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Exploring the right to mobility through the 2013 mobilizations in Rio de Janeiro 

Abstract

In this paper we explore the unfolding of the right to the city through a focus on urban mobility. We analyse 
the way urban social movements (USMs), which play a crucial role in shaping the right to the city, frame 
their struggles in relation to mobility. We argue that their use of the concept of the ‘right to mobility’ has two 
meanings. First, the concept gives USMs a framing discourse to advocate and shape transport policy 
changes. Second, it enables USMs to bring together different actors with different urban agendas. We base 
this argument on a study of Rio de Janeiro, a paradigmatic case of mobility-based claims of the right to the 
city. Looking at the practice of a protest-oriented and a knowledge-oriented USMs that contest this mobility 
crisis, we outline an agenda for academics and practitioners willing to work towards the construction of 
sustainable and just mobilities. 

1. Introduction

In June-July 2013 Brazil was shocked by a wave of intense mobilizations with millions of people in the 
streets (Maricato et al. 2013; Cava 2013; Cava and Cocco 2014; Jennings et al. 2014). Begun as protest to an 
increase in the public transport fare, these mobilizations quickly expanded their claims to contest the entire 
mobility system and model of urban development. There have been claims for cheaper and higher quality 
public transport, and at the same time critiques of investments planned for the mega-events, making a strong 
case against the governance of mobility and public services highly involved in financial scandals. These 
protests merged long-lasting work of grassroots and activist in the city (Cava 2013; Fernandes and Freitas 
Roseno 2013; Nobre 2013; Judensnaider et al. 2013), who have been framing their struggle increasingly 
around the idea of the ‘right to the city’ and ‘the right to mobility’. 

Rio de Janeiro, city in which the 2013 mobilizations took place on an exceptional scale, represents an 
optimal case study to investigate urban contestation and the right to mobility in the Latin American context. 
As both a city and region, Rio de Janeiro has faced a particularly sharp mobility crisis for many years. With 
the broad aim to contribute to the understanding of contested mobilities, this paper looks at the way Rio de 
Janeiro’s urban social movements (USMs), a key if understudied actor in urban mobility politics, engage in 
contestation in the mobility realm. We argue that a key way of seeing USMs’ engagement is through a dual 
use of the concept of ‘right to mobility’. First, the concept gives USMs a framing discourse to advocate and 
shape transport policy changes, and second, it enables them to bring together different actors with different 
urban agendas. 

Specifically, this paper analyses two USMs from Rio de Janeiro, the Forum de Lutas and the Mobility 
Forum, that, with different strategies of protest-oriented and knowledge-oriented, played a key role in the 
2013 mobilizations and in the general contestation of transport interventions and policies in the city. 
Focusing on how they frame and use the concept of the right to mobility, we aim to broaden the debate on 
the right to mobility, and to more strongly assert the role of USMs as actors of change into the transport 
geography literature. 

The paper is based on the data collected during twelve months of fieldwork in Rio de Janeiro (Venturini 
2016; Verlinghieri 2016), using qualitative methods and inspired by an action research approach (Fals-Borda 
and Rahman 1991; McTaggart 1997; Breitbart 2003; Coghlan and Brannick 2005; The Autonomous 
Geographies Collective 2010) and the need to decolonize knowledge (Chakrabarty 2008; Sheppard et al. 
2013; Smith 2013; Venturini 2016). Specifically, the data on which we rely upon are our fieldwork notes, 29 
semi-structured interviews conducted with the members of the two USMs and local transport practitioners, 
and original documentation produced by the USMs themselves. 
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The paper is structured in four parts. Drawing from Lefebvre’s work, we firstly introduce the concept of the 
right to the city. We then discuss the right to mobility as a functional part and distinctive aspect of the right 
to the city. We use the term ‘mobility’ referring to people’s mobility in the urban realm. We embrace 
elements of both the classical transport studies and the mobilities traditions, aware of the importance of 
accounting for all of the spatial, physical and governance elements of the transport system and mobilities. 
We explore the potential for the right to mobility to enrich the analysis proposed by the right to the city on 
the production and reproduction of urban inequalities. We then analyse the discourses and practices of the 
Forum de Lutas and the Mobility Forum, two USMs working on transport and mobilities issues in the 
contested city of Rio de Janeiro. From this analysis we draw important learning points for transport policy 
and practice. Specifically we highlight the role of the right to mobility, and especially of the ‘right to 
sustainable and just mobility’ in bringing together different actors, politicising and broadening the potential 
of transport policy and practice towards more sustainable futures. 

1.1 The right to the city and the right to mobility

The right to the city was first introduced by Lefebvre in 1968, and the concept is used widely in academic 
literature and by a variety of institutional and grassroots actors. It has assumed growing importance in the 
urban agenda, informing planning literature and discourses on democracy and citizenship (Purcell 2002; 
UNDP 2010). However, despite a vast literature on the right to the city, there is still a limited use of the 
concept in transport geography (e.g. Attoh 2011, 2012; Legroux 2013, 2014, 2016; Sagaris 2014).

For Lefebvre, “the right to the city is like a cry and a demand” (1996: 158). It is the compelling expression of 
the necessity to overcome current urban inequalities, allowing all citizens to fulfil their needs and hopes; it is 
an aspiration for change (Marcuse 2012). While Lefebvre does not give a full definition of the term (Souza 
2010; Attoh 2011), the right to the city can be framed in terms of the right to appropriation and right to 
participation. The former refers to the physical access and use of the urban space and the latter the ability to 
politically shape urban futures (Purcell 2002). The right to the city is the right to full and equal enjoyment of 
the resources and services concentrated in cities. More than that, it is a call for empowerment of urban 
marginalised into decision-making. It refers to the possibility for people to shape their own city trough self-
management (Lefebvre 1996). For Harvey (2008), the right to the city is “the freedom to make and remake 
our cities and ourselves” (23), with a clear emphasis on the collective aspect of this right. The call for the 
right to the city comes from the “most marginalized and the most underpaid and insecure members of the 
working class” (Marcuse 2012: 32) as well as from all the citizens directly oppressed and alienated by the 
dominating urban project. 

The concept of the right to mobility has been more recently introduced within the mobilities tradition 
(Cresswell 2006; Pécoud and De Guchteneire 2006; Hague 2010; Wellman and Cole 2011)1. As considered 
by Sheller (2008), it refers to access to the city and is connected to the idea of making of citizens, subjects, 
and bodies, who are often limited by borders, controls, policing, regulation of public space, to the even or 
uneven distribution of ease and safety, and uneven terrains for movement of speed and governmentality 
(Sheller and Urry 2006). The right to mobility can be considered as expressing the right to move in the urban 
space, to access places and opportunities, but also the right to move or stay still. Moreover, considering the 
embeddedness of individual mobility choices with societal needs, the right to mobility can be approached as 
a collective right (Sager 2006). 

A connection exists between the right to mobility and the right to the city. For example, Attoh (2012) 
considers:

1 These authors often associate the right to mobility with the human right of free movement between different countries. In this paper, 
recognising the importance of supporting the universal recognition of the right to mobility, we, however, consider it only within the 
urban and peri-urban context. 
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“The right to the city exists simultaneously as a right to access public space, a right to access 
socioeconomic goods like housing, a right to organize collectively, and a fundamental right of the 
poor and marginalized to produce a more just city” (5). 

In this definition the right to the city includes the right to go to school, to go to the hospital, to access culture, 
social networks, places of decision-making. This ‘getting to’ the city is made possible only by the fulfilment 
of the right to mobility in the urban space. If we acknowledge that mobilities have a dual relationship with 
society, shaping societal processes and being shaped by them (Pucher and Lefèvre 1996; Vasconcellos 2001; 
Hickman and Banister 2014), a dual relationship can also be highlighted between the two concepts. On one 
hand, the right to mobility is functional part of the right to the city, being a necessary condition for both the 
right to appropriation and the right to participation to be met. As such, there is an overlap between the right 
to mobility and the need to ensure a purposeful movement to access services, social capital, and the city 
(Ferreira and Batey 2007). The right to mobility subsumes also the right to accessibility, as fundamentally 
linked to questions of just access to resources and assets. On the other hand, the right to mobility goes 
beyond and enriches the perspective given by the right to the city bringing the attention to the key role of 
mobilities in the production of urban processes (Hannam et al. 2006; Sheller 2011).

1.2 Building the right to mobility: the role of USMs

USMs2 are crucial actors when considering the demand for and the building of the right to the city (Mayer 
2000; Brenner et al. 2012) and, as we argue in this paper, the right to mobility. USMs constantly claim these 
rights as part of their demanding equal access to services and urban decision-making (Hamel et al. 2000) and 
gain strength from them (Souza 2006a; Vradis 2012). At the same time, as political actors able to destabilise 
existing meanings and produce concrete alternatives, USMs contributed to the definition of the right to the 
city and can help to better understand also the right to mobility. With their perspectives and practices USMs 
can assume the role of ‘activist’ planners (Miraftab 2009; Sager 2016), able to produce “substantial input to 
plans, alternatives to official planning proposals and ideas about desired urban development” (Sager 2016: 
1264) contesting and shaping urban processes both as outsiders and insiders to the planning system (Souza 
2006b).

For these reasons, the transport literature has suggested focusing on USMs as actors of change, especially in 
the transition towards sustainability (Vasconcellos 2001; Geels 2010; Schwanen et al. 2011). USMs can 
influence institutional planning, as well public behaviours, attitudes and practices. They are “essential seeds 
of transformations” (DeVerteuil and Golubchikov 2016: 148), as they demonstrated in bringing to public 
attention the environmental impacts of transportation choices, opposing automobility since the 1980s 
(Rawcliffe 1995; Vigar 2013). At the same time, USMs have an active role in stressing the difficult urban 
mobility conditions of the disadvantaged, demanding interventions and affecting in the long-term politics of 
transport. Especially in the Latin American context, they have a long history of contesting the 
malfunctioning of transport systems and claiming for the right to mobility (Vasconcellos 2001). 

However, only few authors have considered in depth the contribution by USMs focused on transport and 
mobilities. For example, Rawcliffe (1995) traces the history of UK environmental movements till the 1990s 

2 We are aware that USMs is a wide category to be considered. Schuurman (1989) defines USMs as “a social organization with a 
territorial based identity, which strives for emancipation by way of collective action” (9). USMs as able to build a critical mass 
(Mayer 2000) towards social change (Castells 1977, 1983; Souza 2006b; Mayer 2012, 2013). Despite certain authors define as USMs 
actors with an explicit anti-capitalist position, for Mayer (2006) and Castells (2012), USMs include all the groups able to reshape 
society and contest the city as it is presently, avoiding a Right/Left wing distinction. In this paper we adopted the Mayer (2006) and 
Castells (2012) connotation, to indicate the actors that the transport literature has suggested to interrogate for new visions and 
practices on planning. This definition allows leaving open a broad spectrum of actors to be taken into consideration, including also 
those that rely less on protesting and ‘performance’ acts (Juris and Pleyers 2009) and are more focussed on knowledge production, 
that we call knowledge-oriented actors.
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highlighting the way it has strongly embraced a no-road-building position. This is one of the few academic 
pieces to fully concentrate on the role of USMs in making the transport policy community more sensitive to 
environmental arguments and to the voices of community actors. In the Latin American context, Sagaris 
(2014) focuses on community groups and USMs as transport policy actors, following the development of the 
‘Living City’ initiative in Santiago de Chile as anti-road movement able to challenge planning paradigms and 
creating citizen-led planning institutions. On a more theoretical line, Paterson (2007) in his account of the 
political economy of automobility analyses the role of pro and anti-car movements. A bigger number of 
studies, mostly concerned with the Anglo-Saxon world, focus on cycling-related activism, considering the 
way USMs frame questions of cycling identity and politics (Aldred 2013), its ability to shape green lifestyles 
and environmental movements (Horton 2006), and the transformative power of biking (Furness 2010). 
Specifically significant is the contribution of Furness (2010) in its acknowledging the connection of the bike 
advocacy movement with the claim for a ‘right to the city’. 

These papers constitute a starting point for a needed account and analysis of the role of USMs as planning 
actors for transport. However, they only partially provide a geographical analysis of USMs’ contributions 
and limitedly connect them to the right to the city agenda. The theoretical formulation proposed in this paper, 
together with the insights from two highly meaningful case studies from the contested city of Rio de Janeiro, 
address this literature gap. We highlight the importance of focussing on USMs as actors that shape the 
politics of mobility and that provide and original formulation of the ‘right to mobility’. Moreover, we present 
evidence to make a strong connection between the right to mobility and the right to the city and important 
indications of how to use these concepts as tools to guide transport planning. We also highlight the role of 
mobility in shaping the urban crisis.

2. Case study: Rio de Janeiro

Figure 1: Rio de Janeiro and its metropolitan region (Fundação CIDE nd: np)

The city of Rio de Janeiro is the capital of the State of Rio de Janeiro (in brown in Figure 1) and the core of 
the Rio de Janeiro metropolitan region, visible in Figure 1, whose extension is of 4,539.8 Km2 with over 12 
million inhabitants. The city and the Region represent one of the most interesting cases in Latin America of 
fast regeneration and infrastructural development. After a period of decline in the 1980s, since the 2000s 
they entered a new period of expansion and economic growth connected to industry and logistic services 
(Palladini 2011). This growth has been boosted by the investment made for mega-events such as the 2014 
FIFA World Cup and 2016 Olympic Games (Sistema FIRJAN 2012, 2014). Specifically, the city has faced 
deep and rapid transformations, with an overarching vision of becoming a competitive, world-leading 
attraction for investments and tourism (Rio 2016 2014). The city has attracted national and international 
capital thanks to the promotion of Public-Private Partnerships (PPP) and the adoption of a strategic planning 
strategy inspired to the Barcelona Model (Vainer 2000a; González 2011; Pontes 2013). In particular, in view 
of the mega-events, the city has undertaken major changes in its transport infrastructure. These are part of a 
Program for Sustainability and Environment aiming at guaranteeing low environmental impacts and 
conservation of the natural patrimony, while attention is given to the provision of public services and 
facilities (Rio 2016 2014). 

The benefits of this rapid economic development, that can be inscribed in an overarching project of 
neoliberal urbanism (González 2011) and urban entrepreneurship (Harvey 1989, 2001; Hall 1992, 2006), 
have been unequally distributed among the population (Comitê Popular 2012-2016). Rio de Janeiro has the 
largest favela population in Brazil (1.3 million people) and its population landscape still projects patterns of 
profound inequality and segregation among social classes (Souza 2008; Perlman 1979, 2010). Moreover, it is 
a city that experiences important phenomena of socio-spatial fragmentation (Souza 1999, 2001b, 2008), with 
exceptional levels of urban poverty and injustice (Pontes 2013; Alencar 2013) and urban violence (Souza 
2008). Researchers have shown that the process of commodification of the public space through large 

http://www.cide.rj.gov.br/
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privatization and PPP investment has exacerbated these phenomena (Freeman 2012; Pires 2013). 
Furthermore, it has additionally generated patterns of periferization and reduced access to public 
infrastructures for the urban poor that have extended geographical exclusion and loss of spatial capital 
(Souza 1999). For Vainer (2000b, 2013a) the state of emergency regulation implemented for the mega-
events has negatively impacted also citizens’ ability to participate in public life, being the normal democratic 
structures weakened (Gaffney 2010) in the creation of a ‘city of exception’ (Vainer 2013a). Similarly, 
according with the analysis provided by Purcell (2006), the use of PPPs has negatively impacted the normal 
democratic decision-making.

2.1 Mobilities in Rio de Janeiro

Figure 2: the State of Rio de Janeiro and its public transport system (Dörrbecker 2016: np)

Since the 2010s Rio de Janeiro has undertaken major investments to improve its urban transport 
infrastructure, amounting at US$2.8 billion for the period 2012-20143 (Sistema FIRJAN 2012). Specifically, 
the Transport Planning Strategy approved within the Olympic bid has aimed to implement a High 
Performance Transport Ring connecting all the Olympic zones (Rio 2016 2009; Silva and Torres 2013). As 
visible in Figure 2, which depicts the public transport system in 2016, main infrastructural works have been 
implemented at the metropolitan level, and integrated with the main Olympic attractions (labelled in brown): 
the Metro Line 4, four new BRT lines, the renovation of the rail system, the development of the International 
Airport and the Port, the expansion of the road network, the construction of three new cableways, and a light 
rail vehicle. These new infrastructures complement the existing transport system composed of two Metro 
lines, a network of suburban trains, and numerous bus services. With the new investments, high importance 
has been given to the improvement of public transport facilities that represent the main transport mean, in a 
city in which the majority of the population (75% in 2009) relies on public transport, mostly on city-busses 
with demand for public transport on rail steadily increasing (Secretaria de Estado de Transportes 2014).

Despite these investments, mobility in the metropolitan region of Rio de Janeiro still relies mainly on road 
transport, specifically on buses/BRTs and private cars, and road transport has remained the place where the 
core of the investment has been concentrated since the 1920s. In this system, the citizen dissatisfaction with 
transportation is mainly connected with congestion, safety, and cost of public transport (Cava 2013). The 
literature shows also the important social impacts of the mobility model adopted. Specifically, referring to 
the classification of social impact proposed by Jones and Lucas (2012) there can be individuated impacts in 
terms of accessibility, health-related, financial-related, and community-related impacts. 

Especially in terms of accessibility, the differential mobilities patterns in the city determine sharp differences 
across social groups (Jones and Lucas 2012). In a city of sharply differentiated spatial distribution of 
residences, services, amenities, workplaces, and infrastructures, Pires (2013) and Vasconcellos (2014) speak 
of ‘excluding mobility’. Issues are present both in terms of available infrastructures and in terms of 
management of the existing ones (Pontes 2013), together with the lack of planning and investments in public 
transportation, especially in a context of quickly expanding peripheries (Rodrigues 2014). Low-income 
groups generally rely on walking, biking4 and buses, and find it difficult to access cars, which is the mode for 
which the transport system is mainly designed for. Many of them are also deprived of access to collective 
transport (Avila 2006). This results in important patterns of differential mobilities (Pero and Mihessen 2013; 
Pereira and Schwanen 2013) in a city where commuting requires an average of 55 min by public 
transportation against 34 min by private vehicle, due to the large commuting distances, poor infrastructures, 
and high congestion (caused by the high number of private vehicles and lack of segregated bus lanes). In 

3 Amount invested for the Metro Line 4 and the Metropolitan Ring Road
4 In 2008, approximately 30% of the poorest people in Rio (5th income quintile) commuted to work walking or by bike (Sá et al. 
2016).
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2008 a survey showed that people in the region spend 22% of their daily time on transportation (86 min per 
day) (IBGE 2008). 

The health-related impacts of the transport system in place, especially in terms of car incidents and transport-
related deaths are also high (Costa et al. 2013; Maricato 2015). Moreover, there is a high incidence of 
transport poverty5 in the region (Pero and Mihessen 2013): whilst the quality of public transport is below the 
expected standards, with very poor intermodal integration, families spend a significant portion of their 
incomes on transportation (Rodrigues 2014). This is dramatic for lower income groups. For example, at the 
end of the 2010, families in Rio de Janeiro were spending 19.8% of their income on transportation, whilst 
data from 2003 showed that 35% of population cannot afford to pay a bus fare (Carvalho and Pereira 2012). 

Finally, community-related impacts are specifically sharp as a consequence of the implementation of new 
infrastructures that often generate segregation processes and forced residential relocation (Comitê Popular 
2012-2015; IPPUR/UFRJ 2012; Legroux 2013, 2014, 2016; Santos Junior et al. 2015). For example, the 
implementation of the different transport-related infrastructures has required the relocation of a total of 2,125 
families from poor settlements (most of which legally set up) (Prefeitura do Rio 2015). Since 2008, public 
policies on housing, security, and public transport have been part of a process of commodification of the 
public space that resulted in important phenomena of gentrification and consequent removals (Pires 2013; 
Assis 2014; González 2016). Forced to relocate, lower income groups have experienced increased 
accessibility issues and decreasing social capital. 

All these aspects contribute to build what various scholars call an ‘urban mobility crisis’ in the metropolitan 
area of Rio de Janeiro (Rodrigues 2014; Legroux 2014; Costa et al. 2013; Maricato 2015). This crisis, for 
Beyer (2011), “leads to a growing physical fragmentation (by saturation) and social (by the unequal 
distribution of accessibility)” (8), generating sharp distributional effects and social justice issues (Jones and 
Lucas 2012) and social vulnerability (Pontes 2013).

3. Protest-oriented and knowledge-oriented movements 

USMs can apply different strategies to claim their demands, which can be more or less confrontational or 
collaborative (Pickvance 1977; Harvey 2001; Mayer 2006). There is a recognised tendency to work “within 
and outside institutions—with a focus on challenging prevailing forms of decision and policy making” 
(Mayer 2000: 139), in a way that Souza (2006b) calls “together with the state, despite the state, against the 
state” (327). Specifically, a distinction can be made between ‘protest-oriented’ and ‘knowledge-oriented’ 
movements6. Protest-oriented movements consider direct action and street protests feasible strategies for 
reaching their goals. Knowledge-oriented movements are focused on knowledge production; they do not 
consider street action as main strategy, but do not exclude it as a possibility7. 

In the context of Rio de Janeiro, the protest-oriented movements have been at the core of the 2013 upraises, 
building an important network of activist planning actors (Sager 2016) with different levels of insurgency 
(Holston 1998, 2008, 2009). They can be inscribed in a historic worldwide tradition of popular movements 
against highway constructions (Zibechi 2012). Among them, the Movimento Passe Livre - Free Pass 
Movement (MPL) had an important role in bringing transport issues in the public domain and ignited the 
street protests. Amongst knowledge-oriented movement counts a variety of pressure groups, such as the one 
reported in Table 1, concentrated in contesting specific projects. 

5 We refer to the definition of transport poverty provided by Lucas et al. (2016), in which transport poverty is the result of the 
overarching combination of transport affordability, mobility and accessibility poverty, and exposure to transport externalities.
6 A similar distinction is proposed by Vasconcellos (2001) that distinguishes between open and hidden social movements. 
7Specifically with regard to knowledge-oriented actors, despite their practices might be seen as overlapping with think-thank or 
lobbying ones, our term stresses their different aspects of commitment to social change, not being institutionalised as organizations 
and not receiving funding from other bodies.
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Table 1: Pressure Groups Relating to the Olympic Games and their Means of Action in Rio de Janeiro 
(adapted from: OGI – SAGE/COPPE/UFRJ Research Team (2014: 101))

In the following sections we show how these different USMs conceptualise the right to mobility analysing 
two examples from Rio de Janeiro with whom we collaborated during our fieldworks: the Forum de Lutas 
and the Mobility Forum. These two actors are the main representatives of the two aforementioned USMs 
approaches in the city. Specifically, as forums they include and represent a variety of other actors; most 
importantly, they have been the most numerous movements working on transport and mobility issues in the 
city during the period analysed in the paper. 

3.1 Protest-oriented: the Forum de Lutas

The Fórum de Lutas contra o aumento da passagem - Forum for the struggle against increase of transport 
price8 (Forum de Lutas) has been a key actor in initiating mobilizations in Rio de Janeiro since 2013 and a 
crucial protest-oriented actor in the city claiming for the right to mobility. Created in October 2012, it was 
formed by various collectives, groups and political parties from the Left. It is an example of non-hierarchical 
mode of organization that works as a network in recruitment processes (Della Porta and Diani 2006) and that 
reaches a bigger audience than the participants in its meetings. Despite all the decisions in the Forum de 
Lutas were taken by majority after discussions in the assembly, different tendencies collided on this point. 
With the growing influence of political parties and increasing internal political differences, the Forum de 
Lutas ceased to function in summer 2014. Main activities of the Forum de Lutas were public assemblies and 
social mobilizations and it was financed through donations by its members. 

Since its inception the Forum de Lutas placed the neoliberal city at the centre of its critique, focussing on 
transport issues as the expression of the crisis in this model of city most in need to be addressed. The starting 
point of this contestation was the rise of bus fares and the demand for a better transport system, as 
fundamental aspects of people’s livelihoods. The mobilizations organised by the Forum de Lutas managed to 
block the ticket-price increase and forced the City Council to open an investigation regarding the process for 
establishing the tariff (CPI dos Ônibus nd). However, people mobilised in the street were shouting, “It is not 
just for 20 cents!” (20 cents being the ticket price increment). Interpreting popular discourses, the Forum de 
Lutas saw the transport issues as deeply linked with the unequal urban configuration. Around mid-July 2013 
the demands of the Forum de Lutas started concentrating not only on claiming for a better and cheaper 
transport system, but included the end to the military police and repression, more investments for education 
and health systems rather than for mega-events; the end of favela evictions; the democratization of the 
media. Finally, also the right to the city was explicitly added as a goal of the group9. 

In terms of mobility, the Forum de Lutas contested not only the price of transport and its low quality, but 
also the related spatial segregation. The quality of public transport was its concern in a dispute in which the 
idea of comfort of transport was proposed as a fundamental aspect of quality of life. The malfunctioning 
nature and unsafeness of the system was also connected to the exploitation of workers, forced to work at the 
same time as drivers and ticket sellers, and to the so called bus companies ‘mafia’10. The ticket increase was 
compared by the Forum de Lutas and the street mobilizations to robbery: considered small by the planning 

8More information at: https://www.facebook.com/forumcontraoaumento and http://forumdelutasrj.blogspot.com.br/
9 It would be hard to trace the first use of the concept of the right to the city by the Forum de Lutas and how/by who it has been 
introduced. However, we can state that it was not introduced by academic scholars, being a term of already common use by USMs in 
Rio de Janeiro and included in the City Statute exactly as result of USMs demands (Friendly 2013).
10In Rio de Janeiro the public transport service of the city was outsourced in 2010 to four consortia (composed of more than 40 
companies), in a system that appeared not clear also to the Court of the City that questioned it, founding “strong evidence of a 
formation of a cartel” (Tribunal de Contas do Município 2012: 8). USMs, as well as the broader society, started to speak about a ‘bus 
mafia’: four owners of companies account for nearly a third of all shares in the four winning consortia (Magalhães and Berta 2013). 
The pressure generated by the mobilizations and the rising public attention on public transport issues forced the City Council to open 
an investigation in August 2013.
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authorities, the increase has had a great impact on the poor population whose daily livelihoods depend on 
public transportation (Carvalho and Pereira 2011). Figure 3 shows placards photographed on demonstrations 
promoted by the Forum de Lutas that stress the dramatic effects of the ticket increase. Two banners report: 
“How much does it cost, the right to come and go?” and “Public transport is not a commodity”. Both put 
strong emphasis on the commodification of what is perceived to be a fundamental right: the right to ir e vir - 
come and go in the city. This right has been severely damaged by a very expensive, low quality transport 
system that reinforces spatial-social segregation. 

Figure 3: Placards during a demonstration (photo by Federico Venturini)

USMs in Brazil have a long tradition of fights around the right to the city conceived as the right to housing 
for the poor (Souza 2001a, 2001c). However, in June 2013 the struggle was mainly around the right to ir e 
vir for the excluded population. This is the term that the Forum de Lutas and the other USMs use to articulate 
what we call the right to mobility. The claim for the right to ir e vir was expressed directly with the demand 
for the withdrawal of the ticket price increase as ‘right to affordable public transport’, but also with a broader 
agenda that asked for better public transport conditions. Solutions proposed were improved services and the 
tarifa zero – zero fare11. For the Forum de Luta, as part of guaranteeing the right to ir e vir, transportation 
should not be seen only as a means to get to work, but as a fundamental mean for life in the city. In this are 
included all the aspects of urban living that lowest income group have not guaranteed, in a city of sharp 
inequalities.

Figure 4. Sticker by the Forum de Lutas (photo by Federico Venturini)

This is evident in the sticker, circulated by the Forum de Lutas and stuck in support of the campaign all 
around the city and inside the public transport, reported in Figure 4, “Zero fares: for the right to the city”. 
The sticker makes a clear connection between the right to ir e vir and the right to the city. For example, as 
one activist told us, the scarcity of transport options does not take into account that people “do have the right 
to have fun”. This needs to be intended as part of the aforementioned debate on transport as a mean to 
guarantee quality of life, beyond pure access to work-place. As another activist told us, the mobilization 
addressed mobility issues and the right to ir e vir as part of a larger problem: 

“Urban mobility and transport are part of a context of a much larger plan, it is part of a much larger 
context of a city. [...] You need to have urban mobility, you also need to have a good quality of life, 
good public services.”

To confirm this point, all our interviewees reported how the increase of the ticket fare was only the straw that 
broke the camel’s back, opening a debate on wider requests for right to the city and spatial justice.

In the specific case of Rio de Janeiro, transportation issues are also strongly connected with mega-events and 
the resulting neoliberalization of the urban. As stressed by the Forum de Lutas, the new transport 
infrastructures built for mega-events have sharply increased transport injustices. One of the members of the 
Forum de Lutas, said us: “[the investments] serve the FIFA World Cup and the flow of people that the FIFA 
World Cup will bring and not the needs of the population”. Similar discourses emerged in relation to 
infrastructures for Olympic Games, such as a BRT aimed at only connecting the airport with the Olympic 
facilities. In the Forum de Lutas’ view, the new infrastructures failed to satisfy the mobility needs of the 
population, reproducing spatial injustice and exacerbating the mobility problems of people evicted, displaced 
from the city centre and not served by transport infrastructures (Legroux 2013). Ultimately, as another 
member of the Forum de Lutas said us, as result of the politics of mobility in place, poor people “have no 

11The zero-fare public transport is a project, implemented in a few cities in Brazil, in which public transport is funded in full by 
means other than collecting fares from passengers (Tarifa Zero 2011).
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right to use the city that they help to build”.

3.2 Knowledge-oriented: the Mobility Forum

The Fórum Permanente da Mobilidade Urbana na Região Metropolitana do Rio de Janeiro – the Permanent 
Urban Mobility Forum of the Metropolitan Region of Rio de Janeiro (Mobility Forum) is a forum composed 
by transport engineers, representatives of Residents' Associations, professional councils, unions, various 
institutions, NGOs and citizens that weekly meet to discuss mobility issues within the Rio de Janeiro 
metropolitan region. The Mobility Forum was born in 2011 within the Rio de Janeiro Engineering Club 
under the assumption that “society is willing to propose new directions for transport and mobility” (Clube de 
Engenharia 2014). It emerged in response to the need of the engineers to open up their horizons and 
proposing of solutions to the mobility crisis with the contribution of popular knowledges and in direct 
contact with the population. One of the engineers member of the Mobility Forum that we interviewed, stated: 

“The Mobility Forum was born because we had only technicians and discussing only among 
technicians produces nothing. Now, when you have the participation of society, of social 
movements, it adds a value”. 

The Mobility Forum has been founded seeking collaboration between engineers and social actors to produce 
new answers to the mobility crisis. The Mobility Forum lacks a formal structure and is managed by two 
coordinators, an engineer and a member of the residents associations. In 2014 it counted more than 300 
members in a network of associations, NGOs, and USMs. They meet weekly “to discuss and listen to the 
civil society on issues of mobility and its modes, in addition to developing diagnostic and technical 
discussions on public policy in this sector” (Fonseca 2016). In this way the Mobility Forum aims to provide 
information and research instruments to community groups, USMs, and disadvantaged groups to understand 
mobility issues or to facilitate their actions aimed at achieving a better and more just transport system. In its 
manifesto the Mobility Forum explicitly refers to the right to mobility, aiming to be:

“Committed to society, to fight for the guarantee of the Article5, XV of the Constitution: ‘movement 
within the national territory in time of peace is free, and any person, under the law, can enter it, 
remain or leave it with his/her assets’” (Fórum Permanente 2011: np).

The Mobility Forum works in order for the constitutional right to mobility to be respected and guaranteed in 
the region. In order to do so, it concentrates in producing knowledge on transportation issues and solutions, 
including alternative planning and policy solutions. Moreover it organises debates with civic society and 
planning authorities and supports, with statements or presence of their member, demonstrations and 
residents’ demands. 

The work of the Mobility Forum addresses mobility issues in more specific terms with respect to the Forum 
de Lutas. The Mobility Forum has a long story of contesting the politics of mobility in the region, criticising 
the lack of planning, corruption and misplaced investments and explicitly claiming for the right to mobility. 
As a team of experts connected with citizens, they support, through advocacy planning (Davidoff 1965) and 
beyond, different mobility struggles. For example, they contested the way the new metro Line 4 was planned 
as a unique line instead of a network, the prioritization of cable car construction over health services in 
favelas, and new BRT corridors implemented in areas that have demand for much higher capacity systems 
(Verlinghieri 2016). In specific terms, the Mobility Forum is strongly concentrated in advocating for greater 
investments in rail transport, criticising the road mobility planning culture that generates exclusion and un-
sustainable mobilities and finances the oligopoly of bus companies. For the Mobility Forum the right to 
mobility can be guaranteed only having better rail public transport services. Moreover, the Mobility Forum 
advocates for a more open participatory transport planning strategy and actively works towards enhancing 
the possibility for the public to shape the politics of mobility. 
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The Mobility Forum is never a monolithic entity: the single issues on which specific members are 
concentrated are interlinked as part of a more general strategic goal and common vision that is guaranteeing 
the right to mobility. This is defined in an internal document as “a fundamental right that directly affects all 
the basic activities of citizenship”: the right to mobility, for the Mobility Forum, is necessary to access the 
full right to citizenship. More specifically, the Mobility Forum advocates for the right to a certain type of 
mobility: a sustainable and just mobility, based on a transport system in which rail transport is the main 
mode. The Mobility Forum, as the same document reports, considers rail transport as “always more 
economic and just”. 

The question is, right to mobility for whom? At a first look the action of the Mobility Forum appears to be 
completely trans-class and concentrated into advocating for a generic right to mobility for all. For example, 
within the Mobility Forum there are engineers supporting residents from richer neighbours to oppose the 
construction of a metro station in a public square (Ortiz 2012), whilst others work with residents of favelas to 
oppose the construction of a cable car (Freitas 2013). However, at a closer look at the causes that the 
Mobility Forum pursues as a complex, heterogeneous group, emerges a coherent unitary and more elaborated 
framing. 

On one hand, with its focus on rail transport and especially on improvements to the Metro system, the 
Mobility Forum might seem to advocate mostly for a middle-class public concerned with the quality of 
public transport, but still able to access private transport or travel on the more expensive services (Pires 
2013). In Rio de Janeiro, there is indeed a historical income separation in terms of transport means 
preference (Silva Cruz 2010; Pires 2013): the higher income groups living in the richest neighbourhoods are 
the ones demanding more investment in the Metro (that serves only few neighbourhoods in the metropolitan 
district), whilst the lower income groups, especially residents of the West zone, demand improvement in the 
suburban trains and on the bus services. These differential preferences are evident also in the data on car 
ownership and preference for car mobility, which is highly biased towards higher income groups (Motta 
2002; Legroux 2014). 

On the other hand, the Mobility Forum built alliances with the MPL and other USMs involved in the 2013 
mobilizations, considering the issues of bus users and producing research material to support the idea of a 
free fare, recognising the importance of a low price and high quality public transport service for lower 
income groups. In an internal document the Mobility Forum considers USMs “perfectly aligned with the 
most unique struggles of the Mobility Forum, in opposing the institutional favouritism to entrepreneurs who 
form the oligopoly that dominates the privatized mobility market in the metropolitan area”. 

As such, the aforementioned focus that the Mobility Forum has on rail transport can be interpreted not as a 
way to preserve the right to mobility for the middle class, but as a demand for an ideal situation in which all 
the population would be able to move using rail transport, in a situation of sustainable and just mobility. In 
this way it can provide an answer to the problem of the bus oligopoly and to environmental issues. Despite 
not having an always explicit political stand in advocacy of solely lower income groups or minorities, the 
Mobility Forum supports the construction of a sustainable and just transport system that would more likely 
take into account the needs of lower income groups. 

4. Towards a right to mobility: insights from Rio de Janeiro 
In this paper we understood contested cities as fragmented urban projects, in which various actors struggle to 
affirm their idea and project of city and citizenship (Holston 1998, 2008, 2009; Harvey 2012). It is an urban 
of multiple contrasting histories, shaped by processes of neoliberalization of economies and planning 
regulations, and of commodification of public spaces (Harvey 1985, 2001) with often dramatic impacts over 
the poor and marginalised. Contestation is a practice of questioning this project and struggling for affirming 
an alternative one, centred on solving social and environmental inequalities (Della Porta and Diani 2006; 
Harvey 2012). Contested mobilities belong to this practice of questioning. Contested mobilities are then 
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contested movements, meanings and practices (Cresswell and Uteng 2008) that reflect the effects of the 
unfolding of an unequal urban project. They also present specific traits of being mobilities in the urban space 
and form part of the spatial conflicts for the access to the city. In here contested mobilities take the form of 
conflicts for public transport investments, for implementation and use of infrastructures and for priority 
among different transport means and are often highly shaped by the work of USMs (Vasconcellos 2001). 

The two actors presented in this paper play a main role in this contestation and in framing it around the idea 
of the right to mobility. In Rio de Janeiro, they operate in a context of intense mobilization and lively public 
debate on mobility and transport planning. The Forum de Lutas and the Mobility Forum are part of a chorus 
of activists and activist planners that reclaim the right to mobility both in its substantial terms of 
infrastructures, investments and policies, and in procedural terms, asking for being heard and have a say in 
the decision making processes (Purcell 2002; Soja 2010; Attoh 2012). As part of this chorus they mutually 
support each other. The Forum de Lutas, at the forefront of the street mobilizations, has a crucial role in 
claiming the right to participation, building the necessary critical mass to support the cry for the right to 
mobility and stop the ticket increase. At the same time, the knowledge production efforts of the Mobility 
Forum support with substantial information the street mobilizations. The work of the Mobility Forum is an 
important example of the value of giving instruments and data to support contestation (Rao et al 2000; The 
Autonomous Geographies Collective 2010; Verlinghieri 2016). The two forums both overlap in functions 
and facilitate mutual work. The need for these actors to enhance this exchange and co-production has been 
highly evident for us when, during our action research process, we co-organized with them an open debate in 
which members of the two forums met (Grupo Popular Pesquisa em Ação 2014).

More than supporting each other, the two forums also share similar aspects. Firstly, they concentrate on 
similar themes, both aiming to address, with different tactics, the lack of right to mobility in the region. This 
lack is symbolised by the high public transport fares and the planning of new infrastructures not able to 
support the demands of transport excluded. Secondly, both forums, as activist planners (Sager 2016), 
challenge existing policies and propose alternatives based on a grounded knowledge of the needs of the 
population. Thirdly, they are both structured as forum, composing networks of different actors (Della Porta 
and Diani 2006; Castells 2012), knowledges and abilities needed when dealing with a theme such as mobility 
that is “dynamic, changeable subject, mutant, that during the debate of ideas, will always be subject to new 
concepts and conclusions” (Fórum Permanente 2011). Forums provide both moments and spaces of 
discussion and can become insurgent planning actors (Miraftab 2009), working towards building abilities 
and knowledges to shape the politics of mobility. As such we have shown the importance of the right to 
mobility as concept able to bring together different actors with different starting agendas as part of forums 
and connections between the forums. 

However, differences have to be noticed, not only in the types of activities the forums perform and in the 
forms of contestations they embrace, but also in the ways in which they use the right to mobility. The Forum 
de Lutas, synthesizing in a common vision all the understandings by the groups that compose it, sees in the 
right to mobility a gate opened to deeper critique of the model of urban development and to the neoliberal 
city. As protest-oriented actor, it contests the short-term fare increase policy, working with a campaign-
building strategy (Jasper 2014). At the same time, for the Forum de Lutas, the right to mobility and right to 
the city are concepts that need to be radicalized, embedded into an anti-capitalist framework and broadened, 
being at risk of co-optation by the State (Dagnino 2004). For the Forum de Lutas and other protest-oriented 
groups active in Rio de Janeiro, the right to mobility (and the right to the city) is a starting point for a deeper 
critique of the current social and economic system (Judensnaider et al. 2013; Maricato et al. 2013; Venturini 
2016). The Forum de Lutas sees the mobility crisis as effect of the neoliberal model of development. The 
long-term vision of the Forum de Lutas goes far beyond a vision limited to transport and mobility, calling for 
an entirely new form of society in which transport modes and systems have not been defined yet (Vainer 
2013b; Maricato et al 2013; Venturini 2016).
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In contrast, the Mobility Forum, with its heterogeneity, asserts the right to mobility as a concept that needs 
specification, becoming a claim for a precise type of mobility and planning: the right to sustainable and just 
mobility. For the Mobility Forum this is a right limited to specific transport-related issues. However, the 
Mobility Forum mobilises longer-term and more structured goals with respect to the claim for a lower bus 
fare by the Forum de Lutas. The long-term vision of the Mobility Forum is an ideal city in which all 
population is able to move using rail transport. As such, despite not having a clear political stand in advocacy 
of lower income groups or minorities, it supports the construction of a transport system that would most 
likely address their needs. This utopia, for the Mobility Forum, is reachable without having to challenge the 
entire model of development: in the Mobility Forum the claim for the right to mobility is not subsumed by a 
unified political stand or inserted into an anti-capitalist framework. For the Mobility Forum the construction 
of the right to mobility is a policy and planning goal reachable by modifying the politics of transport and 
making better use of technical knowledge. 

Analysing these differences we can build learning points for USMs, academics and practitioners. Both 
forums show the importance of focusing on the right to mobility as a unifying call, able to bring together the 
public and the experts and ground a long-term vision for the future of mobility. The right to mobility as 
concept constitutes a framing discourse that can inform transport policy and planning. However, the 
examples analysed tell us that the right to mobility per se has limitations. From the Forum de Lutas we can 
learn the importance of considering the right to mobility as being in constant dialogue with the right to the 
city. Moreover, the Forum de Lutas stresses the importance of a political analysis of the mobility crisis and 
the need to have a radical stand in considering the processes and political frameworks in place. From the 
Mobility Forum we learn the importance of specifying in details the right to which type of mobility, in 
substantial and procedural terms, and for whom, in order to decrease the possible vagueness of a claim for a 
‘right to mobility’ for all. Which such characterization the right to mobility, as right to sustainable and just 
mobility, embedded into a political understanding of mobility, can become an important tool for planning, 
helping practitioners and academic to individuate areas that needed intervention because of its absence or 
denial. Moreover, the Mobility Forum gives a lesson on the important role that practitioners and academics 
can play in supporting and shaping contestation to become a concrete claim for better transport futures. If the 
objective of practitioners and academics is truly the right to sustainable and just mobility, they can play a 
role into building it as composing part of the right to the city, going beyond a mere technical competence and 
broadening their analysis and actions to wider political and social aspects and impacts. Moreover, both 
forums show the importance of developing analysis and planning proposals maintaining a constant dialogue 
with the public and especially the population groups in need (Souza 2001a, 2006a, 2006b; Verlinghieri 
2016).

In conclusion, the concept of the right to sustainable and just mobility can help bringing together 
heterogeneous actors, unifying campaigns and policy goals from the perspective of disadvantaged groups. At 
the same time, using the right to mobility in dialogue with the right to the city -as concepts referring to the 
possibility to physically access the city, to the ability to shape the city and the decision about its future-, can 
highlight the importance of mobility as key aspect to understand and overcome the urban crisis (Sheller and 
Urry 2006; Sheller 2008). As the two actors analysed showed, USMs can function as spaces in which to 
contest the lack of right to mobility and, at the same time, to practice and affirm it as the right to shape the 
politics of mobility and the city. USMs are spaces for insurgent participation (Hilbrandt 2016). Moreover, 
USMs’ discourses make clear that different interpretations of the right to mobility exist, in a plurality of 
voices part of the richness and complexity of the term. This richness, more than creating contrasts, allows 
connecting struggles and makes it possible for the right to mobility to become a point of contact between 
different actors and perspectives. In this way it allows to “unite diverse and particularized struggle into larger 
and more powerful movements” (109), as, accordingly with Soja (2010), it happens with the right to the city. 
As also Harvey and Potter (2009) point out, the right to the city is indeed a process, continuously shaped by 
our desire and new challenges and built around “social solidarities” (48). In this, USMs are crucial actors, 
affirming the right to the city and the right to mobility in different spatial and social forms, being able to 
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expand it, radicalise (Harvey and Potter 2009) and avoid co-optation (Dagnino 2004).

In this interpretation, the right to mobility and the right to the city are able to open new social paths towards 
more sustainable and just urban living. Most importantly, beyond an individualistic concern for freedom, 
USMs that claim for the right to mobility are able to build a bridge between the need to individual 
behavioural change and demand for mobility as a common (Harvey 2012; Clare and Habermehl 2016). If, as 
increasingly recognised in transport geography (Vasconcellos 2001; Banister 2008; Lucas 2013; Kwan and 
Schwanen 2016), there is the need for a radical shift towards more sustainable mobilities, learning from the 
practices and ideas of USMs around the world, can help shape such transitions. 
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