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C o v i d -19 i n
t h e G lo b a l P e r i p h e r y
Covid-19 has brought to the surface longterm issues that Brazil has historically faced
with regards to informality; socio-politically,
spatially and economically. The impacts of
the pandemic on the country’s social and
physical infrastructure are clear. As Brazil
struggles to come to terms with the reality
of informality alongside the shrinking of
its economy as it navigates through the
Coronavirus health crisis.
This has led the “invisible” urban sector
to become visible and to challenge
governmentalities. Therefore, I would like to
tell the story of a small city at the margins
on the globe, Foz do Iguaçu, and how it is
coping with Covid-19 while renegotiating
its informality. To do so, I have used my
camera as the main apparatus of research,
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hoping to better illustrate and convey the
urban reality of the city from the ground
level.
I hope to portray the authenticity and the
resistance of Foz do Iguaçu. This project
aims to highlight the resilience of urban
dwellers, who are redefining the way they
engage with space and with one another.
The city has an alternative story to tell that
diverges from what we are used to seeing
in the spotlight of the crisis. Foz do Iguaçu
has reinvented itself while further exploring
the informal sector. It presents a tale with
diverse sets of challenges but also with
lessons to learn when thinking of what we
would like to see in the future of our cities
and their sustainable growth.
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Foz do Iguaçu (left) and Ciudad Del Este (right)
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Foz do Iguaçu is a small yet
important city in Paraná state
in the south of Brazil. It has
geographic
importance
for
connecting the country with
Paraguay and Argentina. Its
economy largely depends on its
ability to act as a linking point
between the three countries. Such
international connectedness fuels
the local economy, which in turn
relies on travellers for commercial
activity and tourism. At the same
time, a large part of this economic
activity occurs informally. For that
reason, Foz do Iguaçu’s current
landscape with respect to the
pandemic cannot be discussed
without addressing its informality.
The city is home to the largest
informal housing community
in the state, Ocupação Bubas,
and it has several other smaller
informal communities along the
city’s rivers. A significant fraction
of its residents work in industries
of farming, nursing, catering,
cleaning and construction, most of
which operates informally. In turn,
such services feed into local formal
systems and as such are integral to
the vitality of the city. This sector
has visibly grown in the city and is
present in the urban center as well
as peripheric neighborhoods. At
the same time, these are also the
communities left most vulnerable
during the pandemic.
A subsection of workers within
the informal sector engage with
illicit activities. A known activity
in Foz do Iguaçu’s economy,
the illicit activities range from
contrabanding goods, alcoholic
drinks, cigarettes, and olive oil
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to dealing weed and heavy drugs across
borders. Oftentimes, Foz do Iguaçu makes an
appearance on the national news for being
the starting point of illegal activities, usually
coming into the country from Paraguay.
There is a network of people involved in this
delivering process, and they are referred to
as “laranjas”. They are known for charging
a small fee to deliver goods outside of the
state’s supervision and hidden from “receita
federal”, the local Internal Revenue Services
(IRS). With the closing of the borders in March,
the amount of contrabanding has increased,
reflecting an increase of over 40% in the
quantity of goods confiscated in comparison
to August of 2019.
There is a commodity chain between Brazil
and Paraguay, most of which entails notions of
illicitness for its informality. Nonetheless, the
informal sector is diverse and goes beyond
illicit activities. It is extensive, operating
in land and water. And despite most of it
occuring at the margins of the urban space,
the closure of the borders of the country in
March pushed more informal workers to the
foreground of the city.

Informal workers:
- “Catador”: Recycled
garbage collector

- “Ambulante” or
“camelô”: street vendor
- “Sacoleiro(a)”: door-todoor salesperson

- “Muambeiro”: illegal
trader, bootlegger

- “Dogueiro”: hot-dog seller
- “Diarista”: housekeeper,
maid, cleaner
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It is estimated that
over 10 million
businesses work
informally in Brazil.
In Foz do Iguaçu
alone, half of its
population is belived
to work within the
informal sector. And
this number is only
expected to increase
in the coming
months.
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T h e F aç a d e s o f
Contemporary
Informalit y

To be an informal worker in the city implies a work
“sem carteira assinada”, or unregistered work. In the
current scenario, service workers in particular have
been pushed towards informality, making the term
much more elastic than the simplistic definition of
“work outside the state’s supervision”.
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The temporary closing of the borders has left
hundreds of workers jobless, and several were
further pushed into the informal sector. While it is
hard to quantify the numbers when we investigate
the topic, after speaking to residents and workers in
the city, it has become clear that people are illegally
moving across Brazil and Paraguay in order to work,
with rumours that “everyone that comes back from
Paraguay brings the virus with them” (Interview, June
2020). In addition, the number of “camelôs” in the
streets is visibly higher than in January. Antonio Bosi
(2008) argued that informal work in Brazilian cities is
the result of years of social exclusion ranging from
unemployment to low education. Such exclusion is
increasingly becoming the reality with the pandemic,
allowing the expansion of urban informal networks.

One of the approaches to mitigate the
expansion of informality at the national
government level was to provide the
‘auxílio emergencial’ to assist workers
of lower income who are classified as
microentrepeneurs or autonomous workers,
or who have lost their jobs. This assistance
was in the amound of R$600, equivalent to
less than U$100 per month, or just over half
of the minimum wage. In the city alone, one
in three workers requested this financial
assistance. While this is important financial
assistance, most residents see it as barely
enough to survive without a secondary
source of income.

100 People:
A City Portray

36
receive
financial
assistance
from
the
national government as
the “auxilio emergencial”
27 do not receive financial
assistance
5 are 65+ years old
32 are 17 years old or
younger

* It is estimated
that 50-60 people
would be working
informally across
the four categories.
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The Auxilio Emergencial started in March, with the promise of assisting lower
income families that may have lost most or all of their income during the pandemic.
However, it is important to question the extent to which it is sufficient of an
assistance.
In Semptember, it was announced that this assistance was going to be cut in
half for the coming four months. Such a decision has put the local government
under further pressure. With the geopolitics of the region paused, many workers
and families are left with the uncertainty of having a job when - or if - things go
back to normal. This selection of photographies aims to highlight the new urban
fragilities created through the pandemic. By framing the new façades of informality
I observed in my daily experience in the city, hope to convey the re-negotiation of
the population and space
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