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Comments on the article Social protection
in Brazil: universalism and targeting in the
FHC and Lula administrations

Comentários sobre o artigo A proteção social
no Brasil: universalismo e focalização nos
governos FHC e Lula

Carlos Pereira 4

I would like to start by emphasizing the author’s
effort to make a comparative analysis of the social
policy in the Fernando Henrique Cardoso – FHC
and Lula administrations. Nilson Costa performs
this non-trivial task in an unbiased and analytical
fashion while attempting to identify, although in a
descriptive way, the paths and decisions which were
made regarding social policy by the last two admi-
nistrations in Brazil.

However, considering that the article, although
timidly, concludes that social policies in the Lula
administration are not necessarily characterized by
innovations, but by maintenance and/or expansi-
on of policies created by the previous government,
the article’s title does not convey what I feel to be its
main contribution. Thus, it would be interesting
to have a title which captured this, up to a certain
point, counter-intuitive result: “Innovation versus
Imitation: The Brazilian Social Policy under the FHC
and Lula Administrations”.

The article begins by making a distinction be-
tween two opposing social policy agendas which
arose in the 90s in Brazil: the “macroeconomic pers-
pective and the institutionalist protection perspec-
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were not until then beneficiaries of any federal in-
come transfer program.  From 2003, as the num-
ber of beneficiaries and the amount granted by the
Bolsa Família Program increased, the transfer and
number of beneficiaries of the remaining programs
decreased. When it comes to the program’s national
expansion, between October 2003 and October
2004, the municipalities covered rose from 4,396 to
5,521, reaching the total number of municipalities
in 20063.

In addition to the issue of quantity, there is an
issue of quality, or of meaning. The Gas Voucher
expanded the reach of the social programs, for
although it covered 8 million families, the benefits
were limited to R$ 15,00 every 2 months. The uni-
fication of the programs increased the average
amount of the income transfer grants, from R$
23,24 to R$ 68,13 in October 2004 values3.

The comparison of the budget and spending
on different sectors is crucial to understand the
political priorities in relation to the public policies.
But as the text itself points out, other variables
must be taken into account in order to explain why
certain choices are made or why certain sectoral
policies are more successful in its institutionaliza-
tion and results than others. This was not the intent
of the article under discussion, but it is one of the
issues it raises. The sectoral processes of
institutionalization of policies are not symmetric
or regular. In two decades of democratization, re-
forms and innovation, the decentralization of so-
cial policies has been taking place in distinct paces
and producing different sectoral configurations.

This debate poses the problem of explanation,
of finding vocabulary, creating theories for what is
new and upcoming in the confluence of different
processes, internal and external, but acquires its
own meaning in specific contexts. In terms of an
agenda on policies research in a compared per-
spective, two issues arise: on the one hand, the need
to understand the nature, the processes and the
sectoral logic involving the mobilization of differ-
ent actors and interests which influence the for-
mulation and implementation of social protection
policies in specific contexts. On the other hand,
understanding that the social protection system is
under construction, seeing it in the inequity and
exclusion contexts that it attempts to overcome
through its set of policies, whether they are univer-
sal or targeted.
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tive”. It is not clear, however, what is institutionalist
about the second agenda, as well as what is lacking
of this aspect in the first. Maybe it would be more
accurate to call the first agenda “minimalist” or
“secondary”, for the macroeconomic balance was
its central axis. On the other hand, the second agen-
da might be called “inclusive” or “universalist”, be-
cause it aimed to expand social protection mecha-
nisms to all citizens.

Moving beyond a mere conceptual matter, the
article highlights that two social policy views used
to be involved in a dispute in the Brazilian political
scenario. I use the term “used to be” because the
second agenda was practically defeated in the last
two decades. Maybe the main evidence of that de-
feat may be come from the Lula administration’s
assertion which, coming from a party who histo-
rically defended a universalist agenda of social pro-
tection, maintained and/or expanded the instituti-
onal bases of the social protection “minimalist”
and “targeted” arrangement already implemented
by the FHC administration.

The article criticizes, although not emphatically,
supporters of the social protection universalist agen-
da because they did not realize that the macroeco-
nomic adjustment not only sought external appro-
val, but also internal approval. Inflation control and
fiscal balance were real benefits which the society
obtained from the adjustment agenda, including
social repercussions on the quality of life and inco-
me of the poor. After the demise of inflation, Brazil
finally ceased to be known as the “freezer” country:
that is, in addition to the predictability and stability
gains, the people were freed from the need to stock
up food in order to protect themselves from the
deterioration of their money. Any leader who devi-
ates from an inflation control agenda will risk his
own electoral survival. This was the positive legacy
that hyperinflation left to Brazilian voters.

The studies on macroeconomic adjustment em-
phasize that those policies become attractive to ex-
ternal agents when one adopts fiscal austerity acti-
ons on non-financial government spending, mainly
through control of primary performance of the
whole public sector. Austerity in public spending ran
the risk of producing, on the one hand, serious li-
mits to expenditures on social programs in the coun-
tries that opted for a macroeconomic adjustment
agenda. On the other hand, it also generated real
benefits in terms of quality of life for the poor as a
consequence of macroeconomic balance.

Some of these points are worth reflecting on,
for, paradoxically in terms of macroeconomic ad-
justment, the government did not restrict the uni-
versal aspect of some social policies (mainly health

and education). Some may argue that this was be-
cause the political cost of reforming them in the
Constitution were too high. However, the FHC and
Lula administrations managed to minimally re-
form the social security, cutting some of the privi-
leges and imposing losses on a group of retirees
who started to pay taxes. On the other hand, other
social policies (housing, sanitation, infra-structu-
re, etc.) were simply treated as secondary. In other
words, in the lack of internal and/or external con-
flicts, more resources were allocated to those poli-
cies. Nevertheless, with imminent conflict all efforts
were concentrated on the need to maintain or ex-
pand primary surpluses.

Another contribution by the article is to ackno-
wledge the limitations of developmentist policies
of the previous decades of accelerated growth of
the Brazilian economy, for they were unable to offer
convincing answers to the relief of social debt. That
is, most of the times the economic growth obtai-
ned was short-lived and unsustainable, as well as
accompanied by inflation.

Nevertheless, even though faced with an eco-
nomic scenario of several restrictions, the article
indentifies a new public policy agenda which sou-
ght to introduce an important set of innovations
in the social sector, although faced with restricti-
ons imposed by the need for adjustment. The main
innovations in social policy in the 1990s include:
the Bolsa Escola Program (School Grant Pro-
gram), the Fund for Basic Education Development
and for Enhancing the Value of the Teaching Pro-
fession – Fundef, and the Fund Against Poverty.
The article argues that innovations in social polici-
es such as these were possible in a restriction envi-
ronment thanks to the reorganization of relati-
onships between the federal executive, in the FHC
administration, and the state and municipal go-
vernments through decentralization and develop-
ment of credible commitments in terms of alloca-
tion of funds to social areas. Nilson Costa, never-
theless, highlights that the positive relationship
between the macroeconomic adjustment agenda
and the decentralization of policies in education
and health regarding control of allocation of re-
sources should be treated with care.

The article’s core point, however, is understan-
ding that the macroeconomic adjustment agenda
did not oppose the social protection agenda, espe-
cially in health and education policies. Furthermo-
re, the article presents clear evidence that the Lula
administration’s line of work, especially since 2004,
has consolidated and expanded the income trans-
fer programs already created by the FHC admi-
nistration.




