
                                                                    

University of Dundee

Escape Routes

De Souza, Jailson; Willadino, Raquel; Nascimento, Rodrigo; Rodriguez, Fabio; Fernandes,
Fernando Lannes

Publication date:
2009

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication in Discovery Research Portal

Citation for published version (APA):
De Souza, J., Willadino, R., Nascimento, R., Rodriguez, F., & Fernandes, F. L. (2009). Escape Routes: the path
of young people in the social network of drug trafficking: journeys. Observatório de Favelas/International Labour
Organization.

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in Discovery Research Portal are retained by the authors and/or other
copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with
these rights.

 • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from Discovery Research Portal for the purpose of private study or research.
 • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain.
 • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal.
Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Download date: 23. May. 2023

https://discovery.dundee.ac.uk/en/publications/0afc3785-5d63-4233-b208-637fa049c6d4


journeysjourneys



This book is the result of a work that began in 2001, when the 
Observatório de Favelas developed a diagnosis requested by the 
International Labor Organization (OIT) about the activities of 
children in drug trafficking. The interest for the theme and its 
proximity with the issues dealt by the Observatório de Favelas 
made possible the development of the program “Escape Routes”, 
which was structured from four axles: research, sensitization, 
creation of alternatives, and prevention.

It can be found, in this publication, the results of the axle 
research, which was initiated in 2004, alongside 230 young 
people linked to drug trafficking networks in 34 favelas in Rio de 
Janeiro. Therefore, the data collected here are an unfolding of that 
first research completed in 2001. It regards a deeper work, which 
aims to fulfill gaps from those and other studies in relation to 
everyday aspects of young people in the drug traffic, as well as 
contextualize their life conditions and paths followed.

It is hoped that this book can be a database for new studies and, 
above all, for the development of policies and actions destined to 
the young people who find themselves linked to drug trafficking 
and other illicit activities. Therefore, it is essential that the different 
levels in society evolve in the recognition of these young people as 
subjects who are susceptible to change, not as a lost generation.

In this sense, the main objective of Escape Routes is to signalize 
the necessity of the recognition of the humanity and of other 
possibilities that new paths of life placed for those whose trail 
have been made through a tough walk.
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The context of violence and the action of armed 
criminal groups in the favelas of Rio de Janeiro



In 2008, the so-called Brazilian “citizens’ constitution” 
was 20 years old. Many changes in the country have taken 
place over this period. The contemporary situation went 
through an accelerated process of change in how insti-
tutional organizations are set up and in how individuals, 
territories and social relationships operate and are seen. 
Technological advances have made the “virtual world” 
a more important feature of individuals’ lives, altering 
their perception of the social world and their subjectivity. 
Technology has also accelerated individual and collective 
time, enabling new sorts of relationships between different 
individuals and social groups to emerge at both the 
domestic and international levels.

During this period, we have also witnessed a process 
of transformation and, in many cases, the weakening of 
some of the institutions that have anchored private and 
collective life: the family, political parties, trade unions, 
schools, the church, etc. at the global relationship level, it 
has been very significant the emergence of an increased 
sensitivity to environmental issues as well as an increasing 
recognition and legalization of differences at the ethnic, 
gender, sexual orientation or physical disability level.

Brazil has not come through this process unscathed. 
In general terms, the country has been through a regular 
cycle of the republicanization1 of its institutional structures 
and the modernization of its productive structures. 

Besides this, there has been an accentuated improvement in 
the education, health, sanitation, infant mortality, income, 
and access to energy indicators, amongst others. There are, 
however, still high levels of inequality between racial groups 
– especially between the self-denominated whites and blacks. 
More seriously, there has been a sharp increase in several 
different types of violence – including domestic, community, 
symbolic, and, in particular, lethal violence.2 

according to the Map of Violence 20063, the total 
number of homicides registered in Brazil by DaTaSUS4 
in 1994 was 32,603, reaching the apex in 2003 with 51,043 
murders. In 20065, it was registered 46,660 homicides in 
the country, portraying an increase of 30.1% in 12 years, 
much higher than the population increase of 17.7%.6 

The Brazilian violence has as its cruelest expression the 
frightening increase, in the last twenty years, the murders 
of adolescents and young people, especially males, afro-
decedents, residents of favelas and outskirts areas of the 
big metropolises, and with a low level of schooling.

In the year of 2004, Brazil had 36 millions of young 
people aged 15 to 24 years old, which represented 20.1% 
of the total population estimated in the country. In this 

1
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same year, 72.1% of the deaths of young people aged 15 
to 24 years old happened as a result of external causes, 
39.7% being of homicide cases.

In the following graph, we can observe that in 1994, 11,330 
young people were murdered in Brazil; in 2006, this number 
was around 17,312, representing an increase of 34.5% in 12 
years. This increase is linked to the changes that have taken 
place in institutions, such as the school and the family, and 
the reconfiguration of social and economic networks, both 
licit and illicit, especially in urban areas. The increase in the 
number of homicides remained constant until 2003, and from 
this year forward it suffered a reasonable fall, both to Brazil 
and only between the young people. 

at the state level, the panorama regarding the evolution 
of homicides is very different. The states of Rio de Janeiro, 
Pernambuco, and Espírito Santo remains in the top 5 posi-
tions since 1994 until 2006, both in the number of homicides 
for the general population as well as for the young people 
aged 15 to 24 years old, as it can be verified in the two tables. 
Meanwhile, the state of alagoas takes the first place in 2006 
both for the general population and for the young people.

Besides this, the rate of juvenile homicides in these 
states, in 2006, is practically double of the rate for the 
general population. In Rio de Janeiro this rate reaches 92.6 
per 100 thousand young people, whereas the rate for the 
general population is 41.3 for 100 thousand inhabitants.

Comparison of the evolution of homicide rates for the 
general population and of young people aged 15 to 24 
years old, Brazil, 1994-2006 

SOURCE: Map of Violence 2006 and Map of Violence of Brazilian Municipalities 2008 
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Comparison of the homicide rates for the general population7 and of young people aged 15 to 
24 years old8, by states and the federal district, 1994, 2004 and 2006

SOURCE: Map of Violence 2006 and Map of Violence of Brazilians Municipalities 2008

Total population

STATES
POSITION IN RATE IN

1994 2004 2006 2004 2006

alagoas 10º 6º 1º 35.1 54.1

Espírito Santo 2º 2º 2º 49.4 53.2

Pernambuco 5º 1º 3º 50.7 52.3

Rio de Janeiro 1º 3º 4º 49.2 41.3

Rondônia 6º 4º 5º 38 40.3

amapá 3º 8º 6º 31.3 35.1

Distrito Federal 4º 5º 7º 36.5 32.1

Mato Grosso 15º 7º 8º 32.1 31.2

Sergipe 11º 13º 9º 24.4 30.7

Mato Grosso do Sul 9º 9º 10º 29.6 30.1

Pará 19º 14º 11º 22.7 29.0

Paraná 16º 11º 12º 28.1 28.6

acre 12º 18º 13º 18.7 23.5

Bahia 17º 22º 14º 16.6 23.3

amazonas 14º 21º 15º 16.9 22.5

Goiás 13º 12º 16º 26.4 22.4

Ceará 22º 17º 17º 20 22.3

Paraíba 20º 19º 18º 18.6 21.5

Minas Gerais 25º 15º 19º 22.6 20.9

São Paulo 8º 10º 20º 28.6 19.4

Rio Grande do Sul 18º 20º 21º 18.5 18.7

Roraima 7º 16º 22º 22.6 17.5

Tocantins 21º 23º 23º 16.4 17.0

Piauí 27º 24º 24º 11.8 14.3

Rio Grande do Norte 23º 26º 25º 11.7 14.3

Maranhão 26º 25º 26º 11.7 12.9

Santa Catarina 24º 27º 27º 11.1 11.1

Youth population (15 - 24 years of age)

STATES
POSITION IN RATE IN

1994 2004 2006 2004 2006

alagoas 12º 6º 1º 72 115.7

Espírito Santo 6º 2º 2º 101.5 107.9

Pernambuco 5º 3º 3º 95.4 102.0

Rio de Janeiro 1º 1º 4º 102.8 92.6

Rondônia 2º 5º 5º 73.4 69.0

amapá 4º 4º 6º 74.8 66.8

Distrito Federal 18º 7º 7º 59.9 62.0

Mato Grosso 11º 18º 8º 36.1 54.1

Sergipe 7º 8º 9º 58.3 52.6

Mato Grosso do Sul 23º 13º 10º 44.7 52.2

Pará 17º 17º 11º 37.3 49.0

Paraná 9º 10º 12º 50.8 47.8

acre 16º 11º 13º 47.7 45.9

Bahia 14º 22º 14º 28.4 45.2

amazonas 24º 12º 15º 46.7 44.3

Goiás 13º 21º 16º 30.6 43.3

Ceará 10º 16º 17º 37.5 43.2

Paraíba 19º 20º 18º 31.7 40.2

Minas Gerais 21º 19º 19º 34.6 39.9

São Paulo 3º 9º 20º 56.4 34.6

Rio Grande do Sul 15º 15º 21º 37.7 34.2

Roraima 27º 24º 22º 20.8 26.0

Tocantins 22º 23º 23º 24 24.4

Piauí 20º 25º 24º 19.4 23.1

Rio Grande do Norte 25º 27º 25º 18.6 21.1

Maranhão 26º 26º 26º 19.1 20.2

Santa Catarina 8º 14º 27º 41.6 14.4
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It is worth highlighting that the homicide rates in the 
capitals are much higher than those at the Brazilian states 
and country. In 2004, the national rate was 27 homicides 
per 100 thousand citizens, whereas the level in the capitals 
was 42.4 per 100 thousand.

Within the homicides in the capitals, the Southeast Re-
gion was the one which suffered the highest increase between 
the years of 1994 to 2004, more than doubling the gross 
number of homicides (133.3%). With relation to the rate 
of juvenile homicides in the capitals (89 per 100 thousand 
young people), this number, in 2004, was superior to the rate 
of the total population in the capitals (42.4 homicides per 
100 thousand citizens), revealing the gravity of the situation 
concerning lethal violence against young people in Brazil.

as we can see in the graph below, in the capitals of the 
Southeast Region the phenomenon repeats itself, whereby 
the rate of homicides between the young people is higher 
than that of the total population. In Rio de Janeiro the rate of 
homicides for the young people in 2006 were 83.6, meanwhile 
the level for the total population remained at 37.7.

The lethal violence in the urban centers in Brazil is a 
phenomenon that is concentrated in the poorest areas, 
involving as its fundamental players adolescents, young 
people, and members of the State’s security forces. This 
type of violence occurs mainly at the favelas and outskirt 
areas of big metropolises and, at present, has amongst 
its main motivators the organization of criminal armed 

Homicide rates for the general population and young 
people aged 15 to 24 yeas old  
Capitals of the Southeast Region, 2006 

SOURCE: Map of Violence of Brazilian Municipalities 2008
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Comparison of the evolution of homicide numbers by 
firearms. 
Brazil, 1994-2006

SOURCE: Map of Violence of Brazilian Municipalities 2008

groups who fight over the control of areas and the rep-
resentations that stigmatize and criminalize adolescents 
and young people from favelas and outskirts.

In this view, the role of firearms in the lethal violence 
calls attention. Even though the debate about firearms and 
their impact on violence has been given more space in the 
media and in public debate than it had in the past, those 
responsible for this matter have not managed to prevent the 
spread and expansion of arms throughout the country.

according to a study by the Small arms Survey,9 the es-
timated number of firearms in circulation in Brazil in 2003 
was around 17 million. Of this total, 51% would be illegally 
distributed weapons that were used for criminal or informal 
purposes, that is, they were unregistered arms that were in 
the possession of civilians or private security companies, 
which would not necessarily be used for crime.

Brazil has registered, on yearly basis, the highest 
numbers in the world of deaths caused by firearms. By 
the 1980s, firearms were used in the majority of homicides 
registered by the health service, especially in Rio de Ja-
neiro, Recife, Belo Horizonte and Porto alegre. as we can 
observe in the graph below, the number of homicides by 
firearms in Brazil suffered, since 1994, a gradual elevation 
resulting in approximately 40,000 deaths in the year of 
2003. The timid reduction perceived since 2004 have been 
attributed by some specialists to the implementation of 
the Disarmament Statute.10 
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as for Rio de Janeiro, despite the diversification of 
activities by criminal groups, the participation of children, 
adolescents, and young people in the armed criminal 
groups is mainly due to the retail of illicit drugs. Such 
groups have worked for many children, adolescents, and 
young people, as a socialization, recognition, and social 
visibility network. Besides this, in many cases the realiza-
tion of illicit activities is an alternative that guarantees 
their power of acquisition at a consumerist level.

a deeper understanding of the phenomenon has to 
take into account the social-space disparities within cit-
ies, which, historically, have been reflected in the State’s 
power at determined territories, as much as in terms of 
investments and social policies as in terms of repressive 
actions. On the other side, the violence is also produced 
by adolescents and young people, especially by members 
of rival factions fighting between themselves for areas of 
influence, market, and power. Due to this, the scale and 
gravity of conflicts is thus amplified.

One of the main causes of deaths provoked and suf-
fered by adolescents and young people is the fact that 
criminal groups use territorialization as a strategy for 
power struggle. The mechanisms used by those criminal 
groups in order to establish the limits and demarcations 
of their places and, subsequent, their real and symbolic 
frontiers, end-up defining their identity and action field.

 When considering the mortality by firearms between 
young people aged 15 to 24, we verify that in 2004 the 
national level reached 43.1 per 100 thousand inhabitants, 
whilst the level in the state of Rio de Janeiro reached 91.3. 
In this sense, it is worth highlighting that in relation to the 
lethality of young people in such age group by firearms, 
Brazil showed an increase of nearly 33% in relation to 
1990.11 The easiness of firearms’ entrance and the presence 
of heavy weaponry are reflected in the high levels of mor-
tality by firearms in the state, which, in 2006, registered 
37.2 deaths per 100 thousand inhabitants, placing Rio de 
Janeiro in fifth place in the homicides category.12 

Standing before the abovementioned situation, one 
could call the phenomenon of violence, especially lethal 
violence, the “evil of the century” in Brazil.13 Therefore, 
we need to get a deeper understanding of the ways in 
which the problem is (re)produced and distributed in 
the social space and, at the same time, identify, analyze 
and redefine the possible roles played by institutions, 
especially the institutions that form the opinions of the 
citizens and the State, in order to tackle and overcome 
this phenomenon.

In this sense, this report has as its focus the studying 
of the aspects that are central to the production of com-
munity violence. We understand community violence as 
aggression against individuals and/or groups in public 
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places.14 This definition does not, therefore, include violence 
committed in private places, such as domestic violence, 
or even violence committed in institutions, for instance 
prisons, detention centers, psychiatric hospitals, etc.

The main reason for the need for a better understand-
ing of this type of violence is the fact that it has increased 
significantly in different contexts. This growth has oc-
curred at all latitudes, but it has mainly been concentrated 
in Latin america and in Eastern European countries that 
have recently undergone the transition to free market 

economies, as well as, amongst the rich countries, the 
United States. The spreading of firearms, the strengthening 
of criminal groups, the growth of social inequality, along 
with xenophobic and racist political positions, are all 
factors that have contributed to this community violence 
intensification process. Its most notable form in big urban 
centers is the one practiced by criminal groups and gangs 
which make use of armed coercion and territorialize their 
actions in urban outskirts, developing activities such as 
drug trafficking.
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In the Brazilian case, the fundamental actors of com-
munity violence are the young people and the police, 
these in the condition of victims and aggressor. In what 
concerns the city of Rio de Janeiro, territory which the 
present study was developed, the process of community 
violence is linked to a phenomenon of wide relevance: 
the progressive process of privatization of sovereignty in 
the favelas and outskirts of the city. The term sovereignty 
means the capacity of an entity, generally the nation-
state, to establish, in an autonomous form, the social 
regulation of a determined territory. 

In the case of the favelas and outskirts of Rio de 
Janeiro, for reasons that have yet to be properly studied, 
the State has, historically, given up the right to exercise 
regulatory authority in the way that it does for the rest 

of the city. above anything else, there is evidence for 
the central hypothesis that the groups which have led 
the State along history were incapable of acting in ac-
cordance with republican principles. This has led to their 
failure to recognize these territories as places where the 
law applies, that is: as places where citizens can live.15 

In this context, the outlying districts, but specially 
the favelas, were progressively dominated by local play-
ers. These players acquired the power to regulate social 
relationships, in general, through the use of armed 
force. Legitimized with such power, they took control 
of certain licit or illicit economic activities. They also 
became the links to political groups, especially those 
that dominated the government and, progressively, 
started to have direct representatives in the different 



ESCAPE ROUTES   journeys

branches of the state authorities, especially the legislative 
and executive branches.

Ever since the favelas were formed, the State regula-
tory authorities have been absent even where guarantee-
ing the work of its direct representatives is concerned. 
Such absence, and the gap produced by it, has grown 
more noticeable over recent decades. It is important to 
differentiate the absence of authorities from the absence 
of the supply of services by state agencies. after all, the 
latter have progressively expanded their presence in 
the favelas – even though this has often been done in a 
precarious and wrong way – by means of services and 
equipments (schools, health posts, urbanization, etc.) 
and through its repressive tools. Historically, the main 
limit to its role has shown to be the lack of interest to 
assert its authority in a sovereign, democratic man-
ner in low-income areas, so as to create objective and 
institutional conditions whereby the residents can fully 
exercise their citizenship rights. 

This outlook has provided a fertile ground for the 
territorialization of crime in the Metropolitan Region of 
Rio de Janeiro, leading to the progressive formation of 
illegal networks and to the presence of criminal groups 
that control illegal activities and other economically 
profitable actions in low-income areas. Hence, ever since 
the 1980s and, especially, the 1990s, the sovereignty of 

the favelas and the outskirts of Rio de Janeiro have 
become “market goods”, and have been directly disputed 
by armed criminal groups, specifically drug traffickers 
and, later, the militias. These two groups have taken over 
the regulating of social relationships and the ordering of 
the daily social lives of the millions of people that live in 
the favelas and on the outskirts of the city.16

The main purpose of these groups is to develop a set 
of lucrative actions based on their exclusive control of the 
territory. This implies the use, appropriation and control of 
the areas as a way of ensuring the reproduction of licit and 
illicit activities that sustains them. In this way, the territo-
rial nature of crime takes on fundamental importance and 
the dispute to expand the areas it controls through the use 
of violence emerges as an essential strategy for increasing 
the profits of the armed criminal groups in question. 
In the following chapter, we aim to show the process by 
which criminal groups in the city of Rio de Janeiro were 
formed, grown and had their influence expanded, as well 
as their current characteristics and their weight on the 
growth of community violence, which is now present 
in such a large part of the city. as the study has focused 
on the members of one of the networks, the one that 
dominates, amongst other things, drug trafficking in the 
favelas, we focus more on the perspectives, practices, and 
discourse of this particular illicit network. 



The urban territorial sovereignty  
of armed criminal groups in Rio de Janeiro



The political and economic conditions 
for the establishment of criminal groups

Up until the mid-1960s, the drug market in Rio de 
Janeiro consisted, basically, of the retail trade in cannabis, 
which was grown in the Northeast of Brazil. Its main 
consumers were individuals who were socially repre-
sented as scoundrels or bandits. Even at this time, it was 
possible to detect a certain organization with respect 
to the distribution of the illegal drug trade in the city. 
Trafficking was, however, diffuse: in other words, it had 
not yet been concentrated in the hands of a few distribu-
tors. The retailers were, in general, favela residents and 
the small-scale retail of cannabis was not the principal 
profit-making activity of the main local criminals, who 
made significantly greater amounts through hold-ups and 
other illegal activities.17 So, cannabis was a drug which 
had, using Marxist terminology, greater value when used 
rather than exchanged, meaning that it played only a 
secondary role as compared to other offenses. Gradually, 
however, it started to be traded as an end in itself, due to 
the increased demand in the city. In these circumstances, 
the consumer profile began to change as a result of an 
increasing interest in the drug by young middle-class 
artists, intellectuals and university students.18

Before the consolidation of retail drug trafficking, 
the jogo do bicho (an illegal animal-based lottery game) 
was the most traditional and powerful illegal market in 
the city. When the Dutra government outlawed games of 
chance in 1946, the jogo do bicho expanded and reached 
the territorialization stage during the 1950s, especially 
in the outskirts of the city, which led to disputes and 
resulted in other violent crimes. Its main source of labor 
was people who had transferred from other criminal 
activities and it was also supported by the police. The 
city was progressively divided up into large areas where 
each local banker, the name given to the jogo do bicho 
business leaders, would operate. at the start of the 1970s, 
an agreement between the main leaders of this activity 
ended the territorial conflicts and defined each of their 
areas.19 In order to gain social acceptance, the owners of 
the jogo do bicho formed ties with local associations, such 
as soccer clubs and samba schools, and started to spon-
sor them.20 This led to strong connections between the 
banker that owned a given territory and the associations 
headquartered there.21 

In turn, the public security forces concentrated their 
efforts on repressing the jogo do bicho until the mid-1970s, 
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when this activity slowly began to decline22 and drug 
trafficking began to increase. The criminal groups that 
operated in the retail drug trafficking area also organized 
their operations in Rio de Janeiro by dividing the city up 
into specific areas. These areas were especially developed 
through the territorialization of the favelas and outskirts 
of the city, making use of the specific characteristics of 
these places and, above all, of the precarious presence of 
the State as a regulator of social practices and guarantor 
of rights. In the case of the majority of favelas, the internal 
spatial organization - consisting of alleys, cul-de-sacs and 
narrow roads that hinder police access – also contributed 
to the massive development of drug trafficking. 

at the end of the 1970s, the illegal drug retail market 
underwent significant changes with the large-scale arrival 
of cocaine. Prior to this, the criminal gangs’ main financial 
gains from illegal activities were the result of major heists, 
especially from banks. The expansion and consolidation of 
the cocaine market led these gangs to perceive that more 
significant profits could be obtained from drug trafficking 
and they thus changed their form of organization. In any 
case, to start with, the entry of a new drug into the illegal 
retail market in the favelas of Rio de Janeiro was built on 
the existing base – the retail networks that had already 
been set up to sell cannabis.

The expansion of the cocaine market was a conse-
quence of the expansion to industrial scale production 

in Colombia, especially by the Medellin and Cali cartels. 
During this time, Rio de Janeiro became an important part 
of the illegal export route shipping the drug to Europe and 
the United States. as time went by, a good part of the drug 
that arrived in the city no longer followed the export route 
and started to be consumed by the local market, resulting 
in its assuming greater economic importance to the illegal 
market than cannabis. as a consequence of the impressive 
increase in supply, the retail price of cocaine fell sharply. 
This led to the democratization of the consumption of a 
product which had previously been restricted to consum-
ers with higher purchasing power. This process resulted 
in the State of Rio de Janeiro becoming one of the main 
cocaine consuming markets in the world. 

as a result of the size of the consumer network, the 
retail network for this drug in Rio de Janeiro was restruc-
tured in terms of scale and organization in the early 1980s. 
It was in this context that the use of violence started to 
gain recognition as an acceptable tool for controlling the 
market. The crime situation in the city took on a new 
form. With the capitalization resulting from the profitable 
cocaine trade, the first large trading networks could start 
to invest in the weapons that had become more and more 
necessary due to the imminent threat of invasion by rival 
groups into the territories where the drug traffickers had 
set up. The levels of violence resulting from this situation 
occupied an increasingly important position in society.
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Some sectors of society, feeling the effects of the in-
crease in armed violence, called for more energetic actions 
on the part of the state security agencies. Progressively, 
and in accordance with international directives focused 
on the “war on drugs”, which were strongly influenced by 
the USa, public security policies started to focus princi-
pally on the retail drugs trade in the favelas, especially 
cocaine. at the same time, the criminal factions started 
to go through a structuring and consolidation process 
which will be discussed later. This led to a definition of the 
territories that were to be fought over, the main players, 
and the motives for the priority actions carried out by the 
State security forces in the following years.

The process described above did not, however, take 
place in a linear fashion. as far as the role of the State 
of Rio de Janeiro is concerned, the first Leonel Brizola 
administration (1983–1986) played a contradictory role in 
the dynamics of power and sovereignty over the favela ter-
ritorial processes that were being defined at the time. The 
state government elections marked the beginning of the 
Brazilian redemocratization process, after almost 20 years 
of military dictatorship in the country. Leonel Brizola was 
the main symbol of this change in the political landscape, 
in view of his long personal history of opposition to the 
military authorities. During this period, the defense of 
the interests of the low-income population started to be 
looked at from the human rights paradigm.23 

On the other hand, the increased focus of public 
security policies on repressing drug trafficking since 1980 
led to various problems relating to police violence in the 
favelas, which were the focal point of actions to combat 
drug trafficking. Consequently, the number of complaints 
and reports from residents of violations perpetrated by the 
police forces grew. In this context, the Brizola government 
structured its policy around civil, political and, especially, 
social rights through an emphasis on education and, in 
particular, the implementation of the Integrated Centers for 
Public Education (CIEP) program and on demands related 
to housing. From this perspective, the two main principles 
that structured his government can be identified: giving 
priority to social issues and reigning in the police force.24 

as far as the analysis that we have developed through-
out this book is concerned, the important thing about the 
Leonel Brizola administration that should be stressed is 
the way that public security policy in low-income areas 
was put into practice. For the first time in Brazil human 
rights were associated to the security of the poorer popu-
lation and started to be used to guide the public policy 
agenda. With this in mind, several institutional changes 
were made with the aim of repressing police violence 
and introducing a practice whereby the actions of public 
security forces were to be guided by the civil political 
authorities. By appointing Nazareth Cerqueira, a black 
officer, to lead the Military Police, the governor symboli-
cally and operationally assumed a position contrary to 
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the model of a war on the poor dressed up as a “war on 
drugs”. In this way, he started up the process of granting 
the Military Police autonomy from the army, the institu-
tion which had, in effect, controlled the state police force 
during the dictatorship.

The intention was for the corporation to act as a media-
tor in territorial conflicts in low-income areas, with the 
incorporation of respect for differences into the negotia-
tions. The earlier model which had prioritized repression 
as a form of diffuse social control (and had, often, criminal-
ized all favela dwellers) was substituted by the concept of 
restricting the use of force. The new perspective for the 
action of the police was centered on five structural axes: a 
focus on prevention; transparency and legality; improved 

criminal investigations; integration between the police and 
the community; and equal treatment for all citizens.25 

With the aim of preventing frequent human rights 
violations in the favelas by the police and of ensuring the 
physical integrity of their residents, the governor, based 
on an agreement with community leaders, prohibited 
the police from carrying out massive raids in favelas. 
The challenge thrown down was to put an end to the 
notorious “foot-in-the-door”26 policy; to overcome the 
authoritarian inheritance of earlier years, where the role 
of the police was heavily imbued with the logic of “social 
cleansing” with racist overtones; and to move the focus 
of police intervention from the bandits to the citizens. 
This conception was aimed at strengthening the legally 
guaranteed rights of those who lived outside the law; the 
fact that someone was an offender did not wipe out his 
or her inherent rights to citizenship.

In this context, the routine appeal to violence as a tool 
for combating criminal violence which was defended at 
that time by the large majority of police officers, the media 
and public opinion – especially amongst the so-called 
middle classes would give way to social mediation strate-
gies, displacing police action to the sphere of prevention, at 
the heart of an ideology that emphasized social and racial 
democracy known as “brown socialism”.27 This was a highly 
controversial measure at the time and it faced a lot of resis-
tance from the dominant sectors of Rio de Janeiro society, 

24

territorial sovereignty



political opponents, and, to a massive extent, from inside 
the police force. They were all unanimous in interpreting 
that this government policy was an incentive to crime.

The Brizola government was, in turn, incapable of 
providing a consistent reply to these criticisms. as Hol-
landa observes (2005),28 

“the definition of the police’s operating parameters are 

always based on negatives – do not kill, do not torture, 

do not invade shacks and so forth – and the absence of 

any really proactive solutions - which give an indication 

of action strategies to use in the event of stalemates, 

the risks to police officers’ lives, and the necessary 

use of force – have contributed to a state of inaction... 

The inclusion of human rights as a new subject in 

police officer training academies, has resulted in their 

being considered from a strictly theoretical, academic 

viewpoint, and they have not been assimilated as tools 

for action. Indeed, very much to the contrary, they have 

been used as tools for not acting”. 

Hence, this government’s ambitious public security 
project was hamstrung by the restrictions and contradic-
tions that rose to the surface during its difficult imple-
mentation process. This was a reflection of the inability 
of progressive social forces to produce a policy in this 
area centered on republican, democratic, citizen-based 
principles, in view of the historical association linking 

public security to the authoritarianism of the State. This 
would only start to come about from the end of the 1990’s. 

anyway, Leonel Brizola, who was re-elected in 1990, 
had such a strong impact that all the governors and may-
ors of the State and city of Rio de Janeiro between 1982 
and 2006, with the exception of Moreira Franco, came to 
political prominence as a result of their connections to 
him or his followers. Hence, all the policies that have been 
constructed over the last 25 years in the field of public 
security have the first Brizola government as their main 
reference, usually as something to be rejected. 

Whether it is a coincidence or not as far as that policy 
is concerned, there was a significant increase in the con-
trol that the groups of drug traffickers exercised over 
favelas during the first Brizola administration. Hence, the 
inability of the State to guarantees the rights of citizenship 
to large sectors of the population became more serious. 
The situation got worse when the next government, that 
of Moreira Franco, came into power. Here the outlook 
was clearly one of violent conflict with drug traffickers, 
consolidating the vision of a “war on drugs”. The second 
Brizola government, between 1991 and 1994, could not 
reverse this situation, which was stretched to the limit 
by Marcello alencar, an old ally of Brizola and enemy of 
the military; anthony Garotinho, who was elected as a 
member of the same party as Brizola and had his support; 
and the latter’s wife, Rosinha Garotinho. 
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During this historic process, civil society has got more 
sophisticated, as have several academic institutions. a 
number of studies, courses and proposals dealing with 
public security have been prepared focused on combin-
ing this subject with the need to ensure citizens’ rights, 
including favela dwellers. Much progress has been made 
in this area in theoretical terms, but very little in practical 
terms, in view of the historical resistance to any changes in 
the “war on drugs” strategy on the part of political groups, 
the media and, especially, the police forces. The most 
important thing that happened during this period was 
the emergence and development of the armed criminal 
groups that we describe below. 

The origins, growth and consolidation 
of armed criminal groups

The Red Command - CV

In 1969, in response to the increase in bank heists 
carried out by groups opposing the dictatorship in order 
to finance their revolutionary activities against the State’s 
military apparatus, the authoritarian government decreed 
the National Security Law. This laid down that anybody 
accused of the armed robbery of a financial institution 
would be tried before a military court. Holding up bank-

ing organizations was, at that time, a strategy for obtaining 
financial resources that had been adopted both by political 
groups involved in urban guerilla warfare as well as by 
groups of ordinary criminals. as a result, these differ-
ent prisoners shared some maximum security prisons 
between 1969 and 1976.

Even though there is some controversy about the types 
of relationships that developed between political prison-
ers and ordinary convicts and about the influence of the 
former on the origin of this faction,29 it is considered that 
the time that they spent together in prison contributed 
to the transfer of some organizational and solidarity-
based approaches from the political prisoners to the 
other convicts. at that time, the Red Phalanx (Falange 
Vermelha) emerged. This was a group of prisoners whose 
aim was to protect detainees and to fight for their rights. 
From this perspective, the group defined its aim as one of 
fighting for “Peace, Justice and Freedom”.30 amongst the 
most important leaders involved in creating the oldest 
criminal faction in Rio de Janeiro, Rogério Lemgruber31 
(a.k.a. Bagulhão or “Ugly”) and William da Silva Lima 
(a.k.a. o Professor or “the Teacher”) are worthy of special 
mention. From the second half of the 1970s on, members 
of this organization started to organize bank hold-ups 
and kidnappings in order to buy the freedom of their 
colleagues in prison, usually by corrupting prison guards 
and police officers. 
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The relevance of this group to the dynamics of crime 
in the city only became apparent when its leaders real-
ized that the structure that was in place inside the prison 
could be used on the outside to organize illegal activities. 
Hence, the organization started to expand its capacity 
to capitalize through various different types of action 
with the purpose of buying the freedom of its members. 
During this process, the old bank robbers attempted to 
build up a movement that had the retail drug trade as its 
main activity. To do this, it was necessary to go beyond 
the prison walls, control new territories and expand 
the market. With this in mind, the group started up a 
process of overpowering the local criminal groups that 
sustained themselves through the sale of cannabis and 
even confronted some of the leaders of the jogo do bicho.32 
These disputes were resolved either by armed conflicts in 
favelas or even by assassinations inside prisons. In other 
situations, the old, existing places where cannabis was 
sold, known as “bocas de fumo” were incorporated into the 
faction, and their old members became drug retailers. 

During this process, territorial control became a very 
important item in the group’s power structure. The prior-
ity of establishing control of the favelas and expanding the 
influence of drug traffickers in the organization reached a 
peak with the group’s name change to the Red Command 
(Comando Vermelho). at the start of the 1980s, the fac-
tion built up connections with the Colombian cartels for 

the purpose of retailing the cocaine that was produced 
there. This resulted in a significant increase in the group’s 
economic and, consequently, fighting power. around 
thirty years after it was created, the central power in the 
organization is still held by leaders that are in jail.33 

The Red Command consolidated its control of its ter-
ritories between 1983 and 1986. From that year on, the 
Red Command’s leaders started to set up a mutual support 
structure involving the leaders of the different occupied 
favelas. To expand its territorial power and with an eye on 
future profits, new members were often granted weapons 
and money to enable them to purchase large quantities 
of cocaine. a more sophisticated hierarchical structure 
started to be put into place involving gangs in favelas with 
the aim of protecting the territory it controlled against the 
imminent risk of police raids or even raids by groups not 
connected to the faction.

The deaths of some of the most important members 
of the Red Command during the later half of the 1980s 
resulted in growing rivalry between the remaining leaders. 
From 1986 on, the faction started to suffer from internal 
fragmentation, especially where disputes for the control 
of territories that were shared between leaders (donos34) 
that were members of the group were concerned. In this 
case, the most important event in the history of the Red 
Command took place in 1994. at that time, Ernaldo Pinto 
de Medeiros, a.k.a. “Uê”, one of the main leaders of the 
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organization, was trying to assume complete control and 
ambushed and killed Orlando Jogador, the drug leader of a 
favela complex known as Complexo do Alemão, who was the 
main leader of the faction that was not in jail. Orlando Jogador 
was assassinated together with 11 members of his group in 
one of the bloodiest massacres in Rio de Janeiro. The most 
astonishing thing about this episode was the fact that Uê and 
Orlando Jogador were considered to be great friends. as a 
result of the resistance of young traffickers from the alemão 
and Manguinhos favelas, as well as pressure from some of 
the leaders inside the jails, this coup d’etât failed. Considered 
a traitor, Uê was expelled from the organization and later set 
up, with his allies, the faction known as Friends of Friends 
(Amigos dos Amigos - aDa).

at the present time, in spite of countless schisms 
during its history, the Red Command is still the main 
faction in Rio de Janeiro and controls the largest number 
of territories. alemão, Borel, Jacarezinho, Providência, 
Mangueira, part of Maré, and the majority of favelas 
located on hills in the South zone – the smart area of the 
city - are some of the favelas that are under its control.

The Third Command – TC

The Third Command faction emerged as a counter-
point to the Red Command at the start of the 1980s. There 
is still no consensus regarding the details surrounding 

how it originated, but the most popular version states 
that it arose through the coming together of prisoners 
that were not considered to belong to any of the factions, 
Red Command dissidents, and others that had left the old, 
extinct Jacaré Phalanx, which had been the Red Phalanx’s 
main rival in the prisons up until the early 1980s. Some 
donos which were not connected to the dominant faction 
and who were considered to be “neutrals” came together 
in the third gallery of the Bangu I Prison (hence “third 
command”) and created a new criminal group as a way of 
protecting themselves against prisoners linked to the Red 
Command, defending their territories, and taking control 
of others. adilson Bambino, an original member of the 
Jacaré Phalanx and dono of the drug trafficking activities 
in the Morro do São Carlos region, in downtown Rio de 
Janeiro, was its main leader, alongside adilson Pianinho, 
from Vila aliança, and Robertinho, from Lucas. 

The consolidation of the Third Command and the 
expansion of the territories that it controls in the city 
mainly took place after it formed an alliance with Uê’s 
Friends of Friends faction. This alliance was active until 
September 2002. at this time, the Red Command leaders 
staged a rebellion in the Bangu I Prison, where the main 
leaders of the three factions were held. During this rebel-
lion, the aDa leader and some allies were barbarically 
executed. Uê’s successor, Paulo César da Silva Santos, 
a.k.a. Linho demanded the incorporation of the Third 
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Command into aDa.35 as a result, the members of the 
Third Command split into two camps; some joined the 
partner faction and others formed the dissident Pure 
Third Command (Terceiro Comando Puro) faction, and 
became the enemy of the other two factions. Hence, the 
original Third Command is now extinct.36

Friends of the Friends - ADA  
Amigos dos Amigos 

as mentioned above, after his ex-companion Orlando 
Jogador was murdered, Uê was expelled from the Red 
Command and created a faction called Friends of Friends 
(aDa), in which he brought together important allies, 
including Celso Luiz Rodrigues, dubbed Celsinho da 
Vila Vintém, and José Carlos dos Reis Encina, dubbed 
Escadinha,37 who supported his successful rise in drug 
trafficking. Like the Red Command and the Third Com-
mand, the aDa faction was created in penitentiaries, with 
the difference that the latter only emerged in the 1990s. 
Soon after it was created, the Friends of Friends faction 
became an ally of the Third Command, with the aim of 
reducing the power of the Red Command.38 

The area under its control increased little by little 
throughout the city, although, as compared to the other 
factions, the number of favelas dominated by it is still 
smaller. On the other hand, in 2003, the dominant drug 

gang in the favela known as Rocinha, which is the largest 
favela in the south zone of Rio de Janeiro, the most famous 
one in Brazil, the most profitable market for drugs in the 
city and, historically, one of the main fortresses of the Red 
Command, broke away from the old organization and joined 
the aDa. This movement created great instability in the 
identity and dynamic of the relationship between the criminal 
factions of Rio de Janeiro, a situation which still prevails today. 
The links between leaders in prison and those in charge of the 
daily management of their criminal activities in the favelas 
have become much weaker and local leaders enjoy greater 
autonomy now. apart from the Rocinha favela, the aDa 
controls the following territories: the Juramento and Morro 
de São Carlos favelas and part of the Maré favela.

Militias

Mentioned in all the main debates on public security 
in Rio de Janeiro since 2006, the so-called militias have 
been the object of many speculations, as it is a fairly recent 
and fast-growing criminal phenomenon. although there 
seem to be official reports of public agencies mentioning 
the existence of militias in over 90 favelas in the metro-
politan region of Rio de Janeiro, the information available 
on areas under their control is still superficial and scarce. 
However, based on the available information, including 
reports from people who live in these areas, one can already 
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identify certain features of the make-up and occupation 
and domination mechanisms of these groups. 

as linked groups acting without a single command, 
although, when necessary, they can work as a network, 
these militias are mainly made up of men linked to the 
safety forces of the State who are either retired or in the 
active service and come from the civil and military police, 
from fire departments, from the penitentiary system and, 
in rarer cases, from the armed forces. It is known for some 
years that a significant percentage of the police of the state 
of Rio de Janeiro are directly involved in illegal networks. 
One of the main factors that explain the territorial expan-
sion of drug gangs in Rio de Janeiro is precisely their 
symbiosis with forces of the State, which is made possible 
by the corruption of public agents and, particularly, of 
safety agents. On the other hand, the main stimulants of 
illegal networks consist of a relentless search for financial 
gains, which leads to conflicting relations among their 
own members. 

Police officers involved in criminal networks tend 
to develop a craving for increasing shares of the profits 
derived from their activities. However, their participation 
as mere members of a broader network that involves other 
actors, such as drug gangs, implies risks and partial gains 
of the money illegally made. This situation helps us to 
understand the recent emergence, in large numbers, of 
paramilitary groups, which began to be referred to as 

militias, in about one hundreds favelas and peripheral 
neighborhoods of Rio de Janeiro.39 Usually made up of 
agents of the State who are familiar with the dynamic 
of illegal networks, their members decided to establish 
another organized and independent criminal group with 
the aim of taking exclusive control of usually illegal or 
irregular economic activities in the areas under their 
domination. 

Using a moralist discourse and arguing that they are 
acting to ensure order, militias dominate and explore ter-
ritories which often used to be controlled by drug gangs.40 
When they occupy a community, they begin to explore 
other activities, both illegal and legal, in the territory.41 
Therefore, everything that was directly or indirectly 
“controlled” by drug gangs – except, in most cases, the 
illegal retail drug trade42 – is taken over by the new group. 
In addition, a new practice is introduced which was not 
applied by drug gangs: that of charging monthly fees from 
each home and shop for private security services.43 

Usually, the highest profits of the militias come from 
fees they charge on the sale of gas canisters, from illegal 
cable TV hook-ups (locally known as gatonet) and from 
fees charged from alternative transportation services 
(vans, motocabs), although in some cases they also make 
money through real estate speculation and associations 
with the one-arm bandit mafia.
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The core argument used by these groups in their 
occupations is that they will ensure peace and order by 
eliminating the drug traffic. The success that militias were 
achieving in the processes of invading and occupying 
territories formerly controlled by drug gangs is mainly 
explained by their knowledge of the local dynamic and 
structure as a result of their previous relations with illegal 
drug trafficking networks. In addition, some groups rely 
on the support of official safety mechanisms (armored 
vehicles, police officers, etc). 

They invade and occupy territories quickly and quietly, 
without many people realizing what is happening. ac-
cording to an article published in the Extra newspaper 
on December 10, 2006, the Kelson’s favela was fully 
invaded in November of that year in only two days. On 
the second day, a shooting broke out that lasted about 30 
minutes. according to reports from people who live in 
the dominated areas, it is also common that during the 
occupation process individuals linked to local drug gangs 
go missing or are executed.

after an area is occupied, there are usually no conflicts 
between police forces and these groups, reducing the 
risk of injuries for the local population. Because conflicts 
with the police or rival factions are commonplace in the 
daily routine of criminal factions, the people living in the 
occupied areas experience an immediate improvement 

in their daily lives after the militias take over. Problems 
begin to appear later, when they are subjected to the fierce 
authoritarianism and control of all local activities by the 
invading group.

The initial reference of the militias are the groups re-
ferred to as polícia mineira. This was a group that emerged 
in certain areas of the Baixada Fluminense zone of Rio 
de Janeiro in the 1950s and in the west zone of the city 
in the 1970s, particularly in the Rio das Pedras favela, 
which was basically led by police officers who lived in the 
communities. The militias usually organize themselves 
outside the local territory and occupy it without any of 
their members having any local acquaintances or belong-
ing to the area in any way. The main feature of their action 
is that they begin to exploit the area economically after 
they take full control over it. In addition, they often use 
neighborhood associations as a legal shield, using them, 
for example, to charge monthly fees from dwellers and 
local storeowners. 

One of the factors that have made it possible for the 
militias to find fertile soil in favelas to exploit their residents 
economically is their daily experience of violence when 
their communities were dominated by drug gangs. Their 
increasingly close and intense coexistence with individuals 
carrying large weapons, constant armed conflicts, and 
violent police actions have been reaching unbearable 

ESCAPE ROUTES   journeys



levels for many of them. The imminent risk of being shot 
that they face constantly during conflict situations has 
also constituted very negative and traumatic experiences 
for them. In addition, many favela residents feel that they 
are being disrespected when they see people selling and 
using drugs at their doorsteps.

Therefore, any group which promises to put an end to 
this situation and to eliminate armed confrontations, the 
ostensible presence of heavy weapons in the communi-
ties, and drug trafficking is likely to be welcome by most 
local dwellers, particularly if the group offers additional 
benefits, such as parties, projects to build recreation areas, 
etc. In this regard, the militias have been resorting to the 
same methods used by drug gangs to legitimize their 
presence in these areas. 

It is in this context that the militias were growing in 
Rio de Janeiro at a worrying pace. according to an article 
published in the newspaper O Globo on December 10, 2006, 
one favela dominated by drug gangs was being taken over 
by militias at each 12-day interval in that year. Information 
collected by the Intelligence Sub-Secretariat of the Public Se-
curity Secretariat suggests that the number of communities 
dominated by these groups increased from 42 to 92 between 
2005 and 2006. The Military Office of the Rio de Janeiro 
City Hall estimated that 55 communities were dominated 
by these criminal groups over the same period. In 2008, 
another report prepared by the Intelligence Sub-Secretariat 

indicated that militias controlled 171 communities already, 
a figure that was challenged right after it was announced.44 
Despite the controversies in relation to the estimates of 
favelas dominated by militias, the fact that they are mostly 
concentrated in the west zone of the city is consensual. 

It should be highlighted that, apart from the economic 
motivation and from the discourse of ensuring order, it 
seems that the militias also have plans to influence politi-
cians by creating captive constituencies and developing 
relations with representatives of the legislative and execu-
tive branches. as published in O Globo on February 11, 
2007, a survey carried out by the newspaper showed that 
of the 92 areas dominated by militias back then, 73 had at 
least one police officer, fireman or retired military officer 
amongst their most voted candidates in the last elections. 
Of 9 candidates with a background in public security, 5 
were elected by a significant margin in areas occupied by 
militias. The mayor of the city even said in an interview to 
the newspaper O Globo on 12/09/06 that drug gangs don’t 
ensure votes, but militias do:

“In the short term, the Community Self-Defense 

Groups constitute a lesser, much lesser problem than 

drug trafficking (...) Drug dealers have no vote. Their 

candidates end up with no more than 200 votes. The 

candidates of the Community Self-Defense Groups have 

votes and are either elected or win many votes.”45 
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Finally, it should be highlighted that the militias 
dominate territories by monitoring and controlling all 
activities in the community, so that any local initiative 
is always subject to the deliberation and interests of the 
dominant group. This implies mechanisms of coercion of 
the population, including the use of weapons, although 
in a more disguised manner as compared to drug gangs. 
It should also be stressed that these areas have been 
constantly monitored and watched not only by militias. 
In some communities, it was seen that young dwellers 
who used to work for drug gangs but did not play an 
important role in the local network are being “hired” by 
the militias to watch areas under their control. They carry 
light weapons and walkie-talkies and earn about R$ 750 a 
month. This means that local residents are not completely 
free from firearms in their streets, although they are less 
ostensibly brandished.

In addition, there are increasing reports that militias 
are resorting to different forms of violence. They force 
local dwellers to only shop in the community; the prices 
of products available locally are rising as a result of the 
weekly or monthly fees that they charge from local stor-
eowners; armed young people can once again be seen in 
the streets to watch the area and ensure order; truculent, 
cruel and cold punishments inflicted on ‘transgressors’ 
and many cases of deaths and missing people are some 
factors that have led to dissatisfaction with these groups 

and have made dwellers aware of the fact that, despite their 
discourse based on ideas of “order” and “peace”, they are 
actually imposing a new kind of tyranny on them. 

In spite of many reports from different social orga-
nizations of the criminal nature of the militias, none of 
their members had been arrested or even prosecuted 
for participating in them until 2007. In august 2007, 
accusations made by the president of the community 
association of the Kelson’s favela in the Penha neighbor-
hood that abuses had been committed by the militias 
that controlled that community led to the arrest of some 
military police officers who belonged to them. However, 
these police officers were quickly released and the accuser 
was kidnapped in the community and, from all appear-
ances, killed in retaliation for accusing them. 

In the same year, a civil police inspector associated 
with the militias of Rio das Pedras was also killed when 
he was being investigated. In December 2007, another 
event rekindled the debate on the militias: Nadinho, from 
Rio das Pedras, was arrested for murder and accused of 
leading the local militia in that area. Other alleged militia 
members began to be arrested after this case.

However, it was only in 2008, as a result of the strong 
repercussions of the torture of journalists working for a 
large newspaper called O Dia that a deeper change in the 
posture of the state government and of its security forces 
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in relation to these groups was observed – followed by a 
new stance of the media toward them. as a result, some 
of those who tortured the journalists were arrested and, 
particularly, the two most notorious leaders of militia 
groups in the city, the municipal representative Jerônimo 
Guimarães – Jerominho – and his brother, the state rep-
resentative Natalino José Guimarães. Despite their arrest, 
they have not lost their mandates so far, as opposed to 
what happened, in august 2008, with the former chief of 
police Álvaro Lins because of his involvement in criminal 
activities such as extortion of drug gangs and alleged 
protection to the one-armed bandit mafia.

The action of the security forces put the militias on 
the defensive and showed that the main source of their 
power was the connivance of state-level law enforcement 
with their actions. Therefore, the challenge now is to create 
appropriate conditions to ensure the Rule of Law and the 
sovereignty of the state with a broad participation of the 
local population in the territories in question. This is not, 
however, what is happening. In some areas, after the militias 
left, as happened in the above-mentioned Kelson’s favela in 
the first half of 2008, old drug gangs returned and adopted 
a more repressive posture toward the community. On the 
other hand, reports of the presence of militias in areas 
which were not controlled by drug gangs before and recent 

reports of drug trafficking in some communities dominated 
by militias have added complexity to the phenomenon.46 

Considering the circumstances described in the 
characterization of the scenario of urban violence in 
the metropolitan region of Rio de Janeiro, we propose a 
denomination that covers all the different kinds of men-
tioned groups– drug traffickers, militias and the so-called 
polícia mineira. Considering the diversification of their 
activities, the fact that they control territories at gunpoint 
and that they seek legitimization by arguing that their aim 
is to preserve the local social order, we believe that the best 
concept to define these groups would be “Criminal armed 
Groups that Dominate a Territory.” Through this concept, 
we try to understand the intervention strategy of these 
groups, how they control areas and how they legitimize 
their presence in the territories that they occupy. 

In brief, we consider Criminal armed Groups that 
Dominate a Territory as criminal networks engaged 
in usually illegal and irregular economic activities 
and which charge undue fees from different services 
within a specific territory resorting to physical force 
and coercion – using firearms particularly – as their 
main means to maintain and reproduce their practices 
and control over the local sovereignty. 
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The role of law enforcement in  
the current scenario

The growth and consolidation of criminal factions 
linked to the drug trafficking network increased the 
amount and intensity of territorial disputes between armed 
criminal groups, particularly since the 1990s. as a result, 
an arms race began which led to significant changes in 
inter-group conflicts and in the conflicts between these 
groups and the police. The demand for more fighting 
power of these groups, which began to make increasing 
use of weapons of the exclusive use of the armed forces 
of Brazil and of other countries, strengthened groups in-
volved in the traffic in these weapons. They are smuggled, 
stolen and, in many cases, sold by corrupt police officers.47 

The increasing fighting power of criminal groups 
forced police forces to use weapons of the same gauge. 
In this scenario, rifles became the weapon of choice in 
confrontations between the different conflicting groups.48 
This announcement significantly contributed to a higher 
murder rate in the state and in the capital throughout the 
1990s, as previously shown. 

In this scenario of a higher violent crime rate and 
increasing power of armed criminal groups, which 
progressively expanded to areas surrounding favelas,49 
public security became one of the main concerns of the 
population at large. as a result, the influence of those 



who evoked perverse metaphors such as “war on the drug 
traffic” and “disrupted city” in their analyses of urban 
violence grew, often leading to even more violent actions 
by the police and corroborating them. 

In the debate between those who defended security 
policies based on human rights and those who demanded 
“energic actions” and a “zero-tolerance approach”, the 
latter became much more influential. after Marcello 
alencar was elected mayor in 1994, whose administration 
is remembered, among others things, by the establishment 
of the ironically called “far-west gratification”,50 the state 
of Rio de Janeiro was dominated by governors – those 
directly in charge of public security policies - who adopted 
the traditional public security model based on repression 
as the main tool to deal with urban violence.51 

as the model based on the logic of confrontation 
was consolidated in public security policies, there was a 
dramatic escalation in the number of civilians killed by 
the police, as shown in the chart below:

The category used in the State of Rio de Janeiro to 
define deaths caused by the police as a result of alleged 
resistance to the police authority by infractors based on the 
argument of self-defense of police officers is referred to as 
auto de resistência (resistance record). The main problem 
of this category is that it is often used to disguise deaths 
possibly resulting from summary executions. according 

Evolution of the number of civilians killed by the police 
(resistance record – number of victims)
State of Rio de Janeiro and capital, 1997-2007

SOURCE: CESeC- Center for Studies on Public Safety and Citizenship Rights52
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to a survey carried out by Ignácio Cano,53 who studied all 
cases involving deaths and injuries of civilians by firearms 
in police interventions in the municipality of Rio de Janeiro 
between January 1993 and July 1996, the bodies of victims 
of police actions in this period had signs of excessive use 
of force. For example, 46% of the bodies had four or more 
bullet perforations; 61% had been shot in the head at least 
once; 65% had been shot in the back, and there were many 
cases of point-blank shots from a short distance, indicating 
the intention to kill and not to stop the victim. 

In many cases, the crime scenes were tampered, 
often with the intention to put the blame on the victim. 
This tampering at the crime scene was detected when 
the victims were not killed in confrontations with the 
police - when they were not armed or were shot in the 
back, for example - and it constitutes a violation of law-
enforcement rules. Therefore, tampering in situations 
characterized as resistance on the part of victims usually 
constitutes an attempt to cover up illegal police actions 
in the streets and favelas of Rio de Janeiro.

Increasingly consolidated, this public security model 
based on the metaphor of “war” on drug trafficking led 
to increasing repression and truculence on the part of the 
police, and one of its serious consequences was a marked 
increased in civilian deaths by the police in the past decade. 
as illustrated in the graph above, the number of resistance 
records increased more than four-fold between 1997 and 

2007 in the State of Rio de Janeiro. and it continues to 
increase: until May 2008, it hit the mark of 649, against 586 
over the same period in 2007 - an increased of 10.8%.

If we consider only the figures for civilian deaths caused 
by the police in the capital, which were disseminated 
by the Public Security Institute (ISP), they are equally 
alarming, since they account for 67.8% of the total for the 
state: in 2007, 902 deaths were characterized as resulting 
from resistance to police authority. Until May 2008, it has 
been registered 419 instances of resistance record, that 
is, an increase of 7.4% compared to the previous year. It 
should be mentioned that this statistics does not consider 
deaths resulting from the so-called “stray bullets”, usually 
during shootings between the police and other armed 
groups in favelas.54 

a large increase in the militarization of public secu-
rity policy has been recorded, with police officers being 
equipped with even more sophisticated arms, many of 
them more typically used in wars, as well as armored 
vehicles, such as the so-called caveirões55 (armored cars), 
which have produced an increase in the lethality of police 
actions. Thus, the favelas have been turned into stages for 
violent combat between criminal groups and the police, 
generating a high number of victims, not only amongst 
criminals and police officers, but also amongst the large 
part of the population that lives in these places and yet is 
not directly involved with the illegal network in any way. 

ESCAPE ROUTES   journeys



These victims are often classified as an unfortunate 
side effect of an urban “war”. However, it is unacceptable 
for the residents of low-income areas to be treated like the 
“civil population of an enemy army” or for the deaths that 
result from this type of state intervention to be accounted 
for as “side effects”. Nothing justifies the official adoption 
of a language of war in this context or the systematic use 
of weapons war in places that are as densely populated as 
the favela complexes of Rio de Janeiro.

according to the provisions of the Brazilian con-
stitution, the police force is the state agency that has a 
monopoly of the right to use force. In these circumstances, 
we believe that if the police are unable to abdicate the right 
to use arms, and the situation of the battle against drug 
trafficking demands the use of heavy arms, the socio-geo-
graphical characteristics of the favelas must be taken into 
consideration. Their high population density combined, 
in general, with roads that are difficult to access, requires 
operations to be carried out using more refined resources, 
such as intelligence services, non-lethal weapons, and 
better training in the use of lethal weapons. In this case, 
the basic principles governing the use of firearms, as laid 
down by the United Nations, must be brought to bear. 
These principles suggest that the governments and the 
agencies in charge of applying the law must guarantee that 
all the people responsible for applying the law have: the 
moral, psychological and physical qualities necessary for 

handling weapons; continuous, meticulous, professional 
training with periodic aptitude tests; special attention paid 
to police ethics and human rights; and the employment 
of alternatives to the use of force and firearms, including 
finding peaceful solutions to conflicts.56 

Besides this, more precise police investigations can 
raise the efficiency of police actions, contributing to 
breaking up gangs and defeating arms and drug trafficking 
arrangements and corruption networks, without the need 
for resorting to the large-scale operations and armed 
conflicts which produce highly visible repressive actions 
but generate limited results, apart from such fatal effects 
as deaths of police officers, criminals and people who live 
in the areas where the operations take place.

Unfortunately, high levels of police and public authority 
corruption and involvement in criminal schemes discourage 
investigative processes that could lead to the prosecution 
of members of the corporation. In fact, indiscriminately 
killing and arresting criminals operating at the retail level, 
especially those living in favelas, and making them pay for 
a crime committed by a network reduces the weight of the 
involvement of white-collar criminals who, amongst other 
things, oil the million-dollar wheels of these illicit drug 
and arms trafficking networks. as part of this scenario, 
the growing stigmatization and criminalization of poverty 
has operated as a mechanism for maintaining the logic of 
confronting the weakest link - the front-end activity – in 
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spite of the existence of a secondary scenario involving a 
highly structured criminal network at the international 
level which turns over billions of dollars a year.

another worrying factor affecting the list of statistics 
of violence in the state of Rio de Janeiro is the high num-
ber of missing people. There is an ever increasing number 
of records of people going missing, many of whom are 
suspected homicide victims whose bodies have never been 
found. The large number of clandestine cemeteries in the 

Evolution of the number of missing people 
State and City of Rio de Janeiro, 1991-2007

Sources: CESeC and ISP-RJ57

city and its metropolitan region, as well as the discovery 
of bodies on abandoned land, reveal the hidden face of 
many homicides that go unrecorded because of a lack 
of information and investigation. an analysis of missing 
people records in the state of Rio de Janeiro from 1991 to 
2006 shows that there has been a significant increase in 
their number. according to data provided by the Public 
Security Institute of Rio de Janeiro, a total of 4,633 people 
had been registered as missing in the state in 2007.

1.000

2.000

3.000

4.000

5.000

6.000

1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007

State

City

ESCAPE ROUTES   journeys



On the other hand, it is interesting to observe a conver-
gence between a lower record of intentional homicides and 
an increase in the number of missing people over the period 
in question. This suggests that there is a new, important 
dynamic operating on violent crimes in the state.

Considering only the Metropolitan Region – with 
3,514 people reported missing in 2007, representing 75.8% 
of the total for the state – it can be seen that the total 
number of missing persons is very unevenly distributed. 
2,436 of these cases, or 69.3% of the total, are concentrated 
in the Baixada Fluminense area and in the north and 
west zones of Rio de Janeiro, which may indicate some 
relationship with the operations of armed criminal groups 
that are present in these areas.

It is also interesting to note that the ratio of homicides 
to missing persons varies from one area of the Metropoli-
tan Region to another. according to the table above we 
can see that, in the city, the percentage of missing persons 
is greater than the percentage of homicides as compared 
to the total for the Metropolitan Region of Rio de Janeiro, 
whereas in the Baixada Fluminense and Greater Niterói 
areas the opposite occurs.

The same thing happens in the municipality of Rio de 
Janeiro: only in the west zone does the percentage of inten-
tional homicides exceed the number of missing persons.

Victims of intentional homicides and missing persons
State of Rio de Janeiro, 1991-2007

SOURCE: CESeC. Graph prepared by CESeC, based on data from the Civil Police and ISP-RJ
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Comparison of the number of missing people and homicides by areas in 
the Metropolitan Region and zone in the city of Rio de Janeiro, 2007
SOURCE: Public Security Institute of the State of Rio de Janeiro 

Metropolitan Region (MR) Area

Area Missing  
persons

Percentage of missing  
persons with respect to  

the total for the MR
Homicides

Percentage of homicides 
with respect to the  

total for the MR

City of Rio de Janeiro 1858 52.8 2336 49.4

Baixada Fluminense 1226 34.9 1764 37.3

Greater Niterói 430 12.2 631 13.3

Total 3514 100 4731 100

City

Zone Missing  
persons

Percentage of missing  
persons with respect to  

the total for the MR
Homicides

Percentage of homicides 
with respect to the  

total for the MR

North zone 923 26.3 1086 22.9

West zone 641 18.2 1058 22.5

South zone 138 3.9 63 1.3

Center 156 4.4 129 2.7

Total 1858 52.8 2336 49.4
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Summarizing this chapter, the most impressive feature 
of the public security policy that has prevailed in Rio de 
Janeiro in recent decades, as well as in other Brazilian 
states, is not the excesses that have been committed, the 
hundreds of thousands of deaths and their psychosocial 
consequences, the increase in criminal activities, especially 
those involving firearms, the degradation of police forces, 
the worsening quality of the daily lives of millions of 
people, the general feeling of insecurity or the billions 
that has been spent on these actions. The really impres-
sive feature is its failure to have produced results. Indeed, 
drugs continue to be supplied regularly, criminal groups 
have expanded their power, the number of territories that 
they occupy and their area of influence have grown at an 
increasing rate and, on top of this, the price of arms has 
changed little during this period. 

This fact shows that the attempt made by the Brazilian 
security policy, which is historically an offshoot of the “war 
on drugs” strategy adopted by the United States and involves 
casting aside the overriding law of supply versus demand 
that governs the capitalist economy where illegal drugs are 
concerned, has only managed to cause harm and pain on 
a much greater scale than the actual use of these outlawed 
substances.58 Therefore, it’s more than time to think of other 
ways of dealing with this issue that are not restricted to the 
old repressive, inefficient tactics that have prevailed in the 
public policy scenario over this historical period.

Comparison of the percentages of missing people  
and homicides 
SOURCE: Public Security Institute of the State of Rio de Janeiro

Area in the Metropolitan Region of Rio de Janeiro, 2006

Zone in the city of Rio de Janeiro with respect to the total  

in the Metropolitan Region of Rio de Janeiro, 2006
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The current dynamics of the action of 
drug trafficking factions

The armed disputes for the control of territories, the 
increase in violent repression and the corruption activities 
carried out by the police in favelas have increased the stig-
matization of these places and their vulnerability to armed 
violence. In addition, these factors have contributed to an 
even more complex scenario that has developed in Rio 
de Janeiro since 2000. In recent years, a series of factors 
led to changes in disputes for control of favelas. The most 
important of these are:

• The decreasing profits obtained from drug retailing 
operations;

• The diversification of illegal activities carried out by 
the factions;

• The increase in police extortion brought about by 
increased repression and militarization (for example; 
the systematic use of the caveirão);

• The entry of new drugs into the market (especially 
synthetic drugs and crack), which had previously been 
relatively unavailable in Rio de Janeiro; 

• The strengthening of another group in the dispute for 
territories: the militias.

The factors mentioned above are inter-related. The 
drop in drug-trafficking income, which was identified 
by Observatório de Favelas based on data produced in 
a survey carried out between 2004 and 2006 within the 
framework of the Rotas de Fuga (Escape Routes) Program, 
has motivated/stimulated other exploitation activities 
inside the favelas. With the aim of recovering or increas-
ing their profits and, especially, of replicating the patterns 
of behavior of the militias, the leaders of the retail opera-
tions have seen the huge economic potential of a number 
of services that exist in the communities (alternative 
transport, the sale of natural gas for cooking, supplying 
clandestine cable TV, as well as charging “commission” 
from businesses). The data from this study, which will be 
discussed in the following chapter, indicate that the illegal 
drug trafficking activities in the favelas of Rio de Janeiro 
have been going through some transformations at the 
structural and day-to-day operating levels. These changes 
range from the increased use of children in this network 
to changes in the subjective environment, such as the 
weakening of links related to belonging to the community 
which was typically the case of drug traffickers during the 
1970s and 1980s.59 There is no doubt that during this period 
the main objective of those involved in trading drug in the 
communities was financial gain, but there were, however, 
principles that governed respect for residents and family 
values. There was also a desire to protect the inviolability of 
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The incitement of territorial disputes between the fac-
tions has contributed to, amongst other things, strength-
ening a feeling of identification with the group. Rivalry 
between these groups is, therefore, no longer limited to 
a dispute for controlling territories. This phenomenon 
has led to a feeling of repulsion for those belonging to 
a rival group or even for those that simply live in what 
is considered to be an “enemy” area. This scenario has 
led to a logic of rivalry that is, at times, absorbed even 
by those that are not involved in any illegal activities, 
especially young people. Hence, the symbolic effects of 
this territorialization are so strong that, even though they 
are not a part of the drug traffickers’ social network, a lot 
of young people incorporate the codes of the dominant 
faction and define their relationship with others and with 
the city in this light. So, they avoid, for example, circulating 
in parts of the city or in favelas that are dominated by a rival 
criminal group to the one that controls their community.

another change that has affected the local drug traf-
ficking dynamics refers to what are known as crias da 
favela (people born and raised in a certain favela). This is a 
term that is often used to denote a member of the faction 
that was born and brought up in the community. For a 
long time being a cria da favela was an important prereq-
uisite for moving up the trafficking network hierarchy and 
gaining the respect of the community. Nowadays, with 
the cementing of support networks between the armed 

the territory that they were occupying, and of preserving 
the honor and dignity of the residents.60 

Nowadays, residents report that there is a movement 
towards a different ethic amongst the armed groups in the 
favelas as a result of which they are not being respected 
as they used to be, which generates situations of op-
pression. The explicit sale and consumption of drugs, in 
spite of the presence of residents, is one of the common 
complaints. Unlike in previous decades, the circulation of 
young people openly toting firearms has become a routine 
event.61 On top of this, the charging of commission on 
some of the services that are provided in the community 
is, to a certain extent, accepted as natural. 
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groups of different communities - but of the same faction 
- it is not unusual for young people from a given com-
munity to be temporarily transferred to another in order 
to “strengthen” another group linked to the same faction 
in a conflict situation. This results in their belonging only 
to a faction, and no longer their territory of origin.62 

Drug trafficking is, above all, an economic network 
governed by social, symbolic and, where applicable, 
specific ethical forms of behavior. Hence, the transfers 
mentioned above are not always purely and simply a mo-
bilization of support. There are interests involved such as, 
for example, cases where a given leader of an armed group 
may “have an account” in another favela. This means that 
in exchange for support in a certain conflict, the “leader” 
of a favela may offer a “payment” from one of more of 
his “outlets” to the group that gave its support. In other 

words, he may allow some of this group’s dealers (known 
as vapores)63 to sell drugs in his community, thus granting 
them a share of the profits obtained there. The presence of 
young people from outside the community that are work-
ing in the local drug trafficking network usually increases 
residents’ feelings of insecurity, since these people do not 
normally have any ties to the community.

The control of low-income areas by different criminal 
factions linked to drug trafficking and, more recently, by 
militias has meant that the residents of the community, es-
pecially younger people, feel unable to circulate beyond its 
boundaries. In the following chapter, we will see how this 
relationship is expressed in the statements of adolescents 
and young people who are members of armed criminal 
groups linked to the drug trafficking social network in 
different favelas in Rio de Janeiro.

ESCAPE ROUTES   journeys
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This chapter presents the main data collected by the 
survey Caminhada de crianças, adolescentes e jovens 
na rede do tráfico de drogas no varejo do Rio de Janeiro, 
2004-2006 (The path of children, adolescents and young 
people in the retail drug trafficking64 network of Rio de 
Janeiro, 2004-2006), which was carried out between april 
2004 and May 2006.

The main purpose of this survey was to undertake 
an expanded analysis of the characteristic practices of 
the players involved in the social network of retail drug 
trafficking in Rio de Janeiro and about how this network 
has developed in recent years. Using these data, we aim 
to provide inputs for defining methodologies that could 
prevent more children and young people from embarking 
on this activity and create sustainable alternatives for 
those who want to leave this illegal network. 

Finally, we intend to contribute to changing the 
current strategies of confronting drug trafficking by 
stimulating the proposal of new security policies based 
on valuing life and human rights. 

Methodological considerations

a survey of the living conditions of members of a 
retail drug trafficking network requires, on the one hand, 
the necessary theoretical and technical mastery of the 

3
scientific investigation process and, on the other, the 
ability to make contact with them and to build up a trust-
based relationship. One of the distinctive characteristics 
of Observatório de Favelas is precisely the fact that it can 
combine these two characteristics. This results from the 
fact that its team includes a significant number of people 
with a background in militant organizations and/or who 
work at a university.

Given that the survey intended to interview adolescents 
and young people who work in drug trafficking in different 
areas of the city of Rio de Janeiro, it was decided that the 
field work would be undertaken by people who could 
meet two fundamental requirements: they would have to 
be residents of low-income communities and have some 
type of earlier ties to the local drug trafficking network. 
This would favor access to people and information that is, 
generally speaking, inaccessible to academic researchers.

Some of the people included amongst those chosen 
to collect the data had been directly involved in the traf-
ficking network in the past; others had not been directly 
involved but were very close, usually at the family level, 
to players in this network. The people chosen to carry 
out this field work were called “local coordinators”. after 
adopting some basic criteria, we formed a team made up 



Distribution of the favelas surveyed by area in the municipality of Rio de Janeiro

City Zone Favelas included in the survey

Leopoldina zone Nova Holanda, Parque União, Parque Maré, Rubens Vaz , Vila do João, Vila do Pinheiro, Salsa e Merengue,  
Baixa do Sapateiro, Morro do Timbau, Morro do Dendê, Morro do Barbante, Varginha e Nelson Mandela

West zone Vila aliança, Vila Kennedy, antares, Gouveia, Fumacê, Cezarão e Rebú

North zone Morro do Turano, Nova Divinéia, Salgueiro, Morro do andaraí, Morro do Borel, Sá Viana, Dique, Morro do Campinho, 
Morro dos Macacos, Mangueira, Caçapava , Rato Molhado e Jacarezinho

South zone Rocinha

Map showing the geographical distribution of the favelas included in the survey in the 
municipality of Rio de Janeiro
SOURCE: Instituto Pereira Passos 

Institution: Information Nucleus | Observatório de Favelas do Rio de Janeiro
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of 10 coordinators, five men and five women, who lived 
in different favelas in Rio de Janeiro and who had a range 
of ties to the social network of drug trafficking.

Of the 10 coordinators who made up the team of 
interviewers, all but one had completed or were finishing 
Secondary Education, a rare fact amongst the population 
of favelas in Rio de Janeiro. Three of them were studying 
at university, and one already had a degree, which all goes 
to emphasize the unusual characteristics of this group. 
Schooling level was not seen to be an obstacle during the 
selection process, since training in the theoretical and, 
especially, methodological areas had been programmed 
to take place before the field work began.

With our team we were able to monitor adolescents 
and young people in 34 communities in Rio de Janeiro. 
This gave the survey a differential aspect, in as much as we 
could reach out to favelas in different areas of the city.

Procedures

The preparatory work for the survey began in March 
2004. april and May were dedicated to preparing the 
data-gathering tools jointly with CLaVES/ENSP/FIO-
CRUz and to the process of selecting and training the 
local coordinators. Next, the city was divided up, which 

was necessary for determining how the interviewees were 
to be distributed through the communities. Data started 
to be gathered in June 2004. CESeC was responsible for 
the statistical monitoring work and for preparing the 
database and tables.

The communities were defined according to the co-
ordinators’ relationship networks. Therefore, the number 
of interviewees was not defined a priori, since access to 
these people would depend on a number of factors. as the 
field work progressed, it was found that each coordinator 
could interview between 20 and 25 people. 

The data collection process was carried out in three 
stages. The first and second stages consisted of structured 
interviews with the adolescents and young people. In the 
first stage, the coordinators ran through a questionnaire 
(annex 1) which contained 94 closed questions relating 
to the adolescents and young people’s different practices, 
representations and relationships to the drug trafficking 
network. as a supplement to this questionnaire, after the 
interview, every coordinator recorded any thoughts that 
he/she considered relevant in a field diary.

The first interviews with the adolescents and young 
people were carried out over a three-month period, as 
a consequence of the progressive incorporation of the 
coordinators.65 The bulk of the questionnaires were, 
however, applied in June 2004.



Absolute and relative total numbers of 
interviewees by city zone and community
 

Leopoldina Zone

Community Number %

Baixa do Sapateiro 10 4.3

Morro do Barbante 50 21.7

Vila do Pinheiro 5 2.2

Morro do Dendê 3 1.3

Morro do Timbau 3 1.3

Nelson Mandela 2 0.9

Nova Holanda 13 5.7

Parque Maré 8 3.5

Parque União 1 0.4

Rubens Vaz 5 2.2

Salsa e Merengue 2 0.9

Varginha 1 0.4

Vila do João 2 0.9

Total 105 45.6

West Zone

Community Number %

antares 5 2.2

Cezarão 2 0.9

Conjunto Fumacê 1 0.4

Gouveia 6 2.6

Rebú 1 0.4

Vila aliança 26 11.3

Vila Kennedy 5 2.2

Total 46 20.0

North Zone

Community Number %

Borel 5 2.2

Caçapava 1 0.4

Dique 1 0.4

Jacaré 1 0.4

Mangueira 5 2.2

Morro do andaraí 18 7.8

Morro do Campinho 3 1.3

Morro dos Macacos 1 0.4

Nova Divineia 5 2.2

Rato molhado 1 0.4

Sá Viana 6 2.6

Salgueiro 5 2.2

Morro do Turano 5 2.2

Total 57 24.8

South Zone

Community Number %

Rocinha 22 9.6

Overall Total

34 communities 240 100%
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as another part of the first stage, the survey coordina-
tors also carried out semi-structured interviews with the 
local coordinators themselves. These were used to trace 
their paths, representations and former relationships with 
the trafficking network. 

The second stage of the field work was based on 
the application of another instrument called a “social 
monitoring matrix” (annex 2). This matrix consisted of 
18 objective questions which updated the information 
obtained during the first interview, in order to longitu-
dinally monitor the adolescents and young people that 
had taken part in the first stage. The initial plan was to 
apply this matrix monthly to all the interviewees over five 
months (between June and October 2004). at the same 
time, the coordinators would continue to produce their 
field diaries, where they reported their experiences and 
impressions during the interviews.

Due to the gradual incorporation of local coordinators 
and interviewees, the number of monthly monitoring 
interviews was not equal to the total of 230 adolescents 
and young people that participated in the first stage. Thus, 
the social monitoring matrix was applied as shown in the 
table below:

The third stage of the study took place during 2005 
and was based on informal contacts. The monitoring of 
the adolescents and young people was documented in 
individual reports, where the most important information, 

Distribution of the questionnaires applied by period in 
which the coordinators were hired 

Month 1st questionnaire Hired coordinators 

June 157 7

July 53 2

august 20 1

Total 230 10 coordinators

Distribution of the Monitoring Matrix by coordinator  
and month of application of the questionnaires

Coordinator
Month / Number of Interviewees

Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct

1 26 26 26 26 26

2 26 26 26 26 26

3 26 26 26 26 26

4 26 26 26 26 26

5 26 26 26 26 26

6 22 22 22 22 22

7 05

8 26 15 15 15

9 27 15 15 15

10 20 20 20

Total 157 205 202 202 202

1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th Interviewees
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such as the situation of the interviewees’ ties to the drug 
trade, whether anyone had died, if they had been arrested, 
or if anyone showed any intentions to abandon this illegal 
activity, was updated. It must be borne in mind that the 
improved technical qualifications of the interviewees and 
the level of trust built up between them and the intervie-
wees enabled some of their paths to be monitored in depth 
for almost two years. The information obtained from the 
original questionnaires, applied in 2004, was updated for 
the last time in april and May 2006.

Results

Based on an analysis of the information gathered during 
the field work, we put together a general overview of the 
profile and practices of the 230 adolescents and young people 
monitored during the survey, discussing aspects of their fam-
ily configurations, school careers, work experience, leisure 
preferences, and social networks, as well as their insertion 
processes and role in the illegal drug retailing trade.  

Profile

This survey involved children, adolescents and young 
people aged between 11 and 24 years old.66  66.5% of the 
interviewees were aged between 16 and 18 years old at 
the time of the first interview. The highest concentration 

(85.7%) was found in the 15 to 19 years old range. 19.1% 
were aged between 13 and 15 years old and 2.6% were 
between 11 and 12 years old. 

The involvement of children and adolescents in 
the illegal retail drug trafficking network is not a new 
phenomenon. However, their level of involvement and 
the functions that they carry out nowadays are very dif-
ferent from those found in earlier records, dating from 
the start of the 1970s, that were analyzed. In the 1970s, 
this participation basically consisted of small roles, such 
as those of scout or delivery boy.67 How much liberty 
children had to carry out these roles depended on who 
was selling the drugs but in no cases were the children 
armed. Furthermore, instead of receiving a wage, it was 
more common for them to be given presents in exchange 
for the services they provided.68  

as far as ethnic and racial issues are concerned, the 
data obtained indicates a predominance of black and 
brown-skinned people. These two categories covered 
63% of the interviewees. It is of fundamental importance 
to reflect on the racial make-up of the retail drug trade, 
because we know that nowadays young, black people 
living in low-income areas are the main homicide victims 
in Brazil. The operations of the security forces with their 
repressive, selective policies, have affected black youths 
all over the country, especially those living in favelas and 
on the outskirts of large urban centers.69  

52

children, adolescents and young people



There is very little data on the role of women in the 
social drug trade, but those available are instigating. Drug 
trafficking in favelas seems to be a predominantly male 
activity. In this survey, 97.4% of the interviewees were 
male. However, if we consider that the women involved in 
this network tend to carry out functions that, in general, 
do not require them to be seen bearing arms on street 
corners, it is likely that the number of women has been 
underestimated, since the gender split has not been ana-
lyzed in any depth in discussions on drug trafficking. One 
aspect that is often brought up is the indirect participation 
of women in this illegal network, either through amorous 
relationships with young men involved in trafficking or 
the provision of occasional favors.70  

The six girls who were interviewed in this survey car-
ried out the roles of dealers or packers.71  Nevertheless, 
the coordinators who carried out the field work included 
women who had, in the past, reached the level of man-
ager and a young woman who had worked as a soldier. 
It would be important to get a deeper understanding 
of this dynamic from other studies, because the career 
paths analyzed suggest that the activities that are open to 
women have diversified in recent years. 

as for the origin of the families, the data on the parents 
of the interviewees shows that over half of them were born 
in the state of Rio de Janeiro, while 37.8% are migrants 
who came from the northeast. Most of them have been 

living in the same community for many 
years in homes that they own, although most 
families don’t have a title deed to them.72  

The families of 59.2% of the adolescents and young 
people earn less than 3 minimum wages a month. Of 
these, 19.2% reported that the family income is less 
than one minimum wage a month. Some relatives of the 
interviewees also are involved in drug trafficking, but in 
most cases the family income comes from other formal 
and/or informal jobs. amongst the professions which 
were identified, most fathers work in the civil construc-
tion industry (20.4%), while most mothers (57.9%) are 
domestic servants.  The great diversity of occupations 
which were identified reveal that the families are always 
investing in developing subsistence strategies. 

The composition of the families of the adolescents 
and young people is characterized by frequent recon-
figurations. Most of them have large families which are 
often made up of children of different parents. Only 5.2% 
declared that they were the only child, while 47.4% said 
that they have more than three siblings. 

Despite the large percentage of interviewees with 
many siblings, only 11.7% have a sibling involved in drug 
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I started dating a drug dealer, 
then I began to hide and manage 
his money, and then I began to 
rise in the drug trade (...)” 
 

former manager

“
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trafficking. This shows that different profiles are found in 
the same families,73  demystifying the links that are often 
established based on common sense between the “family 
framework” and involvement in illegal activities. It is also 
necessary to break away from the homogenizing vision 
according to which a certain family model is seen as the 
model of a “structured” family and any variation in it is 
regarded as a symptom of disorganization. 

There were many reports of separated parents and of 
parents who have children with different women who don’t 
necessarily recognize them as their children or support 
them appropriately. Only 39.1% of the interviewees said 
that their father assumed any responsibility in bringing 
them up. 37.4% said that they had been brought up by 
their mother only, while 2.6% said that their father had 
raised them alone. 

Therefore, in the context that was studied it was seen 
that most families are single-parent, matrifocal and large 
families, which is an aspect directly related to the femi-
nization of poverty in Brazil. This phenomenon has left 
families more vulnerable economically, since women still 
face huge difficulties in the labor market, both in terms 
accessing jobs and of earning salaries equivalent to those 
earned by men.74  

as an attempt to better understand the make-up of 
the families of the adolescents and young people who 

were interviewed, we also tried to identify the people 
with whom they were living. as observed in different 
studies,75 we detected the absence of the father figure in 
many households. Only 31.7% said that they live with 
both parents, while 66.6% lived with their mother only. 
Very few of the interviewees said that they live with their 
father only.  

The number of young people who don’t live with 
their nuclear family was another major finding. These 
amounted to 23.5% of the interviewees. In many cases, 
grandmothers and aunts are important figures in their 
lives. The number of adolescents who live alone (5.66%) 
or with friends (3.0%) is also significant. Many adolescents 
left their home while the fieldwork was being carried out 
because of their involvement with the drug traffic. Some 
of them went to live with other relatives, others decided to 
live alone and others reported that they sleep in a different 
place every night. However, there were also cases in which 
they returned to their homes after staying away for rather 
long periods. 

Most of the interviewees were single; 14.8% of them 
said that they had a spouse and 27.8% of them had chil-
dren. The percentage of adolescents and young people 
who have children is considerable, taking into account the 
average age of the interviewees. In addition, among those 
who reported that they have children, 35.9% had more 
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than one child. On the other hand, almost 50% - 13% of all 
interviewees - of those who have children don’t live with 
them, suggesting that they are abandoning their children 
just like many of them were abandoned by their original 
families, reproducing this situation. 

In relation to schooling, only 7% of the 230 intervie-
wees were still attending school, but 90% of them said that 
they knew how to read and write. as for the schooling 
level, 27.4 % of them had studied up to the fifth grade, 
while 10.4% had studied up to the eighth grade. Only 5.2 
% had completed upper secondary education.

almost half of the interviewees had dropped out of 
the school system between the ages of 11 and 14 years old 
(46%). This datum coincides with the age at which over 
60% of them got involved with drug trafficking: between 
12 and 15 years old, suggesting an association between the 
age at which they got involved in this illegal activity and 
the one at which they dropped out of school. as for the 
reasons that led them to drop out of school, most of them 
mentioned the hard and oppressive nature of the school 
environment and the need to engage in other activities 
that could guarantee an immediate income to them. 

Finally, it is interesting to note that despite their low 
schooling, 60.87% of the interviewees had had prior 
working experiences outside the drug traffic. Therefore, 
the reasons why these experiences were short-lived or 

were not sufficiently attractive as alternatives to drug 
trafficking should be investigated. 

as a result of rising structural unemployment rates, 
more precarious working conditions and conditioning 
conjunctural factors resulting from recent changes in 
production patterns, young people have become par-
ticularly vulnerable to unemployment and precarious 
working conditions.76 

When we analyzed the types of documents that the 
interviewees have, we saw that over half of them have a 
Labor Card, which shows that at some point in the past 
or the future they expected or expect to join the formal 
labor market. On the other hand, when we evaluated their 
professional experiences out of the drug traffic, we saw 
that the kind of jobs that they have access to are mostly 
informal jobs, such as bricklayer assistant, deliverer, street 
vendor, alternative bus conductor, office boy, etc. 

Their working experiences are sporadic, predomi-
nantly informal and mostly related to the underground 
economy, with emphasis on services. The precariousness 
of their employment ties and the low wages that they are 
paid are factors that make it difficult for these adolescents 
and young people to stay in the labor market. These 
problems lead to a sort of “nomadism” characterized by 
a huge diversity and alternation of activities which are 
seldom much more than subsistence strategies.
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Relationship with the public sphere

analyzing the relationship with the public sphere is 
indispensable for one to understand the social and political 
participation processes of young people. In this regard, the 
ways that young people relate to the city are particularly 
important. Building collective identities and developing 
a sense of belonging are not possible without a territorial 
base. This base is a support to a social organization model 
in which one builds the necessary socialization processes, 
communication channels and proximity relations for 
establishing social links and participatory processes that 

can lead to the development and exercise of citizenship 
rights. From this perspective, we assume that “the word 
participation implies, on the one hand, being part of a 
physical and social context, being in a location and having 
a sense of belonging to a community”,77  that is, is implies 
the notion of territoriality.

The first aspect that draws our attention when we analyze 
the relations between young people and the public sphere is 
what has been characterized as the process of particulariza-
tion of existence.78 This process is related to the narrowing 
spatial references available to young people, which are 
usually accompanied by decreasing temporal references. 
The particularization and presentization of existence are 
processes whose backdrop is the primacy of the logic of 
consumption and they have seriously hindered possibilities 
for the full humanization of Brazilian young people. 

“The experience of living in a restricted territory, 

without more comprehensive parameters for 

inclusion in the city, contributes to turn a location into 

both the starting and the arrival point of existence. 

A person living in a low-income community or even 

in a fancy gated community often doesn’t feel that 

he or she belongs to the polis, the city, and much 

less that he or she is responsible for it... Democracy 

is weakened and contact with diversity, with other 

people, becomes increasingly rare. The meaning of 

collective life is therefore progressively lost.”79
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The limits of the relationship with the city and spatial 
particularization, reflected in a low spatial mobility, can 
be clearly perceived in the answers of the interviewees 
to questions related to recreation alternatives. The 
community ball is the favorite recreation of 56% of the 
interviewees. Recreation options outside the community, 
such as going to the movies, attending a show and going 
to the beach rank second, which is often due to the fear of 
crossing borders established by factions and to the stigma 
attached to these young people in the city. 

The emptying of meaning of the public sphere is also 
reflected in the answers of the adolescents and young 
people about the people they admire most and about 
their social and political participation spaces. Their scarce 
references to public figures are limited to soccer players, 
singers and TV actors. When asked about their favorite 
politician and political party, most of the interviewees 
(over 70%) showed a strong lack of interest in politics, a 
trend that has been observed in recent studies carried out 
with young people in different regions of the country.80  

Therefore, the political sphere does not seem to be per-
ceived by the majority of them as a space for participation 
or for possible interventions in the social reality. However, 
the absence of solid references is not restricted to the 
political field. Even when they were asked about their 
closest social networks, their answers suggested that there 

are very few people that they look up to and that their 
social capital is fragile81.  31.74% of the interviewees said 
that they don’t admire any person in their social network. 
among the people mentioned as a positive influence, the 
most recurrent figure is that of their mother (20.43%). 

as opposed to politics, religion is still mentioned as a 
potential space for participation and/or transformation for 
various interviewees. However, some significant changes 
in the configuration of religions that are active in their 
community spaces should be mentioned. according to 
reports of favela dwellers and scholars specializing in the 
topic, there was a strong representation of afro-Brazilian 
religions in low-income communities in the 1970s and 
mid-1980s. However, this scenario has changed. as a 
result, only one youth declared that he identified himself 
with a religion of african origin in this survey. Catholicism 
still appears as the main answer of those who declared to 
have a religion (39.13%). Evangelical denominations seem 
to be a new phenomenon, as they were mentioned by 17% 
of the interviewees, reflecting the increasing presence of 
evangelical religions in low-income communities since 
the 1990s.

Bearing in mind this general contextualization of the 
profile of the interviewees, let us now take a look at data 
related to practices more directly related to the illegal 
drug trade network.
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Participation in retail drug trafficking

Age of involvement

Most interviewees began to work in drug traffick-
ing before they were 15 years old. The majority of the 
adolescents and young people (90.4%) said that they got 
involved in this activity when they were from 13 to 18 
years old. However, we saw that 7.8% of them began to 
work in the drug trade before they were 12 years old, that 
is, when they were still children. 

The increasing presence of children in the retail drug 
trafficking network is a concrete fact in Brazil which was 
confirmed by this survey. The amount of children involved 
in drug trafficking varies in the studied communities ac-
cording to factors such as the number of people working 
in the drug trade in the locality and the criteria defined 
by the local leader (dono), who in some cases prefers to 
“hire” adolescents. 

Age of involvement in drug trafficking

 Age bracket Qt. %

Up to 10 years old 3 1.3

from 10 to 12 years old 15 6.5

from 13 to 15 years old 132 57.4

from 16 to 18 years old 76 33.0

18 years old and above 4 1.7

Total 230 100
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Motivations

among the aspects mentioned by the interviewees as 
attractions to engage in drug trafficking, economic needs, 
associated with financial difficulties faced by the families 
and lack of access to the labor market, were the main 
ones. Subjective elements such as “adrenaline”, “feeling 
of power” and “prestige” were also mentioned by many 
adolescents as reasons for them to engage in the drug 
trade and to stay in it. 

It should be observed that involvement in drug traffick-
ing is usually a gradual process. Often, friendship relations 
or closeness to people involved in drug trafficking in one 
way or another are a first step toward this involvement, 
although they are not, necessarily, determinant factors. 
These relations make practices linked to the illegal drug 
trade look like only natural and lead to the progressive 
appropriation of its codes by those who see it happen-
ing around them. In response to the question: “Through 
whom did you get involved in the drug trade?”, 53% of 
the interviewees said that it had been through a friend, a 
relative or a boyfriend or girlfriend. 

Factors leading to involvement  
in drug trafficking

Factors Qt. %

Make a lot of money 76 33.0

Help the family 53 23.0

Difficulties to get any other job 21 9.1

Connection with friends 19 8.3

adrenaline 16 7.0

Feeling of power 10 4.3

Other factors* 9 3.9

Prestige 8 3.5

Desire to use a weapon 6 2.6

Household violence 6 2.6

Difficulties to attend school 3 1.3

Difficulties to get another job with the same income 2 0.9

Non-collected information 1 0.4

Total 230 100

* Drugs. resentment. influences. women. daily involvement.  
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1%

43%

9%

47%

Boyfriend or girlfriend

Relative

Friend

Nobody

Over half of the interviewees replied that they had no 
relatives working in the drug trade. However, six adoles-
cents said that their father was involved in this activity 
and one of them said that his mother was involved in it. 
Most relatives involved in drug trafficking were uncles or 
aunts (10), siblings (32), and cousins (41).

Person through whom interviewees  
got involved in the drug trade

Person Qt. %

Friend 99 43

Relative 20 8.7

Boyfriend or girlfriend 3 1.3

Nobody 108 47

Total 230 100

Relatives involved in drug trafficking

Relative Qt. of relatives % of young people

None 134 58.3

Cousins 41 17.8

Siblings 32 11.7

Uncles or aunts 10 4.3

Father 6 2.6

Other relatives 6 2.6

Mother 1 0.4

Total 96 -
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Many interviewees said that they decided to work in 
the drug trade due to financial difficulties faced by their 
families. 31.7% of them declared that they assisted their 
families financially with the money earned in this activity. 
However, their involvement in this illegal activity is often 
not approved by their families, leading to a rejection of 
any money earned with the drug trade. 

When we asked what the adolescents and young people 
did with the money earned in the drug trade, apart from 
assisting their families financially, most of them declared 
that they spend it with clothes and recreation. 

How do you spend the money  
you make selling drugs?

Use Qt. %

Buying clothes 106 46.1

Helping the family 73 31.7

Recreation 26 11.3

Buying drugs 17 7.4

Other 8 3.5

Total 230 100

46%

32%

7%

11%

4%

To buy clothes

To help the family

To buy drugs

To spend on leisure

Others
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It can be seen that the motivations for staying in 
the drug trade are the same ones mentioned for getting 
involved in it, but connection with the group and sub-
jective and symbolic benefits (power, fame, adrenaline, 
etc.) become more important as time goes by. However, 
the primacy of money - as translated by consumption 
possibilities – is unbeatable. 

Factors that make you stay in the drug trade

Factor Qt. %

Money 91 39.6

assist the family financially 42 18.3

Connection with the group 22 9.6

adrenaline 16 7.0

Difficulties to get any other job 12 5.2

Prestige 11 4.8

Feeling of power 10 4.3

Difficulties to get another job with the same income 10 4.3

Other factors* 10 4.3

The belief that it is not possible to lead another  
kind of life 5 2.2

Non-collected information 1 0.4

Total 230 100

* Drugs. resentment at the police. chosen trade. women. custom and pleasure.

39,6%18,3%

4,8%

4,3%
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The belief that it is impossible to lead another life

Others

Information not collected
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Roles

The table below shows the roles played by the 230 ado-
lescents and young people on the date of the first interview. 

If we think about the work structure of the local 
drug trafficking network as a pyramid, the base would 
consist of more subordinate roles - scouts, delivery boys 
and dealers – which included a little over half of all the 
adolescents and young people who participated in the first 
interview. In the middle layer we would have the soldiers 
and packers, about 30% of the interviewees. Finally, the 
managers would be at the top. 

apart from the fact that their number is smaller, the 
young people with higher-ranking roles in the drug trade 
hierarchy are less accessible. In this regard, it should be 
highlighted that the way occupations are distributed 
among the interviewees reflects the possibilities of the 
local points of contact selected for the survey to contact 
the young people in the communities.

When we crossed data related to roles played in the 
drug trade with the age of the interviewees, we saw that 

Role in the drug trade in July 2004

Occupation Qt. %

Dealer 77 33.5

Soldier 50 21.7

Scout 35 15.2

Manager 27 11.7

Packer 16 7.0

Delivery boy 5 2.2

Supplier 2 0.9

Other occupations* 18 7.8

Total 230 100

*accounting. money keeper. general services (logistical support. carrier). supplier. “mixing man”. 

the reduction in the average age of people involved in this 
trade in recent years was not only observed in subordinate 
roles. It was seen that 28% of the children and adolescents 
less than 16 years old worked as scouts, dealers and/or 
delivery boys. as shown in the table below, it can be seen 
that among those interviewed in 2004, there were 19 
managers less than 18 years old, 8 of whom were between 
14 and 16 years old. This means that almost 9% of all 
adolescents who were interviewed played a management 
role of some kind. 
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Age and Occupation in the drug trade

Age
Current occupation in the drug trade

Total
Dealer Soldier Scout Manager Other  

occupation Packer Delivery boy Supplier

- - 1 - - - - - 1

12 - 2 3 - - - - - 5

13 2 - 1 - 2 - - - 5

14 4 2 1 2 - - - 9

15 10 6 5 1 5 1 2 - 30

16 18 11 11 5 2 3 2 - 52

17 28 9 10 5 4 8 1 - 65

18 7 13 2 6 4 3 - 1 36

19 1 5 1 4 1 1 - 1 14

20 4 2 - 2 - - - - 8

21 2 - - 1 - - - - 3

22 1 - - - - - - - 1

24 - - - 1 - - - - 1

Total 77 50 35 27 18 16 5 2 230

% 34.5 21.7 15.2 11.7 7.8 6.9 2.2 0.9 100
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October 2004. The significant number of deaths registered 
during the five months that were monitored deserves 
special mention: almost 10%83 of those interviewed in 
June had died up to October.

In 2006, the points of contact went to the field again 
for the purpose of updating the information on the inter-
viewees and of collecting other testimonials. For different 
reasons, among which difficulties to locate the young 
people, it was only possible to get information from 100 
young people. Of this total, 24 continued to work in drug 
trafficking, while 32 reported that they had nothing to do 
with the network any longer. That is, of all the adolescents 
and young people who were initially interviewed, at least 
14% were not “active” any more and 10.4% continued to 
play a role of some kind in drug trafficking network. 

although they were not found in the community, other 
37 young people had followed different paths. Of this 

Evolution of ties

One of the major findings of the survey was an intense 
turnover of adolescents and young people playing different 
roles in the drug trade. For one to understand this dynamic, 
it is interesting to analyze data for 152 interviewees who 
were systematically monitored for five months. 

We saw that most young people (32.2%) played the 
role of dealer when the survey began, followed by 26.3% 
who worked as soldiers. Those who played the role of 
managers (including general managers and product 
managers) amounted to only 7.2%.

analyzing the ties of these 152 adolescents with the 
drug trade in the 5 months that were longitudinally moni-
tored, it was observed that of those who were interviewed 
in June, 29% were not working in the same conditions in 
the second month of the survey: 10.5% had left the drug 
trade on their own will; 15.1% were not found in the 
community82 and 4.6% were dead.

In the first month of the monitored period, 5 adoles-
cents and young people who had been interviewed were 
killed. In august, 6 others were killed, amounting to 7.2% 
of the total. In this same month, the inactive ones already 
accounted for 15.1% of the total. Therefore, in the third 
month of the fieldwork, only 50.7% were still involved in 
the drug trade, a percentage that dropped to 40.1% in the 
fifth month. In gross figures, only 61 of the total group of 
152 young people were still involved in drug trafficking in 

Roles played in June 2004

Role N. of adolescents %

Dealer 49 32.2

Soldier 40 26.3

Scout 32 21.1

Manager 11 7.2

Packer 10 6.6

Delivery boy 5 3.3

Other roles* 5 3.3

Total 152 100

*Supplier. carrier. general services and accounting. 
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total, 20 had moved elsewhere and were living in another 
community or in another state. Eleven were in prison or 
institutionalized in a public institution and 4 had been 
expelled from the community by the leader of the local 
drug gang. Two young people were missing for more than 
a year, according to information provided by people who 
knew them well.

Up till the end of 2005, we were informed that 38 
young people had been killed. after the updating process 
in april and May 2006, we were informed that 7 other 
young people had been killed also. 

When asked about the reasons that had led them to leave 
the drug trade, 13 replied that they had found a legal job 
and 2 reported that they were attending school. according 
to 6 young people, working in drug trafficking was not that 
profitable any longer and, for this reason, they had begun to 
steal, while 3 had been expelled or removed from that activity. 

Ties with the drug trade during the monitored period  

 Situation Jul/2004 % Aug/2004 % Sep/2004 % Oct/2004 %

ativo 108 71.1 77 50.7 69 45.4 61 40.1

Inativo 16 10.5 23 15.1 25 16.4 30 19.7

Não encontrado 23 15.1 38 25 43 28.3 44 28.9

Morto 5 3.3 11 7.2 11 7.2 15 9.9

Preso 0 0 2 1.3 2 1.3 0 0

Expulso 0 0 1 0.6 2 1.3 2 1.3

Total 152 100 152 100 152 100 152 100

Percentage of the total number of interviewees (230)
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The remaining ones mentioned different reasons, such as: 
debts with the leader of the drug gang, non-acceptance of 
a change in command or paternity responsibilities.

Drug use

Of the 230 interviewees, 89.6% reported that they 
use illegal drugs. It is commonly said that those in high 
positions in the hierarchy of the drug trade tend to use 
drugs more cautiously due to the responsibility and lucid-
ity required to perform certain functions. It should be 
mentioned that almost 21% of those who said that they did 
not use drugs were managers in the gang, while most who 
used drugs were dealers. However, what we saw in general 
was a clear balance – in terms of roles played in the drug 
trade - between those who claimed not to use any drugs.

Of those who were drug users, about 27% began to 
use drugs before the age of 12. However, the usual age at 
which they began to use drugs was between 13 and 15 
years old (60.7%).  

amongst the most used drugs, marijuana ranked first, 
with 85.7%, followed by legal drugs in the following order: 
alcohol (73%) and tobacco (70%). Cocaine ranked fourth, 
with 33.9%. Therefore, although cocaine is the most sold 
and profitable illegal drug in Rio de Janeiro, its use is 
not as widespread among adolescents and young people 
involved in the drug trade. The table below shows drugs 
which the interviewees had used even if only once.84 

Age at which they began to use drugs

Age bracket Qt. %

Less than 10 years old 9 4.4

From 10 to 12 years old 54 26.2

From 13 to 15 years old 125 60.7

From 16 to 18 years old 17 8.3

above 18 years old 1 0.5

Total 206 100

4%

26%

62%

8% 0,5%

Under 10 years old

10 to 12 years old

13 to 15 years old

16 to 18 years old

Over 18 years old



Frequency of drug use by type of drug

Frequency
Alcohol Tobacco Glue Marijuana Cocaine Crack Hashish Amphe-

tamine Downers Other drugs

Qt. % Qt. % Qt. % Qt. % Qt. % Qt. % Qt. % Qt. % Qt. % Qt. %

Daily 31 13.5 112 48.7 145 63.0 3 1.3 1 0.4 5 2.2 3 1.3

Weekly 69 30.0 11 4.8 16 7.0 12 5.2 2 0.9 14 6.1 4 1.7

Only on weekends 40 17.4 2 0.9 11 4.8 19 8.3 2 0.9 1 0.4 9 3.9

Seldom 12 5.2 7 3.0 7 3.0 15 6.5 3 1.3 2 0.9 17 7.4 1 0.4 8 3.5 14 6.1

Total 152 66.1 132 57.4 7 3 187 81.3 37 16.1 5 2.2 38 17 1 0.4 9.0 3.9 30 13

as for the frequency of drug use, marijuana is once 
again the most used drug, as many of the adolescents and 
young people use it on a daily basis. One of the reasons 
for this might be the fact that, apart from being cheaper 
than cocaine, marijuana helps one to relax and is less 
hazardous to one’s health. When used, cocaine is used 
at longer intervals. Most interviewees who use this drug 
said that they only do so on weekends. The situation is 
similar for the use of hashish, which is used once a week 
in average. The high use of legal drugs, particularly alcohol 
and tobacco, deserves special mention.

as for the type of drugs that they tried between June 
and October 2004, ecstasy and inhaling drugs (poppers 
and ether-based drugs) stand out. Crack was also men-
tioned, but not as much as other drugs. In 2006, crack use 
increased significantly.
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Types of drugs used

Drugs Qt. %

Marijuana 197 85.7

alcohol 168 73.0

Tobacco 161 70.0

Cocaine 78 33.9

Hashish 65 28.3

Loló (ether-based inhaling drug) 46 17.8

Glue 27 11.7

Ecstasy 12 4.8

Downers 11 4.8

Crack 8 3.5

amphetamine 4 1.7

Poppers 3 1.3

Injecting drugs 1 0.4



Working conditions

In addition to a systematic exposure to health risks 
of different kinds and of a recurrent feeling of imminent 
death, we saw that adolescents involved in the illegal drug 
trade were almost invariably forced to work for very long 
hours. almost 60% of the interviewees worked for more 
than 10 hours a day. Most of them had no breaks in their 
working hours and 57.4% had no days off. 

Daily workload 

Daily workload Qt. %

8 hours a day 36 15.7

Between 8 and 10 hours a day 32 13.9

Between 10 and 12 hours a day 81 35.2

More than 12 hours a day 56 24.3

Other 25 10.9

Total 230 100

Weekly days off

Weekly days off Qt. %

One 57 24.8

Two 34 14.8

None 132 57.4

Non-collected information 7 3.0

Total 230 100

Working hours

Working hours Qt. %

Up to 8 consecutive hours 43 18.7

Up to 12 consecutive hours 99 43.0

Up to 18 consecutive hours 30 13.0

Up to 24 consecutive hours 43 18.7

Other 13 5.7

Non-collected information 2 0.9

Total 230 100

Daily Workload
Percentage of the total number of interviewees (230)
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according to the interviewees, there are no fixed 
working hours for those involved in drug trafficking, 
particularly for the actual dealers, who earn a commission 
on what they sell. But for them to make enough money 
they are often forced to stay in drug-dealing spots for 
the whole night or the whole day.  Those who work as 
“soldiers” usually work in shifts organized according to 
the number of people playing this role. Night shifts may 
last 10 hours. There are also young people who must 
be available 24 hours a day for any mission or situation 
involving an armed conflict.

Weakening ties with the community  
of origin

The data presented below reveals a unique feature of 
drug trafficking today. The feeling of belonging to a place of 
origin was a prevailing feature among drug dealers up to the 
1990s. although the illegal drug trade was a predominantly 
commercial activity, the feeling of belonging to a com-
munity stimulated drug dealers to keep friendly relations 
with its residents.85 In many cases, the mission of defending 
the inviolability of the territory that they occupied was, 
among other things, based on the imperative of defending 
the honor and dignity of its dwellers.86  

as a result of the emergence and strengthening of 
factions in recent years, this scenario has undergone many 
changes which have a bearing on the ties established with 

the community. The sense of belonging to a community 
that prevailed in the past is mainly felt in relation to a 
faction today. This fact can be perceived, for example, in a 
statement of one of the interviewees, who said that he had 
left the drug trade because he did not accept the decision 
of his gang leader to join another faction. 

Therefore, apart from establishing a working relation-
ship, one can see that these young people develop a sense 
of loyalty in relation to their faction that is similar to 
that of a soccer fan in relation to the team they cheer for. 
as a result, the bonds that kept people involved in drug 
trafficking in their favela of origin are becoming increas-
ingly weaker. In principle, they only stay there if their 
employer, that is, their faction, determines so. Because 
of this situation, about 26% of the interviewees had been 
involved in the drug trade in another community and 
6.5% of them had worked for another group. 

These external activities can be limited to “strengthen-
ing” another group of the same faction facing a situation 
of conflict and needing reinforcements. But we also iden-
tified adolescents and young people who work as drug 
dealers in another favela. according to a local point of 
contact, there is something that they refer to as “having a 
price” in another community. The data for those who said 
that they worked for another group at some point reveals 
the strong commercial nature of illegal drug trafficking 
networks in Rio de Janeiro. 
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On the other hand, most of the adolescents and young 
people said that they had not been engaged in activities in 
other communities during the monitored period. When 
they did work elsewhere (62 records in five months), the 
reported activities were the following ones: armed robber-
ies, car thefts, participation in invasions of other favelas, 
drugs purchases, balls and “strengthening of friends” 
(support). 

Income

One of the main changes identified in this survey 
is a sharp drop in the income from the drug trade in 
the past three years. The data shown in the table below 
contradict information available up till now on the wages 
paid to people employed in the drug trade in favelas.87 
In general, we saw that 75.2% of the 230 interviewees in 
2004 earned less than 3 minimum wages and about 18% 
of them earned up to one minimum wage a month. Since 
the minimum wage back then was R$ 260, the highest 
salary in this group was about R$ 780.

Salary range based on the minimum wage 
(R$ 260.00)

Salary range Qt. %

Less than 1 MW 20 8.7

1 MW 22 9.6

From 1 to 3 MWs 131 57.0

From 3 to 5 MWs 43 18.7

From 5 to 7 MWs 7 3.0

From 8 to 10 MWs 3 1.3

Non-collected information 4 1.7

Total 230 100

9%

10%

56%

19%
3%

1%

2%

Less than 1 MW

1 MW

1 to 3 MW

3 to 5 MW

 5 to 7 MW

8 to 10 MW
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as for material benefits obtained by working in the drug 
trade, we saw that, apart from money, meals (lunch, dinner 
and/or snacks) were provided to 70.4% of the adolescents 
and young people. In addition, about 15% reported that 
they received an additional amount of drugs as a bonus. 
Other types of rarer benefits that were mentioned were 
weapons and gifts. a small percentage of the interviewees 
declared that they were given more money depending on 
the mission they carried out or on the amount sold, which 
we referred to below as sporadic bonuses.

Other material benefits

Benefits Qt. %

Sporadic bonuses 15 6.5

Meals (lunch/dinner/snacks) 162 70.4

additional amount of drugs 35 15.2

None 98 42.6

Other  
benefits

Weapons 2 0.9

Gifts 1 0.4

Clothes 1 0.4



The table below details the income according to the 
role played in 2004. It shows that most employees in dif-
ferent occupations fall under the salary range of from 1 
to 3 minimum wages. Therefore, it can be deduced that 
lower-ranking roles generate earnings in the range of 
from 1 to 2 MWs, while many price managers (gerentes 
de preço) earn close to 3 MWs. In most cases, the income 

of the interviewees involved in drug trafficking was stable 
during the 5 months of the fieldwork. 

among those who declared that they earned between 
5 and 7 MWs, most were managers and dealers. In relation 
to the latter, it should be recalled that their income is based 
on commissions, whose prices vary from one community 

Salary range based on the minimum wage (R$260.00) and current occupation in the drug trade

Salary range
Current occupation in the drug trade

Total
Scout Soldier Dealer Packer Delivery boy Manager Supplier Other  

occupations

Less than 1 
MW

N. 2 2 5 2 4 0 0 5 20

% 5.7% 4.1% 6.5% 12.5% 80.0% - - 33.3% 8.8%

1 MW
N. 9 2 6 2 1 0 0 2 22

% 25.7% 4.1% 7.8% 12.5% 20.0% - - 13.3% 9.7%

Between 1 
and 3 MWs

N. 19 36 50 7 0 12 2 5 131

% 54.3% 73.5% 64.9% 43.8% - 44.4% 100.0% 33.3% 58.0%

Between 3 
and 5 MWs

N. 4 9 13 5 0 10 0 2 43

% 11.4% 18.4% 16.9% 31.3% - 37.0% - 13.3% 19.0%

Between 5 
and 7 MWs

N. 0 0 3 0 0 4 0 0 7

% - - 3.9% - - 14.8% - - 3.1%

Between 8 
and 10 MWs

N. 1* 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 3

2.9% - - - - 3.7% - 6.7% 1.3%

Total
Nº 35 49 77 16 5 27 2 15 226**

% 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

* Considering the income reported by interviewees who play the role of scout or even other roles. the income declared by this youth seems to be a little exaggerated. However. we decided to show it in the 
table to ensure trustworthiness.
** 4 interviewees did not answer the question and this is why the total is 226 and not 230.

74

children, adolescents and young people



The minimum wage and its purchasing power

Reference month and year Minimum wage in R$ Minimum wage in U$ Basic set of food products in R$ Purchasing power

June 2004 260.00 82.36 170.92 1.52 basic food baskets

June 2006 350.00 154.10 165.07 2.12 basic food baskets

SOURCE: Dieese

to another. as a result, a dealer can earn from 1 to 5 MWs, 
depending on the locality. 

In 2006, of all the young people who were still working 
in drug trafficking, 17 rose in the trade and 8 were playing 
management roles. all of these 17 youths reported that 
they were earning higher wages than in 2004. The same 
information was provided by 4 other youths (2 soldiers, 1 
security guard and 1 dealer) who had not been promoted. 
However, the most frequent salary range was the same as 
the one observed in the beginning of the survey: from 1 
to 3 minimum wages a month. This was the range of 58% 
of the wages in 2004 and of 54% of the earnings of those 
actively involved in the drug trade in 2006.

Since we are working with different years and figures, it 
is interesting to make an analysis of the purchasing power 
of the minimum wage in the two years in question. For 
this purpose, we will use the price of a basic set of food 
products as a benchmark.

It can be observed that the purchasing power of the mini-
mum wage increased between June 2004 and June 2006.

For those who played management roles in May 2006, 
the highest salary amounted to three thousand reals and 
the lowest one to less than one thousand reals. Of the 6 
youths who said that they played the role of soldiers, 5 
declared that they were earning 600 reals, while one said 
that he was earning 900 reals. The average salary of dealers 
was between 300 and 400 reals a month. 

The amounts declared in 2006 also varied from one com-
munity to another. It was seen, for example, that higher salaries 
were paid to dealers in some localities than in others.

Some assumptions can be made to explain the decrease 
in the salaries earned by youths working in the drug trade 
over the past years: the lower sales of drugs in favelas, 
since middle-class users are afraid to buy them there; the 
economic crisis, which affected the purchasing power of 
users in favelas and in their surrounding areas; armed 
conflicts with other factions and with the police, which 
forced gang leaders to invest more in weapons, to the 
detriment of wages; more cases of police extortion, as 
police officers were given “authorization to kill” without 
any fear of being punished by superiors or by members 
of the executive branch, etc.
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These data explain the fact that a significant number 
of adolescents and young people declared that they would 
leave the drug trade if they could find a job. This desire is 
enhanced by the sharp increase observed in the death toll 
among those involved in this activity. The positive fact of 
this process is that it creates better possibilities in terms of 
work alternatives for people involved in drug trafficking. 
We say this because the high wages paid to young people 
working in the drug trade in relation to those paid in the 
formal labor market to unskilled youths constitute a strong 
incentive for them to remain in the drug trade. Therefore, 
the lower salaries being paid to people working in the 
drug trade and their desire to leave this trade create better 
conditions for preventing them from getting involved in 
this activity and for offering work alternatives to them in 
a massive way. 

Experiences of violence

The next tables illustrate the violence suffered by dwell-
ers of favelas in Rio de Janeiro right now, particularly by 
adolescents and young people involved in drug trafficking. 

Over half of the interviewees (53%) had been detained 
by the police, 20% of whom on more than two occasions. 
However, when we compare these data to those on insti-
tutionalizations in public institutions we see that although 
53% of them had been detained by the police, only 28.3% 
were actually kept in a public institution.

This inconsistency might be related to the high num-
ber of cases of police extortion which were reported: 
54.3% said that they had been extorted, 31% of whom had 
experienced police extortion on five or more occasions. 
What this means is that the data collected suggest that the 
main objective of the police on many occasions is not to 
detain the adolescents or refer them to institutions for 
socio-educational measures, but rather to extort them. 
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Number of times that you were arrested/
detained by the police 

Arrested/detained by the police Qt. %

One 43 18.7

Two 32 13.9

Three 16 7.0

Four 9 3.9

Five or more 22 9.6

None 108 47.0

Total 230 100

Number of times that you suffered  
police extortion

Police extortion Qt. %

One 37 16.1

Two 36 15.7

Three 12 5.2

Four 1 0.4

Five or more 39 17.0

None 105 45.7

Total 230 100

Number of institutionalizations  
in public institutions

Institutionalizations Qt. %

One 48 20.9

Two 10 4.3

Three 2 0.9

Four 2 0.9

Five or more 3 1.3

None 163 70.9

Non-collected information 2 0.9

Total 230 100
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0%

17%

46%
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The figures for police violence exceed those for the num-
ber of arrests. 73.5% of the interviewees reported that they 
had suffered physical violence in the hands of the police. 

The frequency of reports of situations of police vio-
lence was very high during all the monitoring period.

In the second and third month of the survey, at least 
10% of the interviewees suffered police violence of one 
kind or another. The figures decrease in the following 

Have you suffered any type of violence  
in the month of the interview?

Jul/2004 Aug/2004 Sep/2004 Oct/2004

Yes 26 28 16 11

No 145 113 98 80

Total 171 141 114 91

Have you taken part in any armed 
confrontation in the month of the interview?

Jun/2004 Jul/2004 Aug/2004 Sep/2004 Out/2004

Yes 167 78 51 36 22

No 63 93 90 78 69

Total 230 171 141 114 91

Number of times that you suffered  
police violence 

Police violence Qt. %

One 54 23.5

Two 40 17.4

Three 17 7.4

Four 8 3.5

Five or more 50 21.7

None 61 26.5

Total 230 100
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22%

26%

One
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or more

Never
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Number of confrontations with the police

Qt. %

One 20 8.7

Two 27 11.7

Three 18 7.8

Four 11 4.8

Five or more 80 34.8

None 74 32.2

Total 230 100

Number of confrontations with rival groups 

Qt. %

One 32 13.9

Two 22 9.6

Three 9 3.9

Four 7 3.0

Five or more 53 23.0

None 107 46.5

Total 230 100

months, but during this period there was also a significant 
decrease in the number of young people actively involved 
in drug trafficking. The main types of violence reported 
during the longitudinal monitoring period were the fol-
lowing ones, by order of importance: physical assault, 
beating, extortion and shots.

In this context, armed confrontations are frequent, 
and they often result in deaths. The large majority of the 
interviewees said that they had participated in shootings. 
The participation of the interviewed adolescents and 
young people in armed confrontations was high during 
all the survey period.

The main actors involved in these confrontations are 
the police and rival groups. according to the information 
collected, most confrontations are with the police. 67% 
of the young people reported that they had taken part 
in armed confrontation with police officers. Of these, 
34.8% said that they had participated in five or more 
confrontations. 

armed confrontations with rival groups are also 
frequent. The percentage of this type of confrontation 
(53.5%) was a little lower than that of confrontations with 
the police (67%). This difference is probably explained 
by the fact that not all the surveyed communities have 
territories divided by factions, as in the Maré favela, 
where four criminal groups are distributed throughout 
16 communities, favoring conflict situations.
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It was seen that confrontations often involve different 
categories of actors.

Given the high frequency of confrontations, increasing 
investments are being made in weapons both by the police 
and by drug gangs. about 90% of the adolescents and 
young people said that they carried firearms when work-
ing, while 46.5% of them said that they carry them daily. 

Reports of injuries caused by their work were also 
frequent during the months of the monitoring period. 
24% of the interviewees had suffered injuries caused by 
firearms or white weapons.

Types of confrontation

Type of confrontation Jun/2004 Jul/04 Aug/2004 Sep/2004 Oct/2004

Only against the police 44 61 37 26 16

Only against rival groups 10 13 8 3 2

against the police and against rival groups 113 4 6 7 3

No confrontation 63 93 90 78 69

No reply     1

Total 230 171 141 114 91

Amount of injuries from  
white weapons or firearms

 Qt. %

One 38 16.5

Two 10 4.3

Three 2 0.9

Four 0 0.0

Five or more 5 2.2

None 175 76.1

Total 230 100
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 It is interesting to observe that, during the longitu-
dinal monitoring, there were more reports of suffered 
injuries than of inflicted injuries over the same period. 
Between July and October 2004, there were reports of 54 
injuries suffered by the interviewees and of 35 injuries 
inflicted by them. There were mainly reports of injuries 
from firearms and falls or broken bones as they ran away 
from the police. 

Punishments are another recurrent type of violence 
in drug trafficking networks. In the favelas, it is a known 
fact that local armed groups impose certain rules and 
that non-compliance with them implies “sentences” of 
different kinds. These rules are established as part of the 
organizational framework of the criminal groups. Situ-
ations such as the ones described below are considered 
violations of the rules: debts with local drug dealers, 
problems related to rendering of accounts, thefts in the 
favela and other forbidden acts referred to as vacilações. 

a wide range of punishments are applied, and in 
more serious cases death sentences can be applied. For 
minor vacilações, punishments involving varying levels 
of physical violence are applied. 34% of the young people 
reported that they had applied punishments of this kind 
to companions of their group or other favela dwellers. On 
the other hand, 22% said that they had been punished for 
breaking the rules.

Deaths

The death toll in armed confrontations is high and 
the main victims are those working in the drug trade, 
followed by police officers and residents not involved in 
criminal activities who are hit by stray bullets. During the 
five months of the longitudinal monitoring in 2004, the 
youths reported that 21 people had died, namely, nine 
police officers, nine members of rival groups, and three 
members of their own group or community. 

Of the 152 youths who were interviewed in June, 15 
or almost 10% had died up till October 2004. However, if 
we consider interviewees included after June, we will have 
a total of 22 deaths during this period. according to the 
data which were collected, of these 22 young people who 
were killed, 15 were killed by the police, 4 by members 
of the same faction and 2 by a rival group. One death for 
overdose was registered.

During the two years which were monitored, a signifi-
cant number of violent deaths among the interviewees 
were registered: almost 20% of the total. In april 2006, 
the number of those who were covered by the survey and 
were killed hit the mark of 45. Because many of those 
who were interviewed in the early stages of the survey 
could not be found later, this number is probably higher. 
according to the data which were collected, most of the 
registered deaths (64.4%) were caused by the police. 
Members of rival factions and/or of their own group 
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List of young people who were killed

Nickname Age Month of Death Community Declared cause

1 Bernadete 17 Jun/04 Nova Holanda Killed by military police officers 

2 Pequeno 15 Jun/04 Parque Maré Killed by military police officers 

3 Cebolinha 15 Jul/04 Parque Maré Killed by military police officers during an armed robbery 

4 Feio 16 Jul/04 Nova Holanda Killed by military police officers during an armed robbery 

5 Negão 17 Jul/04 Baixa do Sapateiro Killed by military police officers

6 Tico Maluquinho* 17 Jul/04 Vila Juaniza Killed by police officers during an armed robbery

7 Lion 16 aug/04 Nova Holanda Overdose

8 Jefinho 15 aug/04 Cezarão Killed by military police officers during an armed confrontation.

9 Pimenta 16 aug/04 antares Killed by police officers military during an armed robbery

10 Rato Bis* 22 aug/04 Vila Juaniza Killed by a rival group during a confrontation 

11 Xexéu* 17 aug/04 Vila Juaniza Killed by a rival group

12 Pepe 17 aug/04 Morro do Timbau Killed by military police officers

13 T.R. 16 aug/04 Vila aliança Killed by member of the same group and faction

14 Fael 17 aug/04 Vila aliança Killed by another group of the same faction

15 Metral* 20 Sep/04 Vila Juaniza Killed by civil police officers

16 ariel* 16 Sep/04 Vila Juaniza Killed by military police officers

17 Totonho 2T* 16 Oct/04 Salgueiro Killed by military police officers

18 Lea 17 Oct/04 Vila aliança Killed by military police officers

19 Pingo 17 Oct/04 Vila aliança Killed by military police officers

20 Lorinho 17 Oct/04 Vila aliança Killed by another group of the same faction during an invasion

21 C.L* 17 Oct/04 Morro do Borel Killed in a confrontation with the police

22 Magrinho 14 Oct/04 Vila aliança Killed by another group of the same faction

23 Manguinha 16 Nov/04 Vila aliança Killed in a confrontation with another group in Parada de Lucas

24 Nenen 29 Nov/04 Rocinha Killed by members of his own group 
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List of young people who were killed

 Nickname Age Month of Death Community Declared cause

25 Vivil 18 Nov/04 Vila aliança Killed by BOPE (special operations) police officers 

26 Preto 18 Nov/04 Vila Pinheiro Killed by his own group

27 Edvâvio* 21 Dec/04 Vila Juaniza Killed by police officers during an armed robbery

28 D.G.* 17 Dec/04 Vila Juaniza Killed by police officers

29 Cabeção 17 Jan/05 Parque Maré Run over by a car as he tried to run away from the police after an armed robbery

30 Lord 18 Feb/05 Baixa do Sapateiro Killed by members of his own group 

31 Batata* 21 Feb/05 Vila Juaniza Killed by military police officers

32 G3 17 apr/05 Morro do andaraí Killed by the police 

33 Salgueirinho 17 Mar/05 Sá Viana Run over by a car during an armed robbery 

34 Indinho 17 aug/05 antares Killed by military police officers

35 Nando 16 aug/05 antares Killed by military police officers

36 Borduega 17 aug/05 Vila Kennedy Killed by military police officers

37 Mizinho 18 Nov/05 Vila Kennedy Car accident 

38 Pirata 14 Dec/05 Mangueira Killed in a confrontation with a rival faction 

39 Do Cantão 17 Jan/06 Nelson Mandela Killed by military police officers in a confrontation

40 Gatuno 19 Mar/06 Dique Killed in a confrontation with the police

41 Cris 19 apr/06 Jacaré Overdose 

42 Gordinho 18 May/06 Parque Maré Killed by military police officers during an operation with an armored vehicle 

43 Ld 19 May/06 Morro do andaraí Killed by military police officers at home

44 apertadinho 17 May/06 Morro do andaraí Killed by military police officers at home

45 Branco 16 May/06 Morro do andaraí Killed by military police officers at home

* The deaths of these young people were not added in table 5.10 because they did not belong to the group of 152 interviewees who were monitored from June to October 2004.
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might be responsible for 22.2% of the deaths registered 
in the survey.

a rather unequal distribution of these deaths in the 
city can also be perceived. Most of them occurred in the 
Leopoldina zone (18) and in the West zone (17), while 
only one death was registered in the South zone, as shown 
in the table below:

Distribution of deaths according to the surveyed areas

Area Qt. % in relation to 
total deaths

% in relation to 
the total area

% in relation 
all interviewees

Leopoldina 18 40 17.1 7.8

West zone 17 37.8 34.8 7.4

North zone 9 20.0 17.5 3.9

South zone 1 2.2 4.5 0.4

Total 45 100 - 19.5

List of the declared causes of death  
of the young people (2004-2006)

Causes of death Qt. %

Killed by police officers 29 64.4

Killed by members of the same faction 7 15.5

Killed by a rival group 4 8.9

Overdose 2 4.4

Run over by a car as they ran away from 
the police after an armed robbery 2 4.4

Car accident 1 2.2

Total 45 100

We asked the interviewees to indicate who or what 
was killing more people involved in the illegal drug trade, 
offering them the possibility of mentioning more than 
one factor. according to them, the police are killing most 
of these people (85.7%), followed by the “war” between 
factions (46.5%), vacilações inside the faction (27.4%), 
God’s will (19.6%), and bad luck (5.7%).

64,4%
13,3%

8,9%

4,4%

4,4%

2,2%

2,2%

Assassinated by police

Assassinated by other group 
from the same faction

Assassinated by rival group

Overdose

Run over whilst running away
 after an armed robbery 

Car accident

Cause unknown
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Police officers killed on duty in the  
State of Rio de Janeiro – 2000 - 2006

Year Military Civil Total

2000 20 3 23

2001 24 3 27

2002 33 7 40

2003 43 7 50

2004 50 0 50

2005 24 9 33

2006 27 2 29

SOURCE: CESEC

Unfortunately, we have no data on deaths of police 
officers in operations carried out in the favelas studied dur-
ing the survey period. However, the information available 
on the number of police officers killed on duty between 
2000 and 2006 are sufficient to show that the death toll for 
the police officers in Rio de Janeiro is also very high.

The number of police officers killed in the state of Rio 
de Janeiro is even more alarming when one consider the 
number of police officers killed on their days off, as shows 
in the table below.
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When we checked available data for the survey period, 
we saw that, between June and October 2004, 22 military 
police officers were killed in Rio de Janeiro, which is 
exactly the same number of deaths observed among the 
young people interviewed in the survey over the same 
period. The difference is that the data for deaths of police 
officers contemplate occurrences registered in the State 
of Rio de Janeiro,88 while the data for the adolescents and 
young people is limited to the participants in the survey 
and to the studied communities. For this reason, we do 
not intend to establish comparisons, but rather to point 
out that the number of deaths is worrying in all cases.

Experiences of indirect violence 

The exposure of adolescents and young people to 
situations of violence is often indirect, as shown in the 
tables below, which show types of violence committed 
by the police and different factions witnessed by the 
interviewees.

Police officers killed on duty in the State of 
Rio de Janeiro – June 2004 - December 2005

Year 2004 Military Civil

2004

June 3 0

July 7 0

august 2 0

September 0 0

October 10 0

November 1 0

December 7 0

2005

January 1 0

February 3 1

March 4 1

april 3 1

May 1 2

June 1 0

July 1 0

august 1 0

September 2 2

October 1 0

November 3 0

December 3 2

SOURCE: PMERJ
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Número de mortes que  
presenciou este mês (2004)

Jul. Aug. Sep. Oct.

One 26 22 7 2

Two 4 4 7 2

Three 1 3 1 4

Four - - 1 _

Total of young people 31 29 16 8

Total deaths 37 39 28 18

Number of beatings that you 
witnessed this month (2004)

Jul. Aug. Sep. Oct.

One 28 21 9 9

Two 14 9 3 5

Three 16 1 3 -

Four 1 2 1 -

Total of young people 59 33 16 14

Total beatings 108 50 28 19
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analyzing the data collected between July and October 
2004, we see that in a period of only four months 84 
adolescents and young people reported that they had 
witnessed at least one death, totaling 122 deaths alto-
gether. In addition, 122 interviewees reported that they 
had witnessed 205 beatings over the same period. 

another datum that deserves special mention is the death 
and arrest of different members of the family. as we saw along 
this text, a marking factor in the life of these adolescents and 
young people involved in drug trafficking is their experience 
of death at various levels, including in their families. 

Observing the two tables below, we see that 145 rela-
tives of the adolescents and young people that took part 
in the survey were killed by drug dealers. The father of 
seventeen of these youths and the mother of two of them 
were killed. If we add up fathers, mothers, siblings, uncles, 
cousins and those included in the “others” category we see 
that 104 of their relatives were killed as a result of their 
involvement in drug trafficking. 

The data shown in the following table are equally wor-
rying, as they reveal how vulnerable the dwellers of favelas 
are in general. These data indicate the number of relatives 
who had no involvement in the drug trade according to 
the interviewees but were also killed by drug dealers. 

Relatives killed as a result of their 
involvement in the drug trade

 Relatives Qt. %

None 132 57.4

Cousins 36 15.7

Uncles 31 13.5

Siblings 21 9.1

Father 12 5.2

Other family members 3 1.3

Mother 1 0.4

Total 104 100

Relatives killed by drug dealers who had  
no direct involvement in the drug trade

Relatives Qt. %

None 169 73.5

Cousins 15 6.5

Uncles 12 5.2

Father 5 2.2

Other family members 6 1.6

Mother 1 0.4

Siblings 2 0.9

Total 41 100
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When asked about conflicts in their community 
in May 2006, 26 interviewees reported that no major 
conflicts were taking place. Only 5 of them said that there 
were internal conflicts in their faction. another question 
was related to operations involving the caveirão89 in the 
studied communities. 25 adolescents and young people 
reported that these operations were very frequent in 
their respective communities and involved shootings 
in 2006. Those who said that the armored vehicle never 
entered their community were members of a specific 
community located on a hill. Four other young people 
reported that these operations only take place when there 
is no arrego.90 

For 6 of the interviewees, the action of the police is one 
of the reasons why the war between factions became less 
intense. For 10 other young people, the main factor that 
contributed to this lower intensity was the death of some 
leaders of factions or of soldiers. Conflicts within fac-
tions and/or the weakening of their fighting power were 
reported by 13 interviewees. according to 24 adolescents 
and young people, there were truces between factions in 
recent months, while 10 other reported conflicts. Only 2 
interviewees said that agreements had been reached.

Relatives killed and their relationship with the drug trade
Percentage of dead family members

57,4%

73,5%

None

Father

Mother

Brothers /
Sisters

Uncles /
Aunts

Cousins

Other family
members 1,3%

1,6%

15,7%

6,5%

13,5%

5,2%

9,1%

0,9%

5,2%

2,2%

0,4%
0,4%

Involved

Not involved
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Changes in retail drug trafficking  
in Rio de Janeiro

The data collected during the two years in which 230 
adolescents and young people were monitored suggest 
that drug trafficking in the outskirts of Rio de Janeiro has 
been undergoing changes in its daily routine and structural 
elements. These changes range from an increasing involve-
ment of children in this network to subjective changes, 
such as the weakening of the feeling of belonging to the 
community that was so typical in the 1970s and 1980s. 

Being a cria da favela (child of the favela) was, for a 
long time, an important requirement to be accepted in 
the drug trade and to be respected in the community. 
according to the data that were collected, it was seen that 
most adolescents and young people had been living in 
their communities for more than 10 years. On the other 
hand, the percentage of young people involved in drug 
trafficking who said that they had not been born and 
raised in the communities in which they worked deserves 
special mention: almost 20% said 
that they had been living in the 
community for less than 10 
years and almost 31% had lived 
in another community, revealing 
another change in drug traffick-
ing network. 

When we have it, 
we sell it quickly.” 

soldier“

“

among these changes, the sale of new 
drugs that for at least ten years were not sold 
in Rio de Janeiro also deserves special mention. 
Today, apart from the consolidated ether-based inhaling 
drug known as Loló, crack is being increasingly sold, a 
drug that was in great demand particularly in the outskirts 
of São Paulo not long ago. according to some reports, 
there are moments when demand for this drug is higher 
that its supply.

Some even said that crack sales have significantly 
increased the profits of drug gangs.

Other illegal drugs, such as Ecstasy, and legal drugs, such 
as Viagra, are also being increasingly sold in some favelas in 

Rio de Janeiro, despite their high price. 

according to the information 
collected on the average prices 
of drugs in the surveyed com-
munities in 2006, the situation 
is as follows: 

Demand is high 
and the bosses  
are getting rich!”

ex-drug dealer
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Marijuana 
The cheapest drug. It can be bought for 5 reals in average. 
But its value is defined by its quantity and, particularly, 
its “quality”. according to 16 of the interviewees, its price 
ranges from 2 to 10 reals, depending on these factors. ac-
cording to 17 of the interviewees, it can be bought for 1 real.

Crack

The price of crack is similar to the one charged for cocaine. 
35 young people said that it can sell for 10 reals.  However, 
according to 12 answers, its lowest price is 5 reals. 

Cheirinho da Loló

Ether-based inhaling drug which is also simply known as 
“loló”. according to the points of contact, this drug has been 
used on a large scale for at least 4 years. Most interviewees 
reported that it is sold for 5 reals. However, 8 young people 
said that Loló can be sold for up to 10 reals. 

Cocaine

The lowest price of the main drug sold in Rio de Janeiro is 
5 reals. However, like marijuana, its price varies according 
to the quantity and the quality. 17 youths said that cocaine 
costs from 5 to 20 reals, while 6 others said that its price 
varies from 5 to 15 reals.

Ecstasy 

This drug is the most expensive one right now. according 
to 21 interviewees, it can sell for over 25 reals, with an 
average price of about 30 reals.
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Prices vary not only according to the quantity and 
quality of the drug, but also according to where it is sold. It 
should be mentioned that not all the communities sell all 
the drugs mentioned above. according to reports of young 
people from Morro do andaraí, for example, ecstasy and 
Viagra are still not being sold there. Crack is not sold at the 
Barbante community either. However, the rising demand 
for crack is a phenomenon mentioned by most interviewees.

another interesting develop-
ment in the current scenario 
is the increasing migration 
of young people from drug 
trafficking to thefts and armed 
robbery, the so-called “155” 
and “157” (numbers of the 
articles of the Brazilian Penal 
Code dealing with theft and 
armed robbery). This trend 
is explained by them as a 
consequence of the decreas-
ing profits of drug trafficking 
in favelas, which has led some 
young people to stop working as a dealers 
or soldiers to commit small thefts. This 
assumption was confirmed by 15 young people who 
said that it is more profitable to commit “155” and “157”. 
another justification mentioned by the young people is 

the greater autonomy that they enjoy in this activity, since 
they don’t have to be necessarily subordinated to a “boss”.

However, it is not rare to see young people involved 
in both these illegal activities. In this case, as two inter-
viewees reported, “it is an alternative when drug sales are 
low”, meaning that they steal and commit armed robbery 
when they are not making enough money selling drugs. 
according to the interviewees, the profits made with the 
so-called “155 and 157 trolley”91  are second only to the 

money made by those working 
just below management level 
in drug trafficking, such as 
dealers, soldiers and scouts.

The relationship between 
the “155 and 157 trolley” and 
leaders of drug gangs is not 
always easy, although most 
interviewees said that it is. ac-
cording to some young people, 
there is a dispute between the 
two groups. Youths involved in 

drug trafficking often accuse those 
involved in the other group of being snobbish, since they 
usually have more money and property. These, in turn, 
complain that sometimes they are forced to sell goods 
that they steal for whatever price the drug dealers decide 
to pay for them. 

(...) when I stole things 
I preferred to sell them 
to residents, since the 
guys who sell drugs 
pay whatever they 
want for them.”

youth formerly involved
 in the drug trade

“
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New configurations of the work structure are another 
example of changes that are taking place in the current 
drug trafficking scenario. In many communities, there is 
now a new function called fireworks manager.92  Those 
playing this role are in charge of defining locations for 
children and adolescents to light fireworks to announce 
the arrival of the police in the community, of buying and 
distributing the fireworks to them, and of paying them 
for this activity. according to one of the local points of 
contact, fireworks managers are often the people who 
intermediate negotiations and the payment of bribes to 
police officers. It is not rare to see women playing this 
role. Still according to that point of contact, until a short 
time ago packers were people with clear ties to the drug 
trafficking network who were paid on a monthly basis, but 
today they can be formal workers or unemployed people 
who provide this kind of service sporadically. 

Finally, various interviews revealed changes in drug 
trafficking activities, which led us to define these criminal 
factions, as well as the militias, as criminal armed groups 
that dominate a territory.

“
(...) the drug traffickers’ main source 
of income comes from selling drugs, 
but there is also the thieving, stealing 
things from cars, understand? And 
one thing that has been growing is 
charging a tax on gas. Nowadays, 
the drug traffickers in the majority of 
communities have a way of charging a 
tax on gas, gas canisters. There is also 
the matter of alternative transport, this 
is very hidden, but the drug traffickers 
have a certain influence. Some 
alternative transport networks are full 
of drivers as if it was a tax guaranteeing 
security. In my community, I was very 
surprised with the drug traffickers’ 
involvement with the one-arm bandit 
mafia. They do a deal with the drug 
traffickers and pay a fee, some money, 
to the point of sale. It was a way that 
they found for the drug traffickers to 
provide them with security”.

ex-packer

ESCAPE ROUTES   journeys



Degree of satisfaction with being  
involved in drug trafficking

Degree of satisfaction Qt. %

High 56 24.3

Not so high 91 39.6

Low 53 23.0

No satisfaction 30 13.0

Total 230 100

Most unpleasant aspect of working 
 in the drug trade

Most unpleasant aspect Qt. %

The risk of being killed 169 73.5

The risk of being arrested 20 8.7

actions of police officers paid by local storeowners to 
kill drug dealers 13 5.7

Discrimination 9 3.9

Having to watch your back all the time 9 3.9

Difficulty to get any other job 5 2.2

Difficulty to get another job paying the same 2 0.9

Other aspects 2 0.9

Non-collected information 1 0.4

Total 230 100
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Evaluation of what it is like to be involved in 
drug trafficking

In the first interview, only 24.3% of the adolescents 
and young people said that they were satisfied with their 
involvement in the drug trade. This made it possible for 
us to explore the alternatives they are considering to 
establish new links with other social networks.

Many of the youths (73.5%) said that the risk of being 
killed is the most negative aspect of their involvement in 
drug trafficking on a daily basis. Their intense coexistence 
with different types of violence and participation in armed 
conflicts justify this fear, since the likelihood of fatal situa-
tions is a permanent possibility. The risk of being arrested 
ranked second, but at a much lower percentage (8.7%).

“ (...) it’s good to wake up knowing 
that rival gangs and the police are 
not after you. I could not sleep in the 
same place twice, I had to sleep in a 
different place every night, it was a 
difficult and very stressful life (...)  
I suffered a lot, it’s a miserable life.”

former manager



(...) I am doing this to 
make money and leave 
as soon as I can.”

soldier

“
Most unpleasant aspect of  
working in the drug trade
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In all cases, fear marks the life of people employed 
in the illegal drug trade. The answers provided on the 
negative aspects of working in the drug trade show that 
the precarious conditions that they face have nothing to 
do with the glamorous life they thought they would have 
when they first got involved in drug trafficking.

Focused on immediate situations and consumerism 
and facing limitations in terms of time and space, these 
young people have few references beyond their daily lives, 
which often leads them not to have any plans for their 
future. Virtually half of the 230 interviewees said they 
would only leave the drug trade if they made a lot of 
money. If we add this group to those who said that no 
factor would contribute toward making them leave the 
illegal drug trade (3.5%), we will have a total of 52.6% for 
whom this is a remote possibility. On the other hand, we 
also got positive answers and saw, in practice, that leaving 
this trade is an actual possibility for many of them. 

0,4%

73,5%

8,7%

5,7%

3,9%

3,9%

2,2%
0,9%

0,9%

Risk of dying

Risk of going to jail

Discrimination

Got to be alert all the time

Hard to find any other job

Hard to find any other
job with the same income
Other

Information not collectedKillings by the polícia
mineira commissioned
by local storeowners



as we saw above, the drug trafficking network in 
favelas is characterized by a high turnover. It is not rare 
to see young people spending some time in this activity 
and then leaving to look for other alternatives, and also 
people who leave and return to it after some time. a 
considerable percentage of interviewees (almost 40%) said 
that they had left the drug trade voluntarily at one point, 
which indicates the relevance of developing sustainable 
alternatives for those who wish to leave this activity.

It is interesting to see that even the adolescents and 
young people covered by the survey who continued to 
work in the drug trade said that they often considered 
the possibility of leaving it. The main factors which led 

Factor that would contribute toward making 
you leave the drug trade

Factors Qt. %

Making a lot of money 113 49.1

Having a formal job 70 30.4

Dating a nice girl 15 6.5

Stop using drugs 14 5.7

None 8 3.5

Being arrested 4 1.7

Other 
factors

Family 2 0.9

Moving elsewhere 2 0.9

Returning to school 1 0.4

Joining a church 1 0.4

Total 230 100

49%

30%

7%

6%

3% 3% 2%

Earning a lot of money

Formal job

Getting a good girlfriend

Stopping using drugs

None

Other

Being arrested
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the young people to leave this activity during the survey 
period were the following ones: pressures from the family, 
high risk levels, fear of dying, feeling tired of this way of 
living, the desire to change one’s life (work in another ac-
tivity, build a family, etc.) and the death of companions.

On the other hand, the arguments they used to explain 
why they had not left the drug trade are mainly related 
to economic needs and lack of opportunities. actually, 
the opportunities that arose for the interviewees to get 
involved in other types of work during the survey period 
were scarce in general.

In addition, all the work possibilities that did come 
up involved precarious activities with weak employment 
ties in which they had been involved before: moto-cab, 
alternative bus conductor, pamphlet deliverer, car keeper, 
selling candies in the street, cleaner, electrician assistant, 
among others. The activities that were mentioned most 
as feasible alternatives during the survey period were 
the following ones: bricklayer assistant and working in 
political campaigns delivering pamphlets and carrying out 
petty tasks. Seven young people also mentioned that they 
had attended training courses or had participated in com-
munity projects that involved scholarships or grants. 

Of the 84 jobs offered to the adolescents and young 
people between July and October 2004, half were accepted. 
The main reasons that led some interviewees to take these 

jobs were the following ones: their desire to leave the 
drug trade or to stay away from it for a while, the need to 
increase their income (for various reasons ranging from 
the need to settle debts to supporting their children) and 
their desire to lead a more tranquil life or to expand their 
future possibilities by leaving the illegal drug trade.

On the other hand, the reasons that were mentioned as 
barriers for engaging in legal activities are directly related 
to their low schooling and professional qualification, 
which are often aggravated by their lack of experience in 
professions they would like to pursue. apart from these 
requirements, which have been increasing in the labor 
market on a daily basis, some adolescents reported that 
they had lost professional opportunities because of their 
age or because they lacked the required documents. Some 
factors associated with restrictions faced by them to move 
about freely as a result of previous conflicts and links to 
a certain faction were also identified. However, the main 
reason mentioned by the adolescents and young people 
for not taking jobs offered to them during the survey 
period or for not staying in these jobs for very long was 
low wages, which is due to the precariousness of the type 
of jobs to which they usually have access.

When the interviewees speak about their desires, those 
related to “making a lot of money” and buying consumer 
goods prevail. Desires related to having a professional life 
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rank second. Most of them nurture the desire to give up 
illegal activities and enter the labor market. However, they 
mentioned many professional aspirations, ranging from 
pursuing a military career to activities related to sports 
and culture. On the other hand, the desire to return to 
school was expressed by only one interviewee.

Greatest desire in life

Desire Qt. % Desire Qt. %

Making a lot of money 62 27.0 Rising in the drug trade 2 0.9

Getting a job 35 15.2 Becoming the leader of the drug gang 2 0.9

Leaving the drug traffic 27 11.7 Enjoying peace in the favela 2 0.9

Buying a house 14 6.1 Staying in the drug trade 1 0.4

Being happy 10 4.3 Buying a videogame 1 0.4

Buying a motorcycle or a car 10 4.3 Having the things one likes 1 0.4

Building a family 8 3.5 Having a unified favela 1 0.4

Helping the family financially 7 3.0 Never being arrested 1 0.4

Staying alive 6 2.6 Killing a police officer 1 0.4

Being a soccer player 6 2.6 Has no dreams 1 0.4

Having a good relationship with the family 5 2.2 Leading a peaceful life 1 0.4

Raising children or staying close to them 4 1.7 Changing one's life with the husband 1 0.4

Enjoying good health 3 1.3 That the brother will never get involved in the drug trade 1 0.4

Joining the military 3 1.3 Removing the grandparents from the community 1 0.4

Leaving the community 3 1.3 Watching friends grow 1 0.4

Finding a nice girl 2 0.9 Returning to school 1 0.4

Growing professionally 2 0.9 Having a funk band 1 0.4

Becoming wealthy 2 0.9 Non-collected information 1 0.4

The third area of aspirations is related to the family. 
11.7% of the answers fall under this category, involv-
ing issues such as paternity, the desire to develop new 
relationships or to strengthen relationships which were 
shattered at some point and the need to protect relatives 
that they love. 
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The most important good in your life

Good Qt. %

The family 205 89.1

Friends 9 3.9

Money 9 3.9

Power 3 1.3

Prestige 2 0.9

Other factors 2 0.9

Total 230 100

Finally, there were answers more directly related to a 
desire to stay in the drug trade provided by youths who 
want to rise in this activity or simply remain alive. 

Finally, it should be highlighted that although the 
interviewees clearly indicated that they want to make 
money, buy material goods or be successful in the drug 
trade, their family ranks first when it comes to values. 
Friends and money rank second. The table below shows 
what the interviewees consider to be the most important 
good in their lives.

Therefore, the family issue is a key element to be con-
sidered in designing intervention methodologies that can 
truly offer alternatives to children, adolescents and young 
people involved in retail drug trafficking.

Greatest desire in life

27%

15,2%

11,7%

6,1%

4,3%

4,3%

3,5%

3%

2,6%

2,6%

2,2%

17%

To earn a lot of money

To get a job

To leave trafficking

To buy a house

To be happy

To by a motorbike 
or a car

To have a family

To help my family 
financially

To stay alive

To be a soccer player

To get on well 
with my family

Others
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Summary of the main results

With respect to the profile of the interviewees

• The largest group was between 15 and 19 years old;

• They were predominantly black or brown-skinned;

• The drug trafficking network is essentially male domi-
nated, but there has been an increase in the number of 
women involved and a diversification in the activities 
that they are involved in;

• In the majority of cases, the adolescents and young people 
that work in drug trafficking were born in Rio de Janeiro;

• 59.2% come from families that live on an income of less 
than three times the minimum wage. Of these, 19.2% 
claim that their family income is no more than one 
minimum wage; 

• In the majority of cases, their parents have a low level 
of schooling and very precarious ties to employment. 

• The number of young people who live with both parents 
is significant (31.74%) compared to data from other 
studies.93 However, large families headed by women are 
predominant;

• 23.5% do not live in a nuclear family. Of these, many live 
alone and some live with friends or other relations;

• Several adolescents have children (27.8%);

• 93% dropped out of school, with almost half of them 
(46%) doing so between the ages of 11 and 14. This is 
also the predominant age band for their entry into drug 
trafficking and their starting to take drugs. Only 27.4 % 
remained at school as far as fifth grade;

• In spite of their low level of schooling, 60.9% had experi-
ence of working before their entry into drug trafficking. 

• Their relationships with public spaces are marked 
by the presentification and particularization of their 
existence. These are factors that are directly linked to 
the primacy of the logic of consumption and restricted 
territorialization. 

• Their spatial mobility in the city is very limited and they 
have very little social capital;

• almost none of them are interested in politics;

• Religion is still an important reference point and it, very 
often, appears as a potential space for social participa-
tion and personal transformation;

• 89.57% of the interviewees take drugs. Cannabis is the 
drug that is used most, followed by legal drugs: alcohol 
and tobacco. Cocaine use is not very commonplace 
amongst the adolescents and young people involved in 
retail drug trafficking in the favelas of Rio de Janeiro. 
It has recently been observed that the use of crack has 
been on the increase amongst adolescents and young 
people in the favelas and in the drug trade;
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• 39.4% of the interviewees have family members involved 
in drug trafficking. The largest numbers of relatives 
involved in this illegal network are cousins, brothers 
and uncles;

• Only 11.7% have brothers involved in drug trafficking. 

With respect to the interviewees’ direct 

participation in social retail drug trafficking 

network 

• 60% started drug trafficking between12 and 15 years old; 

• The main reasons that the interviewees gave for starting 
drug trafficking were economic reasons. These were 
associated to families’ financial difficulties and their lack 
of access to the labor market. Subjective factors such 
“adrenaline”, a feeling of power, “prestige” and belonging 
to a group are also a part of this. 

• as time went by, the group connections, membership of a 
faction and the limited spatial mobility in the city became 
important factors for their remaining in the network.

• The majority of the interviewees performed low-ranking 
jobs in the network: dealers, soldiers and scouts;94 

• Besides there being fewer of them, the young people 
that carry out higher ranking jobs in the hierarchy are 
less accessible;
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another, the largest part of the interviewees received up 
to three times the minimum salary. 75.3% of the wages 
were in this range, whereas studies carried out between 
2000 and 2001, showed that earnings were, at that time, 
significantly higher;96 

• The most important modifications in the social drug 
trafficking network at the daily routine and structural 
levels that were identified include not only the drop 
in income, but also a diversification in the activities 
of criminal groups; the spreading of the sale of new 
drugs, such as crack and ecstasy; the appearance of new 
positions in the network hierarchy and the increasing 
migration of young people from drug trafficking to 
armed robbery,  as well as a high turnover;

• The bonds to the community of origin have weakened. 
Being a “child of the favela” is no longer a prerequisite 
for working in the social drug trafficking network. The 
main criterion is to be a member of the faction. Looking 
at the situation in this way, 26% of the interviewees had 
already carried out some faction-based activity in a 
different community;

• The young people and adolescents that are a part of 
the social drug trafficking network have experienced 
numerous, systematic situations of violence. Reports 
of physical aggression and extortion by the police are 
often mentioned;

• The average age of the managers seems to be falling 
when compared to data from an earlier study carried 
out in 2001 by Observatório de Favelas;

• The turnover of adolescents and young people in the 
social drug trafficking network is very high. Of those that 
were interviewed in June 2004 and monitored through to 
October 2004, almost 30% were not working under the 
same conditions the following month. after five months 
of longitudinal monitoring, 19.7% were inactive, 14.6% 
were dead and 30.3% could not be found;95 

• The interviewees’ working conditions are, generally 
speaking, very tough. In the majority of cases, the ado-
lescents and young people work for more than 10 hours 
a day. Shifts often run for between 12 and 24 consecutive 
hours and 57.4% say that they do not have any days off 
in the week. There are also those that say they are on 
call 24 hours a day for any mission or armed conflict 
situation that may arise;

• The income obtained from drug trafficking is mainly 
spent on clothes, drugs and leisure, which reinforces 
the primacy of the logic of consumption. 31.7% also 
say that a part of their income goes to their family;

• One of the main transformations identified in this study 
has been the large fall in the income obtained from retail 
drug trafficking activities in recent years. Even though 
the amounts declared vary from one community to 
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• armed conflicts are recurrent and involve two players 
in particular: the police and rival groups. These con-
frontations are of a highly lethal nature, but they affect 
different areas of the city in a very unequal manner;

• Between June 2004 and april 2006, 45 young people 
in the group of 230 interviewed for the survey died, 
with 64.4% of these deaths attributed to the police. On 
the other hand, the number of police officers killed in 
the state of Rio de Janeiro is also astonishing. Between 
January 2004 and December 2005, 83 police officers (74 
military police and 9 civil police officers) were killed 
while on duty in the state of Rio;

• The experience of indirect violence suffered by the 
young people is also significant. In a period of only five 
months, the interviewees report having witnessed 122 
deaths and 205 beatings;

• The violence suffered by the family members of the 

young people and adolescents interviewed is also 
very high. 145 deaths of family members as a result 
of trafficking were reported and in 41 of these cases 
the relative that was killed had no direct involvement 
with the illegal network. This shows how vulnerable 
the residents of low-income areas are to lethal violence 
or, more probably, the consequences of the involve-
ment of family members in the social drug trafficking 
network, an involvement which stretches beyond direct 
economic activities; 

• The fall in income from retail drug trafficking coupled with 
the brutal increase in the number of deaths has motivated 
many young people to want to get out of this activity.

• The interviewees mentioned that the main difficulties 
preventing them from leaving this illegal network refer to 
their low level of schooling and, especially, the precarious 
nature of the types of labor that they have access to. 
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Introducing the interviews

We were, as an institution, in contact with the adolescents 
selected for the Escape Routes survey, all of whom were 
employed by the social drug trafficking network, for a long 
time. These contacts were brought about by certain people, 
collaborators whom we have called “points of contact”. They 
made the contacts, carried out the negotiations, convinced 
the interviewees to take part and ran the risks involved in 
this project. They were, in this sense, extremely courageous, 
determined, committed and aware of their role. We thank 
them, and especially their trust in our institution, their desire 
to do something innovative, and their certainty that this 
project could bring something positive to the great battle to 
reduce the level of violence that prevails in the city on a daily 
basis and, particularly, in the favelas. 

Besides regularly monitoring the adolescents employed 
in drug trafficking, the points of contact also gave us their 
statements. In fact, all of them had had some involvement 
with the social drug trafficking network, either through 
directly working for it or as a result of family members 
being involved with this activity. Hence, their viewpoints 
enabled us to build up denser, more sophisticated, and 
more complex interpretations of the social drug traffick-
ing network and of the activities of its members. 

In view of this, we have decided to reproduce some of 
the interviews of the points of contact in this book. We 
have chosen three: Sabrina, Vaguinho and Érica, which are 

obviously fictitious names, because of the differences in 
their lives and experiences. They tell us of their paths and 
their expectations, of the things that motivate them and 
what they did to get away from the social drug trafficking 
network. In this sense, it is a sign of hope, of the real 
possibility that people can make choices and take their 
lives in their own hands. We feel, however, that it is right 
to present another type of choice, or the inability to break 
away, as in the case of Carlão - which is also a fictitious 
name, who remained in drug trafficking long after joining 
up. This interview reveals his involvement, the weight of 
the network, and the difficulties of getting away from it. 

The comments, in general, show the hardships, the 
adrenaline, and the plural aspects of inclusion in the criminal 
social drug trafficking network. There are benefits, there are 
friendships, there are happy times, there are parties... all this 
in the midst of pain, disputes, the many different types of vio-
lence that are present in daily life. It is all there, for those who 
want to know. In a simple language, without being dressed 
up in theory, without any attempts to distort reality, without 
any concern for coming across as good people who followed 
the wrong path and are now on the right side of social life. 
Contradictions are always present, as in the life of anyone else. 
The struggles, the possibility of learning, and the attempts to 
grow and bring meaning to life: these are the main questions 
that concern us all as we strive for a full life. 
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Time spent in the network and job

I’ve been involved in trafficking for around eight years. 
I live my life bit by bit. I didn’t join up to take anyone’s 
life, understand? But, if I have to do it, unfortunately I 
do... Now, I’m the bodyguard of the second-in-command, 
but when the leader wasn’t the leader, I was already his 
bodyguard. The job is almost the same. I say “job”, because 
it is a job. I clock on at eight in the evening and work 
until my friend (the boss) decides to leave, usually, at five 
in the morning. While he’s there, I have to be there, but, 
since I’ve been with him for several years, I arrive at nine 
or ten o’clock. If chat, I stay a while... When I’m tired or 
want to go off with my woman, I leave a little early. Now, 
the younger ones have to be there at eight o’clock and stay 
until he’s gone. He looks after me, he knows that if he 
needs me I’ll be there, I won’t run away... I won’t abandon 
him, unlike many others. 

Missing work

If you start to miss work, my friend tells you to look 
for a building (laughs) (work in civil construction): “This 
one here’s not interested. Have him look for a building!...” 
You’ve got to have a good relationship with the boss of the 
activity, he’s is the boss of the soldiers who are stationed 
where we have our base, where we set up a base. It’s in 
a square, and all around it, down all the alleys, there’s a 
soldier. There are soldiers and bodyguards. The soldiers 

are obliged to stay in the alleys. If a German (enemy from 
another faction) or police officer appears, he’s there. and 
there’s us, the bodyguards, who are free to go where we 
want and wherever the man goes. The soldiers, can’t. They 
stay where they are stationed in the alley. So, to get to us, 
to the boss, where everything is kept, drugs, money, you’ve 
got to go past a lot of guns. There’s no way of reaching us. 
When someone misses work, the boss of the activity puts 
someone else there. But, if you miss a lot and you don’t have 
a good relationship with the boss, you’ll look for a building.

In the event of illness...

When you can’t work... If you can really prove that 
you are sick, like in all other jobs, the network helps you 
out. You stay home, you get paid at home by somebody, 
a friend or a brother, anybody... You go there and ask for 
your money... anybody, a scout, a dealer, a manager, a 
soldier. It’s the same when you die. The friend (boss) helps 
you out. But that depends. It depends on the person, it 
depends on the death...

Stimulus for not entering a life of crime

I’ll be honest: in spite of us being bandits, criminals, 
we try and talk to those living in the community, give 
them good advice, explain why I live this life and why 
I don’t want them to. When it’s a friend, or even when 
it’s not a friend, when it’s an acquaintance, we talk... I 

Carlão, “soldier” 
33 years old
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know some friends who’ve got plans... Things to do with 
soccer... Something like that, we try to encourage them 
so they don’t need to join this life. But not everybody 
involved with trafficking thinks like that... Unfortunately, 
this is not generally the case. But I can say that the leaders, 
nowadays, like the one that died, they’ve always done 
this. Their friends, they never liked them to be involved. 
Such that they didn’t like to employ minors (people under 
18, the age when people are legally considered adults in 
Brazil) or friends. It’s the same thing nowadays. I’m a living 
witness of this, if a minor turns up asking for money to 
buy something, or something like that, he’d rather give 
the money to the minor or a young person that has never 
been involved so that they don’t need to get involved. It’s 
the same thing... I’m a bandit, but I would never want 
my children to be. I have children. I’ve two children and 
another on the way, and I don’t want them to be bandits.

Reasons for joining the network

Look, bandits are normal people. They’re people like 
us, just that... This crime business, there are those that 
join it, in the majority of cases, because they’re rebelling, 
some kind of rebellion. I’ll give you two examples: there 
are two guys here that are arrogant and violent. You can 
bring them flowers but it won’t do you any good. Why not? 
Because, in the past, one of them was humiliated by the 
police for no reason... He was hit in the face in front of his 

family. So, he’s rebelling. He’s at war with the police. and 
also with some of the residents; we see some residents that 
do things wrong. So, you never know what’s going on with 
him. The other one is just a bit crazy, he’s a bit disturbed, 
you know how it is? He’s even a good friend of mine, but 
he’s a bit disturbed. He takes a lot of drugs... So, there’s 
no way, if you look him in the eyes – he’s not an animal, 
but if you look him in the eyes, he wants to know what’s 
going on... But he’s never attacked anyone for no reason. 
He’s just arrogant and violent. If he has a reason to attack 
you, run away! Because that one...

How to join the network

The best way to work at a point of sale is by knowing 
somebody. Normally, somebody brings along a friend or a 
relative who also lives on the hill (the favela). It you don’t 
know anyone it can be done, but it’s more complicated, 
but anyone who wants to join always knows someone. 
You talk to somebody, an acquaintance, this acquaintance 
takes you to the boss, the boss talks to you. Nowadays, you 
just have to show in practice that you want it. Preference 
is given to those brought up in the favela. If you know 
the sales manager, you start selling. If you know the top 
manager, the boss of the activity, you start there. If you 
know the packing manager, you work in packing. If you 
know the bodyguard, you can negotiate to work there, 
near the man (the local boss).
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Employment of children

They employ children that are sixteen, seventeen years 
old, usually because they are in need. Children aged ten, 
never. There are some kids aged ten or eleven that like to 
walk around with the bandits, because they’re relatives 
or friends... To run errands, go and buy a soda pop, some 
food... that kind of thing. But handling drugs or something 
like that, no! There are specific people to do that. There 
used to be, but they were scouts. Because a child can get 
about more quickly... But as employees, to hold a gun... 
There aren’t any. There never have been here. Other places, 
other favelas have them. I don’t want to badmouth or 
denigrate other people, but that’s not how it’s done here.

Those brats that steal from cars have nothing to do 
with drug trafficking. Their relationship with us is as 
follows: they steal tape recorders, mobile phones, and 
bring them to the favela and we buy them. Why? I have 
three phones: one’s worth five hundred reals, one six 
hundred, and one three hundred. I don’t want to spend 
five hundred reals on a telephone, since I know that some 
young thief will bring me a five hundred real phone for 
two hundred! So I wait for these kids; who can move 
about the asphalt more quickly, to go there and steal them. 
There are adults that do this, too. But more often than 
not they are minors. They bring the stuff and we buy it. 
That is the only relationship that minors have with drug 
trafficking here. apart from that, nothing.

Disputes in the drug trafficking network

My relationship within the group is good. as far as 
the way that we live our lives is concerned, it seems like 
a family in fact. There are always those who show some 
consideration, like a brother really, to be sure. I could men-
tion several. But this is a company, it’s a job. and all over 
the network – I know of other points of sale elsewhere, 
in other favelas - its dog eat dog, and there’s a lot of envy! 
Some men are jealous of other men! I am very close to 
the bosses, they asked me to be with them; but there are 
always two or three people who have worked with the 
man for longer, they lived near to his house; they were 
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jealous of me because I was close to the boss, because he 
strengthens me. We go to the point of sale, pick up a bit of 
money and they don’t dock it from my wages; this makes 
them envious of me; they think I’m going to take their 
place. So, we should really be a family, but this ends up 
not being the case. Some time ago, an internal war almost 
broke out, because one wanted more than the other, one 
wound the other one up... It almost ended in conflict 
between those that are there now, but it was averted and 
everything was sorted out in the best way...

Conflicts with other groups and with the 

police

There is contact. The leader here is in contact with all 
the leaders of the other favelas out there. It can be CV, or 
Third Command, or aDa. all of them. But, I’ll be honest: 
there will never be peace. Whilst there is money involved, 
there’ll never be peace... In fact, the drug traffickers work 
for the police. There’s no way, because the drug traffickers 
work for the police, but we don’t deal with the police. The 
police only think of themselves, understand? We’re only 
going to think of ourselves. You’ll never see anyone from 
here, important or otherwise, chatting or walking with a 
police officer out there, understand? It’s business, we try 
to keep things separate Just business. Nothing personal. 
Because we have plenty of reasons to act like this.

Relations with the “rotten element” (banda 
podre) of the Police Force

The traffickers’ relationship with the police is as fol-
lows: they don’t bother us, we don’t bother them. So, what 
happens is this: we send them some money and they keep 
themselves to themselves, having their barbecues, and 
we stay here, enjoying our lives, our balls, our music, our 
women. Out of every ten cops, there are two that aren’t 
like that. Certainly, those at the top are more involved, 
because when a shipment of arms comes here to the favela, 
there’s no way that those lower down can order it... They 
could order one, two but to send a hundred; it has to be 
a big shot. and the drugs too, no doubt about it.

There was a crime here and we killed around four 
police officers... The cheek of it! They kidnapped our boss, 
asked for money, we paid the ransom and then they came 
here to sell us arms. So the boss said: “get them all!” There 
they were on the beach, in two cars, we went down to the 
beach in a van, all of us with rifles, we surrounded them, 
brought them here to the favela, cruised around the favela 
with them, and then killed them.

Fascination and contradictions

I know a lot who spent their money on fun, drugs, 
women... I went through a stage like that, because when 
you join drug traffickers, you see a lot of things, it over-
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whelms you. It’s really amazing. Beautiful women, cars, 
a lot of drugs, understand? It’s like what I see in some 
interviews with soccer players – I know it’s different; I’m 
not comparing the two. But this here is our world, so as 
soon as I go out onto the streets, people come up, people 
insist on talking to me! This impresses many people... 
a lot of people don’t think the way that I do. I’m in this 
game, and I’ll never forget this, to make some money and 
one day soon I’ll quit. But, obviously, I take advantage of 
this. Of course it’s enjoyable, it boosts the ego... You go out 
onto the street and you’re a celebrity! That’s nice. Some 
time ago, I used to do that, the good life: spending money, 
getting messed up, and when you come to, time’s passed 
you by. There are people who get addicted to drugs. “ah! 
Next week I’ll have some money... the following week 
I’ll have some money”. So, they live for the moment, and 
then they find themselves in prison or shot, or they end 
up leaving, with nothing.

The trivialization of evil

This torture thing, let me explain: I’m a peaceful man. 
You would never think that I could do a certain type 
of thing to somebody, understand? Unless you saw it 
happen. But torture is part of our job, although we never 
torture someone for no reason. at least I wouldn’t. There’s 
a guy here that’s screwed up: he’s stolen something in the 
favela or raped someone... So, we’re not dealing with a 

good person. We’re dealing with a bad person, vermin. 
So, you end up seeing something like that as nothing. The 
first time I saw it, my heart raced, I didn’t want to do it, 
I didn’t think it was right. But as time goes by and you 
get more involved with crime, you keep seeing a certain 
type of thing, you end up doing it. There, in our world, 
that is right. Then, it becomes an ego trip... The more you 
do it, the more you get used to it. I’m normal here in this 
interview, but when I’ve got a bulletproof vest on, a rifle 
in my hand, and I’m in another environment, it seems like 
I’m someone else, understand? So, this becomes normal.

There are people who get a reputation, they enjoy it. 
They just wait for an opportunity or for the boss to say the 
word. We wait for a reason, or if we already have a reason, 
we still wait for the boss to say the word. He never goes 
there, he just says: “Its time for So-and-so to die”. There’s 
also the so-called clean-up operation. This is when there’s 
a lot of nonsense going on in the favela. People starting to 
steal in the favela. There are rapes... Then there are always 
one or two that step out of line. So the man says: “bring me 
those two troublemakers now”. This has happened, too. So 
we roam the alleys and see someone else. “Bring him, too!” 
He’s already up to no good, he ends up going too.

Looking after life, the presence of death

I’ve already killed police officers in a shootout. If we 
give them half a chance, they’ll kill us without blinking... 
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So we can’t even think. It was a short time ago, I was well 
cheesed off with some problems and a friend brought me 
my rifle. I knew that the “BOPE” (the elite squad of the 
military police in Rio de Janeiro) were coming. I said: 
“I’ll go and have a gunfight with them... if there’s anyone 
who doesn’t want to go, that’s fine... but I’m very angry, 
I’ll go!” So, I went and faced them... But this shootout 
was quite strange, because we saw into each other’s eyes. 
We were very close to each other. Then, God put a child 
and a woman in our path. Because if He hadn’t put that 
child there, I’d be dead. I was on the way out, then I saw 
the legs of the officer and his rifle pointing down. He was 
getting the child out of the way... He died helping a child 
and a woman, because if he’d been a colder officer, or even 
more desperate, he’d have gone down the alley and I’d 
have shot him. He had the presence of mind to stop and 
take the child and woman out of the way ... and I kept on 
watching him... I was thinking: “Is it a cop, or is it some 
friend of mine”, because I’ve got friends that live down 
that alley. anyway, when he went down that alley, and 
we just looked at each other... From what I could see, he 
seemed a bit afraid of me, because he didn’t shoot straight 
away... We looked at each other, I shot first, a spray from 
my rifle, which is an aK... So I got him first, the bullets 
ricocheted and hit two more. So, the first one died with 
a bullet in his neck, one was hit in the arm and the other 
in the knee. But I’ve seen them pass by several times and 
I’ve had the opportunity to pick off a load of them, but 

I’ve haven’t done so, because I’m not here to take anyone’s 
life. But there is no doubt that you become famous if you 
kill someone. amongst us and even amongst some of the 
residents. The kids that live nearby, too, they go crazy. 
They want to walk with me. and like I said, you can’t let 
it go to your head. I listen to that song Vida Louca (Crazy 
Life). I like it, I can identify with this song. But there are 
some that take it far too literally. 

About a famous war

People talk a lot about what they hear and not what 
they know. “ah... a thousand,… Five thousand!”, “War in 
the community!” I didn’t see any war! There were about 
twenty people here, it was after five in the afternoon, 
a group of bandits. They said the police were on the 
way up, that they’d killed a guy. That’s when the bullets 
started flying and a load of people started running. This 
is nothing new, some of them were carrying guns, but 
running. There were five bandits involved in a shootout 
with them! Later, the newspapers said that it had been the 
police against more than fifty bandits. There were only 
five of us. They had thirteen patrol cars at the entrance 
to the favela, but there were only five of us. The shootout 
continued until nightfall and then we put our guns away 
and went off to a ball. It seems like there are more of us... 
In fact we dominate everything, but not in the way that 
a lot of people think.
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The future of drug trafficking

There is no doubt that the drug trade will be different 
ten years from now. I can tell you this because ten years 
ago things were different, much more dangerous, we were 
involved in shootouts with the police all the time; today 
we make a little more money, so we can give them a little 
more money to leave us alone. They do their thing and 
we do ours. We have had many different leaders here in 
our favela in the past ten years; each one of them has a 
style of his own and makes sure everybody obeys. We’ve 
had a policy for some time now which is based on not 
making noise. Everybody keeps a low profile. We live 
well and the community lives well. Both the community 
here and the bourgeois outside live well. I believe that 
the drug trade will evolve. It will always be here, it will 
never go away, unfortunately. Only time will tell if this is 
true or not. Unless we don’t need money anymore. I can 
go away, but as long as people need money... I believe it 
won’t happen, because I know a lot of people who are 
making a lot of money, who are very rich already, but 
they continue to sell drugs... This is also the case of many 
other leaders... They have a lot of money already, but they 
keep selling drugs, and do you know why? Imagine what 
it’s like to make ten thousand a week, knowing that next 

week you will make ten thousand more and so on. With 
fifty thousand you can buy a very nice apartment, and 
in the following month you can buy another one... and 
you also have expenses, because you... In my case, I live 
with so much, but when I begin to make five thousand, 
I will live with five thousand, my lifestyle will change to 
five thousand, if I make ten thousand, I will live with ten 
thousand, you see? It is impossible. It is impossible for 
you to make five thousand and live as if you were making 
five hundred reals. 

Personal future 

I’m thinking about leaving the drug trade. Most people 
involved in illegal activities think: “we just want to make 
some money, to give a better life to our family”, things that I 
didn’t have, I couldn’t have many things in the past. Today, 
thank God, I can have what I want. So my only thought 
is to do something, to have a little money, so that even if 
I am killed for selling drugs I can at least leave something 
for my family. I don’t want much, I just want to have an 
average life. Even if I need to work, I want to have a little 
money so that I don’t starve. This is all that I want... But yes, 
I think about leaving this trade, I think about it all the time.
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Beginning and paths

I am twenty-five years old and single; I have no children 
and I was born here in the community, and I never left it. I 
now work as a secretary at the dwellers association. I used to 
work in drug trafficking. Many years ago I worked at a purse 
factory, but that was long ago. I made purse straps. They 
taught me how to cut and sew purse linings. I made leather 
purses. This is what I used to do. 

I completed primary school up to the 8th grade, but 
then I dropped out of school and just wanted to party, 
date, go out… Now I’m doing something that I like to do 
and I decided to go back to school and graduate, become 
an accountant. I took five computer courses. I’m learning 
Spanish because I like this language and I think it will me 
useful to me in the future. 

Initial involvement and rise in the drug trade

When I first I got involved in the drug trade, I was 
helping a young guy who had just been released from jail. 
I used to help him clean his house and did things like this 
for him. Then I began to sell drugs. I spent eight years 
selling drugs. I was sixteen, seventeen years old when I 
began to sell drugs. There were times when I would go 
without sleeping for two days selling drugs. after a few 
years I was assigned manager. When I worked as manager, 
I worked for a price. I would pack the drugs, deliver them 

to the dealers, collect the money, pay other people – I did 
just about everything. I had no work schedule, I used to 
sleep all morning and go out only at night. I would stay 
out until four or five in the morning and then return 
home. This is how it was, there was no fixed time to work. 
I would go out for a walk and when I saw that all the 
drug had been sold I would get some more and distribute 
it to the dealers. When it was all over, I collected the 
money – that’s how it worked.

Money and power

I earned R$ 300.00 a week. But what I earned depended 
on what I sold. Depending on the price of what you sell, 
you can make fifty, seventy reals. If I sold stuff that was 
worth R$ 120, I earned fifty reals, and in order to make 
R$ 100 I had to sell R$ 240 and so forth. Then I began to 
make more money, because I began to do something else. 
I had more free time, I didn’t have to expose myself all the 
time, only when it was really necessary. I had more power, 
but I didn’t feel better than other people who sold drugs, 
because I had sold them before too. I knew what it was 
like. Nobody told me what to do and I didn’t tell anybody 
what to do either. Being a manager doesn’t mean that you 
tell anybody what to do. all that I did was collect money 
and supply the dealers with drugs, I didn’t tell anybody to 
do anything, I only made sure that I got my price. 

Sabrina, ex-manager  
25 year old 
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The Family

My family... When I first got involved in the drug trade 
I left home right away in order not to give any headache 
to my mother. When I began to do things I shouldn’t 
be doing, I left home immediately. In the beginning I 
wouldn’t let my mother know what I was doing, I hid 
everything from her. But one day she saw me carrying 
a gun and was deeply shocked. She called me for a talk 
and I had to tell her that I was doing that, that it was my 
job. I always liked money. I was doing that and I had left 
home back then. She said she didn’t like it and told me 
to be careful; she never liked it and never accepted any 
money that I wanted to give her.

Weapons and Seduction

In the beginning it was cool, because I got along very 
well with the people that I knew back then, those I worked 
with. When I had to do things like driving a car or a 
motorcycle, things like that, the boys would help me out. 
They insisted on helping me, sometimes I was at a (funk) 
ball and people would think it was nice because I am a 
woman. They would give me a weapon for me to sort of 
“walk the runway” with it, you know? They liked that. 

Relationships with men

Believe it or not, I only dated one boy who was also 
involved in drug trafficking. Other boys wanted to date 

me, and sometimes I wanted to date them too, but most 
of them knew me and knew that I party a lot. I dated the 
boy I told you about for quite a while; everybody knew 
that I was dating him and nobody messed with me. I am 
dating another guy now and I am enjoying it. He doesn’t 
work in the drug trade, he is a formal worker, a military 
officer. I have no plans to marry him for the time being. 
I might marry him one day, but not now.

Role in drug trafficking

There are girls involved in drug trafficking and I think 
that more girls are involved in the drug trade now than 
in the past. There are five or six of them here. My case is 
special, because although many other girls are involved in 
the drug trade, none of them did what I did, they were just 
dealers. Not me, I carried a gun, I had dinner with them, 
I used to shot my gun. I was always with them to do what 
they did, not only to stay there selling drugs all the time. 

Physical pain and the presence of death

I was never punished, and I never punished anybody 
either. I have seen many people being killed. The first time 
I saw it I just watched it happening and I didn’t even want 
to look at it any more, I wanted to get out of that place 
as quickly as possible, but then it began to happen more 
and more and I was always there and my reaction was 
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not the same any longer. I didn’t even know why some of 
those people were being killed, I was told why after they 
had died. But because the person I was working with was 
the one who killed them, I was always or almost always 
near, present. He just did it and we left right away. One 
day we were walking with another guy and he said: “Let’s 
go over there quickly”. and when we were going to the 
place he wanted us to go he just pushed the other guy, said 
something to him and shot him right there. I had no idea 
that he was going to kill the other guy and he only told me 
why he had done that after the guy was dead. 

Confrontations

I have participated in confrontations. The last one was 
quite a while ago, when a bullet scratched my ear, burned 
a black mark on it and crashed against a tile wall behind 
where I was crouching. It was a confrontation with the 
police... The police came in a civilian car, nobody expected 
them to come; everybody started to run in all directions 
and a shooting broke out. apart from this, we have a 
dividing line (a border between two factions) right there, 
and I took part in confrontations many times; but I never 
went too close to it, to where the boys actually stay. We 
always remained at a safe distance... We stayed on duty 
(plantão), as they say, but the confrontations I had were 
with the police.

Extortion

I have given a lot of money to the police. about R$ 20,000, 
including cars, maybe even more. They took everything 
they could from my home: two TV sets, two video players, 
a refrigerator, a stove. They took everything, they arrived in 
a van, put me in a civilian car and took everything, even my 
clothes, my plush bear, everything, my video game, they put 
it all in the luggage compartment. I used to live alone, but 
I was living with a friend who had left her parents’ home 
and had nowhere to go for some time. It happened when 
she was sleeping at my home and had left her things there. 
One of the TV sets was hers, they took her things too, even 
though she could prove that she had bought them in a store. 
She was a regular worker and still is. She is not involved in 
drug trafficking at all.

The greatest extortion 

I have no doubt that the worst situation was when I 
was busted for the second time as I was about to leave the 
place where we sell drugs, where I was working to pay for 
the things that they had taken from me. The police arrived 
and took me to a place that I had no idea where it was. 
They put me in a car with a hood on my head and I kept 
thinking: “I’m going to die now, there’s no way that this will 
not happen”. They kept telling me that I had not paid them 
what they deserved, that I had agreed to pay them a certain 
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amount of money but had cheated them. Then they said 
they would kill me and that there was nothing I could do 
about it. I was really scared. I didn’t even know where I 
was. They only removed the hood from my head when 
we arrived where they were taking me. When I got out of 
the car I saw that I was in a closed garage and then they 
put me in a house and wouldn’t let me leave. I was very 
scared; they didn’t rape me, but they beat me over and 
over again. I had to go to a hospital, but I had no broken 
bones, I was just in pain. They took x-rays of me, gave me 
an injection, I took arnica, I was full of bruises on the rib 
cage, but had no broken bones.

Losses and leaving the drug trade

I decided to leave the drug trade because it was some-

thing I had been thinking about doing for a long time. 
I had considered leaving it before, but I had never had 
an actual opportunity to do so: the main reason is that I 
would not find any other job paying R$ 1,200.00 a month. 
Besides, as I said before, the police caught me twice and 
asked for money. The first time it happened, I remember 
that the guy who sent the money gave his car to them for 
them to release me. apart from having taken everything 
they could find in my house, they took all the money and 
the drug I had with me and still asked for more to let me 
go. That was the first time it happened and they only let 
me go after I did everything they asked me to do. 

Then I was busted once again and this time it was 
much worse. This time they didn’t ask for so many things 
because they knew I had nothing and I had to negoti-
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ate a lot and was heavily beaten. When I came back, I 
decided that I didn’t want that kind of life anymore, I was 
completely destroyed, in deep trouble. 

I had no problems to leave the drug trade, on the con-
trary, the people I talked to even supported my decision, 
they told me: “well, it’s about time you leave, it will take 
you nowhere.” It wasn’t a problem at all. I still talk to all 
of them, the people I used to deal drugs with. I just don’t 
hang around with them anymore, because I don’t have 
time. I tell them: “hi”, “good morning”, “good afternoon”, 
“good evening”, but I don’t stop to talk to them anymore. I 
only talk to them when I see them, if they talk to me, and 
it’s mostly the people I know, those who were my closest 
friends. To others I just say hi and nothing more.

Stigma

about three months ago the police showed up in 
my mother’s home again. a police officer saw me in the 
street at lunch time, followed me down the street and 
approached me with a gun, telling me not to run. He 
asked my mother if he could come in, she let him in and 
he searched the whole house. He said silly things, like that 
he knew that I was still involved in the drug business and 
I told him “is that right?”. It happened twice to me since I 
took my current job. The incident where they searched my 
house and all was the most recent one. I told them I was 
working, I even gave them the phone number of where I 
am working: “You wanna call them? Please do it”, I told 
them. But they said no. They said they had an X-9 (snitch) 
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who had a crystal ball who had told them that I was still 
dealing drugs. I then told them to their faces: “if there 
was something for you here you would have searched 
my house from top to bottom like you did the first time.” 
These guys were the same ones who had caught me before. 
They just saw me in the street and approached me, I had 
done nothing wrong, they made up the thing about the 
crystal ball, it was just a big lie. 

Fear

I am not afraid of them here, but outside the com-
munity I am. Not only because I was involved in drug 
trafficking in the past, but also because people who never 
were involved in it are being killed by them. Not only 
people living in the communities. People that you read 
about in the newspapers, people who always attended 
school, middle-class people who are being killed by the 
police in their operations. I am afraid of them in the street, 
when I am out of the favela, but not here. 

There are still many places in the city where you will 
never see me. I always enjoyed going out, watching shows 

and doing other such things in public locations, I always 
liked to do this. But I never liked and still don’t like to hang 
out in other communities. You will see me in the places 
that I used to go to, but not in other places. I didn’t like to 
go to other communities, and I still don’t. I don’t like funk 
balls very much and I never liked to go to other places, 
other communities, I always liked to watch shows, but 
not in other favelas. I went to other communities on a few 
occasions for business reasons only, not to chat or anything, 
I would leave as soon as I did what I had to do there. 

The present

I’m not involved in drug trafficking in any way any-
more, that’s history. Everything that it gave me, everything 
that I bought with the money I made in it, I lost. I also 
had to pay for them not to arrest me or they just took all 
that I had from me or I had to sell what I had. I don’t miss 
this life. I don’t miss it at all... Sometimes I find myself 
remembering cool things that happened, how we partied, 
how we hung out together, but I don’t miss this life. I have 
no plans to go back to it. I don’t even think about it.97
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Location, family and school as identity 

anchors

I was born in Rio de Janeiro. I am 25 years old, I 
am married and I have a son... I completed secondary 
education in 2003, but I quit school after that. I took a 
competitive university entrance examination (vestibular) 
last year. It was an interesting experience, because it al-
lowed me to evaluate many difficulties, but at least I tried. 
I am now studying hard to take that examination again. 

Knowledge and influence in the daily life

I was strongly influenced at home by my uncles in 
relation to drugs and drug trafficking and also by other 
people who were constantly there. It was always full of 
bandits. My aunt used to sell clothes to them too. They 
would go there to buy clothes or to talk to my uncle. I 
ended up getting involved. My father didn’t like it, he 
didn’t want me to get involved in drug trafficking. But 
he was also a collaborator, he kept money for them, he 
was a distributor (matuto) at one point. He was not the 
best role model to me. But he didn’t want to see his son 
involved in the drug trade. 

Drug use

I began to use drugs at a very young age, I was about 
fourteen years old and was influenced by some friends. In 

Vaguinho
25 years old 

the old days, drug traffickers wouldn’t let minors stay near 
where drugs were sold or use drugs. I remember that we 
used to go to the top of a hill here in the favela, far away 
from the drug dealers... Some of the older guys would get 
some marijuana with other people and we would roll a joint 
and smoke it. as time went by, I became more independent, 
I stopped depending on anybody to get it for me. When I 
wanted it, I would just get it myself and smoke it. 

Marijuana

The only drug I used was marijuana. It was easy for 
me to get cocaine, but I never used it, I only mixed it 
with marijuana and prepared what we called a souped 
up joint... a friend might have shown it to me, but as far 
as I remember I never used any other drug. alcohol... 
I got drunk several times. as for cigarettes, I always 
resisted the idea of smoking, I never liked cigarettes. I 
used to argue with my mother a lot because she was a 
smoker and I didn’t like it, it really bothered me. I just 
can’t understand why people smoke cigarettes. Even 
when we smoked marijuana, some guys would do what 
we call a balão. a balão is when the roach is too small 
for you to hold it with your fingers and you fit it on 
the tip of a cigarette. Even that I didn’t like, because it 
was a cigarette... all I do now is drink alcohol, but only 
sporadically. I stopped smoking marijuana a long time 
ago, a year and a few months ago...
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Greater involvement in drug trafficking

after I began to use drugs with my friends, I started 
to use them more and more and to stay away from home 
more. a friend took me to a place where I began to 
pack drugs to be sold. I participated in these and other 
activities; I was paid partly in cash and partly in drugs, in 
cocaine. I didn’t use cocaine, so I sold it or exchanged it for 
some other thing. Not long after that some of my friends 
began to work as soldiers for drug dealers. That was when 
I got more intimately involved in drug trafficking, I stayed 
with a friend while he was on duty selling drugs to make 
him company. at the end of his shift, he would give me his 
gun for me to keep it for him and give it back to him later. 
Then I began to feel freer to go to the main drug outlet and 
keep in touch with the dealers there. Sometimes the boss 
asked me to do him a favor and I did. I went shopping for 
clothes for him many times, or to the grocery store to help 
his wife. Sometimes I had to find a place for the dealers to 
sleep in or to hide their drugs when there was too much 
of it to be kept where they usually kept it. 

Different experiences

as far as my family was concerned, I took a lot of care 
for my father not to discover anything. From time to time, 
he had people keep an eye on me, to find out if I really was 
involved. There was soccer, tournaments, the guys were 

playing and we provided security for the pitch. There were 
days when I had two guns, a pistol and a revolver, so that 
if the police arrived, the guys would have time to get away. 
So, I progressed: I started out as a user, moved over to the 
packing group, and then I started to work on sentry duty 
with the guys. Later I started to look after things, go out 
and buy things for the boss, and then go to the point of 
sale to see how things were going, checking the drugs with 
the guys. That was basically my job, I was never a dealer, I 
was never given drugs to sell, because I never wanted that.

Conflict situations

I’ve already been in a number of risky situations, 
but I’ve never taken part in a shootout. There have been 
situations where I was armed, but nothing happened. 
This is because at the time that I was involved with the 
trafficking network, the leaders had a policy of not getting 
into gunfights with the police. and, at that time, there 
were no battles with the rival group; there wasn’t any of 
this tension, like today. Later, I witnessed all these stages: 
battles with the police and with rival groups, but I wasn’t 
a part of it, I wasn’t involved like I had been.

Choices

at the time, I didn’t want to be a dealer, because I saw 
that it wasn’t easy to make a living and, at times, by doing 

experiences

120



what I used to do I would earn more than a dealer. I’d go 
out into the street and run an errand for the boss and he’d 
give me fifty reals, and at times, the dealer would spend all 
night at the point of sale and earn less than this. Why would 
I want to be a dealer? The boss would send me to my aunt’s 
house to pick up some clothes for him and he’d give me the 
old ones, I didn’t even need to buy them, I could keep the 
money he gave me for something else. The boss would buy 
a pair of sneakers, wear them once and give them to me. If I 
was a dealer, I might not even have been able to afford them. 
When I was in packing, in another favela, the boss would 
go there and give me some cocaine, just like he’d give to 
the manager of the point of sale; I mean, I was held in high 
esteem, I was respected. The people in the community that 
weren’t involved, the fact that they knew that I was in the 
system meant that they respected me; even the other groups 
in the community respected me. That’s why I was clear in 
my mind that I didn’t want to become a drug trafficker. I 
wanted to be what they call a coca-cola, he’s there and he’s 
not there, that was enough for me.

Circulation in other network territories

We were on another favela, I’ve got several friends 
there, relatives too. We were at the point of sale there, 
the guy who was my sister’s ex-boyfriend came down 
to the point of sale and said to me: “Hey, the guys need 
some protection to get down the favela, there is some of 

the enemy at a party there...” The favela is a friend of the 
faction, but there was rivalry between the gangs that go to 
the funk parties. These gangs used to fight. The funk gang 
there felt put out: “shit, they are the funk enemy and they 
come here.” They can’t do anything because of the faction 
agreement, but they’re threatening to pick off the people 
from my community when they leave the favela. I knew 
nothing and said: “Look, mate, we can’t get involved with 
this mess, if you want, call a helicopter to get the kids off 
the favela”. Why did I say that? The guys there became 
my mortal enemies. They were the only enemies I made 
on the favela whilst I was involved with these guys. They 
confessed this to me later, when I started to get involved 
with them again. They said: “we wanted to kill you. If 
you’d gone down the hill with us, we wouldn’t have cared 
that you were a member of the group, we’d have strangled 
you there and then and left you behind. We wouldn’t have 
cared, because you disrespected us there.” It was the only 
time that I, to some extent, took advantage of my situa-
tion and tried to harm someone, but I always respected 
everybody, I never showed any residents any disrespect. 
People there used to say, “if you want to be respected, 
you have to show respect. You’ve got to be straight with 
everyone, and everyone will respect you. You don’t need to 
be arrogant, you don’t need to show disrespect to anyone 
because that way you won’t be shown any respect. That 
way, you’ll only make enemies and on the day you need 
them, nobody will help you.”
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Violence and inability to act

ah, I’ve seen deaths and executions. I’ve never had the 
guts to take part in any, though. Thank God, I’ve never 
been unlucky enough to be invited and I’ve never wanted 
to. at times, you go through something like, “I don’t like 
so-and-so and I want to kill them.” But, I’ve never been 
through this. But I’ve seen it, unfortunately, a few times. 
Sometimes, you knew that the guy was going to die and 
you couldn’t do anything.

Glamour and material values

I was always a very quiet guy. I only felt at ease when 
I was with the guys. When I was away from them, I never 
used my position to my advantage. I’ve always had a 
lot of girlfriends in the community. I don’t think it was 
because of my position, because I didn’t walk around 
with a gun. Of course, some people took advantage of 
this to attract women. I had my girlfriends, I found a lot 
of women in other communities. But what I really liked 
was the feeling of prestige that I had. People were always 
doing things to please me. I would go to a party wearing 
a huge silver chain and everybody would just look at it. 
I had around sixteen pairs of sneakers. Every month I’d 
get a new pair of sneakers, new clothes. There were times 
when it felt better to be wearing new clothes, rather than 
being with a different woman. Material goods were more 
important at that time.

Children in the drug trafficking network

I think that the entry of children into drug trafficking 
is very motivated by material values. a poor child can 
never have a new pair of sneakers, he can never wear 
branded clothes… This motivates and attracts some 
children to join the drug trafficking network. another 
reason is the lack of opportunities, lack of support from 
the family. These are what I consider to be the main 
reasons for children joining drug trafficking.

I think that to motivate these children to quit drug 
trafficking it’s necessary to start with the family. Look at my 
example. The relationship that a child has with his family 
will directly influence the child’s change in behavior. It is 
necessary to, somehow, provide him with the things that 
he gets from drug trafficking, to try and supply the needs 
that were being supplied whilst he was working in drug 
trafficking in some way. If the guy wants new clothes and 
he can get them through drug trafficking, you have to try 
and motivate him so that he can get them elsewhere, by 
encouraging work, family reintegration and family values. 
I think this is one of the ways of motivating him to leave.

Contradictions on the path to the trafficking 
network 

I look back at this stage of my life as an experience 
that I had to live through and, furthermore, as something 
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that had to happen in my life and I’m still alive. There are 
examples from my life that are not to be followed. Three 
of my uncles were assassinated, they were drug traffickers. 
I didn’t want to meet the same end as they did. I almost 
saw one of them die. That had an impact on my memory. 
I had several reasons not to get involved with that. and 
now, it’s sad to see that two of my brothers are in the same 
situation and don’t seem able to notice it. You have to 
take a certain care with your life. One thing that was very 
helpful in keeping me alive was fear, I was always afraid 
of something, I never thought I was the greatest. That was 
very helpful in keeping me alive. If something worried 
me, I didn’t do it. If I was to go somewhere and I didn’t 
feel safe, I wouldn’t go. There are people who are not that 
sensitive, they don’t worry about anything. The only time 
I wasn’t afraid was when I got into trouble.

Rational thought in a crazy life

I considered myself to be a controlled user. I never 
sold anything from my home to buy drugs, I never went 
without buying something for myself because of buying 
drugs. Of course, whenever I had some money, I’d separate 
some of it to buy some cannabis to smoke. But the fact that 
I’d been in prison made me even more careful in the way 
I behaved and this motivated me to use it less often, or 
choose a better place to take it, or the people I was sharing 
it with. I was already afraid of some things, I started to 

be afraid of others. For me, this was an experience that 
contributed to my recovery.

The natural way of life in the network and 
the major crisis 

There was a time when I used to get up to mischief, 
I used to ride my bike from one community to another 
with fifty packets of cannabis in my bag, my rucksack, 
on my bike – I’d think it a super-natural thing to do. I 
never thought that one day the police would stop me, 
find me with all that stuff and that I’d get sent to prison. 
The thought had never crossed my mind. Thank God, 
when it happened, I didn’t have enough drugs with me 
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that would send me to jail for four years or more, but it 
was the result of a stupid mistake. I was going somewhere, 
me and a couple of friends, who were used to making 
this trip with me, the favela was occupied, but we already 
knew everybody there, we knew where to buy. We went 
in, we went to buy where the guy was hidden selling. as 
there were police in the favela, we couldn’t buy much. We 
bought eight packets of cannabis. We wanted to smoke, 
but we couldn’t smoke it in the favela, so we went to smoke 
somewhere else. We were going to a party, everybody was 
waiting for us so that the party could begin and we were 
taking the drugs to consume there. and the eldest in the 
group, rather than directing the group to go to the party 
said: “No! Let’s find somewhere for a smoke, so that we 
can get high and get there laughing at everybody.” We 
went to a place that we often used as a place me meet and 
take drugs, but the police had been tipped off about it and 
we didn’t know. We arrived there, got ourselves organized 
and I rolled a joint. There was already another group 
smoking there. When I’d finished rolling the joint and lit 
the cannabis, the police arrived. “It’s over, you’ve lost”. I 
could do nothing. Everything just happened, the police 
found the drugs. I went to the station, my two colleagues 
were minors. I admitted to a 12, I admitted to a 14, I 
admitted forming a criminal gang, I mean, I admitted to a 
long list of articles. In the penal code, 12 is drug trafficking 
and forming a criminal gang; 14 is corrupting a minor, 

I was accompanied by two minors. added together, this 
would mean at least nine years in prison. But, I was very 
lucky, because the arrest procedures weren’t followed 
properly. The police officers and the clerk didn’t follow 
the rules when they arrested me, which meant that I got 
off lightly. I got off the 12 and moved to a 16: user. Each of 
the minors were also charged as users, there was no cor-
ruption involved, they knew what they were doing. I didn’t 
make them do anything that made things easier, and after 
being held at the station for a week I was released on bail. 
I was put on trial and was sentenced to two years, to do 
community service and to go there to explain what I was 
doing every month. I was also sent for drug counseling, 
but I didn’t go, because I thought it would drive me mad... 

Jail: adjustments, solidarity and depression

I was nineteen years old when I was arrested. I 
don’t know if it was a good experience or not. I don’t 
think anybody wants to go to jail, but for me it was very 
worthwhile. In the short time I was there, I learned a lot 
about respecting people’s limitations. I got there and met 
several people that I knew. This made my stay a lot easier. 
I met friends I’d been to school with, people from the 
community. People would come up to me and go: “Hey, 
how’s it going? What happened? Get a sheet so you don’t 
have to sleep on the floor. are you hungry? Have a biscuit. 
Have some water. Don’t worry, whatever you need, we’ll 
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help you. Don’t get stressed out, it’s tough going here, 
but your friends here will help you, don’t worry”. In a 
certain way, it was very comforting to meet people I knew, 
people who wanted to help me. But, on the other hand, I 
witnessed that the people there were all in a state of acute 
depression, even me. I got very depressed. Somebody 
loses their right to freedom from one minute to the next. 
For me, that was very depressing, I said: “Man, I never 
want this to happen to me again, I never want to come 
back here again, I really don’t”. 

You see all sorts of things in there. There was an old 
man, seventy-six years old in the same cell as me, an old 
man with white hair. He was a laugh, every day he’d tell 
us a story, a joke, he told us about his life. In the same 
cell, there was a colleague who’d been arrested for hold-
ing up a bank, I mean, all sorts of things. There was a 
colleague who was super depressed; he spent all his time 
taking sleeping pills, because it was easier to handle the 
discomfort whilst he was sleeping.

The police

From the time I was sent to prison to the time I left, 
I was never attacked in any way. Of course, you leave 
somewhere like that very disturbed psychologically, but 
physically there was no sort of aggression. There was a 
guy who was in jail with me who got knocked about a bit 
because he got very uptight and started to yell inside his 

cell and he shouted to the prison warden that he wanted 
to talk to his mother. He was getting really angry, and then 
the warden went into the cell and hit him a few times just 
to shut him up. That really shocked me. So, I said: “I’ll 
keep myself to myself, I won’t say a thing so I don’t get a 
piece of that.” But, from the time I went in until I left, I 
never suffered any type of aggression.

Human garbage

When you go there, there’s a cell, which they call the 
transition cell. It’s a cage there where you’re sent and it’s 
the same place as the one they use to collect together all 
the garbage from the jail. We stayed there, real garbage. 
That’s where I spent my first night in jail. This cell is in 
front of the number seven, this is a cubicle where people 
sleep caged up. They were sleeping head-to-toe. In this 
cell, at that time, I think there were thirty-three detainees. 
That’s where I stayed, where the people helped me out, 
gave me a sheet, gave me food, gave me water. My family 
soon organized a few things for me. They went there, 
helped me, talked to the prison director and managed to 
get me a cell, which they call a special cell. You pay fifty 
reals a week to stay there. Your family can take a mattress, 
they can take a TV set, a fan. It’s what they call a suite, 
in the prison. The other lads who were imprisoned with 
me were separated in the other galleries, but there were 
overcrowded cells there. 
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Worthwhile things in jail

On the one hand, the people there have a lot of collec-
tive spirit. When you’re a guy who helps with the work in 
the jail, you get some benefits. Now, there are people who 
don’t socialize, they don’t even acknowledge you. and in 
there, they attach great importance to anything. Once, 
in the middle of the night, I saw an argument because of 
some jam that had disappeared. They give you jam with 
your meals. In jail, this type of material is used as money. 
You can exchange it for cigarettes, one pack of jam for two 
cigarettes. So, it’s important. 

Timetable

I found it difficult to adapt, because as everybody in 
there was doped up on medicines, my body clock was 
different to theirs. I was used to being awake during the 
day and sleeping at night, but there it was different, they 
slept during the day and at night, everybody was talking, 
arguing. When I was sleeping peacefully I’d get woken up 
by some guys fighting over some jam or a letter that had 
gone missing. This type of thing causes a lot of tension 
amongst them. I think it makes sense, the guy’s stuck in 
there, there are a series of rules that he has to adapt to 
and they even take what little he has; that can really wear 
someone down. 

Nowadays

I go to the Catholic Church every week. I carry out 
some activities in the church, I’m part of a group. Nowa-
days, I’m not very closely involved with the drug traffick-
ing network. The people that are there are people that I 
know. Some of them grew up with me, others are from 
other communities or are people from the community 
that I’ve never had a relationship with, this is common 
there. You know that the guy is from the favela, he was 
born and raised there, but you never had any contact 
with him, it’s a huge community. My relationship is very 
superficial. If I bump into someone and they greet me, I 
greet them. I’m not looking to get very involved with them 
because everything is a starting point. If you give them an 
opening, they can get to you, you end up getting involved 
with matters that don’t concern you and then it becomes 
difficult to break these links. It’s a barter relationship: once 
they’ve asked you for something and you’ve accepted it, 
things tend to grow. I avoid this type of contact.

Nowadays, the member of my family that is most 
closely associated to the traffickers is my sister, she’s even 
been personally involved. She collaborates with the traf-
fickers. She’s even had relations with some the people in 
trafficking. Her last boyfriend was the general manager, 
he looked after all the points of sale and was killed by the 
police. after him, it seems like she’s been involved with 
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other people in the movement. at the present time, she is 
the person that has most intimate contact with the local 
traffickers. Nowadays, she lives in the house of a friend of 
hers, who is also the woman of a trafficker. In other words, 
she still has a very close relationship with trafficking. 

I’ve forgotten my brother. I have a brother on my 
father’s side, he also collaborates with the traffickers in 
the community. He works there, I mean, he’s a soldier 
there today. It’s a pity. I, particularly, must confess. I’ve 
lived through everything that they’re going through now, 
but I saw my family as a great strength, they always gave 
me support in everything, as they have for my sister. But 
they never really supported my brother, because he’s from 
another marriage, another relationship. He hasn’t had as 
much help as me and my sister had. On the other hand, 
his mother’s family is structured, they have everything at 
home. He’s someone who didn’t need to get involved with 
this, do you see? 
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Local and school connections

I’m 28 years old, I’m single, and have three daughters 
aged 14, 10 and 6 years old. I was born here in Rio. I was 
born and brought up here in the community; I’ve never 
lived anywhere else. at the moment I’m not working. 
I went to school as far as the 5th grade. I passed, but I 
didn’t finish, because I was doing other things and I didn’t 
have time to study. I got involved with some things and 
they turned me off school. The thing I most liked about 
school was my friendships, even with the teachers. I’ve 
no complaints about them. I studied at three schools here 
and then at a school outside – my last school. The thing 
I disliked about school was that the teacher applied too 
much discipline. They wanted to regulate our time a lot, so 
I decided not to go back to school. I got involved with some 
things and school got left behind, I haven’t done any more 
studying since then. But I’d really like to go back to school.

Drugs – proximity and distance

I’ve had experience with drugs. With hashish, can-
nabis, even cocaine. It was pure adrenaline. Mainly, I 
used to like cannabis, which made me happy at times of 
sadness: we got really high. Everything was fine and later 
when we came back down again, everything was just like 
it was, everything was bad again. It’s been two-and-a-half 
years since I last took drugs, and I don’t miss them. after 

I stopped, I never again felt the desire to take any type of 
drugs. I’ve never drunk alcohol. I’ve never been addicted 
to anything. I did it for fun.

The men in her life

Partner... I’ve had about fifteen. Real partners, ever 
since I started dating, even before. I was still a virgin, I got 
involved with somebody who was my first, he was already 
a trafficker and it didn’t work out. Then I got involved with 
another trafficker. That didn’t work out, so I got involved 
with another trafficker, and so it went. But dating, I’ve 
dated a lot of traffickers, a lot of powerful traffickers, who 
I met in Rio de Janeiro, in Brazil, outside Brazil. I’ve fallen 
in love with a few. Now I’ve got a partner. I’ve also been 
involved with people, successful, well established people, 
university students, musicians, soccer players. Indeed, I 
have a daughter that is the daughter of a soccer player who’s 
in Portugal, I have another daughter that is the daughter 
of an accountant who went to college, he was a university 
student. and I have a daughter from my first relationship 
who is the daughter of a dead former drug trafficker. 

The drug trafficking network and its rewards

I got involved with trafficking when I was very young. 
So I made friends with people who don’t exist any longer. 
I got to a high level in trafficking, I was the manager of a 

Érika, ex-manager
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point of sale. But, as time passed by, I started to see life 
differently. I’d wanted to get out for some time, but I didn’t 
have the chance. I’d never worked, I didn’t like working. 
Life seemed to be very easy, but those who know realize 
that it isn’t. Even so, I continued... I kept going, I made a 
lot of money. Every time I though about leaving, I made 
still more profit. That is what tied me down. 

Starting up in the network

I spent almost fourteen years working for the network. 
I was involved, even when I was only twelve years old. 
I was a mother at fourteen and I continued. I only left 
two years ago. First, I started as the girlfriend of a traf-
ficker, then I started to look after the money. Then, my 
workload increased, I met a young man who used to bring 
in the drugs as a distributor, so a started to sell drugs and 
“export” them. Exporting means that I took drugs to a 
load of other towns, I started to sell drugs and firearms 
too, rifles, pistols. Next, I started to form contacts with 
the people where I live and in other favelas, because there 
are more than thirty favelas. From that time on, I met a 
lot of powerful people involved in trafficking and started 
to make friends. When I was 25, I got the position of 
cocaine manager in my community, which I did for four 
years. I was the manager of a point of sale, I had several 
employees and the last job that I had was to be manager 
of a point of sale. I left it around two years ago. 

Children in the network 

Children’s first contact with the traffickers is generally 
along the lines of “buy this, buy that, set a trap”, they start 
doing favors, then a bit later, the trafficker goes to have 
a bath and says, “here, look after my rifle”. Then the traf-
ficker goes off with a woman and says, “hey, hold my bag”. 
Then they start to involve the children and they start to 
become dangerous too, and that’s when they get involved 
with trafficking. after doing favors, they usually start up 
working as scouts or dealers. They put these children 
to work in traffic because they are successful. There are 
cases where children start off by receiving only drugs or 
even snacks. Not earning any money. From the time they 
start working as dealers, and when they start receiving 
deliveries and making profits from these deliveries then 
they begin to... Young people aged eighteen, seventeen 
die more often.

A child’s place is....

Look, from the bottom of my heart, my opinion is 
that I think that children from 12 to 18 years old should 
be at school, they have to live. I bitterly regret joining the 
traffickers so young, I could have done a lot of things that 
I didn’t do. I was very young when I had a child, I didn’t 
enjoy my life at all, my adolescence was lost and traffickers 
die. It’s unusual for one to survive. He starts at 12 years 
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old, and dies at 15, dies at 25, both men and women. It’s 
a short life. If they’re lucky like I was and live for 15 years 
involved in trafficking and get out in one piece, it’s very 
good, very important. Nowadays, I think it’s very difficult. 
It’s very unusual for traffickers to start trafficking at 15 
years old and live until they’re 20.

Power in and of the network

Well, my last job made me as if I was a leader, right? 
There were four people working with me: a manager, a 
general manager, a packer and a dealer. What happens is 
that they worked for me carrying out different jobs and 
for all this time I was their leader. That means that I gave 
the orders. When something went wrong, I had to fix it. 
I was very strict at work. This was our living, we couldn’t 
be smiling all the time. We have to have some privacy, 
some respect and I thought that was right. 

Contradictions when consuming 

Nowadays I think differently, I want to get away from 
it all, I don’t feel the desire to go back. Every week, I’d pick 
up two thousand reals and go to the mall and spend it on 
clothes. I liked to wear a lot of jewelry, I had cars, I man-
aged to bribe a lot of people, a lot of police officers. It was 
something very special, do you see? For those who don’t 
know. But at the same time it was very low level, there was 

no freedom, I couldn’t go out, I couldn’t enjoy the things I 
like: cinema, theater, shows, etc. I had to remain isolated in 
the community. So, I had power but at the same time I had 
nothing, because I didn’t have any privacy, any freedom.

Network hierarchy

There are several options in drug trafficking, there are 
several jobs. There are scouts, there are dealers, there are 
carriers. a carrier is not the same as a dealer: the carrier 
takes the drugs from one point of sale to another; the 
dealer sells it in one place only, he stays there selling. 
There’s the product manager, the general manager, the 
second-in-command, they’re all different.

Daily dynamics of life in the network

The job of the second-in-command is to give orders 
to the general manager and all those below. He makes the 
decisions when the leader, the real boss, is not around. In 
our case, here in our community, there are several manag-
ers, we have general managers and we have a second-in-
command. We have the leader, who’s not here, and it’s the 
second-in-command who is in charge. Let’s say it’s like 
this. When the leader is not around, he substitutes him. 
Like I said, there are carriers, dealers, soldiers, scouts, 
guards, those that let off fireworks... The scout is different 
from those that let off the fireworks. Very often the scout 
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issues a warning. Somebody has to tell the person who 
lets off the fireworks that the police are coming and he lets 
them off. There’s production, which is packing... 

The police in the network

and there’s the contact. This is the person who ne-
gotiates the trafficker’s freedom, when one of them gets 
arrested. In general, they are people that are not involved 
in trafficking, but they get paid as if they were employees. 
In general, the contact is used at the time that a person is 
caught and there’s going to be a conversation, there’s going 
to be some negotiating without a lawyer being present. 
When the police ask for money, they approach the person 
and ask for money. What happens? The contact gets in-
volved to negotiate the person’s freedom. When they really 
do get arrested and go to jail, a lawyer is called. I think this 
community has two or three lawyers. There are communi-
ties with as many as ten lawyers, others with five, seven… 
it depends on the community’s financial conditions.

On being arrested

I’ve never been punished, not through working in traf-
ficking. I was arrested on five occasions, but I was never 
held. I was arrested with some rifle bullets, which cost 
me five thousand [reals]. Later, I was arrested somewhere 
else but the police knew who I was, so that was another 

five thousand. Later, I was arrested in the community. On 
both occasions I lost ten thousand because, once again, the 
police knew who I was. Last time it cost me six thousand, 
my friends had a whip-round and managed to get me out. 

Disgust with the police

Well, the police operate in a sordid way. at times, a 
certain revolt builds up inside us because, very often, we 
see somebody who has nothing to do with trafficking 
being beaten up, spanked by the police, and when it really 
is a trafficker they do nothing. The police act in a brutal 
way, a cowardly way, they operate in a cowardly way in 
the community. In general, when they pick up a trafficker 
from our community, they sell him to another command 
in another community. The people involved in trafficking 
and who get caught are always afraid of a surprise, afraid 
of being sold. The police are people who have no type of 
personality, they have no scruples, no character.

Fear of the police

I only got beaten by the police when I was arrested in 
the community. I’ve also lost other things to the police: 
television, hi-fi, gold, that type of thing, mobile phones. 
When they came here looking for me they already knew 
what my job was, and as I was afraid of them, feared them, 
I had to give them this stuff. 
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Losses in life

There was a time when I lost a friend of mine, the one 
that introduced me to trafficking. That made me very sad, 
very frustrated, yet very sad at the same time. I said I was 
going to quit, but I didn’t. I kept going, and then, as time 
went on, I lost another friend. Later on, I lost yet another 
friend. These were people who had kept me connected 
to trafficking. If these people were alive today, I certainly 
wouldn’t be working, I’d be involved in trafficking and 
better off than I was then. If these people were alive, I’d 
be the leader of my own thing, do you see? So, it was 
necessary for me to lose these people to be able to give 
value to life, to honesty, to the life of a worker. 

The illusion of the dream of living

Well, the dream of the trafficker is an illusion, a false 
dream, because a trafficker’s life is a very dangerous life. 
He’s alive, he’s full of dreams, he even wants to have child, 
then tomorrow he’s dead and the dream never comes true. I 
had friends who made plans, their wives got pregnant, and 
they were dead before their children were born. So I think 
that tomorrow does not belong to the traffickers, it doesn’t 
belong to humans, to the police, to the politicians, to the 
government, to the president: it belongs to God. and God 
gives traffickers the change to correct themselves, to start 
again. So, if God is giving you the chance to get out of a 

life of crime while you’re alive and free and you don’t take 
advantage of it, I think that you want to pay the price, and 
you want to pay in the worst way possible.

I stopped because...

I stopped because life was giving me things that were 
bringing me a lot of disappointment. I was losing a lot of 
friends, people close to me had died. Hence, I got a bit 
frightened, afraid to carry on... I wanted to get out, I was 
becoming disillusioned. 

The last big loss

There was the time that I lost the last of my friends 
that were tying me to this. That left me feeling very bitter, 
very sad. So I called the young guy who is now the leader 
of the trafficking in the community and told him I’d had 
enough, I wanted to settle my debts and leave in peace. 
I wanted to have the right to come and go, I wanted to 
have the right to bring up my family, my daughters in 
this case, to live here in the community where I was born 
and raised without any problems, resentment. He agreed 
and today we’re friends but have no involvement with 
each other. I respect him as he has to be respected, as a 
man. He respects me as a woman. He’s never asked me for 
anything, understand? I live in my community and have 
no problems with anybody. after all, I was there when he 
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arrived in the community. He knows how I behave, my 
respect, there’s never been anything more.

Nowadays, looking back

I live in the same place, I left trafficking without causing 
anybody any problems. and I live a normal life, bringing 
up my children. I was a person who behaved properly in 
the favela and I’m still OK. Everybody likes me. I left, but 
I’m the same. I’m still a very popular person. I’ve changed 
the way I’m involved, but I’m still the same person.

What’s worthwhile

Well, leaving trafficking is really worthwhile. I don’t 
think it’s worth it in financial terms, because I really enjoy 
spending money, I like to have money in my pocket, I’m a 
very ambitious person as far as my things are concerned. 
But in terms of being worthwhile or not worthwhile, it 
was worth it because I have my freedom, I can come and 
go wherever I want, I’ve started to live after so many years. 
Now, I can breathe easily, now I can live my life in peace. I 
can even get up early to look for a job or look for a course. 

I miss things

at times I miss things. Not the things I did, but the 
people I knew. Because, nowadays, I find that I’m cut 

off from these people, do you see? I try not to get too 
close, because bad things always happen when we need 
something, and if I’m not able to control myself another 
opportunity may crop up, a chance to go back to that life. 

The feeling of freedom

It is very important to be able to wake up and not feel 
persecuted, like I used to be persecuted by rival gangs, by 
the police. I couldn’t have just one place to sleep, I had 
to sleep somewhere different every day, my life was very 
difficult, a lot of running about. My daughters also spent 
some time living with me, but they couldn’t go to school. 
They were out on the streets, they were watched by the 
police and this made me realize that it was very important 
for me to bring them up properly and to get out of this life. 

Things of greatest value

Some time ago, my daughter who is now 10 years 
old said to me: “Look mum, the things you give us are 
good, they’re expensive things, but I think it would be 
better if you gave us peace and quiet, because we just 
can’t take it any more: waking up and not knowing if 
you’ve been arrested or killed, because we won’t know 
how to live without a mother, as we already don’t have a 
father.” That moved me a lot, I tried as hard as I possibly 
could and, thank God, with the help of my parents and 

ESCAPE ROUTES   journeys



special person, he did everything he could to help me. 
Every time I was arrested, he’d go there, sleep, and wait 
for me to get out. When I was sick, he looked after me. He 
looked after my children when I needed. He’s a wonderful 
person. He never discriminated against me for my being 
involved in trafficking. Even without his asking, I helped 
him a lot, because I’m from a very poor family. I look 
at my brothers, who are financially able to help out my 
parents, but they don’t care about them. Even now, when 
I’m working, it’s me that helps out, with the money I’ve 
had to sweat to earn. I think I’ve brought harmony to my 
parents’ hearts, because now they can breath easily, now 
they can sleep in peace, now they know that I’m not going 
to get up to anything, commit any crimes, do anything 
wrong, so they’re happy. 

Contradiction of friendships

My brothers avoided me, but whenever they needed 
the dirty money that came from trafficking they’d come 
and look for me and I’d always make an effort to help 
them. Now I feel a bit lonely, because my partner isn’t 
near me and because I’m living life alone. I wanted him 
to be here to see my life, my victory. But, unfortunately, 
he can’t be in the same place as me... He’s in prison. But 
I believe that, if he thinks positively, he can change his 
life, I’m sure he can.

my family, and with what I’d built up, I managed to hold 
my head up and abandon that life and so far I’ve not 
gone back to it. I hope that I get an opportunity in this 
labor area and that I don’t ever have to think of going 
back to trafficking, because it’s a tough life, a miserable 
life. I wouldn’t wish it on anyone.

Friendship and hope

Today I live with someone but I don’t know if it’ll stay 
that way, do I? My husband is in prison, he’s also involved. 
He was jailed for armed robbery. He’s also involved in 
trafficking. He’s been inside for seven months and we get 
on very well because he’s confident, he believes that, one 
day, his life will follow the same path as mine. Before he 
was arrested he was looking for a job but he couldn’t find 
one. So he got desperate, he went to rob someone... on 
the way out of a bank. He was arrested and two months 
later he got a letter from the Ministry of Labor inviting 
him to join the ‘First Job’ program, because they liked his 
résumé. But... what can you do? Soon after he went to jail, 
after two months, the letter arrived. So, very often, people 
get involved for lack of other opportunities. 

And the family?

My parents criticized me a lot. I love my mother a 
lot, but the real love of my life is my father. He is a very 
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Living with her daughters

My eldest daughter is fourteen years old. She was 
practically brought up within trafficking, but she never 
got involved. She’s a very dependent child, very sweet 
and friendly. I’ve learnt one thing: to this day I respect 
my daughters and they respect me a lot. I don’t think you 
need to slap them. Everything I say, they listen to. They’re 
wonderful children and have never been interested in the 
things I had or what I gave them. On the contrary, if I took 
them to a mall to buy expensive clothes from a designer 
store, they’d often prefer it if I gave them the money and 
bought something cheaper elsewhere, in the community. 
I’ve brought my children up modestly. I’ve given them 
the best I can. I pay school fees for the youngest, I pay 
health insurance. But they always had that thought in 
their heads as they were growing up: “one day my mother 

won’t have this any more and we won’t be able to get by. 
She can, but we can’t.” Nowadays, they’re used to getting 
only a little, and although they don’t get very much they’re 
always satisfied.

Possible futures

I have a dream, I’ve got plans. Today, I can make plans. 
I’m a different person. Today, I live for myself, my children, 
my partner. I’m thinking about getting married when he 
gets out of there. I’ve been with him for three years and I 
think he’s the man of my life, someone that respects me, 
in spite of his being involved. He respects my daughters, 
even though they’re not his children. He respects my 
parents. I needed someone like that. So you can see that 
even in trafficking there are people with character, with 
strong personalities. They just need a chance.98
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“
I want to see the 
snow; my biggest 
dream is to live in the 
United States”.
Carlos, dealer 
17 years old
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dreams

I dream of finding a good job so 
that I can take my mum out from 
the life she lives”.
Mike, soldier 
16 years old

“

I really wanted to become a 
professional of some sort, but it 
didn’t happen, what can I do”?
Bernardo, soldier 
killed by the police at 17 years of age

“

ESCAPE ROUTES   journeys



o vivido

happiness
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ROTAS DE FUGA caminhadas

I like parties, 
arcade games, 
football, flying 
kites, girlfriends”.
Cris, lookout 
14 years old

happiness

“
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contradiçtions

I don’t like to study, 
but I want to be a 
naval marine”.
Pablo, lookout 
15 years old

“
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revolt
I became a bandit because 
my brother was killed; he 
was my favorite brother, 
that’s why I revolt”.
Júnior, packer 
15 years old

“
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work

I used to sell coca-cola in the traffic lights until 
a friend offered me more money to sell drugs. 
Then, you know, sell, give change, there’s no 
mystery, it’s just about keeping active and run 
from the police; but I work everyday and I’m 
always very tired”.
Fabinho, dealer 
17 years old

“
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jobbing
I’m unemployed, looking for a job, 
and jobbing at the boca de fumo 
(point of sale of cannabis)”.
Rui, packer 
18 years old

“



curiosity

I always had the 
curiosity to know 
what is like to be 
an outlaw”.
João, dealer 
17 years old

“
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friendship
I’m an offspring from the favela, I only joined the 
drug traffic to vengeance the death of my friend”.

Dudu, lookout 
killed by the police at the age of 15, after an escape from a bus robbery

“
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we don’t even trust our own shadows, 
especially when we are completely wasted”.
Dado, soldier 
16 years old

“
solitude
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disappointments

I was very 
disappointed when I 
was left out from the 
army selection, I cried 
and everything”.
Chico, packer 
17 years old

“
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disappointments

beyond the 
money, I like to 
feel powerful... 
but I have no 
power; it’s just 
appearances”.
Alan, dealer 
18 years old

“
of power

sensation
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When asked by a public figure he 
answered:  

I, I’m a celebrity”.
Daniel, dealer 
17 years old“

be
“the

man”
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it’s really good when 
people look at me 
with fear (...) even 
though I have no 
Power, I like to make 
people think that I 
have”.
Tiago, dealer 
killed by the police at the age of 16, after an 

escape from a bus robbery

“

bad boyfame
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mothers
I thought of leaving 
the drug traffic this 
month because I’m 
a mother and I love 
my daughter”.
Bel, accounting 
16 years old

“
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my son used to go to school, he used to help 
me at home, but he started to hangout with 
people from the boca (point of sale of drugs). 
The truth is that I imagined it, but didn’t want 
to believe. I have a brothers, cousin, nephews, 
and other family members in prison; maybe I 
imagined that this could happen to my son, but 
not in this coward way”.

Toco’s mother, soldier 
killed at the age of 15

“
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depression

I’m eager to leave this life behind; how am I 
going to defend the favela without a riffle? The 
riffle jammed in the face of policeman, then 
when I was leaving he shot me. I’m been paid at 
home, but I want to leave the drug traffic as fast 
as possible, I think God is calling me”. 

“

He was playing at the arcade when he was 
approached. He was sad and disappointed, 
for he had been shot in the arm and was 
incapacitated and could not work.
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depression

At this moment tears dropped 
from his eyes. He rapidly tried to 
cover his cry and said:

I’m even making some 
visits to the church”!
Léo, soldier  
16 years old, killed by overdose 3 hours after this talk

“



confronts

in truth it was the shattering, but I was 
very wounded... the policeman shot exactly 
where I was. Damn! It exploded the wall 
from that woman’s house”.
Paulo, soldier 
15 years old

“
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the police comes 
in and fire at us”.
Juninho, manager 
20 years old

“

the police arrived there already 
shooting and everybody had to run, 
it was very close”.
Lu, soldier 
17 years old

“
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mourn
this was a very 
sad month, many 
friends died”.
Paulo, soldier 
15 years old

“
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faith

I thought I wouldn’t leave, but it was God 
that took me out from there. I couldn’t 
understand anything (...) only God”!
Fabinho, dealer  
17 years old

“



tension

when the situation is bad, e can’t even sleep. 
I don’t live in peace even despite not been a 
marked man”.
Dudu, lookout 
killed at the age of 15 after an escapefrom  

a bus robbery

“
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to be

it still frightens me 
when I think about a 
friend that has died, 
but it’s gone now... I 
achieve what I wanted: 
to be a soldier”.
Paulinho, soldier 
15 years old

“
a warrior
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loved ones

I’m happy because I am back to 
the woman that I truly love”.
Galego, manager and robber 
18 years old

“



family
I really wanted 
to be in the army 
and raise a family, 
have five kids... I 
even know their 
names”.
Mano, dealer 
17 years old

“
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according to the data collected in this survey, the 
involvement of children, adolescents and young people 
in retail drug trafficking in Rio de Janeiro constitutes 
a problem requiring a set of combined public policies 
designed to address the specific situations faced by these 
actors in drug trafficking and their socio-spatial, economic 
and cultural context. 

a first dilemma that we identified for preparing 
proposals designed to address the situations described 
here is related to the representation of these boys and 
girls in society as a whole, including in favelas. Since 
symbolic elements also define the real world, the vision 
built about them sustains how public authorities and civil 
society organizations can intervene in their favor. The 
stigmatization of this specific group, added to historically 
built stereotypes related to the spaces where they live, has 
given rise to discriminatory actions, which result in the 
violation of rights and, in many cases, in violent deaths 
often executed by members of public security forces. 
Such actions are supported by the media and by the large 
majority of the population on a daily basis. Therefore, 
lethal violence has become the main obstacle for ensuring 
the rights of this group and of youths living in favelas and 
outskirts of large cities in general. 

People who live in favelas and in other poor areas in 
Brazilian metropolitan regions are usually seen as people 
living in a unique socio-spatial context, regardless of the 

situation prevailing in cities at large. From this perspective, 
favelas are seen as “non-city” areas and their residents are 
regarded as “non-citizens/city dwellers”. as a result, these 
territories, which belong to the city at large, are ignored in 
their material, symbolic and social base. For this reason, 
the possibilities that they offer to overcome the most 
pressing challenges prevailing in them are despised. 

The territory leaves marks and these people carry 
these marks. Therefore, the marks of stigma, neglect 
and violence prevailing in favelas are transferred to their 
dwellers. For this perverse process to be appropriately 
tackled, the meaning of these marks should be redefined. 
The process of redefining the meaning of these marks 
should be based on the understanding that the city, in its 
plurality, constitutes a single space, and that, therefore, its 
dwellers, regardless of where they live, should be seen as 
citizens of the same unit. Citizens should also be seen as 
city dwellers – people who belong to the city and, at the 
same time, are responsible for constituting it. 

However, plurality, a positive factor in the single city, 
is being progressively transformed into particularization.99 
Thus, we are left with unity marked by differentiation, 
contradictions, and borders based on stereotypes, stigma 
and social and economic differences. In this scenario, 
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favelas are limited spaces that are physically and sym-
bolically differentiated: policies are defined for them as 
if they didn’t belong to the city. These policies, in turn, 
tend to enhance subject particularization and territorial 
fragmentation even more, as they reinforce boundar-
ies which prevent indispensable connections between 
favelas, their dwellers and the rest of the city. However, 
favelas are more than what they are in themselves, since 
they are part of the city. and despite the resentment and 
denials of dominant sectors, the city is also the favela. 

In the specific case of Rio de Janeiro, it is seen as a 
space dominated by a positive grassroots representation. 
This representation is expressed in the appreciation for 
samba, soccer, carnival, mestizo women and the informal-
ity of the “carioca” (people born in Rio de Janeiro), which 
is a mythical figure not restricted by social or territorial 
borders. Beyond the limits imposed on the unity of the 
city, this symbolic figure was socially built by residents 
of Rio de Janeiro and also by “outsiders”. 

For this reason, the design of public policies for 
favelas should be based on the city as a starting and 
arriving point. These policies should be comprehensive, 
fair, generous, permanent, and based on principles that 
can be universalized: the republic, democracy, human 
rights, etc. They should take into account the situation of 
children, adolescents and young people involved in the 
drug trade and aspects beyond this situation. 

another challenge for defining public policies for 
people involved in drug trafficking is related to the 
weakening of the social and community networks which 
characterize the relationships established by these young 
people. Problems affecting institutions such as schools 
have restricted their capacity to assist these youths and 
to promote projects to improve their lives, limiting the 
possibilities available to individuals to relate to other 
social networks that could expand their social space-time. 
The same reasoning largely applies to many family units, 
which are incapable of playing the fundamental and com-
plex role of assisting, caring for, socializing and providing 
ethic-moral support to them. It should be stressed that 
both institutions, particularly the latter, continue to be a 
fundamental reference to these individuals in a context 
of social vulnerability. 

Socio-territorial particularization, combined with the 
weakening of social and community networks, tends to 
reproduce poverty and restrict the exercise of citizen-
ship rights. In this context, the incorporation of negative 
values into oneself and into the spaces where one lives, 
combined with the search for social recognition and 
visibility, has been leading young people involved in the 
drug trade to see criminal factions as their main refer-
ence for building identity links which are stronger than 
those established with their community at large and, to 
a much larger extent, with the city as a whole. Therefore, 
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joining drug gangs is a means to be in the world, to be 
visible, and to be a member of a group. For this reason, 
this illegal trade becomes a network of social meanings, 
assistance and symbolic-material support to its members. 
Drug trafficking, with its criminal factions, is used by these 
adolescents and young people as a space for socializing 
and as their main reference for building values. In sum, 
belonging to the “CV”, the “TC” or the “aDa” means much 
more than “belonging to the community”, “being poor”, 
“being black” or “being a favelado (favela dweller)”. 

This identification imposes limits on the spatial mobil-
ity of these young people, making it difficult for them to 
develop the sense of belonging to the city and to access 
public goods and equipment. as a result, social, affective 
and economic relations begin to be established around a 
symbolic and physical dispute between those belonging 
to different groups, leading to enhanced tensions and 
violent deaths.

a third dilemma refers to the world of labor and ac-
cess to income. Despite the drop observed in the wages 
paid by the drug trade, it still an activity offering more 
attractive relative advantages as compared to other jobs, 
such as a group identity, social visibility and prestige. On 
the other hand, low schooling, combined with difficulties 
to access other networks in the world of labor, constitutes 
a difficult problem: at the same time that it doesn’t allow 

young people to engage in certain professional activities, 
it constitutes a barrier for accessing professionalizing 
courses, which require minimum schooling levels and 
skills which the schools often fail to provide them with. 

The lack of professional opportunities, high lethality 
rates and participation in other criminal networks which 
reduce possibilities for developing positive relations with 
city residents as a whole are the main obstacles to be ad-
dressed to remove children, adolescents and young people 
from the drug trade. For the vicious circle determined by 
the conditions which lead them to get involved and stay in 
the drug trade to be broken, it is necessary to combine a 
sound public income distribution policy with actions de-
signed to promote social participation and new strategies 
for addressing crime based on the defense of rights and 
human dignity. They should be seen as necessary elements 
for fighting the basic economic, cultural, political and 
social determinants of the inequalities which characterize 
Brazil and, particularly, its metropolitan areas. 

In what regards public security specifically, the first 
fundamental principle should be that of promoting dig-
nity and appreciation for life. This means that fighting 
drug trafficking, crimes against property and other similar 
crimes should not be more important than human life.  
From this perspective, we have the following propositions 
to make: 
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• The model based on the logic of confrontation and 
progressive militarization should be replaced with 
public security policies based on appreciation for life.

• Emphasis should be placed on controlling weapons 
and on consolidating a disarmament policy.

•  Investments should be made in intelligence and 
investigation activities, which should play a strategic 
role in intercepting the traffic in weapons and drugs 
before they arrive in favelas; large illegal suppliers 
should be arrested and police corruption should be 
fought on an ongoing basis and relentlessly as the main 
steps to prevent weapons and drugs from reaching 
criminal groups.

• The material, technical and psychological conditions 
and the wages paid to police officers should be im-
proved to promote more appreciation for them as 
citizens and public security agents, or else no effective 
changes in the current public security model will 
be possible, since police officers are its agents more 
directly in touch with the population;

• The training provided to police officers should be 
improved based on a public security approach focused 
on promoting human dignity; 

• all police officers should be trained in how to use non-
lethal techniques and weapons in their operations (defen-
sive shots, better ways of approaching suspects, etc);

• Strict rules for approaching suspects should be estab-
lished to reduce abuses of authority and the number 
of fatal victims during police operations. 

• The drug problem should be addressed with a focus 
on preventing and reducing damages, addressing the 
problem from a public health perspective;

• Official statistics on the public security and criminal 
justice system should be disseminated regularly and 
transparently. Without this information, it is impos-
sible to plan and evaluate public policies in this area 
appropriately; 

• Mechanisms for ensuring a better external control 
of police activities should be strengthened, with em-
phasis on their independence, autonomy and budget 
allocations;  

• Permanent dialogue spaces with public managers 
should be established to ensure grassroots participa-
tion in policy-making; 

• as for the main problem affecting Brazil right now, 
namely, the lethal violence that kills almost 50,000 
people a year, most of whom are young, black and 
poor people, a national program should be drawn up 
to reduce this death rate with local bases. This program 
should ensure the participation of public authorities, 
organized civil society and the population at large in 
the definition of integrated, comprehensive and regular 
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actions designed to promote public security in urban 
areas. These actions should be based on indicators 
and mechanisms for monitoring and evaluating their 
impacts on the phenomenon in the long term.

although actions in the area of public security are 
fundamental, they are not sufficient to do away with 
territorial particularization, the inequality and violence 
reproduction dynamic which prevails in the city, and the 
privatization of sovereignty in low-income areas. This 
reality can only be addressed through projects designed 
to promote the integrated development of the city’s terri-
tories, particularly of those where low-income groups live. 
This policy requires the involvement of all social entities, 
such as the State, social organizations and the private 
initiative. Its core objective should be to progressively 
and regularly improve social, cultural, environmental and 
economic indicators as a whole in intervention areas.

We know that rights can be ensured, reduced or ex-
panded according to institutionalized social pacts and to 
collective organizational and pressure processes. Therefore, 
efforts should be made to identify the type of public policy 
which can ensure the enjoyment of rights and at which 
moments in the process (formulation, budget, execution, 
social control) citizenship rights were strengthened. 

In connection with this proposal, one of the main 
hurdles for overcoming the limits of public policies is 
the prevalence of the sectoral logic that still prevails 

in their making and implementation. It has become a 
usual practice to draw up urban programs focused on 
overlapping actions in the fields of education, health 
care, economy, culture, housing, safety, etc. The assump-
tion of this practice is that the sum of the parts of these 
policies forms a global city. However, these initiatives, 
which are designed in a rather fragmented way, reproduce 
an abstract city with dematerialized social subjects that 
are never considered as whole beings. as a result, it is 
impossible to develop an integrated city project focused 
on real beings, materialized in the territory. The public 
apparatus is divided into thematic secretariats competing 
for resources to pursue their specific objectives, without 
an integral perception of the citizens and of the city they 
are intended to assist/build. 

In the realm of public security, this type of State ap-
paratus leads safety forces to have primacy in dealing 
with crime, while in the other extreme the Human Rights 
Secretariat lacks tools to affirm its principles in practice. 

as for social policies, projects based on deterritorialized 
subjects out of time and space and addressed at the family 
unit level at most can be considered to be hegemonic. Eco-
nomic policies are in turn conceived based on territories 
without subjects, giving priority to establishing productive 
arrangements that maximize productivity- and profit-
related interests while minimizing their environmental, 
social, cultural, and symbolic costs, among others. 
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Investing in sectoral solutions in the process of making 
and implementing public policies in their fragmented 
approach to rights and the city has historically contributed 
to increasing social inequalities and territorial distinc-
tions in Brazil and, in particular, in large urban centers, 
enhancing the hierarchization of citizenship rights and the 
hegemony of consumers as universal subjects of the social 
world. Given the arguments above, it can be clearly seen 
that sectorization has become a trademark of public policy 
which exposes a crisis and poses some challenges:100 

1. How can we ensure the possibility of having a fea-
sible public policy based on the actual aspirations of 
corporified subjects of rights? 

2. How can we break away from the sectoral trap and 
establish an appropriate link between this policy and 
full assurance of rights? 

as a starting point for overcoming the limitations 
mentioned above, we believe that human rights, as consid-
ered in their indivisibility, constitute a key parameter for 
us to define the development and democracy model that 
we want. We define human rights as an ethic, legal and 
political heritage which was built as a result of social and 
historical struggles focused on ensuring human dignity.101 
Therefore, they are to be built on a daily basis in political 
processes and social practices of concrete subjects who 
both affirm and innovate rights. 

among the fundamental features of human rights, 
special mention should be made of their indivisibility, 
interdependence, exigibility and justiciability. Their indi-
visibility suggests that it is impossible to hierarchize rights. 
Their interdependence means that the assurance of a right 
implies the assurance of all rights.102  In this context, the 
universal nature of rights is affirmed as our target. 

However, we live in a country that is still deeply 
marked by inequalities and by fragile democratic institu-
tions. Human dignity is not a natural phenomenon, but 
rather a historical social, cultural, political and spatial 
achievement. This concept goes beyond the reality of 
abstract subjects and opens itself up to consider them in 
their specificity and concrete elements, bearing the marks 
of the contradictions of its socio-spatial context.103

We have, therefore, a corporified subject of rights, one 
that is corporified in the territory. and this is a fundamen-
tal element for building a concrete policy, as it provides 
an integrating reference for defining the political agenda. 
The territory is seen as a resource and shelter for human 
existence, combining plural social identities and practices. 
Its appropriation involves conditions for producing and 
reproducing life in society.104 Therefore, appreciation for 
life is indispensable for defining a propositional agenda 
capable of linking Human Rights to Public Policies. This 
is so because subjects develop into human and historical 
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beings in their territory as a result of their participation 
in social and spatial fields that can contribute in different 
ways toward ensuring the exercise of citizenship rights. 

an immediate development of this focus is the need to 
build mechanisms and tools that can make human rights 
fully exigible and justiceable. apart from legal exigibility 
strategies (such as public civil actions, grassroots actions, 
etc), exigibility also requires social and political actions, 
that is, it requires the active participation of society.

From this perspective, public policies can also play a 
major role in building citizenship rights if they are de-
signed in the light of the logic of territorial integrality. For 

this purpose, strategies for ensuring rights should be built 
based on the actual experiences of subjects (individual 
experiences and, particularly, collective organization pro-
cesses) and the territory should be seen as its materializa-
tion element. This is so because it is the only place where 
one can find paths to raise the profile, democratize and 
universalize public policies in their plurality. 

These movements redefine public policies and spaces 
as an arena of struggles, conflicts, positions and inclina-
tions involving different social agents, actors and subjects, 
where specific territorial contexts, such as grassroots 
spaces, can open up new democratic horizons for society 
as a whole.105 For this purpose, understanding different 
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• a city project should be defined for the medium and 
long term based on policies focused on the supply of 
equipment and on the provision of quality services to 
populations of favelas and outskirts;

• Local public funds should be established with the 
participation of the State, of private corporations, 
and of multilateral, international and social organiza-
tions with the aim of ensuring the implementation 
of a local integrated development policy designed to 
improve the quality of life and social indicators in 
favelas and outskirts.

For the State the challenge would be one of building, 
jointly with social organizations, its sovereignty in a 
legitimate way in territories that are still dominated by 
armed criminal groups.  The negative consequences of the 
“war on drugs” that characterized public security policies 
in Rio de Janeiro in recent decades have already shown 
that this legitimacy cannot be ensured by force alone. 
Therefore, it is urgently necessary to replace the prevail-
ing logic of confrontation by the progressively greater, 
regular and daily presence of the State in the communities 
to mediate and settle conflicts and to build a log-term 
integrated and sustainable development plan for favelas 
and outskirts.106 This presupposes the recognition that 
there can only be one city and one citizen and, therefore, 
the effective republicanization of the Brazilian State.

current social practices and strategies for identifying 
the city and belonging to it is key in efforts to unveil 
elements that can lead to a fuller enjoyment of rights by 
corporified subjects.  

The sense of belonging to the city is fundamental 
for generating a sense of responsibility toward the chose 
publique, so that which is public may be perceived as 
truly belonging to all. From this perspective, we believe 
that a set of proposals related to the right to the city can 
contribute toward this goal: 

• Sensitization actions are required in relation to stereo-
types related to low-income areas, particularly favelas, 
with the aim of contributing toward breaking the logic 
of the particularized and fragmented city. 

• Integrative actions should be carried out to promote 
circulation in the city for different people to get to 
know each other and for the polis to be appropriated 
by all its inhabitants. 

• Land ownership legalization actions should be carried 
out and mechanisms should be created to regulate and 
control urban areas based on special zones of social 
interest with the aim of gradually legalizing commercial 
activities, services and the use of different spaces, which 
would begin to be controlled and inspected by public 
authorities in partnership with social organizations, par-
ticularly by organizations with a community profile. 
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 The progressive preparation of a development plan 
for favelas and outskirts of the city should be preceded 
by a diagnosis designed to identify the social, economic, 
cultural, environmental and safety indicators, among 
others, that must be improved in each space for the full 
enjoyment of human rights to be ensured.  This is the 
only way to design appropriate measures to ensure access 
to education, health care, job and income generation, 
culture, housing, safety and justice. 

For a sustainable and integrated development cycle 
to be promoted in low-income areas, civil society, public 

authorities and the market must join forces, as already 
mentioned above. However, the first requirement for this 
to happen effectively is to recognize favela and outskirts 
residents as subjects of rights and key political actors in 
building a fairer, more fraternal and solidarity-based city. 

From this perspective, citizenship rights, the territory 
and public policies are the elements of a radical project of 
Democracy, since they provide, in their different dimen-
sions, possibilities for strengthening civil society as a source 
of proposals and decisions designed to ensure the enjoy-
ment of life in its broadest and most diversified sense. 
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Control

Date: cc cc cc

Interviewer: 

Questionnaire:  01 - ccc

Block 1 � Identification

Pseudonym: 

01. Age: cc years old Date of birth:   cc cc cc

02. Place of birth: 

03. Color:
c White
c Brown
c Black

c Yellow
c Indigenous
c Other color:

04. Sex: c  Male   c  Female

05. Community:

06. For how long have you been living in the community?
c For less than 1 year
c For 1 - 3 years
c For 4 - 6 yearss

c For 6 - 10 years
c For over 10 years

07. Have you lived in another community before?
c No
c Yes  Which one(s)?

08. The place where you live is:
c You own
c Rented

c Borrowed
c Other: 

09. You live with:
c Your parents
c Your mother
c Your father
c Your spouse

c Friends
c alone
c a relative(s):
c Other situations: 

Annex 1

Questionnaire applied   
in the first phase of the survey
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10. Marital status:
c Single
c Married 
c Widow(er)

11. Religion:
c Catholic
c Evangelical
c afro-Brazilian

c None (skip the next question)
c Other:

12. Do you practice your religion?  (if you have a religion) 
c  Yes   c  No

13. Do you have children?
c No children
c One child
c Two children

c Three children
c More than three children

14. Are you a drug user?
c No (skip to question 18)
c Yes (skip to the next question)

15. How old were you when you began to use drugs?
c Less than 10 years old
c Between 10 and 12 years old
c Between 13 and 15 years old

c Between 16 and 18 years old
c above 18 years old

16. Which drugs have you used already?
c alcohol
c Cigarettes
c Glue
c Marijuana
c Cocaine

c Crack
c Hashish
c amphetamines
c Downers
c Other: 

17. Which drug(s) are you using right now?

           DRUG
c alcohol
c Cigarettes
c Glue
c Marijuana
c Cocaine
c Crack
c Hashish
c amphetamines
c Downers
c Other 

HOW FREQUENTLY
c 
c  
c                   
c 
c
c 
c 
c 
c 
c

Codes for filling out the frequency field:

1. Daily
2. Weekly
3. Only on weekends
4. Seldom
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18. Before you got involved in the drug trade, you spent more time:
c In the streets   c  at home

19. You have: (mark up to two options)
c a boyfriend or girlfriend
c a spouse 
c You are dating someone

c You are dating several people
c Nobody

20. Do you what AIDS is?  
c Yes   c  No (skip the next question)   c  More or less

21. How do you think a person can get AIDS? (you can mark more than one option)

c Sex between a man and a woman without protection
c Sex between two men without protection
c By sharing a syringe (when using injecting drugs)

c Transfusions of untreated blood
c Breastfeeding, if the mother has the virus
c Other:

22. Which of the documents listed below do you have?
c a Birth or Marriage Certificate
c an Identity Card
c CIC (income tax payers registration number for natural persons)

c a Work Card
c a Voter’s Card

23. Do you have any chronic disease?
c No
c Yes   Which one(s)?

24. Do you have any physical disability?
c No
c Yes   Which one(s)?

25. Have you had any sexually transmitted disease (STD)?
c No
c Yes   Which one(s)?

Block 2 � Education

26. Can you read and write?
c I can read and write
c I can write, but I cannot read

c I can read, but I cannot write
c I cannot read or write

27. Are you attending school?
c Yes   c  No 

28. What was the last grade you completed?
c 1st grade   
c  2nd grade 
c 3rd grade
c 4th grade
c 5th grade

c 6th grade   
c  7th grade 
c 8th grade
c Upper secondary education
c I never attended school (skip to question 33)
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29. How old were you when you dropped out of school?
c I’m still attending school (skip the next question)   
c  9 to 10 years old
c 11 to 12 years old
c 13 to 14 years old

c 15 to 16 years old
c 17 years old or above
c I don’t know/can’t remember

30. Why have you dropped out of school?  (number two answers by order of importance)
c I didn’t like it
c I couldn’t learn anything
c I didn’t like the teachers
c I had to make money to help support my family

c I wanted to make money to buy things that I liked
c My family did not encourage me to attend school
c Other: 

31. Mention 2 (two) positive aspects about school by order of importance:  (number two answers by order of importance)
c Friendship with classmates
c Learn new things
c Snack
c Teachers

c Girls (boys)
c Certain people 
c Other: 

32. Mention 2 (two) negative aspects about school by order of importance: (number two answers by order of importance)
c Having to study
c Excessive discipline
c Difficulties to learn

c Having to remain seated for a long time
c Lack of meaning in what is taught
c Other: 

Block 3 � Family

33. Living parents:
c Mother   c  Father   c  You don´t know (mother)   c  Your don´t know (father)

34. Do you have siblings?
c No
c One
c Two

c Three
c Four
c More than four

35. Schooling of your siblings (indicate level):
c Can read and write
c 1st grade   
c  2nd grade 
c 3rd grade
c 4th grade
c 5th grade
c 6th grade
c 7th grade

c 8th grade
c Incomplete high school
c Full secondary schooling
c attending college
c College graduate
c Never attended school
c I don’t know  

34. Work of siblings (indicate level):
c Unemployed
c Drug trafficking
c another illegal activity

c Formal market 
c Informal market
c I don’t know
c No work
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37. You were raised by  (mark up to two options):
c Father
c Mother
c Relative(s)

c Orphanage
c Shelter
c Other:

38. Geographic origin of your parents  (mark up to two options):

c City of Rio de Janeiro
c another city in the state of Rio de Janeiro
c a northeastern state

c a southeastern state
c Other:
c  I don’t know

39. Profissão dos pais:
Fahter: c
Mother:  c

c I don’t know
c I don’t know

40. Profession of your parents:

c Father
c Mother

ANSWERS:
1. Did not know how to read or write
2. Knew how to read and write, but never 
attended school
3. Complete elementary education
4. Incomplete elementary education

5. Incomplete primary education
6. Complete primary education
7. Incomplete secondary education
8. Complete secondary education
9. Higher education
10. I don’t know

41. Goods which the interviewee and/or his or her family have (indicate quantities):

c Real property in the community 
c Real property out of the community 
c Fixed telephone line 
c Cell phone 
c Car
c air conditioning 
c Fan
c Computer
c Printer
c Refrigerator
c Freezer
c Stowe

c Microwave oven
c Home stereo  
c TV set
c Video cassette player
c DVD player
c Video Game
c Washing machine 
c Electric shower
c Motorcycle
c Bicycle
c Dish antenna or cable TV

42. Income range of parents or guardians: : (1 MW = R$260.00)
c No income
c Less than 1 MW
c 1 MW
c Between 1 and 3 MW

c Between 3 and 5 MWs
c Between 5 and 10 MWs
c More than 10 MWs
c I don’t know

43. Status of the interviewee in the family:

c First-born    c Second child    c Youngest child
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44. Attitude of the interviewee in the family (mark up to 3 options):

c Obedient
c Easy-going
c aggressive
c Good student
c Intelligent 
c Talkative
c authoritarian 

c Noisy
c agitated
c Messy
c Disobedient 
c Shy 
c Other:

45. In you relationship with your parents and/or guardians, physical violence is/was:

c Very frequent
c Frequent
c Not very frequent

c Rare
c Non-existent
c I don’t remember

46. Chemical dependence in the family.  
Link the type(s) of drug(s) to the family member (you can mark more than one option):

DRUG
1. alcohol c
2. Cigarettes c
3. Glue     c                        
4. Marijuana c
5. Cocaine 
6. Crack

 
7. Hashishe c
8. amphetamines c
9. Downers c
10. Other: 

FAMILY MEMBER
c Nobody uses drugs
ccccc Father
ccccc Mother
ccccc Sibling(s)
ccccc Uncle(s)
ccccc Cousin(s)
ccccc Grandparent(s)
ccccc Other

47. Family members working in the drug trade  (you can mark more than one option – please quantify):

c None
c Father
c Mother

c Sibling(s)
c Uncle(s)
c Cousin(s)

c Grandparent(s)
c Other:
c I don´t know

48. Family member(s) killed for involvement in drug trafficking  (please quantify):

c None
c Father
c Mother

c Sibling(s)
c Uncle(s)
c Cousin(s)

c Grandparent(s)
c Other:
c I don´t know

49. Family member(s) killed by drug dealers, but not directly involved in the drug trade (please quantify):

c None
c Father
c Mother

c Sibling(s)
c Uncle(s)
c Cousin(s)

c Grandparent(s)
c Other:
c I don´t know
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Block 4 � Tastes and Preferences

50. Indicate two types of music you like most by order of importance:

c Funk/Rap
c Pagode (a type of small-group samba) 
c Forró (a typical musical style of Brazil’s northeast)
c Hip Hop 
c Samba
c International Pop Music
c Brazilian Pop Music
c Axé (a typical musical style of the state of Bahia)

c Rock 
c Electronic Music
c Sertanejo (typical Brazilian country music)
c Classic
c Religious Music
c I don’t like music  
c Other,  which one(s)? 

51. Preferred political party:
c Workers’ Party (PT) c
c Democratic Labor Party (PDT)
c Party of the Brazilian Social Democracy (PSDB)
c Liberal Front Party (PFL)
c Party of the Brazilian Democratic Movement (PMDB)
c Brazilian Labor Party (PTB)

c Brazilian Socialist Party (PSB)
c Liberal Party (PL)
c Communist Party of Brazil (PC do B)
c None
c Other: 

52. Politician that you like most :

53. Public figure that you admire most: 

54. Person in you social network that you admire most:

55. Favorite recreation (mark two options by order of preference):
c Balls
c The movies
c Musical shows 
c Going to the beach 

c Dating
c Shopping 
c Hanging out with friends
c Other:

56. In what place in the city do you usually engage in recreation?
c Mainly inside my communitydade
c Mainly in other communities
c In a neighborhood (s) near my community
c In a neighborhood (s) that is far from my community
c Both in my community and out of it without any prevalence

57. In my recreation activities I am usually:
c With a group 
c alone

c With a girlfriend
c With one or two friends

58. My best friends are people:
c Who work in the drug trade
c Who don’t work in the drug trade but use drugs
c Who don’t use drugs and don’t work in the drug trade
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Block 5 � Work in drug trade

59. Have you ever had another job?
c Yes.  What job? c No

60. Do you assist your family financially with the money you make in the drug trade?
c Yes   c  No

61. Current occupation:
c Scout
c Soldier
c Dealer
c Packer

c Delivery boy
c Manager
c Supplier
c Other:

62. Have you had periods, after you began to work in the drug trade, in which you stopped working in drug trafficking voluntarily?
c Yes   c  No

63. Through whom did you get involved in the drug trade?
c a friend
c a family member
c a girlfriend or a boyfriend

c Nobody 
c Other:

64. Daily workload:
c 8 hours a day
c Between 8 and 10 hours a day
c Between 10 and 12 hours a day

c Over 12 hours a day
c Other:

65. Days off per week:
c One   c  Two   c  No days off

66. Work shifts:
c Up to 8 consecutive hours s
c Up to 12 consecutive hours
c Up to 18 consecutive hours

c Up to 24 consecutive hours
c Other:

67. Work benefits:
c Sporadic bonuses 
c Meals
c Snacks

c Extra supply
c None
c Other:

68. Salary range based on the minimum wage  (R$260.00):
c Less than 1 MW
c 1 MW
c Between 1 and 3 MWs
c Between 3 and 5 MWs

c Between 5 and 7 MWs
c Between 8 and 10 MWs
c Between 10 and 15 MWs
c More than 15 MWs

69. Number of times you have been was arrested by the police:
c 1      c  2      c  3      c  4      c  5 or more      c  Never
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70. Number of times you have suffered physical violence from the police:
c 1      c  2      c  3      c  4      c  5 or more      c  Never

71. Number of times you have been extorted by the police:
c 1      c  2      c  3      c  4      c  5 or more      c  Never

72. Number of institutionalizations in public detention centers:
c 1      c  2      c  3      c  4      c  5 or more      c  Never

73. Number of confrontations with the police:
c 1      c  2      c  3      c  4      c  5 or more      c  Never

74. Number of confrontations with rival groups:
c 1      c  2      c  3      c  4      c  5 or more      c  Never

75. How many times have you been injured by firearms or white weapons?
c 1      c  2      c  3      c  4      c  5 or more      c  Never

76. How many times have you been punished?
c 1      c  2      c  3      c  4      c  5 or more      c  Never

77. Amount of deaths caused by punishments or confrontations:
c 1      c  2      c  3      c  4      c  5 or more      c  Never

78. Indicate two factors that led you to get involved in drug trafficking (number two answers by order of importance):
c assist the family financially
c Make a lot of money
c Prestige
c Feeling of power
c Friendss
c Difficulties to study

c Family violence 
c Difficulties to find another job
c Difficulties to find another job with the same income
c adrenaline
c Desire to use a weapon
c Other:

79. Mention two factors that keep you involved in drug trafficking  (number two answers by order of importance):

c assist the family financially 
c Money
c Prestige
c Feeling of power
c Connection to the group

c adrenaline
c Difficulties to find another job
c Difficulties to find another job with the same income
c I don’t think I can lead another life any longer
c Other:

80. Mention the two best things about working in the drug trade (number two answers by order of importance):

c Money
c Prestige
c Feeling of power

c Friends
c adrenaline
c Other: 

81. Mention the two most unpleasant aspects of working in the drug trade  (number two answers by order of importance):
c Risk of dying
c Discrimination
c Having to watch your back constantly
c  The possibility of being executed by police officers

c Difficulties to find another job
c Ddifficulties to find another job with the same income
c The risk of being arrested
c Other: 
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82. Mention two factors that could contribute to make you leave the drug trade  (number two answers by order of importance):
c Make a lot of money
c Being arrested
c Dating a nice girl

c Finding a formal job
c Stop using drugs
c Other:

83. In your opinion, what is the main factor leading to deaths in the drug trade (mark up to two answers):
c The police
c War between factionsões
c Not abiding by the rules imposed by the faction

c Fate or God’s will
c Bad luck
c Other:

84. Approximately, how many people under 18 years old are involved in the local drug trade??
ccc people

85. Level of satisfaction with your current life:
c High
c Not so high

c Low
c No satisfaction

86. The most important good in life:
c Family
c Friends
c Money

c Power
c Prestige
c Other:

87. What are your two greatest desires in life?
c c

88. How old were you when you got involved in drug trafficking?
c Less than 10 years old
c Between 10 and 12 years old
c Between 13 and 15 years old

c Between 16 and 18 years old
c above 18 years old

89. Do you usually carry firearms?
c Yes, on a daily basis
c Yes, sporadically

c Yes, only when necessaryo
c No

90. Do you use a condom regularly?
c Yes, in all sexual relations 
c Yes, in some sexual relations

c No

91. Have you worked for another group before?
c Yes      c  No

92. Are you involved or were involved in any activity in another community?

c Yes  What activity?    c  No
93. How many times have you been punished?

c 1      c  2      c  3      c  4      c  5 or more      c  Never

94. What do you usually do with the money you make in the drug trade?  (number three options by order of importance)
c I buy clothes               
c I assist my family financially    
c I buy drugs                                     

c I spend with recreation     
c Other:
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Reference Month: cc cc

Interviewer: 

Pseudonym:  

Current situation:

01. Are you still involved in drug trafficking? (kindly indicate your function in the quadrant on the right)
c No c Yes

02. Have you considered leaving the drug trade this month? 
c Yes      c  No 
Why? c
Why haven’t you done so?  c

03. Were there any changes in your wages?  (indicate the salary range based on the MW – R$260.00)
c Yes c No

04. Have you stopped using or have you tried any drug this month?
c Yes, I stopped using. Wich one?
c Yes, I tried a drug.   Wich one?
c No

05. Have you suffered any violence this month?  (indicate the amount and type of violence in the quadrant on the right) 
c From the police
c From members of the same group
c From members of other groups
c I have not suffered any type of violence

cc
cc
cc

06. Have you taken part in any armed confrontations this month? (indicate how many times in the quadrant on the right)
c Yes, with the police
c Yes, with rival groups
c No

cc
cc

07. Have you suffered any injuries at work this month?  (indicate how many and the type of injury in the quadrant on the right) 
c Yes
c No

cc

08. Have you fatally injured anybody this month?  (indicate how many times and the type of injury in the quadrant on the right) 
c Yes, a police officer
c Yes, members of rival groups
c Yes, members of my own group

cc
cc
cc

c Yes, people from the community
c No

cc

Annex 2

Monitoring matrix applied  
during the second phase of the survey
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09. Have you injured anybody this month? (indicate how many times and the type of injury in the quadrant on the right) 

c Yes, a police officer 
c Yes, members of rival groups
c Yes, members of my own group 
c Yes, people from the community
c No
c I don’t know

cc
cc
cc
cc

10. Have you carried out any activity in another community this month?
c Yes.  What activity? c No

11. Were you detained by the police this month?  (indicate how many times in the quadrant on the right)
c No 
c Yes, they extorted me
c Yes, they beat me
c Yes, they threatened to kill me
c Yes, they took me to the police station and I was released
c Yes, they took me to the police station and I was detained     
           in an institution

cc
cc
cc
cc
cc

12. Have you witnessed anybody being killed or beaten this month?   (indicate how many times in the quadrant on the right)
c Yes, I witnessed people being killed
c Yes, I witnessed people being beaten/tortured 
c Não

cc
cc

13. Have you had any job offers this month?  (indicate the type of job in the quadrant on the right)
c Yes c No

14. Have you accepted the offer?  (indicate the reason in the quadrant on the right)
c Yes c No

15. Was there any major change/new development/event in your family relations?

16. Was there any major change/new development/event in your relationship with your companions in the drug trade?

17. Was there any major change/new development/event in your love relations?

18. Have you had any health problems this month? Of what kind?
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Leader dono

There is a hierarchical structure below the wholesal-
ers (atacadistas) and distributors (matutos) that manages 
the sales of illegal drugs at the local level. The leader 
controls one or more favelas. He is responsible for all 
the coordination operations necessary for guaranteeing 
the supply of drugs and arms to his community(ies), for 
any decisions to be taken there and also for the payment 
of bribes to the police. He usually does not live in the 
favela. When in jail, he commands operations from 
within the prison.

General Manager gerente-gerAl  

This is the person responsible for enforcing all the 
leader’s decisions in the favela. This includes daily run-
ning operations such as sales bookkeeping, hiring and 
firing labor, and commanding armed conflict operations 
against the police or other factions. He is at the top of the 
hierarchy inside the favela.  

Product Managers or Under-managers 
gerentes de cArgAs or subgerentes

The managers are hierarchically below the general 
manager. Each manager is responsible for one of the drugs 
dealt at the site. Hence, there may be as many as 5 mana-
gers in a community, responsible for - cannabis, cocaine, 
loló (a mixture of chloroform, ether and other substances), 
crack, and for the soldiers. It is also the function of the 
managers to render accounts for the sales of their product 
to the General Manager. The product managers are paid 
according to how much is sold, whereas the manager in 
charge of the soldiers is paid a fixed wage.

Soldier* soldAdo 

The soldiers are responsible for armed attack and de-
fense operations. They are always armed and are ready to 
join in any battle. This is the reason why they run greater 
risks. They receive a fixed wage and work in shifts, which 
may be during the day or the night.
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Security Guard* fiel

This is a kind of personal bodyguard who protects the 
general manager or the leader. Being highly trusted by the 
boss is a requirement for being given this position.

Dealer* vApor

The person responsible for selling the drugs directly 
to the customers. He/she does not usually bear arms and 
is paid a commission on what is sold. The dealers are the 
people who are most vulnerable to police action, as they 
are always exposed at the points of sale, and carry large 
quantities of drugs.

Scouts or Lookouts* olHeiros or fogueteiros

These people watch over the main access routes to the 
favela and warn the entire network, using fireworks or 
walkie-talkies, if there are any police officers or members 
of a rival group in the favela. This job is usually carried 
out by children or young adolescents, who are paid the 
lowest wages in the structure.

Packers* endolAdores or embAlAdores

Responsible for packing the drugs to be sold to the 
consumer.

* It is worth pointing out that the structure of the functions that 
exist may vary for one community to the next. Here, we present 
a general overview based on information collected between the 
interviewers and the interviewees.
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Level 1 
Distributors and wholesalers 

(not attached to factions)

Level 2 
Leaders

Level 3 
favela

Wholesalers

Distributors

Leader 
Faction A

Leader 
Faction B

Leader 
Faction C

General 
Manager

GENERAL 
MANAGER

Armed Guard

Cannabis 
Manager

Cocaine  
Manager

Loló 
Manager

Crack 
Manager

Soldier  
Manager

Dealers Dealers Dealers Dealers Soldiers

Scouts / 
Lookouts

Packers

SOURCE: DOWDNEY, Luke. Crianças do tráfico: um estudo de caso de crianças em violência armada organizada no Rio de Janeiro. Rio de janeiro: 7Letras, 2003.

General 
Manager

General 
Manager
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1. We understand this term to mean a process of building state agencies, 
procedures and practices that respect the general principles underly-
ing the republican system and democracy. These include, especially, the 
equality of all citizens before the law; the transparent, impersonal, and 
public use of public resources; the modernization of the management 
of and the work done by civil servants, etc. 

2. We define violence, here, briefly and generally, as all acts that attack 
the dignity of living creatures.

3. WaISELFISz, Julio Jacobo. Mapa da Violência 2006. Os Jovens do 
Brasil. Brasília: Organization of Ibero-american States for Education, 
Science and Culture - OE, 2006.

4. The Mortality Information System (SIM) is a database developed and 
implemented by the Health Ministry that consolidates the informa-
tion from the mandatory completion of legal death declarations in a 
standardized model throughout the whole country, making it one of 
the most important sources of data regarding the manners of deaths 
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structures, its main leaders at the present time are Isaías do Borel 
and Marcinho VP, from the alemão favela. The former looks after 
the group’s actions in the prisons, and the latter, together with 
Elias Maluco, is responsible for controlling the external dynamics. 
Fernandinho Beira-Mar, the most famous member of the group, 
is more involved in the financial side, controlling the purchase and 
distribution of large quantities of drugs.

34. at the local level, there is a hierarchical structure underlying the illegal 
drug retail trade. The so-called donos control one or more favelas. The 
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dono is responsible for coordinating everything that is necessary for 
guaranteeing the supply of drugs and weapons in his community(ies), 
the decisions that are taken and also for the payment of bribes to 
police officers. The dono usually lives in the favela. When in jail, he 
commands the dynamics of the favela from inside the prison.

35. Linho disappeared in 2003 and to this day nobody knows of his 
whereabouts: some believe that he is in hiding; others think he has 
been assassinated by allies in Guarulhos, São Paulo. 

36. This idea is controversial, because there are groups that claim to be part of 
the Third Command, such as the one that controls Lucas and other areas 
of the city. These maintain a relationship with aDa and do not get on with 
the TCP. However, there is no doubt that this group has lost a lot of weight 
in the present, Rio de Janeiro drug trafficking environment. 

37. One of theleaders of the Red Command and former drug leader of 
the Juramento favela (north zone of Rio de Janeiro), Escadinha died 
in 2006, when he was serving a sentence under the semi-open regime 
(working during the day and sleeping in prison at night) and worked 
in a taxi cooperative. He planned one of the most spectacular escapes 
from the Brazilian penitentiary system by fleeing from the Ilha Grande 
penitentiary of in a helicopter.

38. Since 1999, TC-aDa expanded their territories by more than 40% 
as a result of a strong offensive against territories occupied by the 
Red Command; back then, the prevailing interpretation of this 
phenomenon was that it happened as a result of the strong support 
of high-ranking officers of the state police to those organizations. 

39. Observatório de Favelas (Slum Observatory), one of the organizations 
that began to refer to these groups as militias, did so to differentiate 
them from the so-called polícia mineira, a group that will be described 
below. Obviously, this does not eliminate the fact that both of them 
are criminal groups, although their origins are different. 

40. There are records of communities controlled by militias that were not 
dominated by drug gangs before. 

41. Not all the activities controlled by armed criminal groups are illegal. In 

the case of gas for domestic use, for example, a monopoly is imposed 
under which only one company is authorized to sell it, which is often 
owned by the leader of the group. If the company is owned by another 
person, a premium price is charged on the product. Whether legal 
or illegal, their common feature is that they use force to ensure their 
control.

42. a recent survey had access to the records of the police hotline of 
Rio de Janeiro and identified 381 reports of drug trafficking in 
areas controlled by militias between January 2006 and april 2008. 
CaNO, Ignácio et al. Seis por meia dúzia? Um estudo exploratório 
do fenômeno das chamadas milícias no Rio de Janeiro. In: JUSTIÇa 
GLOBaL (org.) Segurança, Tráfico e Milícias no Rio de Janeiro. Rio 
de Janeiro: Heinrich Böll Foundation, 2008.

43. These fees are not charged in every community controlled by militias. 
It was seen that in some areas only commercial establishments are 
forced to pay them.

44. When this figure was disseminated by the press, the State Secretary 
for Public Security announced that the above-mentioned report was 
outdated, arguing that the number of militias in the state had dropped 
in 2008 due to arrests of suspects and police operations. 

45. It should be mentioned that the mayor of the city expressed support to 
these groups on many occasions, referring to them as community self-
defense groups. This fact shows how the symbolic struggle over the 
denomination of this specific criminal group was not a banal matter; 
it had a bearing on the discussion of the nature of the group. 

46. See CaNO, Ignácio et al. Seis por meia dúzia? Um estudo exploratório 
do fenômeno das chamadas milícias no Rio de Janeiro. In: JUSTIÇa 
GLOBaL (org.) Segurança, Tráfico e Milícias no Rio de Janeiro. Rio 
de Janeiro: Heinrich Böll Foundation, 2008

47. Curiously enough, although it plays a key role in promoting extremely 
high levels of violence in the city, this type of crime is not addressed 
by the media or by law enforcement with the same attention paid 
to the leaders of other criminal groups, favoring its impunity and 
increasing power. 
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48. In 2008, the federal government began to take measures to put an 
end to the use of these highly lethal weapons and announced that, as 
far as heavy weapons are concerned, it would only procure carabines, 
which are less lethal, and not rifles any more. accepting this position, 
the Public Safety Secretary of the State of Rio de Janeiro announced 
that he would give preference to the type of weapons recommended 
by the Ministry of Justice.

49. an event which provides an example of this fact took place on September 
30, 2002, when, following orders from drug traffickers, storeowners in 40 
neighborhoods of the city closed their doors, 250 schools (public and 
private) suspended their classes, 50,000 students were sent back home, 13 
buses were set on fire and 2,000 other buses didn’t even leave their garage, 
as published in the Época magazine on October 7, 2008. 

50. Prize awarded to police officers for acts of bravery. In most cases, police 
officers wer awarded this prize for having participated in actions that 
resulted in the death of alleged criminals. This “stimulus” significantly 
contributed to increase the number of civilians killed by the police.

51. Except during a brief period between January 1999 and March 2000, 
when an attempt was made, in the early stages of the Garotinho 
administration, to implement a public security model designed by 
Luiz Eduardo Soares and which he called terceira via (third path), 
which was an alternative to the “absenteeism of the left, which was 
more effective in denouncing problems than in building realistic 
alternatives, and different from the old terrorism praised by the right” 
(Soares, 2000, p.144). 

52. Graph prepared based on of the following sources: Records of the 
Civil Police: 1997 and 1998: NECVU/IFCS/UFRJ; Jan 1999 - Nov 
2002: aSPLaN spreadsheets; Dec 2002 on: PSI/SSP-RJ - Incidence 
by Police Stations [http://www.isp.rj.gov.br]

53. CaNO, Ignácio Letalidade da ação policial no Rio de Janeiro. ISER, 
1997. 

54. a rifle bullet is considered to have a reach of almost 4 km and in a 
favela such as the Maré favela, for example, which has a demographic 
density of 23,000 people per km2, it can be clearly perceived that the 

“stray bullet” notion is nothing but an euphemism; the risk for all the 
local population in any shooting is always huge, and shootings are a 
routine occurrence in police operations in favelas.

55. armored vehicles, similar to armored cars, but equipped with a mili-
tary structure. These usually bear the insignia of the BOPE battalion: 
a skull with a knife running through it. These vehicles have been the 
target of much criticism from organizations linked to human rights 
and of complaints by favela residents, because of the executions carried 
out by police officers from inside these vehicles and the abuse and 
rapes they have committed. The public authorities argue that their 
use in mass in operations in the favelas of Rio de Janeiro is to protect 
the police officers during their work. However, even though these 
vehicles are a resource that offers police officers protection, their 
indiscriminate use, sustained by a militarized security policy and 
based on stereotypes, has turned the caveirão into a resource that is not 
very efficient in combating crime: high-caliber, low accuracy arms are 
used, since the bullets are sprayed everywhere. This commonly results 
in the destruction of property and public equipment, and people in 
the streets and even in their homes getting hit.

56. Basic Principles for the Use of Force and Firearms by the Employees 
Responsible for applying the Law - adopted by Consensus by the 
UN, on September 7, 1990, at the time of the Eighth United Nations 
Commission on Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice. 

57. Partial totals - only data for the Civil Police Stations included in the 
Executive Group of the Legal Police Station and Legal Battalions 
Program are included. 

58. as a result of this logical contradiction, the position adopted by Milton 
Friedman, the ultra-liberal, Nobel prize winning american economist, 
who proposed the legalization, and corresponding taxation, of illegal 
drugs, has become famous. 

59. The feeling of belonging, which used to be related to the community, 
is nowadays directed towards the faction, as is illustrated in the state-
ment made by one of the people interviewed in the survey, when he 
justified his leaving the drug trade because he did not accept the 
change in command.
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60. zaLUaR, alba. A Máquina e a Revolta: as organizações populares e o 
significado da pobreza. 2nd edition. São Paulo: Brasiliense. 2000 [1985].

61. according to an interview granted by the leader of a drug trafficking 
group in a large Rio de Janeiro community, who regretted the need for 
using this type of strategy because of the discomfort it caused in the 
community, these ostensive actions operate as a kind of dissuasion; 
symbolic gestures aimed at rival groups who send spies (known as 
X9s) to assess the fighting power of a group. This practice, which 
mimics that practiced by rival countries, such as the USa and the 
USSR, or India and Pakistan etc., shows that some of the methods of 
exercising power involving Nation States are similar to those adopted 
by the criminal groups. 

62. This type of strategy bears a noteworthy similarity to certain legal 
structures, and is analogous to that used by many multinational 
companies in the environment of international competition. 

63. These are the people that are responsible for selling the drugs at the 
points of sale, known as bocas.

64. It is more accurate, in this context, to talk of the “retail trafficking of 
drugs defined as illegal”; however, in view of the fact that this docu-
ment is a summary, we have decided to use a simplified terminology. 
We will, henceforth, use the expression “retail drug trafficking”. 

65. In June, there were only seven coordinators in the team. Two more 
were incorporated in July and the last one was added in august, as 
shown in Table 3.2.

66. Even the title of the survey refers to “children and young people”. Only 
6 out of the universe of 230 interviewees were aged up to 12 years old. 
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67. There is an annex at the end of this document with the organizational 
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by the illegal use of urban land. 
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80. WaISELFISz, J. J. (coord.) Juventude, Violência e Cidadania: os jovens 
de Brasília. São Paulo: Cortez. UNESCO, 1998; MINaYO et alli. Fala 
Galera: Juventude, Violência e Cidadania na cidade do Rio de Janeiro. 
RJ: Garamond. 1999; BaRREIRa, C. (coord.) et alli. Ligado na Galera. 
Juventude, Violência e Cidadania na cidade de Fortaleza. Brasília: 
UNESCO, 1999; abramovay et alli. Gangues, galeras, chegados e 
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81. BOURDIEU, P. (1980) El capital social. Apuntes provisionales. In: zona 
abierta, 94/95, 83-87, 2001. 

82. as for the “not found” category, we decided to consider these young 
people as not active in the local drug trade, as they were out of the 
community by force, because they had moved to another location or 
for unknown reasons.

83. This percentage refers to the 152 interviewees who were actually moni-
tored for 5 months. If we consider all the 230 adolescents and youths 
who were interviewed in the first month, 6.5% of them were killed.

84. Some of these drugs are only available some communities, particularly 
crack and hashish.

85. DOWDNEY, L. Crianças do tráfico. Um estudo de caso de crianças 
em violência armada organizada no Rio de Janeiro. Rio de Janeiro: 
7 Letras, 2003. 

86. zaLUaR, a. A Máquina e a Revolta: as organizações populares e o 
significado da pobreza. 2nd ed. São Paulo: Brasiliense. 2000 [1985].

87. Some examples: a survey carried out in 2000 in the applied System 
for the Protection of adolescents subjected to Socio-Educational 
Measures for Involvement in drug trafficking (NETO et alli. Nem 
soldados nem inocentes: juventude e tráfico de drogas no Rio de Janeiro. 
Rio de Janeiro: Fiocruz publishing house, 2001), showed that of all 
interviewees who declared to have an income, 40% earned more than 

2,000 reals a month; 27.3% earned between R$ 400.00 and R$ 800.00 
reals a month and 7.3% earned between R$ 1,200.00 and R$ 1,600.00 
reals a month. In 2001, a quick diagnosis on child labor in drug traf-
ficking commissioned by the ILO revealed that the lowest income 
declared by interviewees was about 3 minimum wages a month. In 
a study carried out by Dowdney in 2003 (op. cit) earnings were still 
high: the wages earned by scouts, for example, were five times higher 
than the minimum wage back then (R$ 220.00 a month). Dealers 
were paid a commission on what they sold and earned between R$ 
1,500.00 and R$ 3,000.00 a month, depending on the location and on 
specific features of their sales.

88. Data of the Military Police for 2005 show that the deaths of military 
police officers in the municipality of Rio de Janeiro amounted to 75% 
of all deaths in the state in the same reference year (2005).

89. Caveirão is an armored car adapted to be used as a military vehicle. The 
word caveirão (big skull) refers to the emblem of the Special Police Op-
erations Battalion (BOPE), which appears prominently on the sides of 
the vehicle. In operations using the caveirão, the police threaten favela 
dwellers psychologically and physically with the aim of intimidating the 
communities as a whole. The emblem used by BOPE – a skull pierced 
by a sword on two golden pistols – conveys a strong and clear message: 
the emblem symbolizes armed combat, war and death. according to 
reports of dwellers, the tone and language used by the police during 
operations with the caveirão are hostile and authoritarian. Their threats 
and insults have a traumatizing effect on the communities, and children 
are particularly vulnerable to this trauma. 

90. Bribe paid by drug gangs to the police for them not to carry out search 
operations in favelas for a certain period. This usually occurs during 
the so-called “funk (sort of hip-hop) balls”, when drugs are sold overtly 
without any intervention from the police.

91. although many interviewees used the expression “trolley” (bonde) 
to refer to groups that steal and commit armed robbery, there is no 
sufficient evidence to tell whether this “trolley” is organizing itself as 
an illegal network. Historically, it has been an isolated and autonomous 
illegal activity or one which involved a small group at particular 
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moments at most. This is an issue that deserves to be dealt with in 
greater depth in other studies. 

92. Fireworks have become the main tool used by drug dealers to an-
nounce the arrival of the police in favelas. They are usually lit by 
children and adolescents recently involved in the drug trade, as this 
is a low-pay role. Walkie-talkies also are very much used for this 
purpose, among other things.

93. Data collected by aSSIS (1999) showed that only 21% of the adoles-
cents that she interviewed lived with both their parents.

94. This is a reflection of, on the one hand, the coordinators’ access to the 
interviewees, and on the other, a bit of the drug trafficking network’s 
organizational structure.

95. The data refer to the universe of 152 interviewees that were properly 
monitored for 5 months (See Table 5.11).

96. See Note 88 about the studies by NETO et alii (2000); DOWDNEY 
(2003); and SOUza E SILVa & URaNI (2002).
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tion, is in the fourth semester of an accounting Sciences course in a private 
university and earns more than she did when she was dealing drugs. 

98. When Erica’s partner was freed, she managed to find him a job in a 
local social organization, the same place as where she works. However, 
he soon got involved with crack, stole from the organization to buy 
drugs and was fired. She left him and now lives alone. at the same 

time, her eldest daughter got pregnant and gave her a grand-daughter, 
which she looks after with great dedication. 

99. We see territorial particularization as the reduction of social life to the 
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same people, usually people who live in the same territory. In this case, 
the others, usually those who belong to other territories and social 
groups, are seen as foreigners and potential threats. 
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observatório de favelas

The Observatório de Favelas is a social organization of research, 
consultancy, and public action dedicated to the production of 
political knowledge and propositions about the favelas and the 
urban phenomena. It was created in 2001, and in 2003 it became 
an organization of the civil society of public interest (oscip), with 
an office in Maré, Rio de Janeiro.

It is a mission of the Observatório de Favelas to elaborate 
concepts, projects, programmes, and practices that contribute to 
the formulation and evaluation of public policies aimed at the 
overcoming of social disparities. For this reason, the Observatório 
de Favelas act in three distinct areas: Communication and 
Culture, Territorial Development, and Human Rights.

To the Observatório de Favelas, Human Rights are ethic, 
juridical, and political parameters, created from social struggles 
of emancipating character. It is from this conception that the 
Observatório de Favelas aim to develop its projects and propose 
methodologies which can be used as examples towards violence 
reduction, and contribute to he valorization of life.
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