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PUBLIC ACTION AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF NEW 
URBAN TERRITORIALITY IN BELO HORIZONTE, BRAZIL

AÇÃO PÚBLICA E A CONSTRUÇÃO DE UMA NOVA TERRITORIALIDADE URBANA
EM BELO HORIZONTE (MG)

 LA ACCIÓN PÚBLICA Y LA CONSTRUCCIÓN DE LA NUEVA TERRITORIALIDAD URBANA
 EN BELO HORIZONTE, BRASIL

ABSTRACT

The article discusses innovative mechanisms of democratic participation arising from Brazilian public policy that articulate relations 
between government, the private sector, and civil society on questions of territorial development. It focuses on the possibilities and 
limitations for democratic rearrangements of public spaces and the creation of new participatory tools and languages of public action 
for the promotion of public policy. The discussion is based on the experience of the city of Belo Horizonte’s regionalization led by the 
municipal government in 2011, in which, the city was divided into 40 areas called “Shared Management Territories.” The process, 
guidelines, and methods are described, and the different cases of dispute, conflict, and cooperation are analyzed to understand the 
languages of social action and the effects of territorial logic; these work in the construction of spaces and tools, enabling actors to 
enlarge their political participation, demand, and propose adjustments to public policy.
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Resumo

O artigo discute as políticas públicas brasileiras do ponto de vista das articulações entre governo, 
setor privado e sociedade civil, relacionadas aos mecanismos inovadores de participação democráti-
ca. Aborda os rearranjos de espaços públicos e a capacidade de criar novos instrumentos participa-
tivos com base nas diferentes linguagens de ação pública. Apresenta as limitações e possibilidades 
da abordagem territorial nas políticas públicas para incluir a orientação democrática que ultrapasse 
a perspectiva de território como lócus de implementação, unidade de análise, planejamento e inter-
venção de políticas setoriais. Presume-se que a abordagem territorial nas políticas públicas objetiva 
a criação ou o aperfeiçoamento de instrumentos de participação da sociedade civil na condição de 
agente capaz de intervir na arena de ação pública. Apresenta-se o caso da regionalização da cidade 
de Belo Horizonte, liderada pelo governo local em 2011, chamado Territórios de gestão compartilhada, 
que corresponde ao processo seletivo que dividiu a cidade em 40 áreas. São descritos suas motiva-
ções, as orientações e os métodos adotados. Esse processo envolve disputas, conflitos e fóruns, que 
foram analisados para entender os efeitos da lógica territorial e como os diversos atores procuram 
apropriação da política, além de fazer ajustes que atendam às suas demandas.

Palavras-chave: Democracia participativa, instrumentos participativos, territórios de gestão compartil-
hada, territorialização, linguagens da ação pública.

Resumen

El artículo discute las políticas públicas brasileñas desde el punto de vista de las articulaciones entre 
gobierno, sector privado y sociedad civil, relacionadas con mecanismos innovadores de participación 
democrática. Aborda reordenamientos de espacios públicos y la capacidad de crear nuevos instru-
mentos participativos. Presenta las limitaciones y posibilidades del abordaje territorial en las políticas 
públicas para incluir una orientación democrática que rebasa la perspectiva de territorio como locus 
de implementación, unidad de análisis, planificación e intervención de políticas sectoriales. Se pre-
sume que el abordaje territorial en las políticas públicas objetiva la creación o perfeccionamiento de 
instrumentos de participación de la sociedad civil como agente capaz de intervenir en la arena de 
acción pública. Se presenta el caso de la regionalización de la ciudad de Belo Horizonte, liderada 
por el Gobierno Local en 2011, llamado «Territorios de gestión compartida», donde son descritas sus 
motivaciones, las orientaciones y los métodos adoptados. Como resultado de ese proceso colectivo, 
la ciudad fue dividida en 40 áreas, denominadas “Territorios de gestión compartida”. Ese proceso en-
vuelve disputas, conflictos y foros que fueron analizados para entender los efectos de la lógica territo-
rial y como los diversos actores buscan una apropiación de la política y hacer ajustes que atiendan 
a sus demandas.

Palabras clave: Democracia participativa, instrumentos participativos, mecanismos de gestión compar-
tida, regionalización, lenguaje de la acción pública.

INTRODUCTION

The public action approach to public affairs 
suggests the importance of considering the 
relationship between multiple actors inside 
and outside of government and public ad-
ministration, in a variety of forms of integra-
tion and coordination; these combine differ-
ent scales of activity (Boussaget, Jacquot, & 
Ravinet, 2010; Hassenteufel, 2008). Studies 
have focused on increasing the understand-
ing of these relationships in complex spaces 
that suggest new ways of looking at the roles 
of public and private stakeholders including 
governments, public agencies, private com-

panies, financial institutions, networks, as-
sociations, and residents (Lascoumes & Le 
Galès, 2004, 2009).

Here it is important to look more closely at 
decision systems, participation, and gover-
nance, in order to analyze processes that 
cannot be reduced to a simple dispute be-
tween the centralization or decentralization 
of the State’s role but which imply the neces-
sity of developing local capacities, coopera-
tion, and administrative structures that can 
promote democratic and participatory prac-
tices. As a result, methodologies have cen-
tered on the study of networks, networks, on 
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mapping conflicts, and the presence of inter-
est groups being used to visualize the vari-
ous dimensions of experiences of collective 
construction (Halpern, et al., 2014). Results 
point to the importance of new social lan-
guages that are present in the public arena 
and that enlarge spaces and possibilities for 
public action. Spink (2014) proposes that it 
is necessary to look at how social action oc-
curs in heterogeneous networks of materi-
alities, socialities, and institutionalities, es-
pecially where public policy is not the only 
language present.

We argue that a territorial approach to un-
derstanding socioeconomic dynamics can 
contribute to delivering a greater sense of 
legitimacy to local demands, but it also re-
quires proper tools to deal with the perspec-
tives of management, governance, and par-
ticipation. In this sense, one of the aims of 
our study is to assess whether the territorial 
approach to public policy has been able to 
promote the creation or enhancement of 
forms of social participation and activation of 
democratic practices, and has been able to 
create space for new social languages.

Our empirical focus is the state capital of 
Minas Gerais, Belo Horizonte, and the cre-
ation of the “Shared Management Territo-
ries” program. We will discuss the process of 
formulating this approach to regionalization 
and the instruments created to implement 
its goals. The project of institutionalizing the 
Shared Management Territories coordinated 
by the Belo Horizonte’s City Hall (PBH) be-
tween the second half of 2010 and the first 
half of 2011 divided the city into 40 areas 
with similar characteristics related to their 
economic and social aspects as well as to 
access of urban infrastructure.

This article investigates the new territorial 
proposal, its guidelines, and the two method-
ological stages of the work: the use of Skater 
software for the preliminary definition of re-
gional conglomerates, and the political con-
sensus with civil society around geographi-
cal boundaries of the territories. It concludes 
by looking at the effectiveness and continuity 
of the original proposal five years after its ini-
tial implementation (2011–2016).

The text is divided into five topics, includ-
ing this introduction. The second topic deals 
with theoretical aspects of the territorialized 
public action and regionalization processes. 
The third describes the two methodological 
stages of the work for the regionalization of 
the city of Belo Horizonte. Data are present-
ed in the fourth part, where we analyze the 
results of regionalization and ways of looking 
at collective public action trajectories. Finally, 
the concluding remarks discuss what was 
learned from the study, its limitations, and 
possible improvements.

PUBLIC ACTION, REGIONALIZATION, 
AND TERRITORIALITY

The recent transformations in public admin-
istration in Brazil since the 2000s, especially 
in the relationship between government and 
civil society, have led to a more participatory 
and dialogical management, in which deci-
sion-making is exercised by different social 
actors. New practices of coordination and 
deliberative forums have gained visibility, 
especially in the field of social governance 
that part of the Latin American and French 
literature has defined as a hybrid space and 
field of public action (Boussaget, et al. 2010; 
Hassenteufel, 2008; Spink & Alves, 2008).
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In Brazil, one of the biggest challenges of 
programs that articulate multiple actors is 
how to expand the impact of local actions 
and break the logic of inequality in the im-
plementation of such policies. Will these 
new arrangements be able to reorder the 
power game between actors and networks 
of social relationships, and generate innova-
tion? Especially important are the perma-
nent adjustments of commitment involved in 
the renewal of norms, values, and public ac-
tion, and the ways to develop alliances and 
shared strategies that are both innovative 
and appropriate to local cultures of territorial 
legitimacy. This is where the construction of 
territoriality becomes an important issue.

The concept of homogeneous regions

The conceptual debate about “region” has 
a long history. Correa (2000) presents three 
main strands of this debate as discussed in 
the concept of geography.

a) Environmental determinism and the 
concept of natural region, defined as part 
of a surface characterized by the unifor-
mity resulting from the combination or in-
tegration of elements of nature.
b) The “possibilism” of the nineteenth cen-
tury French school of geography and the 
concept of the region as a unique geo-
graphical landscape, modeled throughout 
history by human action from the possibil-
ities offered by the natural environment, 
and associated with a specific kind of life.
c) The New Geography, which emerged 
in the post-World War II period and intro-
duced discussion of the notion of logical 
positivism based on mathematics; this re-
defined the region on the basis of cluster-
ing techniques as a set of places where 

the internal differences between these 
places are smaller than those between 
them and any element of another set of 
locations.

This last current of thought within regional 
geography allowed an approximation of geo-
graphical studies with the studies on regional 
economy, which expanded in the post-war 
period driven by the theoretical debate on 
underdevelopment (Ferreira, 1989). Among 
economists encouraged by the debate on 
regional development promoted by authors 
such as Perroux (1955), Myrdal (1957), 
Hirschman (1958), Williamson (1965), and 
Boudeville (1969), the idea of regional plan-
ning as a State strategy to overcome regional 
inequalities gains strength. In turn, this also 
stimulated further geographic studies of re-
gionalization as an instrument of political and 
pragmatic action of the State.

In this context of appropriation of the concept 
of region by planning, Perroux (1955) propos-
es the classification of regionalization studies 
into three types:

i) Homogeneous region: based on the pos-
sibility of territorial aggregation from uni-
form characteristics, arbitrarily specified.
ii) Polarized region: based on the hypoth-
esis of spatial polarization due to a force 
field that is established between produc-
tion units, urban areas, or industrial clus-
ters. Here, the analysis of production and 
consumption flows, of intra- and inter-re-
gional connections become important be-
cause they reveal the existing networks 
and hierarchies. The region is considered 
structurally and functionally heteroge-
neous, with flows of varying intensity con-
verging on a few poles.
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iii) Planning region: derived from the ap-
plication of political and administrative 
criteria during the planning activity. Here, 
regionalization represents an intentional-
ity of the public authority that claims an 
understanding of the territory based on 
the implementation of certain public ser-
vices, the exercise of regulatory power of 
the State or, for example, the focus of sec-
toral policies in a given part of the territory.

THE CASE STUDY: THE NEW REGIONAL-
IZATION OF BELO HORIZONTE AND THE 
METHODOLOGY USED

In the second half of 2010, the Municipality 
of Belo Horizonte began to discuss a new 
proposal for city regionalization, organized 
around a multidimensional concept of homo-
geneous areas, later called Shared Manage-
ment Territories.  The goal of the Municipality 
was to work in such a way that the conditions 
of life within a conglomerate were similar to 
each other. It was a concept of region based 
on homogeneity, so as to deepen the analy-
sis of each cluster and knowledge of their 
needs, challenges, and intra-urban potential 
in order to better observe and understand 
the city.

Using the theoretical framework of Perroux 
(1955), we could say that the technical stage 
of the regionalization definition opted for the 
use of tools based on homogeneity. It basi-
cally included using inductive techniques of 
aggregating areas, based on successive ag-
glomerations supported on the regularities 
found, according to predefined criteria. For 
this step of the operation, it used the Skater 
algorithm to define the agglomerates of ho-
mogeneous areas. This choice was based 
on the need to define, in accordance with the 

guidelines established for the study, areas 
that had a certain degree of homogeneity, 
which would allow the generation of statisti-
cal information with a lesser degree of inter-
nal discrepancy.

The result of the second step, “the pact 
stage,” resembles what Perroux (1955) 
called planning regions, with the inclusion 
of administrative-political criteria. The goal 
was to make the regionalization proposal op-
erational, not only from the point of view of 
production and dissemination of information, 
but also in its use as an area for planning ac-
tions and services for the population, even 
though such an option would mean a certain 
loss of homogeneity in the parameters used 
in the previous step.

The shared management of Belo Horizonte

The shared management model of Belo 
Horizonte at the time included more than 
80 boards and committees of municipal, re-
gional, and local scope. In addition to the 25 
thematic Public Policy Councils provided for 
by federal law, other collaborative structures 
had been created as a result of governmen-
tal or popular proposals. These structures 
integrated the “participation network” of the 
city, ensuring a degree of transparency and 
accountability in the management of public 
policies and in proposing initiatives. The ap-
proach that was to be adopted in the territo-
ries initially followed a bottom-up composi-
tion; it provided authority for the regulation 
and control of public policies, and for propos-
ing the initiatives and policies to be imple-
mented in each area.

It is important to note that in the preceding 
decades, the different governments of Belo 
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Horizonte had maintained some continu-
ity in creating different intra-urban territorial 
planning scales adaptable to the challenges 
of contemporary public life. Almost every as-
pect of the urban routine makes clear the 
way reality manifests itself ––and requires 
answers––on multiple political, economic, 
and therefore territorial scales. The near and 
the far, the site and the non-site do not come 
together and mingle without annulling each 
other in every aspect of everyday life. This is 
why the answer to social demands requires 
the use of multiple scales of planning and 
action; in other words, multiple territorial 
clippings and the institutional arrangements 
associated with them can address specific 
problems and give appropriate responses.

Thus, the nine administrative regions exist-
ing in the city today were created during the 
1970s and 1980s. Since 1995, the munici-
pal government and the territorial planning 
departments of Belo Horizonte have incor-
porated the concept of homogeneous areas. 
In this period, the Master Plan resulted in 
the division of the city into 81 Planning Units 
(Ups) (Amaral, 1999). In 2000, some UPs 
were aggregated into larger units creating 
the sub-regions, sub-regional distribution, 
and discussion of resources in the Participa-
tory Budget, or OP as it is called (Filizzola, 
2003).

As the territorial delimitation of both UPs and 
the OP sub-regions were based on the con-
cept of homogeneity, the creation of Shared 
Management Territories can be seen as a 
further step in the enhancement of territorial 
planning scales although with its own differ-
ences.

First, the special divisions of Belo Horizonte 

around the UPs and sub-regions designed 
in 1995 were not always consistent with the 
homogeneity criterion, given the non-linear 
growth of the city over the past two decades, 
the emergence of new centers with vectors 
of strong economic and urban expansion in 
some areas, and the cooling of growth in oth-
er regions. Second, the review in early 2011, 
within the limits of administrative regions, 
introduced by Municipal Law 10.231, meant 
that the homogenous areas that existed prior 
to approval of this law were no longer entirely 
in a single region. Third, it was essential that 
the homogeneous areas followed the bound-
aries of the neighborhood layers agreed by 
PBH and the Brazilian Institute of Geograpgy 
and Statistics (IBGE) in 2008 and 2009 in or-
der to maximize the use of census data of 
2010, including the sample data.

If, from a technical point of view, the new 
regionalization meant territorial review of 
a concept already applied by the municipal 
government in its planning––homogeneous 
areas––from the political point of view, the 
proposed spatial organization was radically 
innovative: it was designed to be used and 
absorbed not only by the government and its 
technical staff, but by citizens, in a joint pro-
cess between government and civil society 
intended to deepen the knowledge of the city.
Statistics, indicators, and georeferenced data 
produced by the government related to the 
multiple urban, social, and economic realities 
of these territories, as well as information on 
current investments that were to have their 
access democratized. Such data was to be 
organized for each homogeneous area and 
made available not only for the city govern-
ment, but also for citizens in a process that 
would allow local government and civil soci-
ety to have a better understanding of the prob-
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lems and intra-urban needs. The availability 
of information was a fundamental part of the 
dialog that was planned between these seg-
ments in order to plan the city. In this sense, 
the intended institutional use of regionaliza-
tion of the Shared Management Territories 
was to bring together local government and 
citizens in neighborhoods sharing a similar 
quality of life, to discuss the city and the gov-
ernment’s performance, and to collectively 
build public policy and plan Belo Horizonte.
This project, initially given the name of “Rad-
icalizing Democracy,” gave rise in 2011 to 
the “Participatory Regionalized Planning.” Its 
goal was to increase direct social participa-
tion in the public policies of Belo Horizonte 
through participatory planning, and guar-
antee the production and dissemination of 
knowledge about the city by focusing on the 
characteristics and problems of each ho-
mogeneous area (the Shared Management 
Territories).

It is important to emphasize that the scenar-
io in which it was possible to implement the 
2011 Participatory Regionalized Planning 
project was part of a trajectory of nearly two 
decades of progressive governments and 
democratic governance. All the municipal 
governments since 1993 supported mecha-
nisms of direct and semi-direct participation 
to allow the continuous monitoring of public 
policy issues by organized society in the in-
tervals between electoral periods.

Guidelines for regionalization

The guidelines set for the regionalization 
of Belo Horizonte focused on categories 
that included economic, social, urban, geo-
graphical, and political issues:

- Internal homogeneity;

- Territorial contiguity;
- Minimum population size of 40,000 in-
habitants;
- Observance of the limits of regional 
administrations (Law 10,231/2011) and 
neighborhood boundaries (map version 
neighborhoods of Law 9,691/09, updated 
to the 2010 Census);
- Use of neighborhoods as the minimum 
geographic units of aggregation;
- Total number of subdivisions around the 
city of Belo Horizonte between 35 and 45 
areas;
- Ease of mobility, considering the physi-
cal barriers created by major routes 
(avoiding disconnector elements such as 
physical barriers or major roads within the 
territories);
- Knowledge of the territory and of the re-
lations within it; and
- Perception of belonging by the popula-
tion.

These guidelines were initially proposed by 
the technical coordination of the regionaliza-
tion project and then debated and agreed 
upon within the wider municipality, especial-
ly the sectors that had been most involved in 
the debate.

The Skater Tool Application to Belo Horizon-
te

In order to meet the proposed objectives, a 
statistical technique was used to generate 
conglomerate areas that show a greater in-
ternal homogeneity given their predefined at-
tributes and, at the same time, were hetero-
geneous to each other. The technique used 
is based on the method of a Minimum Span-
ning Tree and is implemented in the Skater 
tool “Spatial Cluster Analysis” by Tree Re-
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moval Edge. This tool was developed in the 
Laboratório de Estatística Espacial (LESTE) 
[Spatial Statistics Laboratory] of the Fed-
eral University of Minas Gerais, and is also 
available in TerraView. The regionalization 
model built in the application, and based on 
predefined variables, takes into account the 
spatial location of objects, allowing contigu-
ous areas with similar characteristics to be 
gathered in the same space conglomerate. 
The spatial units considered in the composi-
tion of conglomerates were the 487 neigh-
borhoods of Belo Horizonte city. A neighbor-
hood matrix was generated by considering 
the adjacency between the districts.

The choice of the variables to characterize 
the homogeneity of the clusters was based 
on the availability of data about intra-urban 
aspects, the possibility of estimating the sit-
uation in the different neighborhoods of the 
city, and the need to represent various as-
pects of living and housing in the city. Three 
variables were used:

i) The Environmental Health Index [Índice 
de Salubridade Ambiental (ISA)] considered 
the conditions of water supply, sewage, gar-
bage collection, urban drainage, and vector 
control. 
ii) The Health Vulnerability Index [Índice de 
Vulnerabilidade à Saúde (IVSaúde)] con-
sidered the conditions of sanitation, hous-
ing, education, income, and health, and the 
characteristics of the head of household. 
iii) The average market value of the built 
square meter was calculated from the real 
estate cadaster (IPTU) for houses located in 
each neighborhood.

The variables were standardized with the fol-
lowing formula:

Standard value = (Variable value in the neigh-
borhood - Average variable in the Regional ) / 
Standard Deviation in the Regional

Two proposals of regionalization were con-
structed that considered different param-
eters, the first with a minimum of 40,000 in 
each cluster, and the second with 50,000 in-
habitants. The conglomerates generated also 
took into consideration the limit of the local 
regional administration in which the neigh-
borhood was located.

The Pact of Shared Management Territories

Considering the results of the two conglom-
erate maps of Belo Horizonte resulting from 
the Skater method, the limitations of the tech-
nique adopted were not all measurable given 
the guidelines for the concept of homoge-
neous areas that the PBH wished to adopt. 
Moreover, given the interest of the municipal 
public administration in considering the maps 
and previous proposals for regionalization 
still in use by the planning secretariat, there 
was no doubt about the need for a second 
stage methodology to achieve the final pro-
posal for the final spatial distribution of Belo 
Horizonte.

Among the issues not raised by the Skater, 
but fundamental to the definition of each ter-
ritory, are guarantees of the absence of phys-
ical barriers that stop or reduce circulation, 
good mobility, and the inclusion of subjective 
criteria; the latter includes the residents’ feel-
ings of belonging to the territory, aspects of 
perception and understanding of the relation-
ships geographically established (or nonex-
istent), and future prospects, even concern-
ing the areas of demographic and economic 
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expansion.

It was decided that this more subjective and 
perceptive information should be added to 
the objective and quantifiable criteria (al-
ready considered in technical studies), and 
both should guide the preparation of the Fi-
nal Map for the Regionalization of Belo Hori-
zonte. This process of reconciliation involved 
four proposals.

i) Preparation and assembly of four propos-
als to be considered

a) Sub-regions of the participatory budget: 
This proposal was prepared in 2000 and 
2002, according to planning units, based on 
homogeneity criteria verified at the time of 
preparation; it was used as a territorial basis 
for resource allocation and organization of 
the participatory budget in the regional ad-
ministrations of the city.
b) Maps prepared by regional administra-
tions: The concept of homogeneity, in this 
case, is built by the regional administrators 
and their staff, from their knowledge of the 
area under management; the aspects con-
sidered were geographical barriers, mobil-
ity, circulation and social relations, and the 
residents living together. These proposals 
were prepared in 2010 as part of the city’s 
regionalization work in Shared Management 
Territories.
c) Homogeneous areas with a minimum of 
40,000 inhabitants produced in the Skater 
study.
d) Homogeneous areas with a minimum of 
50,000 inhabitants produced in the Skater 
study.

The next step dealt with the challenge of 
building a single map from the four previously 

assembled maps (with similar but not identi-
cal proposals). The guiding principle of this 
construction was consultation and decisions 
by consensus. The dynamics of consultation 
first involved meetings of government actors, 
and then meetings of non-governmental ac-
tors to prepare the final, agreed version of 
the Shared Management Territories Map.

ii) Preparation of the consensus map of ho-
mogeneous areas of Belo Horizonte

The discussion with the population was held 
during workshops in 2011, which gathered 
the Municipal Executive and social leaders 
for the process of “Regionalized Participa-
tory Planning” (PPR), held at the regional 
level and in each of the homogeneous areas. 
This process led to revisions in the proposal 
and gave rise to the 40 homogeneous re-
gions of the Shared Management Territories 
Map (Territórios de Gestão Compartilhada) 
that was institutionalized in PBH by Decree 
no.14,724 of December 20, 2011.

We can probably consider the city of Belo 
Horizonte in 2011 as a place where the link 
between local development and the deepen-
ing of democracy at the base of society (Sil-
veira, 2010) had been strengthening for two 
decades. The municipal administration that 
governed the city between 2009 and 2012 
using the spatial distribution of Shared Man-
agement Territories confirmed the thesis that 
development is associated with the radical-
ization of democracy as the basis of society.

The premise that supports this association 
between local development and strengthen-
ing participatory democracy, and provides 
greater possibilities for society to formulate 
and influence issues often reserved for gov-
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ernments is that society’s view, although dif-
ferent in nature from that of the State, can 
contribute to the formulation of public policy. 
To be able to listen to the population about 
the impacts of the implementation of pub-
lic policies in their daily lives, and their real 
needs can reveal the need for adjustments in 
policies or even the creation of new develop-
ment strategies. In other words, knowledge 
and diagnosis of problems and design of an-
swers also implies dialog with society, and 
with the social and popular movements that 
have multiple scales of debate, representa-
tion, and interests.

Added to all this, more information on how 
the population perceives public services and 
areas of State action can be a key element 
for the effectiveness of public policies. In this 
sense, we know that public policies formu-
lated by the State, although often effective as 
answers to public demand, are sometimes 
not perceived as being so. The perception of 
citizens is of enormous value for the State 
to go beyond a good service that increases 
wellbeing to reach target audiences, and pro-
vide them with the feeling that they can have 
positive expectations about the performance 
of state bodies.

Territorialization by regionalization that gives 
visibility to the various local realities seems 
to contribute to public participation activities 
in an environment marked by unequal power 
relations. The relationship between the ter-
ritory and popular participation occurs by 
means of the empowerment of local actors 
in the dynamics of planning and managing 
city development. In this relation between 
democracy and local development, spatial 
distribution related to the Shared Manage-
ment Territories strengthens the effort to de-

mocratize information and knowledge about 
the economic and social urban realities of the 
city of Belo Horizonte as a key input for dem-
ocratic planning processes. Ending the mo-
nopoly of information provides society with 
the conditions to understand and evaluate 
the results being achieved by local govern-
ment and a basis on which to build consistent 
arguments for their demands.

This strategic use of information, knowledge, 
indicators, and statistics in order to construct 
an integrated and systemic view of Belo Hori-
zonte, includes all of the city’s actors. When 
dealing with the question of what information 
to rely on to promote participatory planning 
and decisions about public investment, the 
government can share data that expresses 
local realities about the existence, quan-
tity, and quality of public infrastructure and 
services, and their real effectiveness in the 
population. It can provide data that quantifies 
intra-urban inequality from the point of view 
of access and distribution of urban services.
In addition, there is the commitment that 
the data from each of the Shared Manage-
ment Territories can be easily understood by 
citizens, and be useful and upgradable over 
short periods of time. In Brazil, there are 
very few municipal databases that are able 
to update information between the ten-year 
national demographic census periods. This 
scarcity also highlights the broader impor-
tance of the local database now available for 
PBH for intra-urban diagnostics.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

This article analyzed Belo Horizonte’s pro-
cess of regionalization in “Shared Manage-
ment Territories” to evaluate its results. Bra-
zilian public policy was explored from the 
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perspective of the articulations between 
government, private sector, and civil society; 
innovative mechanisms of democratic par-
ticipation and the capacity of the Belo Hori-
zonte process to create new participatory in-
struments and politics (Halpern et al., 2014; 
Spink, 2014) were discussed.

It seems clear that the initial objective of the 
regionalization of Belo Horizonte in Shared 
Management Territories––to gather homoge-
neous groups to deepen the understanding 
of the city and plan it collectively––resulted 
in the PPR, a process initiated in June 2011. 
The regionalization, the use of a scale that 
subdivides the city, enhances the identifica-
tion of living conditions in each site and dis-
closes the spatial inequality within the urban 
fabric––in terms of availability and access 
to urban infrastructure and social, cultural, 
and economic services––revealing the most 
deprived areas of public investment. The 
observation of diversity among the different 
geographical areas of the city promotes the 
analysis and evaluation of regional policies.

The “Regionalized Participatory Planning” 
regulated by Municipal Decree 14.724/11, 
which also established the Shared Manage-
ment Territories as intra-urban spatial refer-
ence units for municipal territorial planning,  
took place throughout a series of public 
meetings and discussions at the regional 
and territorial level (in the 40 Shared Man-
agement Territories), which gathered citizens 
and local government for medium- and long-
term city planning. In addition to the PPR, 
the spatial regionalization of Belo Horizonte 
in Shared Management Territories was also 
used to guide decisions on other administra-
tive actions of the Municipality of Belo Hori-
zonte in 2011 and 2012.

Five years after its implementation, evidence 
of the continued use of this new approach to 
regionalization by the municipal government 
agencies in the areas of sectoral planning is 
not entirely clear. There are, however, indica-
tions that it occurs at least partially.

The government’s intention to strengthen 
and use the Shared Management Territo-
ries as a major planning instrument for the 
city led to a number of applications by differ-
ent municipal secretariats. For example, the 
municipality’s ombudsman began to moni-
tor citizens’ demands and the effectiveness 
of complaints resolutions for each Shared 
Management Territory. Moreover, as an early 
appropriation of this new spatial planning by 
segments of organized civil society, a civil 
society organization began data collection 
and indexes calculation (related to life quality 
in Belo Horizonte) for each Shared Manage-
ment Territory in 2012.

Five years on, we have evidence that the 
Municipal Secretariat of Finance has been 
using the Shared Management Territories 
Regionalization since 2014 for the redefi-
nition of the Homogeneous Areas applied 
to the Real Estate Map for Land Transac-
tions (“Planta de Valores Genéricas do Im-
posto sobre Transmissão de Bens Imóveis 
Inter Vivos”). In another area, the proposal 
submitted to the IBGE for the 2010 Census 
by the Municipality of Belo Horizonte was 
also based on the spatial distribution of the 
Shared Management Territories.

At a qualitative level, it is important to note 
that the spatial process of the city of Belo 
Horizonte under the Shared Management 
Territories involved technical and political for 
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learning for local government. While it has 
improved the concept of homogeneous ar-
eas of the city in terms of data, it has also 
meant implementing a consensually-based 
dialog between the government and citizens, 
and taking into account the inhabitants’ feel-
ings of “belonging” as a criterion for delimit-
ing each Shared Management Territory.

Finally, while it is important to emphasize that 
the degree of implementation over the sub-
sequent years does not coincide with initial 
expectations, it is also the case that the insti-
tutional use of the Shared Management Ter-
ritories signaled, from the beginning, a will 
for democratic mobilization. In this sense, 
besides diagnosing the problems and chal-
lenges of each territory in a democratic way, 
it would be essential to build in new tools that 
could guarantee budget investment priorities 
for the most vulnerable areas in intra-territo-
rial competition for financial resources; this 
did not always happen. This is a clear limit 
on Belo Horizonte’s governance model of 
Shared Management Territories and PPR as 
an affirmative action that benefits the poor-
est areas of the city. The active management 
of the territory should mean that the “exclud-
ed” areas are a priority for investment, and 
reaffirm a pact of social justice.

The use of the new territorialities in “radical-
izing democracy” has also had its limitations. 
On one hand, the Regionalized Participatory 
Planning project ended up as a consultative 
and not deliberative body, as there was no 
specific budget allocation for popular deci-
sions made in the PPR. Moreover, the pro-
posal to share information with civil society 
was not maintained with the same degree 
of continuity. The meetings of the PPR and 
the update of data for each Shared Manage-

ment Territory on the Internet (available at: 
http://gestaocompartilhada.pbh.gov.br/) were 
not regular after 2012.

Using a scale expresses the deliberate in-
tention of someone to observe an object 
(Boudon, 1991). In this sense, one can say 
that the regionalization process of the city of 
Belo Horizonte reveals the intention of the 
municipal government to observe and better 
understand the city, its intra-urban particulari-
ties, and the possible languages of political 
action concerning the complexity of urban 
reality and plurality of actors. Based on the 
analyses, it can be reiterated that knowledge 
of the territories’ different realities is an im-
portant tool for setting priorities, supporting 
territorial interventions planned in municipal 
public policies, and creating spaces for par-
ticipation and new languages in public action. 
The continuation of this process involves ex-
panding the capacity for active management 
of the territory, such as recognizing that vul-
nerable or “excluded” areas need to be pri-
oritized to reduce social inequalities and im-
prove the quality of life.
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