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What does the spatial distribution of court cases adjudicating land-use conflicts between the 

constitutional rights to housing and a healthy environment tell us about informal urbanization? 

This article examines the spatial dimensions of court cases from São Paulo’s Court of Appeal 

between 2013 and 2016 for disputes involving informal settlements located in areas of 

environmental protection. We investigate how the law, especially conflicts between the right to 

housing and the right to environmental protection become inscribed in the city, not only through 

the spatial dimension of court cases, but also through municipal planning and urban policy 

making. 

  

We identified 36 lawsuits, which left the district courts through appeals, and analyzed the 

common types of lawsuits, the environmental violations, the access to justice indicators, and the 

predominant legal parts. Fieldwork included visits to four favelas, which represent the diversity 

of legal disputes, litigants, and environmental damage in the study. Methods also include an 

analysis of the legal framework regulating urban environmental protection and access to 

adequate housing, in-depth interviews with key informants, who are protagonists in mediating 

housing and environmental conflicts; and, the development of a mapping tool to spatialize the 

investigation. 

  

The cartographic analysis of the spatial distribution of the 36 court cases rendered 25 in the 

periphery vis-à-vis 11 in centrally located areas. The fact that 69 percent of the court cases are 

located in the periphery, reflects the latest pattern of urban growth in many cities of the Global 

South, such as São Paulo and Mexico City, where population increases in the periphery are 

higher than in the city center, and informal land occupations of green and rural areas are one of 

the key drivers in the production of urban land. Despite the higher number of claims requesting 

informal settlement removal (78 percent), in only 19 percent of the cases so far, informal 

dwellers have been removed. By spatializing these court cases and analyzing them against 

surrounding urban development patterns as well as recent and existing zoning and land-use laws, 

we can better assess and discern the aspects of urban governance, which prevent conflict 

anticipation and resolution.


