.  

His issues related to his girlfriend (frequent fights 
caused by jealousy on both sides, the abortion she had, 
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the couple’s financial difficulties), to his drug abuse, the 
search for other forms of subsistence and his desire and 
attempts to leave the drug trade were worked on by the 
team based on his own initiative.   

His behavior also alternated between moments when 
he seemed very certain of the need for change with 
others of despair, confusion, rebellion, resignation and 
acceptance of his situation in life.

During a time, L. was always coming to the team to 
ask for their help, for a job, to talk about his dependence 
on crack, the end and renewal of his relationship with V.; 
of his irregular penal situation, although he never fully 
carried out the advice he received nor returned on the 
days that had been set by the social welfare team.  His ex-
pectations to find an immediate solution to his problems 
in life were visible, making it difficult for him to unders-
tand that the change in life that he sought was actually 
part of a slow and gradual process.  

L. lived alone in a house lent to him by a friend invol-
ved in drug trafficking.  But where he lived was always 
uncertain, since he frequently changed his address du-
ring the period he participated in the project. 

At a certain period during his participation in the 
project, since he was no longer at risk within his original 
community (the death sentences and threats imposed 
by the drug trade, at the time he was expelled from the 

favela, over time were modified and even pardoned), L. 
returned to the favela from where he had fled, having de-
cided to “start a new life”.  He came to see us beforehand 
to say goodbye and also to tell us that he had found and 
accepted “Jesus in his life”.  . He came dressed in new clo-
thes which were different from the ones he usually wore, 
and was holding a Bible.  He had decided to live close to 
his mother (who was a very important figure in his life) 
and leave behind the “negative influences” he had felt in 
the favela.  He was referring to his friends.

 His girlfriend was with him.  She had lost her baby, 
though did not explain the reasons why.

However, two months later, L. was arrested again.  His 
girlfriend came to tell us what had happened. Some time 
later, L. himself appeared at our institution to talk to the 
technical staff. L. could not understand why he had been 
released from jail, because of his irregular legal situation, 
saying that the justice system must “be a real mess”. 

After our technical staff had talked to him about his 
dependence on crack, he agreed to start treatment, thou-
gh on the day he was due to start, he did not turn up. This 
situation had repeated itself on several previous occasions. 
L. emphasized that what he really needed was a job becau-
se he was still stealing and could get arrested for this.

L. said he was no longer involved in drug trafficking 
and reaffirmed his decision to stick only to stealing. Al-

ESCAPE ROUTES   lessons learned



though he had made innumerable efforts to find a job in-
side the favela (he was frightened of circulating in other 
areas of town), he could only find a few odd jobs as a 
bricklayer’s assistant, and only for short periods of time. 

Because of this, L. was referred by the project to un-
dergo a complete bricklayer’s training course at SESI.  He 
did not go because of the “border” he could not cross; 
that is to say, once again he found himself in a situation 
of restricted social mobility as a result of the territorial 
divisions imposed by the drug trade. 

 He was referred to an adult alphabetization course 
located within his own community for which he also 
showed no interest. School, since it involved a long-term 
project, was of no value for the youngster.  He was then 
referred to participate in another project, which paid a 
grant of 150.00 Reais. But he didn’t stay long because he 
lacked the reading and writing skills required by the pro-
ject. He was also referred to a computer course run by 
an institution in Maré and couldn’t stay on for the same 
reason. He was referred for a project selection course lo-
cated in another institution, outside of Maré, which was 
being held to choose a newspaper delivery boy within 
the community.  But he did not want to go because he 
could not identify with the work involved.

Immediately after this, L. decided to sell kites within 
the community and thus managed to remain away from 
drug trafficking until the end of the project. 

M. has been living in the community of Nova Holan-
da, in Maré, since February 2007.  He used to live in the 
Baixa do Sapateiro, dominated by a rival faction, where 
he worked in drug trafficking for five years. He had held 
various positions of trust and decided to abandon this 
activity for a variety of reasons.  The main reason he had 
left was because he felt that his working partners had tre-
ated him with disrespect. His wife F. aged 17, had gone 
to a funk dance and was chatted up by a young man who 
worked with M. in drug trafficking.  They had a fight 
involving physical aggression and a frustrated attempt 
by M. to shoot  his partner, but his weapon had been ex-
changed for one that was damaged (something that his 
other partners did when they saw that a confrontation of 
this kind was inevitable) and M was suspended from his 
drug duties for a month. Without a salary, feeling he had 
been humiliated, he therefore decided to abandon this 
work for good.

M. moved with his family to his mother-in-law’s 
house in Nova Holanda.  As the factions there are di-
fferent, M. cannot  move freely around the community. 
We should note that his mother-in-law, C. is known and 
respected in various communities of the Maré favela for 
her religious work (she is a pastor at an evangelical chur-
ch), and is much sought after to mediate in some of the 
interventions to resolve local conflicts. It was perhaps for 
this reason that there no problems were raised about the 
fact that M was living in a “rival” community.  She was 

M., 19 years old,  married, 
two daughters.
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responsible for negotiating M’s stay in Nova Holanda 
with the local “drug boss”

M. approached the project through one of our articu-
lators.  During our interview, we could see that M. had 
great difficulty in reading and could not write. He said 
he had abandoned school when he was 14 years old, at 
the time he became involved in the drug trade, since he 
“couldn’t learn anything”.

His greatest reason for becoming involved in drug tra-
fficking also occurred when he was 14 years old.  He had 
gone to a point-of-sale where his older brother worked and 
there was a police raid and everyone ran for it. As he was 
not a member of the group, he did not feel intimidated and 
just went into the nearest bakery to seek protection during 
the shoot-out. The police went into the store and took him 
out of the favela. He was interrogated about places where 
the drug dealers were located and where they hid their we-
apons. He explained that as he was not part of the group 
he couldn’t answer their questions. The police beat him up 
badly and even made contact with one of the drug dealers 
who, by coincidence, was M’s cousin, demanding to be paid 
a certain sum to release him. During these negotiations, it 
became clear that M. was not involved in the drug trade 
and therefore was “not worth” the sum they wanted.  His 
release was therefore re-negotiated and from then on his 
resent at having been so badly humiliated made him de-
cide to “become a criminal”.  In addition to this episode, 

there was the frustration of not having been able to learn 
anything at school and of being constantly accused by his 
family of “taking things from inside the home” which he 
denies having done. But he had earned the reputation of 
being a thief before he got involved in drug trafficking be-
cause he had stolen some things with the knowledge of his 
family. At the same time, he was also employed in some ser-
vices like helping to carry shopping bags at supermarkets 
and keeping watch over cars parked in the street. 

One of his older brothers, who worked in drug traffi-
cking, used to send bags of food to his mother who brag-
ged about this in the neighborhood. She ended up being 
expelled from the area, as the “local boss” (head of the 
drug trade) would not let her receive help from another 
faction.  M. also though it was absurd that his mother 
should accept food that was bought with “dirty money”.  
This type of ‘ethical conflict’ was constantly referred to 
during the whole time that M. talked to us.

M. did not appear embarrassed or proud of his achie-
vements at any time during his narrative. He had had 
been living with his wife since he was 15 years old and 
they had two daughters. During this period, M. suppor-
ted his family with the salary he earned from drug traffi-
cking and now felt bad because he couldn’t do this any-
more. His mother-in-law now supported the couple and 
their children and was the person who gave M. the most 
encouragement to leave a life of crime. He felt affection 
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and respect for her and believed he was only alive be-
cause of her prayers that had “protected his body” (from 
outward dangers – a local custom). 

During our work with him, we drew up a plan toge-
ther with the youngster to seek alternatives and oppor-
tunities in various areas, and referred him to a professio-
nal training course in glassworks at a very well known 
and traditional institution. 

So as to overcome the problem of his inability to read 
well, we agreed that M. would, during class, try to follow 
the content as much a possible and would receive sup-
port from our team to read through and study this every 
day. But there was a problem even before he joined the 
class, when he had to fill in a form and the attendant 
made a joke about his inability to read and write, instead 
of trying to help him.   

M. told us he felt very angry about this and made a 
point of telling the person concerned that he should not 
have humiliated him in front of everyone. This reaction 
on the part of M. showed a change in his normal behavior 
of resolving everything through violence. He had mana-
ged to react with words, even though he was angry, and to 
understand and claim his right to be treated with respect.  

However, he told us that he was not going back to 
the course, but added that he did not want to give up but 
knew that he would first have to learn how to read and 
write before attending courses. He told us that up to that 
moment he did not feel he needed to go to school, but 
now he felt that this was important because he did not 
want to be humiliated in this way again.

M. agreed to be enrolled, via the project, in alphabe-
tization classes together with his wife.  She had been an 
important influence during this process of leaving the 
drug trade. One of the main problems M. faced during 
this process was his extremely limited circulation within 
the community and the stigma he suffered in practically 
all the relationships he made outside his old circle. 

M. is presently employed in the finishing of works 
with plaster products and still attends the adult alpha-
betization course.  He has shown enthusiasm for his al-
phabetization classes and says that he will soon be able 
to go back to the glasswork course. He is trying to restore 
his wife’s faith in him, which has been shaken as a result 
of the frequent physical attacks he has made on her, and 
continues to make an effort to adopt other attitudes that 
involve dialogue instead of violence.
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A. has already been imprisoned for a period of 
one year for stealing a car. He lives with his wife and 
their son.  He is a frequent user of crack and mari-
juana. 

He became involved in drug trafficking when he 
was 20 and has been employed at various jobs: a ‘va-
por’ (sale of drugs), a soldier (person who provides 
security at a point-of-sale); and ‘endolador’ (packa-
ging drugs).  He then began stealing.  His reasons for 
getting involved in the drug trade, in his own words, 
were due to: “I had no other opportunities”; “I only 
got involved because it was only going to be for a 
short time”; “my mind was empty, I had nothing else 
to do, it just happened…”; “I had friends working in 
drug trafficking”.

His main reason for leaving: was getting involved 
in the Escape Routes project, the help he received 
from a project articulator and a member of the tech-
nical staff as well as the care and attention he received 
from the institution: “they taught me to be more pa-

tient in life …. things do not change overnight …. but 
I won’t give up”.   

As a result of liaison with local shopkeepers in the com-
munity, A. was hired to take care of stocks in a furniture 
shop. A. already had experience working as a bricklayer 
and metal worker.  The problem of restricted circulation 
in town was therefore resolved. His continual use of dru-
gs caused problems during his routine work at the shop.  
After a certain time, when his permanence at the shop 
was really threatened by his use of drugs (the owner of 
the shop had already suspended A. several times without 
pay), he realized he had to undergo health treatment to 
resolve this issue.    

The support he received from his wife was essential 
during this process. A. was interned for a period of three 
months.  When he returned home, contact with his old 
friend resulted in a setback and to return to the project 
again of his own accord.  According to the manager of 
the shop, his job was still open to him and he would 
again be employed by them when he got back.  

Successful exit from drug trade
A., 21 years old, 8th grade.
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The adolescent in question abandoned school for the 
first time when he was 13 years old.  His reason for doing 
so was the following:  “I started going around with a cou-
sin of mine who worked in the drug trade”.  He admitted 
to using drugs and described himself as being “pretty ag-
gressive”, that he “got into trouble” and “fought a lot” and 
needed to calm down.  Drugs helped him in this sense.

J. got involved in drug trafficking when he was 12 ye-
ars old and held an informal job, i.e., he was paid during 
certain periods and not at others.  As he was a cousin of 
someone who had long been involved in this activity, J. 
had a relationship of trust with others members of the 
group which meant that his first job was to provide secu-
rity for a point-of-sale.  He stated that the main reasons 
for entering the drug trade was that he was a close friend 
of  his cousin who was already involved in drug traffi-
cking, as well as having many other friends who also 
worked in the drug trade.  The money he earned from 
drug trafficking was spent on “clothes, women, food and 
buying crack, drink, funk parties”.  

J. told us that he had a history of being sent to various 
DEGASE institutions.  The acts he had committed were 
related to charges for showing disrespect to members of 
the police force, damage done to public property, use of 
drugs and theft.  When he was at these institutions, J. at 
times was torn between carrying out and not carrying 
out the social-educational obligations related to his legal 

situation. In one of the fights he was involved in during 
these periods of semi-confinement, J. was knifed.  Re-
garding other illicit activities, J. told us that he began 
practicing robberies because a friend had asked him to 
go along with him and he really enjoyed doing it: “it be-
came an addiction”, and he “went out with his friends 
every day”.

J. turned 18 (legal age of adulthood) during one of 
these periods of confinement at DEGASE and, since he 
had been involved in a  fight with another group in the 
same unit and because he was no longer a minor,  he was 
sent to a unit in the penitential system where he spent 
a week. During this time, J. was supported by the pro-
ject technical team.  His statements about the DEGASE 
unit and prison were always very negative. (“they did not 
respect our rights”); the “food was horrible”; “they beat 
us”).  J. left drug trafficking because he didn’t like “being 
an employee” and he thought it would be better to find 
something he could do on his own, such as robberies.   

In addition, all of his best friends had been arrested 
and he “no longer wanted to go through the same thing 
again”.  He said how important his mother’s advice had 
been and that he knew that “a life without crime is not 
that bad because it meant he didn’t have so much to 
worry about”. He also said that another factor was that 
a girlfriend of his, who was pregnant by him at the time, 
had had a spontaneous abortion as a result of the ‘social-

A successful exit from drug trade.
J. , 17 years old, 7th grade 
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educational measures” she had undergone during semi-
confinement at one of these centers.

With regards to his family structure, J. lives with his 
mother, an aunt and a maternal grandmother, though 
his strongest affection ties are with his father who lives 
somewhere else. 

Contrary to the general idea that people have about 
adolescents involved in drug trafficking, as people who 
are involved in nothing else, J. was always in touch in 

other networks at the same time, through different social 
welfare projects within his own community.

As a result of his participation in the Escape Routes 
project, J. went back to school and stayed there.  He 
was referred to a course for waiters and began a series 
of attempts to find employment in this area. At the mo-
ment, J. works in a restaurant at a local fair of Nor-
theastern goods in Rio de Janeiro and is attending a 
computer course. 

 

Recommendations

As a result of the work carried out by the Escape 
Routes program, in its different lines of intervention, we 
conclude that that there are two levels of recommenda-
tions to be made. The first one relates to certain metho-
dological assumptions that we believe are essential in 
designing public policies focusing on adolescents and 
youngsters involved in illicit networks.   

The second level of proposals is related to specific 
actions that should be taken to guarantee certain rights 
that directly affect the daily lives of this target group, and 
to create sustainable alternatives that enable these youn-

gsters to leave the illicit networks and build other forms 
of life for themselves.

However, an essential factor should be emphasized, 
that relates to the context in which these proposals are 
made. The Observatório de Favelas understands that pu-
blic policies should recognize the individual as a whole, 
as a citizen and as a city-dweller, as a person who has 
rights and individual characteristics. Thus, understan-
ding an individual involves considering the social-spa-
tial context in which he lives, his social network and the 
institutions that influence his relationships.
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Traditionally, public policies are based on a fragmen-
ted concept of the individual that often ignores the spa-
tial context in which he lives. This space is merely seen 
as a “stage”, devoid of “life”, where relationships develop. 
In our understanding, to consider someone as a whole 
person means thinking about the material basis of his 
existence and, thereby, the place where he exists, and this 
does not just mean the place where he lives, but the who-
le aspect of where this place is located; that is to say,  the 
metropolis as a whole.   

Therefore, to think of a person as an individual and 
as a city-dweller requires an understanding about the 
place he occupies in the city as well as the knowledge 
that, in spite of the deep inequalities that exist in Brazi-
lian cities, there is, in the end, one city and one citizen. 
The fact that a vulnerable area requires specific and often 
focused activities, with a view to reducing social (and 
spatial) inequalities, does not mean that such disparities 
should be emphasized.  

Although master plans define favelas as being Special 
Zones, where certain actions may be put into operation, 
such operations, in turn, should be created so as to pro-
mote the gradual integration of the favelas into the city; 
and, above all, to consider and treat them as an integral 
part of the city and not as a “non-city”.  

Our recommendations are presented by thematic area 
as a didactic option, so as to offer the reader a more fo-

cused view of the specific problems that pose challenges 
in the work  with adolescents and youngsters involved in 
the drug trade. However, as already explained, it is not 
our intention to fragment the individual and the options 
for leaving drug trafficking. In our view, they should be 
seen in an integrated way, taking into account the social-
spatial context in which the individual is inserted. 

Based on the experiences herein described and on 
the links established with various players, especially tho-
se involved in the Rede Rotas, the Escape Routes pro-
gram presents the following recommendations to help 
develop strategies to tackle the problem of children and 
adolescents working in the drug trade: 

Methodological Assumptions

• Production of knowledge and Public policies: The 
creation of public policies directed towards this so-
cial group and their families requires comprehensive 
studies and actions. These initiatives should take into 
account the territorial diversity of the city, the dissi-
milarities that exist in lower income areas and the re-
lationships within the social drug trade network and 
in relation to the community in which it operates. The 
lack of precise information about the different players 
that work today in drug trafficking means that preven-
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tative actions and the creation of alternatives will be 
dominated, in general, by paternalistic and stigmati-
zing assistance actions. The institutions and resear-
ches dedicated to this issue need to investigate much 
more thoroughly the life styles of these youngsters and 
the dynamics of drug trafficking. In spite of the enor-
mous lack of understanding and the superficiality of 
existing information on the subject, many projects are 
being developed in this field in Rio de Janeiro. These 
initiatives achieve certain results in their own particu-
lar areas, but are not well articulated and cause little 
impact.

• Networks: It is essential to establish a network of actions 
so as to create innovative ways of tackling the problem 
of drug trafficking. We propose a broad movement to 
bring players together and promote greater exchange 
of investigative and practical intervention know-how 
in this area. It is first necessary to make full use of exis-
ting projects so that, based on these, an integrated ne-
twork of care may be established, to guarantee rights, 
to monitor and put forward public policies.

Specific Actions

• Education: The Escape Routes indicated the need to 
strengthen non-formal educational programs that en-

courage youngsters to go back to school. The school 
itself should widen the scope of its work, making it 
possible to organize multiple educational activities 
and provide comprehensive education, with actions 
involving different sectors of the State, including heal-
th, social assistance, culture, sports and public securi-
ty. At the same time, the schools need to provide more 
places at different periods of the day. The school sys-
tem should consider the local context when drawing 
up their political-pedagogic proposals. These projects 
should be adapted to the realities of districts located 
around the school area, so that the integration of the 
school and the families, the community and local ins-
titutions is viewed as part of the education process. In 
addition, efforts should be made to create greater awa-
reness on the part of professionals in the educational 
sector about the specificities of adolescents and youn-
gsters involved in illicit drug trafficking, with a view to 
more humane relationships with this target group. 

• Professional qualifications: Based on the principle that 
youngsters are individuals with rights and who are 
responsible for their own destinies, activities in this 
area should be based on strengthening their sense of 
autonomy.  For this reason, we underline the need 
to be flexible about criteria for the insertion of these 
youngsters in professional qualification courses and 
in public policies involving this issue, so as to make 
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these processes more inclusive. The scope of specific 
programs designed for adolescents with a low level of 
education or who no longer attend school, needs to 
be widened, and fiscal incentives should be offered to 
businesses willing to hire these youngsters. Conside-
ration should also be given to strengthening actions 
directed towards youth solidarity economy. 

• Health: Campaigns should be developed to show drugs 
as a public health problem and health services should 
be extended to include chemical dependence as a fo-
cus point in prevention and harm reduction. In addi-
tion, work is needed to create awareness amongst he-
alth professionals about the specificities of adolescents 
and youngsters involved in illicit drug trafficking. 

• Legal aid and protection: Implementation of the SI-
NASE (National Social-Educational Assistance Sys-
tem); strengthening of the system of public defense 
attorneys and dissemination of information that can 
contribute towards carrying out social-educative 
measures in accordance with rules established by the 
Statute of the Child and Adolescent - SCA.  Streng-
thening of the policy to protect children and adoles-
cents under threat of death by identifying and dis-
seminating good practices in the area of prevention, 
and by creating sustainable alternatives for adoles-
cents and youngsters who show a desire to abandon 
the illicit drug trade.    

• Right to the City: Development of actions to create 
greater awareness so as to change existing stereotypes 
that establish an inevitable link between poor areas 
and violence, helping to widen the area of circula-
tion and ownership of the city by all its inhabitants. 
Drawing up of a medium and long term plan for the 
city, with policies that channel most of the resources 
towards providing quality equipment and services to 
populations living in the favelas and outskirts of town.  
Recognizing those who live in favelas and in the poor 
urban areas of town as people who have rights and 
who are also political players, enabling the communi-
ties to become involved in the process of  formulating 
public policies.

On Observatório de Favelas

The Observatório de Favelas is a social organization 
for research, consultancy and public actions dedicated 
to producing knowledge and policy proposals related to 
the phenomenon of the favelas and other low-income 
areas, in matters related to civil, social, economic, cultu-
ral, political and environmental rights.

Institutional Profile

The Observatório de Favelas is an organization that 
was founded and constituted by researchers, teachers 
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and students coming from low-income areas, in gene-
ral consisting of first-generation university graduates, 
and that privileges professionals with this type of back-
ground among its staff. The organization sees itself as a 
player in the construction of an affirmative ‘Rights to the 
City’ agenda, based on the (re)signification of the role 
and place of favelas in the scope of public policies.  

Institutional Mission 

Our institutional mission is to draw up concepts, 
projects and programs as well as exemplary practices 
that contribute towards the formulation, monitoring and 
evaluation of public policies focusing on overcoming 
social inequalities – strengthened by the expansion of a 
participative and empowering citizenship and, in parti-
cular, the guaranteeing and promotion of human rights 
– within the framework of  low-income communities.

Institutional Threads

• Human Rights – In this thread, based on a process to 
identify and analyze different forms of violence, judg-
ment and disrespect towards low-income communi-
ties and their inhabitants, proposals and practices to 
guarantee, promote and exercise Human Rights are 

formulated, so a to create a democratic and more 
equitable society, that shows due respect towards, and 
coexists with, differences.

• Territorial Development – This thread, based on the re-
cognition of the deep territorial inequalities that exist in 
urban spaces, seeks to mobilize different political players 
– governmental institutions, civil society bodies, social 
movements, low-income communities – with a view to 
elaborating an extensive program for integrated social 
economic development, the main objective of which 
is to create special conditions for public investment in 
low-income areas, prioritizing the reduction of social, 
economic and environmental vulnerabilities.  

• Culture and Communications – In this thread, the ba-
sic assumption is that the permanently construction 
of a democratic and empowered society makes us  
recognize, rethink and reformulate relationships be-
tween political forms, communication processes and 
cultural practices in a new and radical platform for the 
design of public policies. Thus, once citizenship is un-
derstood as the full exercise of criticism, of free crea-
tion of representations of oneself and the world, of full 
access to information and multiple forms of commu-
nication, it is possible to stimulate and articulate the 
expression of new rights and the acceptance of new 
social players in the public space.
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zing and homogenizing productions that exist in rela-
tion to low-income areas in the context of constitution 
and reproduction of urban practices; 

• To formulate and implement exemplary public policies 
in the areas of education, employment and income 
generation, housing and legal documentation for ur-
ban housing, culture, art, communications and citizen 
safety, with concrete possibilities for the political as-
sertion of inhabitants of low-income areas within the 
scenario of Brazilian society;

• To establish innovative references to produce knowled-
ge in the context of social and political commitments 
to build agendas in support of the ‘Right to the City’;

• To promote political dialogue and establish institutio-
nal partnerships with organizations, local bodies, re-
gional, national and international organizations so to 
as to achieve and widen common objectives that are 
synergic with the  institutional mission.

Objectives

The assumptions, principles and aims expressed in the 
previous items are linked to a series of objectives to be rea-
ched by the organization, that are expressed through lines 
of action to be  considered and put into practice at different 
territorial scales of institutional programs and projects

• To form a wide social-pedagogic network of educa-
tion and theoretical and practical formulation so as 
to make social public policies more democratic, to be 
formed by different professionals and students from 
low-income areas;

• To monitor and evaluate public policies targeting low-
income areas, in particular in the Metropolitan area of 
Rio de Janeiro, by producing a variety of conceptual 
instruments and methodologies;

• To develop concepts and information that encourage 
readings and interpretations other than the criminali-
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Survey findings are available at: www.observatoriodefavelas.org.br1. 

In 2008, CEASM was divided into two institutions.  The Nenhum a 2. 
Menos project continued to be linked to the NGO “Redes da Maré”.

DOWDNEY, Luke (2003) Crianças no tráfico. Rio de Janeiro: ISER/7 3. 
Letras; SILVA, Jailson de Souza & URANI, André (2002) Crianças no 
tráfico: um diagnóstico rápido. Brasília: OIT/Ministério do Trabalho 
e Emprego; CRUZ NETO, Otavio et alli (2001) Nem soldados nem 
inocentes. Rio de Janeiro: Ed. FioCruz; and ZALUAR, Alba (1994) 
Condomínio do Diabo. Rio de Janeiro: Revan and (2005) Integração 
perversa: pobreza e tráfico de drogas: Rio de Janeiro: Ed FGV.

A pinhole camera does not have an objective, but instead a tiny hole 4. 
through which the light is captured into the camera. 

The videos produced were:: “155” and “Trabalhadores de Nova Ho-5. 
landa” (Workers of Nova Holanda).

An ‘articulator’ involved in this project is a person who resides, or 6. 
who has resided within the community and who enjoys a form of “free 

transit pass” in the drug trade social network area. Most of these ‘ar-
ticulators’ were once involved in drug trafficking and therefore know, 
and are trusted by the drug bosses. 

Art. 155 – To steal, either for oneself or for someone else, another 7. 
person’s movable property;

Sentence – confinement for a period of 1 (one) to 4 (four) years, plus 8. 
a fine.

The meeting of a certain criminal group to steal cars and use them for 9. 
some other criminal activity, particularly attempts to invade territories 
of rival groups.

The term “boca de fumo” refers to a point-of-sale for drugs in the fa-10. 
vela. This is where most relations and social interchanges take place 
between members of the drug trade.

Comments recorded during a personal interview.11. 

L. said he had been “converted” by the evangelical church. 12. 

Notes
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“28 milímetros – Mulheres” exhibition, by the French artist 
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Art over pictures by Sadraque Santos/Imagens do Povo 
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Bomba do Hemetério, popular borough in Recife-PE
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The activity that created the Mental Map (Mapa Mental) was 
conducted by the educator Polly Wilding, from the Leeds 
University (England). 
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A view from Aglomerado da Serra, in Belo Horizonte, Minas 
Gerais, Brazil
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Black Conscience and Zumbi do Palmares’ Remembrance 
Day, an event organized by the Coletivo Luta Armada e pelo 
Coletivo Natural in the Favela da Divisa, in Costa Barros, Rio 
de Janeiro.
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Graffitti produced by Zinho, on the Black Conscience Day, in 
the Favela da Divisa, in Costa Barros, Rio de Janeiro.
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