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1. Introduction
One remarkable feature of the Brazilian urban 

history? Of cities’ development? Of the urban sys-
tem? is that it is possible to observe the complete 
cycle of birth, growth, decline - and sometimes 
disappearance or recovery- of cities in short time 
spans, often less than a century. 

This is particularly evident in the case of cit-
ies established at agricultural? pioneer fronts, such 
as the coffee front, that developed during the first 
half of the 20th century in the States of São Paulo 
and Paraná, or nowadays on the soybean front in 
the State of Mato Grosso. Earlier cases of estab-
lishment of cities during the colonial and imperial 
periods offer also examples that allow to perceive 
the entire life cycle of cities up until their final de-
cline. This is the case of the gold towns in the State 
of Minas Gerais, which reached their economic and 
demographic peak in the 18th century, suffered a 
sharp decline in the 19th century and sometimes 
have witnessed a recent renaissance due to the in-
crease of touristic activities. In addition, the coun-
try has in several occasions created ex-nihilo new 

cities to become capitals of federal States or, in two 
occasions, cities were created with the aim to be-
come the capital city of the entire country, on dates 
that span between the end of the 19th century and 
the end of the 20th century.

The following article therefore analyses exam-
ples of cities that illustrate these three situations, 
focusing at first on the city of Londrina (Paraná), 
founded in 1929, then on Sinop (Mato Grosso), 
founded in 1974, as agricultural frontier cities; and 
Ouro Preto (Minas Gerais), founded in 1711, and 
Paraty (Rio de Janeiro), founded in 1597, as cities 
established during the colonial and imperial period. 
Among the creation of State’s capitals, are worth 
to cite the examples of Belo Horizonte (1897) and 
Palmas (1989) and at the national level the case of 
Brasília (Federal District), founded in 1960, which 
reached in 2017 the three million inhabitants mark.

In each case, will be examined the reasons for 
the founding of the city, generally related to an 
economic cycle of production, for export, of ores 
or agricultural commodities. Then the modalities 
of its growth and its positioning in the pre-exist-
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it is valid to assess whether this initiative has had 
the expected success in giving the new city a real 
administrative command role and how these cities 
function in terms of reorganizing the territory under 
their area of influence.

Can you please add a commentary on how you 
think it is interesting/relevant to analyse in parallel 
the life cycle of cities emerging from different ne-
cessities and historical moments? Do you have any 
comments on how this type of economic or admin-
istrative (political) origins in the basis of the estab-
lishment of new cities may serve to understand the 
potential capacity of a city to survive long periods? 
Or do you see in the lifecycles of Brazilian cities, 
some features which are particular to Brazil? How 
about other cities that were built at agricultural 
fronts/ or as administrative capitals in the rest of 
the world? 

Could you please add a comment on how the 
tables and graphics above relate to the lifetime of 

ing urban and transport networks, including the al-
ready existing transport networks or those created 
in a specific occasion (e.g. the “royal route” for the 
gold export, or the creation of coffee railways and 
the trans-Amazonian roads). Special attention will 
be paid to cities that for a certain period played the 
role of boca do sertão (literally meaning “the hin-
terland mouth”, it is an expression used to refer to 
the gateways to frontier zones), which lasted only 
until other competing cities supplanted them in the 
moment when the pioneer front advanced a step 
further inside the hinterlands.

Finally, the article will also include an analysis 
of the ulterior destiny of those cities after the end 
of the peak of the economic cycle that gave birth 
to them. This would include situations where either 
economic? Population? Land occupation? growth 
stabilized on different economic? bases, or a more 
or less pronounced economic? Socio-Political? de-
cline, followed or not by a recovery in another sit-
uation. In the case of voluntarily created capitals, 

 
Creation 

   
Date of 

foundation 
Reasons of 
foundation 

Economic 
cycle 

Londrina 1929 Pioneer front Coffee 
Sinop 1974 Pioneer front Soybean 
Paraty 1597-1606 Pioneer front Gold 
Ouro Preto 1711 Pioneer front Gold 
Belo Horizonte 1897 State Capital Political 
Palmas 1989 State Capital Political 
Brasília 1960 National Capital Political  

 
Growth   

Peak Transport Gateways to 
frontier zones 

Londrina 1940-2017 Railway Yes 
Sinop 1974-2017 Roads Yes 
Paraty 1700-1763 Trail No 
Ouro Preto 1700-1897 Trail No 
Belo Horizonte 1900-2017 Railways No 
Palmas 1989-2017 Roads No 
Brasília 1960-2017 Roads No  

Table 1 Summary of the seven cities
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Ulterior destiny   
Stabilized 

growth  
Decline Recovery  

Londrina Yes No No 
Sinop No No No 
Paraty Yes Yes Yes 
Ouro Preto Yes Yes Yes 
Belo Horizonte No No No 
Palmas No No No 
Brasília No No No  

 
Area of influence   

Command role Rebalancing the 
territory 

2017 
Population 

Londrina Local Yes 558.439 
Sinop Local Yes 135.874 
Paraty No No 41.454 
Ouro Preto Local No 74.659 
Belo Horizonte Regional No 2.523.794 
Palmas Regional Yes 286.787 
Brasília National Yes 3.039.444 

Map 1 Demographic growth of the seven cities
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live there. These pioneering conquests occurred, in 
the first half of the twentieth century, in the South 
and Southeast regions, today in the Central West 
and the Amazonian North: Londrina and Sinop are, 
respectively, good examples of these two periods.

Londrina
The reason of Londrina’s foundation in 1929 

is the expansion of the coffee pioneer front. A lit-
tle less than ninety years later, the regional capital 

cities discussion? Why did you choose these seven 
cities, and their role in the national urban system? 

2. Birth of pioneer cities
Creations ex nihilo of cities still happen in Bra-

zil today, because its territory is still in formation 
and some regions are still nowadays being occupied 
and made to produce mineral and agricultural com-
modities - not without damages for an environment 
until then preserved and for the people who used to 

Photo 1 Londrina in 1934

Graph 1 Demographic growth of the seven cities

Source: IPPUL-Instituto de Pesquisa e Planejamento Urbano de Londrina
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way to a pioneering region (boca do sertão).

Ulterior destiny 
When coffee production fell sharply with the 

1975 frosts, the region was able to convert into soy-
bean production and gradually developed agro-in-
dustrial and service activities that allowed it to con-
tinue growing.

Area of influence
Londrina is today, in competition with its neigh-

bor Maringá, the regional capital of Northern 
Paraná but is a little larger than its rival is, with 558 
439 inhabitants (Maringá has 406 693).

Sinop
The city of Sinop is the result of the occupation 

policy of the Brazilian Amazon led by the feder-
al government in the 1970s. Its name comes from 
the initials of the settlement company, the North-
West Company of Paraná (Sociedade imobiliária 
do Noroeste do Paraná), which founded the city, 
after having carried out actions of the same kind in 
this southern State (like the one which gave birth to 
Londrina).

of Northern Paraná had a population of over half 
a million inhabitants, went through all the stages 
of growth and must now face all the problems of 
urban maturity: heavy traffic, segregation, degrada-
tion of the environment. Both successes and prob-
lems make Londrina an exemplary case amongst 
Brazilian cities, as it has run in less than a century 
the complete cycle from birth to maturity. 

Date of foundation: 
1929

Reasons for the founding
Londrina was founded by the Companhia de 

Terras Norte do Paraná settlement company, with 
British capital (hence its name, meaning in Portu-
guese “Londoner”). Its aim was to create a new base 
for the development of coffee culture, which after 
having traveled all the State of São Paulo from East 
to West was then advancing in the north of Paraná. 
Does this link to the geographical/ climatic features 
of the region?

Modalities of growth 
The city has experienced continuous population 

growth since its foundation, first based on the ex-
port of coffee by rail and then by road, as the gate-

Photo 2 Sinop today

Source: http://www.sinop.mt.gov.br/sic/ 
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neering conquests comparable to the present ones, 
but had then time to know stagnation, decline and - 
sometimes - rebirth on other bases. This is the case 
of cities that experienced gold rushes in the eigh-
teenth century, such as Ouro Preto, or were used for 
the export of precious metal, such as Paraty.

Paraty
The city of Paraty, in the state of Rio de Janeiro, 

is one of the busiest tourist spots in Brazil; it is now 
one of the top twenty destinations in the country 
(and one of the top five for French and English vis-
itors). However, tourism has only developed in the 
last fifty years, the main factors of its recent growth 
being its exceptional location and the new roads 
that have allowed the rediscovery and enhancement 
of its historical heritage, dating back to the time 
when the city was the outlet of the “gold route”, 
well preserved by a long period of isolation.

Date of foundation: 
The date of foundation of the city is not firmly 

established: according to some, a small settlement 
dedicated to San Roque already existed in 1560; 
others trace its origin to 1597, when Martim Correa 
de Sá undertook an expedition against the Guaianá 
Indians in the Paraíba Valley. Others prefer 1606, 
when the first settlers arrived. In any case, in 1660 
the situation was good enough for its inhabitants to 
demand their separation from Angra dos Reis and 
their rise to the rank of vila, obtained in 1667 under 
the name of Villa de Nossa Senhora dos Remedios 
de Paratii.

Reasons for the founding 
Paraty has become a prosperous trading post 

because of its strategic position on the shore of 
Ilha Grande Bay. It was here that the trail coming 
from the Minas Gerais region (literally “the gen-
eral mines” (where enormous gold deposits were 
discovered at the end of the 17th century) reached 
the sea: thanks to this “gold path” its port had then 
become the second of the country.

Modalities of growth 
In 1702 the governor of Rio de Janeiro had pro-

mulgated the “Mining Regulations” which provid-
ed that only cattle could be brought from Bahia, 
and that all other products should pass through Rio 
de Janeiro (then a very small town), then from there 
“take the direction of Paraty”. In 1703 the Royal 
Letter of May 9 ordered the establishment of a 

Date of foundation: 
1974

Reasons for the founding 
The pioneers of Sinop came mainly from Paraná, 

and began arriving in 1972 and 1973. When the 
project launched, 400 men and machines crossed 
the Rio Verde river and founded, besides Sinop, 
three other smaller cities (Vera, Santa Carmem and 
Cláudia), and opened 1,400 kilometers of roads.

Modalities of growth 
Sinop’s real economic take-off dates from the 

arrival, in the 1990s, of the pioneer soybean front 
(and its associated products, maize and cotton). The 
city is located on the BR-163 road, the main exit 
route for those products: this has led to the devel-
opment of a transport logistics function and the de-
ployment of new businesses focused on exporting 
and processing raw materials. In the last ten years, 
the number of companies has increased by about 
150%, between 2010 and 2016 9,062 companies 
in the industry and trade sectors have established 
themselves in Sinop.

Ulterior destiny 
The city has been growing steadily since its 

foundation and, although recent, it is one of the mu-
nicipalities with the highest indices of development 
and quality of life in Brazil. In addition to its func-
tion of sending agricultural products to the South, 
its location makes now also Sinop the main point 
of support on the road to the Amazonian port of 
Santarém, in the state of Para, located “only” 1400 
kilometers away in a northern direction.

Area of influence
Currently, the growth of Sinop continues, it had 

in 2017 135 874 inhabitants. The city is now one of 
the main urban centers of the north of Mato Grosso 
(in competition with Lucas do Rio Verde, Sorriso 
and Alta Floresta) with regard to the medical and 
hospital, educational, industrial, commercial and 
leisure aspects.

3. Decline and rebirth of former pioneer 
cities

To better understand the “life cycle of Brazilian 
cities” and fit it into the general theme of the “life-
time of urban, regional and natural systems” we 
can, to benefit from the perspective given by histo-
ry, look at past cases. Some cities once knew pio-
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Rio de Janeiro, where they could anchor, and is-
lands where to rest, under good guard, the slaves 
exhausted by the Atlantic crossing.

Decline began in 1864, when the railway reached 
the Paraíba Valley at Barra do Piraí and the whole 
valley began to use it to sell its produces, causing 
the final decadence of Paraty and of the old gold 
path. The coup de grace was the abolition of slav-
ery in 1888, which provoked such an exodus that, 
while the city had 16,000 inhabitants in 1851, it had 
only at the end of the nineteenth century, according 
to a traveler of the time, “600 old men, women and 
children”.

The city then remained virtually isolated for de-
cades, which preserved it as it was at the end of 
the coffee cycle and in the mid-twentieth century it 
had about the same extent and appearance as then. 
Both Paraty and its heritage were rediscovered in 
1954, with the reopening of the Paraty-Cunha road 
linking it to the state of São Paulo. The move-
ment then intensified with the construction of the 
Rio-Santos road (BR-101) in 1973, connecting it, 
along the coast, to the two metropolises. Initially 
“discovered” by intellectuals and artists, who found 
there beautiful houses at very low prices, the city 
gradually became a popular destination thanks to 
its heritage, but especially to its landscapes, which 
allowed him to combine cultural, ecological and 

Casa de Quintar (literally a house where to take the 
20% share of the gold for the Crown) to control the 
flow of gold from mines to Rio de Janeiro, and men 
and goods in the opposite direction.

Unfortunately for Paraty, from 1710-1711 was 
underway the opening of another path leading 
straight from Rio de Janeiro to Minas by way of 
the Serra dos Orgãos, reducing the travel time by 
half. In 1767, the development work of the caminho 
novo, the “new path”, was complete, that of Paraty 
becoming the caminho velho, the “old path”.

Ulterior destiny 
With the fall of the gold trade, Paraty turned to 

the production of cachaça (the Brazilian version of 
rum), used as barter money to buy African slaves. 
The former gold road became more and more the 
way to get them to the coffee plantations of the 
Paraíba Valley, and to get the coffee bags out. On 
the way in also came the luxury goods imported 
from Europe by the “coffee barons”, who provided 
the country with its main wealth, and the govern-
ment - via the export tax - its main tax resource.

In 1850 Emperor Dom Pedro II passed a law 
prohibiting the slave trade. However, it continued 
in the form of contraband, which passed through 
Paraty because the slavers found in Ilha Grande 
Bay many places less controlled than the port of 

Photo 3 Playing slavery in Paraty

©Hervé Théry 2009
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camps, it was elevated to the category of vila in 
1711 with the name of Vila Rica. In 1720, it became 
capital of the new captaincy of Minas Gerais, in 
1823, after the Independence of Brazil, it received 
the title of Imperial City, confirmed as capital of the 
province and, later, of the State, until 1897.

Reasons for the founding 
The city had its heyday during the last decade 

of the seventeenth century and the beginning of the 
eighteenth century, the climax of the explorations 
by miners coming from São Paulo. They had found 
the “black gold” (“ouro preto in Portuguese”) from 
which the city derives its name: as it has a high con-
tent of iron oxide gold found there did not have its 
usual golden color, but a rather darker hue.

Modalities of growth 
Striking episodes from the history of Ouro Preto 

were, from 1708 onwards, the “Emboabas War”, be-
tween Paulistas and “outsiders” from other parts of 
Brazil or Portugal. In 1720 the Revolt led by Filipe 
dos Santos against the 20% tax on gold taken by the 
Portuguese crown, and in 1789 the “Inconfidência 
Mineira”, a conspiracy led by rich miners to make 
Minas free of the Portuguese yoke. The apogee of 
Ouro Preto lasted until the end of the 18th century, 
when the deposits were exhausted and the gold cy-
cle gave way to livestock and agriculture.

Ulterior destiny 
With the proclamation of the Brazilian republic 

in 1889, Ouro Preto came to be seen as an obstacle 
to the development of the modern State of Minas 
Gerais, which replaced the province of Minas 
Gerais. Its leaders decided, then, to transfer of the 
State capital to a new planned city, the present Belo 
Horizonte, inaugurated in 1897.

Ouro Preto remained then stagnant for decades, 
and only much later, in the second part of the 
twentieth century, did it experience a renaissance, 
thanks to the tourist valorization of its historical 
patrimony. The city was the first Brazilian site con-
sidered World Heritage by Unesco, title it received 
in 1980. Before that, it had been classified as State 
patrimony in 1933 and national monument in 1938. 
Today’s greatest concern is to conserve this patri-
mony, considering the large number of tourists who 
visit the city (15 to 25 thousand per month).

Although currently the economy of Ouro Pre-
to depends heavily on tourism, there are also im-
portant metallurgical and mining industries in its 

seaside tourism.
Paraty became “State patrimony” in 1945, has 

been registered in the inventory of the Instituto do 
Patrimônio Histórico and Artístico Nacional in 
1958 and classified “national monument” in 1966. 
It officially has 88 cultural attractions, including 
the Festival da Pinga (cachaça) and the Paraty In-
ternational Literary Festival (FLIP), which attracts 
every year writers from around the world.

Area of influence
The situation of Paraty favors its new tourist 

role: it is located halfway between the two biggest 
cities of Brazil, 248 km from Rio de Janeiro and 
330 km from São Paulo. This is obviously a major 
asset since the first has more than 12 million and 
the second more than 20 million inhabitants, among 
which the largest concentration of high-income 
families in the country. It can therefore count on an 
large pool of well-to-do customers, to which it is 
well connected by the coastal road and, by the high-
ways that connect the two metropolises with each 
other (further west, in the Paraíba valley) and from 
which several perpendiculars allow to go down the 
Serra do Mar and join the coast. It had a perma-
nent population of 41,454 inhabitants in 2017, but 
it welcomed the same year nearly 36,000 people 
during the New Year holidays, and during the Car-
nival the number of tourists exceeded 22,000 peo-
ple in six days.

Ouro Preto
Ouro Preto is located in one of the main areas 

shaped by the gold cycle of the XVIII century, one 
of the greatest “gold rushes” in history. Officially, 
800 tons of gold were shipped to Portugal, not to 
mention what was circulated in an illegal manner, 
nor what remained in the colony, such as gold used 
in the ornamentation of the churches. The city be-
came the most populous in Latin America, counting 
around 40 thousand people in 1730 and, a few de-
cades later, 80 thousand. At that time, the popula-
tion of New York was less than half of that number 
and the population of São Paulo did not reach eight 
thousand.

Date of foundation: 
1711
The origin of Ouro Preto is the “Arraial do Pa-

dre Faria” (Father’s Faria camp), founded by the 
bandeirante Antônio Dias de Oliveira and by Father 
João de Faria, around 1698. Joining these various 
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population has grown from zero to 3 million inhab-
itants in sixty years.

Belo Horizonte
The city was planned and built as the new po-

litical and administrative capital of Minas Gerais 
State. It then had an accelerated population growth, 
reaching more than one million inhabitants less 
than seventy years after its foundation, and 2.5 mil-
lion today, after 120 years.

 
Date of foundation: 
1897

Reasons for the founding 
The transfer of the capital city of the State in-

tended to replace the old colonial capital, Ouro 
Preto, by a brand new city, designed under the in-
fluence of the ideas of positivism, in a moment of 
strong appeal of republican ideology in the country

In 1893, the governor had referred the proposal 
for the founding of the new capital to the Minas 
Congress, which indicated that the capital change 
should occur in a place that met the ideal condi-

region. Another resource for the municipality is the 
presence of the students of the Federal University 
of Ouro Preto. 

Area of influence
Ouro Preto has a purely local influence, includ-

ed in the area of attraction of Belo Horizonte, its 
population was in 2017 of 76 659 inhabitants.

4. New capitals
Another cause of cities creation is the decision 

to build ex nihilo a new capital, either to break with 
the past, or to benefit from more favorable condi-
tions for urban development, or to rebalance the ter-
ritory by installing the new capital in a more central 
and more accessible position. The history of Brazil 
is rich of this kind of initiative, since the founda-
tion of Teresina, new capital of the State of Piauí 
(1852): Belo Horizonte (Minas Gerais) in 1897, 
Goiânia (Goiás) in 1932, the new federal capital, 
Brasília, in 1960 and Palmas (Tocantins) in 1989. 
We have chosen the cases of Belo Horizonte, one 
of the most significant successes in demographic 
terms, Palmas, the most recent, and Brasilia, whose 

Photo 4 Ouro Preto today

©Hervé Théry 2009
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advanced, in the 1950s the population of the city 
doubled again from 350,000 to 700,000, and in the 
1960s the city reached more than 1 million inhabi-
tants. The installation of Fiat in 1973, the first au-
tomaker off the Rio-São Paulo axis, established a 
major industrial hub in the state. Today it leads the 
production and sales of automobiles in the domes-
tic market, becoming the company’s most import-
ant production unit outside Italy.

Area of influence
The population of Belo Horizonte (or “BH”, as 

it is usually dubbed) is of more than 2.5 million in-
habitants (2,523,794 inhabitants in 2017), making 
it, besides the uncontested capital of Minas Gerais, 
and the sixth most populous municipality in the 
country.

Palmas
Palmas, capital of Tocantins State, born of the 

dismemberment of Goiás in 1988, is the most re-
cent State capital in Brazil, after Campo Grande, 
capital of Mato Grosso do Sul (dismembered of 
Mato Grosso in 1979). Nevertheless, the latter al-
ready existed before becoming capital while the 
former has been built in a region until then practi-
cally empty.

Date of foundation
The foundation of city occurred on May 20, 

1989, shortly after the creation of Tocantins State. 
However, it was only on January 1, 1990, that Pal-
mas became its definitive capital city.

tions. A technical commission suggested five local-
ities judged to be in almost equal conditions, in-
cluding Belo Horizonte, but another one, Várzea do 
Marçal, being preferred. The proposal returned to 
the Congress, which, after extensive debates, estab-
lished that the capital was to be where is now Belo 
Horizonte. Still in 1893, it was elevated to the cat-
egory of municipality and capital of Minas Gerais, 
under the denomination of Cidade de Minas. In 
1894, it was dismembered from the municipality of 
Sabará and on December 12, 1897, the then presi-
dent of Minas inaugurated the new capital, which 
already had 10,000 inhabitants. In 1901, the Cidade 
de Minas had its name changed to the present Belo 
Horizonte (“beautiful horizon”), after the name of 
the district.

Ulterior destiny 
In its early stages, the new capital was the major 

problem State government: built after overcoming 
many obstacles, it remained relatively stagnant due 
to the financial crisis of the early twentieth century 
and its development was minimal until 1922. One 
of its few comparative advantages was the pro-
claimed virtues of its climate, and the city became 
attractive for the treatment of tuberculosis: hospi-
tals, pensions and hotels multiplied. However, until 
1930 the city exercised an almost strictly adminis-
trative function. In the 1930s, Belo Horizonte con-
solidated as a capital, at this time the municipality 
already had 120,000 inhabitants and was experi-
encing problems of occupation, and lack of public 
services.

Between the 1930s and 1940s, industrialization 

Photo 5 Belo Horizonte today

Source: https://prefeitura.pbh.gov.br/
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Pilot Plan) have today more than three million in-
habitants and are part of an agglomeration of more 
than four million. The monthly income per capita 
of its citizens was in 2014 (according to the Bra-
zilian Institute of Geography and Statistics) nearly 
twice the national average, one and a half times that 
of the State of São Paulo, the richest of Brazil, and 
four and a half times that of Maranhão, the poorest. 

Date of foundation: 
1960

Reasons for the founding 
Brasília has been designed to be the capital of 

Brazil, and as such, it must be seen in the nation-
al context and it is now in many ways its capital. 
However, we can wonder if it is quite true, as it 
seems to occupy a position apart (we do not dare 
say eccentric, since it stands in the center of the 
country) compared to the center of gravity of Brazil 
and to the economic flows in which it is inserted. 
Furthermore, in the project of the founders, Brasília 
should have been not only be the new capital of the 
country, but also be exemplary in every way, as they 
wanted to make it a city with perfectly logical and 
fluid operation, a model of brotherhood between its 
inhabitants, rich and poor.

Modalities of growth 
On the national level, Brasília has contributed 

Reasons for the founding 
The city was to be, from the beginning, the cap-

ital of the state of Tocantins, and it is still today the 
Brazil’s newest State capital.

Modalities of growth 
Palmas is located on the highway BR-153 (also 

known as Belém-Brasília Highway). This location 
gives access to the main cities of Tocantins and 
other regions of the country, especially the Cen-
ter-South and the other states of the Mid-North 
(Maranhão, Pará and Amapá).

Ulterior destiny 
The growth of Palmas was very fast during the 

decade of 1990. In 1991 the city had a population 
of 24,261 inhabitants, 130,528 in 2000, 228 332 in 
2010 and in 2017 its population was estimated by 
IBGE to be 286 787 inhabitants.

Area of influence
The development of Palmas made it a hub 

whose socio-economic influence extends beyond 
the State of Tocantins to southeastern Pará, north-
east of Mato Grosso and south of Maranhão.

Brasília
A little more than half a century after its inau-

guration on April 21, 1960 Brasília and its “satellite 
cities” (as are known the parts of the city outside the 

Photo 7 Palmas today

Source : https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hcFzRDIwX5U
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Plan”) gradually filled up from 68,000 inhabitants 
in 1960 to just over 200,000 in 2010. The two ex-
tensions around the Paranoá Lake (North Lake and 
South Lake) and Cruzeiro district became admin-
istratively autonomous in the mid-1980s but, even 
with them, the heart of the city today hardly ex-
ceeds 300,000 inhabitants, and its growth remains 
slower than that of the other parts of the Federal 
District.

Ulterior destiny 
Satellite cities have multiplied more rapidly 

than the planners of the Pilot Plan had anticipated. 
Their origins are diverse, starting with the ones cre-
ated to house the construction workers who chose 
to remain in the city, like Cidade Livre, legalized in 
1961 under the name of Nucleo Bandeirante.

These peripheral offspring of the Pilot Plan ex-
perienced an explosive growth, for instance 87% 
average annual growth for Recanto das Emas be-
tween 1991 and 1996. From 1960 to 1980, while 
the population of the Pilot Plan had quadrupled, 
Taguatinga multiplied eightfold (reaching 361,063 

to refocusing transport flows, but more the ones 
done by road than the ones done by railways, which 
until then had been predominant. A striking sym-
bol of this disaffection is the redevelopment of the 
Brasília railways station, renamed Rodoferroviaria 
(road and railway station), which in fact became its 
temporary long-distance bus station.  It was much 
needed, as Brasília’s construction gave the start of 
major road works, a series of roads were built to 
connect it to the rest of the country, radials roads 
linking it to the major cities of Sudeste, Nordeste, 
Amazon and Central West. Connected to most Bra-
zilian cities, at the crossroads of most major roads 
in the country, plays its full role as a hub.

In terms of air transport, Brasília airport cer-
tainly is less busy than those of São Paulo and Rio 
de Janeiro are, but it has experienced strong recent 
growth thanks to its central position, which makes 
it a de facto hub. Many region-to-region links pass 
through it, and bring their transit flows in addition 
to those of the officials on mission or politicians 
and solicitors “going up” to the capital.

On the local level, the planned city (called “Pilot 

Photo 6 The winning project for the construction of Brasília

Source http://doc.brazilia.jor.br/plano-piloto-Brasilia/plano-Lucio-Costa.shtml
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Goiás and Minas Gerais and the Federal District”, 
much bigger: the “DF” had 3,039,444 inhabitants 
in 2017, and the RIDE already had 4.4 million. This 
entorno attracts more and more migratory currents, 
coming mainly from Goiás, the neighboring State, 
but also from all the country. Many small towns are 
in formation, such as Cidade ocidental or Valpara-
iso, built along the lines of communication, which 
explains the discontinuous nature of this periphery, 
modeled on the geometry of the transport network. 

The emerging metropolis, unlike the planned 
city that was its starting point, is indeed now a frag-
mented territory, marked by increasingly strong 
oppositions between rich and poor neighborhoods, 
very different from what had dreamed its founding 
fathers.

5. Conclusion
The extraordinary dynamism of the Brazilian 

urban network thus offers many examples, observ-
able until today, of the “lifetime of urban systems”, 
much more than in the countries of Europe or Asia, 
where the origins of the cities are so remote and 
their history so long and complex that it is difficult 
to reconstruct the various phases of their trajecto-
ries. 

Analyzing the contrasting destinies of Brazilian 
cities makes it possible to observe multiple cases 
of city creations between the sixteenth century - 
when the Portuguese arrived - to the present day, 
where foundation of new cities are still frequent. 
In the past, some of them were able to grow up 
without hindrance but for others the causes that 
allowed their creation no longer exist. Few have 
disappeared or become ghost towns, but they have 
sometimes experienced a significant decline if they 
have not been able to find other bases to continue 
to grow. For a few, new resources have appeared, 
for others the legacy of the older phases allowed 
them to convert to heritage enhancement activities, 
launching a new cycle superimposed on the old 
one.We therefore do hope that those examples can 
contribute usefully to the reflection on “lifetime of 
urban, regional and natural systems”.
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