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Firearms and drugs fuel conflict in Brazil's 
favelas  

Key Points  

• Criminal gangs in Rio de Janeiro are actively seeking military-type expertise to 
increase their capability when confronting the state police.  

• As the confrontation escalates, gangs are now targeting police for attacks, as 
well as to obtain their weapons.  

• Estimates put the number of illegal weapons in the city at 160,000.  
• This article was first available online on jir.janes.com on 20 October 2005.  

Joanna Wright reports on the escalating confrontation between Rio de 
Janeiro's drug-trafficking gangs and the state police.  

Confrontation has been the policy of the current Rio de Janeiro state government for 
dealing with criminal gangs. In February 2003, one month after the state government 
came to power, Anthony Garotinho, the then Public Security Secretary, stated: "Our 
'bloco' (movement) is on the streets, and if there has to be armed conflict, there will be. 
If someone has to die as a result, let them die. We're going to go in hard."  

Since 2003, 74 leaders of drug gangs have been arrested and there are tighter controls 
at some prisons, including Rio de Janeiro's main complex, Bangu, from where leaders 
of a drug gang co-ordinated attacks across the city in 2002 and 2003 in an attempt to 
intimidate the state. There have been no repeats of shops being ordered to close 
across the rich, beachside Zona Sul (South Zone) or assaults on government 
buildings. However, initiatives including the use of cell phone signal blockers have not 
been very effective.  

Criminal gangs have fought back against the state government's tough tactics by 
actively targeting police. This is a new development as in the past they avoided 
confrontations that might have interfered with the sale of drugs. As increased gun 
seizures (currently around 15,000 a year, up from 3,000 to 5,000 in the early 1990s) and 
a tightening of the firearms law at the end of 2003 have reduced availability in the 
criminal market, gangs are turning to new sources of weapons to defend their fixed 
drug sales points. Rudimentary homemade bombs have been found in increasing 
numbers during the past two years. Dr Marcelo Itagiba, state of Rio de Janeiro Public 
Security Secretary, reports that policemen are being increasingly targeted for their 
weapons.  

Civilians in the communities dominated by drug traffickers have paid the highest price 
for the state crackdown on criminal gangs. Improved training, equipment and 
intelligence have reduced police deaths, but in the first six months of 2005, 501 
civilians were registered as being killed during police operations. With the arrests of so 
many drug leaders, the average age of dono (local chiefs in favelas, or shantytowns) 
has fallen and outsiders have often moved in, increasing the use of cruelty and terror 
as a means of maintaining control.  



As the situation in many favelas has become more violent and access increasingly 
difficult (this year military police posts have been placed at the entrances to many 
favelas) more traffickers are being seen on the streets. Improved intelligence has 
reduced crimes such as kidnapping and bank robberies, but the number of group 
robberies and attacks on money transporters have risen. This is blamed by many on 
criminal gangs having to find additional sources of income. Upper-middle class 
families in the rich South Zone are now routinely hiring personal security guards, often 
armed, to escort teenagers on nights out.  

Police corruption is still a major problem, with lack of public trust and links with the 
criminal gangs hampering work. In February 2005, 'Operation Razor on the Flesh' was 
launched to try to clean up the forces, but within six weeks, a 'death squad' of military 
police in the poor suburb of Baixada Fluminense fought back, massacring 29 civilians 
in one night. The attack was reportedly carried out in reprisal after a number of military 
police were arrested after being caught dumping bodies.  

Gangs  

Rio de Janeiro has three main criminal gangs, plus a number of other splinter factions. 
The Red Command (Vermelho Comando - CV), the oldest and originally most powerful 
gang, was created as the Falange Vermelho, in 1979, in Candido Mendes prison on Ilha 
Grande where political and common prisoners were mixed. It emerged with the motto 
'Peace, Justice and Freedom' and created a code of conduct inside prisons that 
included executing violators. Its power and arms increased with the arrival of cocaine 
in the early 1980s, when it became known as the CV. The CV is still the dominant gang 
inside Rio de Janeiro's prisons, but has lost territory in the favelas due to infighting 
among its members.  

The main rivals of the CV are the Third Command (Terceiro Comando - TC) and Friends 
of the Friends (Amigos dos Amigos - ADA). The TC appeared in the 1980s after 
disagreements within the CV. More internal fighting within the CV allowed the TC to 
dominate a larger area of territory in the 1990s. ADA was formed in 1998 by a former 
CV leader banished for conspiring in the murder of another. Following the ADA 
leader's death during a 2002 CV-led prison rebellion, the TC and ADA briefly joined 
forces. Opponents to this amalgamation formed the Pure Third Command (Terceiro 
Comando Puro - TCP).  

The CV has links with the First Capital Command (PCC) in Sao Paulo, a powerful prison 
gang responsible for organised crime in the city since the early 1990s. Those who join 
are said to undergo a 'mafia-style' initiation. In July 2005, Fernandinho Beira-Mar, an 
imprisoned CV leader who was arrested with the Revolutionary Armed Forces of 
Colombia (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia - FARC) in Colombia, in 
2001, was linked to the funding of an anti-tank missile seized from the house of a PCC 
member.  

The missile had been bought on the black market for an estimated USD18,000 and was 
intended for use in an attempt to break Beira-Mar out of the São Paulo prison where he 
was detained. Authorities believe the missile had not been used because the gang did 
not know how to operate it. Other Brazilian criminal groups include the Capixaba Mafia, 
which specialises in money laundering in the state of Espirito Santo.  

Brazil was traditionally a transit route for South America's cocaine and marijuana 
producers, but drug use has soared and with it traffickers' violent conflicts over 
territory. Social inequality, high unemployment and a low minimum wage aid the gangs 
in recruiting increasingly young members from the communities they dominate. There 
are an estimated 6,000 armed children in Rio de Janeiro.  
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Between 1990 and 2003, improved structure in the criminal factions enabled them to 
purchase more sophisticated weapons. In November 2003, members of São Paulo's 
police took to the streets to demonstrate for increased pay and resources, claiming 
they were outgunned.  

Since 2003, the majority of weapons seized from traffickers were found in the states of 
Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo. The CV, TC and PCC, who make their money from drug 
trafficking, weapons and bank robberies, are the main gun purchasers, according to Dr 
Ronado Urbano, the Federal Police general co-ordinator of narcotics interdiction in 
Brasilia.  

Territory is marked out by graffiti showing gang initials. In the last two years this 
practice has been copied by some members of the military police, who write 'Comando 
Azul' (Blue Command) over gang initials, but it is happening less following strong 
public criticism that the police are operating on the same level as the criminals.  

Most of the gang leaders are in prison, from where they control their operations via 
mobile phone. Unlike Colombian gangs, there is no political ideology in Rio de 
Janeiro's factions and their lack of organisation is often cited as a factor in the FARC 
being unlikely to be operating in the city.  

Carlos Oliveira, chief of the Division of Oversight on Arms and Explosives of the Civil 
Police in Rio de Janeiro (DRAE), claims the CV has become weaker as major bosses 
have been arrested in the last few years, stating that the faction is losing both power 
and guns as leaders can't operate face-to-face. He added that before the arrests, a 
favela chief was typically aged between 28 and 35 but is now aged 17 or 18 and does 
not have the ability to build effective structure within the gang. However, a military 
police spokesperson stated that since the state cracked down on gangs, they are 
becoming more aggressive, for example in their use of grenades. Barriers to prevent 
police entry into favelas, such as iron posts sunk deep into the ground, are also 
becoming more common.  

Since 2001, armoured vehicles have been deployed in some areas, increasing hostility 
from favela residents concerned about stray bullets. Police also state that the lack of 
personal contact furthers the deterioration in relations with residents of poor 
communities dominated by criminal gangs.  

Former traffickers say they received training in the use of weapons from military 
personnel (both army members and youths undergoing military service). This year the 
military police have twice been confronted by traffickers in camouflage with painted 
faces. Police also report that some Angolan refugees have become involved with drug 
factions and are passing on knowledge of guerrilla warfare and the use and 
maintenance of weapons.  

Bomb-making techniques are also picked up during military service. After one year of 
compulsory service, many are unemployed so for some drug gangs provide a means 
of income. As the age of youths entering the scene falls, increasing numbers already 
have links with drug gangs before they enter military service. Intelligence only detects 
them if they have been arrested.  

A member of the military police confirmed that in the last few years violence has 
"increased enormously", with gang members now coming onto the city streets to 
threaten policemen. He said: "If they see a police vehicle they will attack the policemen 
inside. In the past they avoided police."  

However, the gangs remain territorial, rarely leaving their areas. The most violent areas 
are favelas far removed from the Zona Sul: Complexo do Mare (ADA), Complexo dos 
Alemoes (CV) and the North Zone (TC). In 2004, Amnesty International had to appeal 
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for authorities to take control in Vigario Geral, in the North Zone, after a rival faction 
expelled families from their homes.  

A spokesperson for the military police complained that cocaine sales in rich 
neighbourhoods are hard to tackle because of increasing numbers of gated 
communities.  

In September, the largest ever seizure of cocaine in the state of Rio de Janeiro 
(1,700kg) was seized from an international trafficking operation hiding behind a chain 
of luxury restaurants. However, Dr Urbano stated that in terms of the amount of 
cocaine being moved by international traffickers, the seizure was "pretty 
meaningless".  

Favelas  

Rio de Janeiro has around 650 favelas. Many cling to steep hillsides inside the city but 
others, such as Cidade de Deus (City of God), which gave its name to the award-
winning Brazilian film based on a true story about the drug trade, were originally 
government housing projects built in the 1960s to accommodate people being moved 
during the urban land clearances.  

These housing projects became severely overpopulated and drug-trafficking gangs 
have moved in. City of God lies around 24 km from central Rio de Janeiro, but it is 
easily accessible from the nouveau riche beachside district of Barra di Tijuca and 
'playboys' travel out from there to buy cocaine.  

With an absence of state presence, favelas provide convenient hideouts for criminal 
gangs. Favelas in the rich Zona Sul (South Zone) make lucrative fixed sales points for 
drug gangs, with major sales posts shifting an estimated 40 kg per month (cocaine is 
bought in Colombia for around USD3,100 per kg. The value rises to USD15,000 per kg 
in favelas, where it is typically mixed with bicarbonate of soda, chalk or marble powder 
and sold in one-gram packets. By the time it reaches southern Europe a kilogram of 
the drug fetches around USD35,000). Drug use is blatant in inner-city favelas, 
particularly during events such as samba parties that draw in crowds of middle and 
upper-class revellers. It is rare to see police patrolling in these areas. The entrenched 
nature of the drug sales drives the need for heavy defensive arms.  

Hillside favelas have steep, narrow streets, many only accessible on foot and with 
limited visibility, which are easy to defend against invasions from police or rival 
factions. In the former dormitory towns, built on flat land, criminal gangs attempt to 
stop police vehicles by digging up roads or dragging stone pillars across access 
points. Small quantities of landmines have been recovered by police in the last year, 
although there is no record of them being deployed. Fireworks are let off by children 
posted as lookouts to warn if an incursion is imminent. Handheld radios are also used 
by the gangs.  

Criminal gangs sometimes levy informal taxes on local businesses, and graffiti can be 
seen imposing community 'rules' by 'order of the factions', such as not dumping 
rubbish. Dr Itagiba stated that '99 per cent' of favela residents are not involved with 
criminal gangs. In the past, drug leaders would sometimes take on a 'paternalistic' role 
in 'their' communities. However, as their age has fallen, outsiders have moved in and 
'wars' are fought for new territory, which they increasingly dominate through cruelty 
and terror.  

Brazil has a death rate of 27.5 per 100,000 inhabitants. In 2004, there were 20.3 deaths 
by firearms per 100,000 Brazilian inhabitants, a fall of eight per cent attributed to the 
tightening of the firearm law at the end of 2003, when restrictions were placed on the 
purchase and carriage of weapons. However, it is in the communities dominated by 
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drug traffickers that the number of gun deaths is acute. Luiz Eduardo Soares, an 
anthropologist and former state of Rio de Janeiro Secretary of Public Security, states 
that for males aged 15 to 24 the number of murders is nearly 100 per 100,000. He 
estimates that for young, poor, black males living in favelas with the most severe gang 
violence, this risk increases to 230 per 100,000 inhabitants.  

Residents of favela communities whose lives are dominated by the small minority of 
heavily armed criminals cannot speak out openly for fear of being killed, thrown out of 
their homes or tortured. Community associations are controlled by traffickers (leaders 
who do not 'follow the line' risk assassination), so state aid is passed to the gangs. 
Socio-economic polarisation remains and state education programmes fail to catch the 
most vulnerable two or three per cent of youths who slip into the gang scene.  

Weapons  

There are an estimated 17 million guns in Brazil, with 49 per cent held legally, 28 per 
cent held illegally and used informally and 23 per cent used to commit crimes. 
According to Rio de Janeiro-based non-governmental organisation Viva Rio and ISER 
(the Institute of Religious Studies), there are around 160,000 criminal firearms in 
circulation in the city. While machine guns and assault rifles make the headlines on a 
weekly basis, they only constituted six per cent of the weapons seized during criminal 
activities between 1993 and 2003, although they did make up the largest percentage 
increase in weapon type. Military-style small-arms are rarely used outside areas 
controlled by drug traffickers.  

Handguns, popular because they are easily concealed, make up the largest number (88 
per cent) of weapons seized during crimes.  

Three quarters of weapons in criminal hands are of Brazilian origin, with 10 per cent 
from the US and three per cent from Argentina. New types include Chinese, Norinco-
made AK-47s.  

Diversions of weapons from police and military stockpiles are a major problem, as well 
as smuggling across Brazil's continent-sized borders. Between 1951 and 2003, just 
over 80 per cent of guns seized had never been licensed.  

Increasing numbers of homemade bombs, packed with nails, bombs and screws, are 
being apprehended. So far these have only resulted in non-fatal injuries, while the 
greatest threat to police units remains assault rifles.  

Carlos Oliveira, of the Division of Oversight on Arms and Explosives (DRAE), added 
that homemade bombs are often made with surplus dynamite from demolition sites 
and so rudimentary traffickers have been injured while making them. The first 
homemade bombs were seen six years ago, although in the last two years DRAE has 
seized significant numbers as fewer grenades are being diverted from military 
stockpiles or smuggled into the city, and seizures of guns have increased.  

Adverts have been found in some favelas for ex-army 'weapons men' charging 
USD4,400 a month, more than 30 times the minimum wage, to work one day a week 
converting semi-automatic weapons to automatic, as North American legislation does 
not allow continuous rounds.  

Former traffickers claim that assault rifles can be bought with the help of corrupt 
police for USD4,400, with pistols, which are popular because they are easy to conceal, 
costing under USD350. This fits with ISER research showing that military-style small-
arms are traditionally 'over-valued' by criminal groups.  
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Both police and military personnel selling arms to drug factions is well documented. 
Police have also been caught seizing weapons from one gang, then selling them to 
rival factions.  

Traces carried out by DRAE show weapons are often bought legally in the US or 
Paraguay, then smuggled into Brazil. It is common for Brazilian-made weapons to fall 
into this category. Oliveira blames much of Brazil's problem on "loose" control of gun 
sales in Paraguay and the US.  

Federal police in Rio de Janeiro state that most guns arrive via Brazil's borders with 
Paraguay, Bolivia and Argentina, with the main entrance being Paraguay, where the 
crossing points have long traffic jams produced by the demand for tax-exempt goods. 
Weapons are typically broken down and hidden inside cars and motorcycles.  

Bridge inspections have been introduced on the border with Paraguay so other routes 
are being sought, with smugglers now crossing the river in boats and dumping 
weapons in the water to be retrieved later. The border with Suriname is opening up as 
a major weapons route alongside Paraguay, possibly because of increased violence in 
many of Brazil's northeastern port cities.  

Only in December 2003, when the firearms' law was tightened, was international 
trafficking of firearms identified as a specific crime (the first time it was recognised as 
such in any of the South American trade bloc Mercosur countries, or their associates - 
Bolivia, Chile and Peru). Before this the legal focus had been the formation of a 
criminal gang, with the trafficking of weapons considered of secondary importance 
and placed in the same category as smuggling drugs or wild animals.  

Drug traffickers heavily restrict gun ownership among residents of the favela 
communities they dominate. Statistics show that most gun victims know their killers 
and that they are likely to be hit by bullets fired from handguns. Shootings driven by 
revenge and jealousy are major problems blamed on Brazil's 'macho culture' and 
happen across all social classes.  

Since the firearm law was tightened, the cost of handguns has increased around five-
fold in the criminal market, indicating less availability.  

Surgeons in Rio de Janeiro have treated gunshot victims hit by 'prepped' ammunition. 
Police deny cutting the ends off pistol bullets, saying it only goes on among criminal 
gangs. Both 'full metal jacket' and hollowpoint bullets are used by the civil police, 
while military police are not issued with hollow points. Both types of ammunition have 
been seized from traffickers. A former trafficker claimed police sometimes use 
confiscated bullets to 'eliminate' suspected traffickers, without leaving evidence.  

Police  

Many residents of favela communities say they fear police violence more than drug 
traffickers. Most civilian deaths registered as a result of police operations take place in 
poorer communities and human rights activists blame repressive tactics designed to 
'eliminate' drug traffickers and argue that they instead have produced an arms race.  

In both 2003 and 2004, there were 50 police deaths in the line of duty, a major fall from 
170 in 2002. A military police spokesperson credited improved equipment and training, 
including basic measures such as parking out of the line of fire. Members of the elite 
group of the Civil Police say lighter, more manoeuvrable M-16 rifles have made their 
work easier in the urban environments where they typically confront armed criminals. 
However, many police supplement their meagre incomes doing security work and more 
are killed at this time.  
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Intelligence has improved with increased monitoring of phone calls, though the 
Federal Police system has encountered 'moles' tipping off criminal gangs when not to 
discuss drug or weapon drops.  

Soares states that a lack of uniformity, including the handling of data, between police 
forces in each of Brazil's 27 states makes the country easy for criminals to operate in. 
He added that a short election cycle produced a lack of political will to tackle police 
corruption as the reaction from some members of the force was often severe and 
potentially destabilising.  

In the first seven months of Operation Razor on the Flesh, 131 police were removed 
from the forces (22 civil and 109 military). Critics argue that the operation is merely 
propaganda, whereas what is needed are structural changes to training, the body in 
charge and more investment in control and equipment.  

Corruption remains endemic. In September 2005, nine military police were arrested 
after being caught on a video made by an 80-year-old former maid exposing a group of 
drug traffickers. The policemen were filmed liaising with the gang, in view of the 
community, while in uniform.  

Following the record 1,700 kg haul of cocaine, also in September, some of the drug and 
a large amount of money seized during the operation were stolen from the Federal 
Police headquarters in Rio de Janeiro. A senior member of the force said their work 
was hampered as the building was old and insecure.  

Police militias are said to be operating in some areas of the suburbs and favelas, with 
residents complaining they have been evicted from their homes and informal taxes 
imposed upon the communities, in a similar way to areas controlled by drug 
traffickers. The Special Areas Policing Group (GPAE), a scheme of community-based 
policing, has proved effective in cutting murders and keeping traffickers at bay, but it 
is only operating in a few areas. Dr Itagiba states that before the scheme can be 
implemented, police need to "clean out" traffickers and their weapons.  

Prisons  

Prisons are divided by faction. Even juveniles arriving at youth detention centres are 
segregated according to faction for their own protection. Those not affiliated are 
labelled in order to survive inside the overcrowded, understaffed institutions, with the 
decision based on the 'territory' in which they came from.  

New prisons are being built to ease overcrowding. Public defenders report that prior to 
the rebellions of 2002 and 2003, Bangu's cells were crammed to around 400 per cent 
capacity. While overcrowding has eased in Bangu as new buildings have been put up, 
with public defenders claiming cells are now operating at their specified capacity, the 
problem is severe elsewhere, especially at centres where prisoners are awaiting 
sentence.  

mobile phone blockers were brought in after the rebellions of 2002 and 2003, when 
federal police raids found quantities of mobile phones and weapons. The system is 
operating in Bangu, where the main faction leaders are held and is being rolled out 
across other detention centres. However, traffickers are still controlling their business 
via mobile phone.  

In the last year, prisoners have also been attempting to terrorise citizens into providing 
phone credit with a scam that involves calling random numbers claiming the receiver's 
son or daughter has been injured or kidnapped and demanding funds to be able to stay 
on the line. These calls are most commonly made on a Friday night when young people 
are likely to be out of their homes.  



Public defenders state that ever more inventive ways are sought to smuggle 
contraband in and out of jail, with 'comfort' visits from wives and girlfriends a major 
problem. Again the state is attempting to tackle this problem by recruiting female 
searchers.  

The long-term challenge  

The policy of confronting criminal gangs has done nothing to integrate favela 
communities into the city and in many areas has further alienated residents from the 
state. Both in and around areas controlled by traffickers many people report feeling 
increasingly insecure, with a fear of robbery on the streets and of police actions in the 
poor communities.  

While large numbers of drug leaders have been arrested, police express frustration 
that a short time after operations any arrested or killed gang members are 'replaced'.  

This situation is confirmed by a former drug trafficker, who described growing up in 
acute poverty in a community where residents face such discrimination when applying 
for work outside there are few options. He stated: "For every 10 guys killed there are 
another 30 or 40 guys waiting to go into the traffic."  

Dr Itigiba argues that the only way to break the gangs is to cut off their sources of 
income by bringing in educational campaigns to reduce drug use in the city. He added 
that the central government needs to do more to control Brazil's vast borders as the 
state of Rio de Janeiro produces neither guns or drugs.  

The current government has shown itself willing to keep working on weaknesses that 
allow the gangs to operate. Stricter registration of weapons as a result of tightening of 
the firearms law at the end of 2003 can only have a beneficial effect in continuing to 
reduce availability in the criminal market and in the long term exposing sources of 
diversions.  

 

Heavily armed youths showing off their weapons on a rooftop in one of Rio de 
Janeiro's hillside favelas. 
(Source: Joanna Wright)  

 

Heavily armed youths showing off their weapons on a rooftop in one of Rio de 
Janeiro's hillside favelas. 
(Source: Joanna Wright)  

 

Out of date grenades, such as the M60, are renovated by ex-military. Small gas 
cylinder (second right), filled with TNT. Grenades are also homemade (right) 
using a section of plastic pipe. 
(Source: Joanna Wright)  

 

Gangs in Rio de Janeiro are using military-type expertise when targeting police 
for attacks. The gangs also steal weapons from the city’s police. 
(Source: Joanna Wright)  

 

The most powerful explosives routinely held by Rio de Janeiro's criminal gangs 
are made with techniques learnt during the Angolan Civil War. They are made 
from a PVC pipe and the powder within them is wet, compressed then dried. An 
internal plastic pipe is often used, with the space between the two packed with 
fragments, typically ballbearings. 
(Source: Joanna Wright)  

 

Motorbike pedals filled with compressed gunpowder are imported from 
Colombia. The tread of the pedal makes the bomb fragment. 
(Source: Joanna Wright)  
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Billiard balls packed with gunpowder and a plastic bag. They are traditionally 
thrown at football matches, but also between rival gangs. These tend not to be 
used in confrontations with the police as they lack power. 
(Source: Joanna Wright)  

 

M3 grenade, Brazilian made, next to a FARC motorbike pedal to show 
fragmentary casing. 
(Source: Joanna Wright)  

 
© 2005 Jane's Information Group 

http://www6.janes.com/pmp/indirect.pmp?match=M3&doc=http://www4.janes.com/subscribe/jir/doc_view.jsp%3FK2DocKey%3D/content1/janesdata/mags/jir/history/jir2005/jir01370.htm%40current%26Prod_Name%3DJIR%26QueryText%3D
http://www6.janes.com/pmp/indirect.pmp?match=FARC&doc=http://www4.janes.com/subscribe/jir/doc_view.jsp%3FK2DocKey%3D/content1/janesdata/mags/jir/history/jir2005/jir01370.htm%40current%26Prod_Name%3DJIR%26QueryText%3D
http://www2.janes.com/janesdata/mags/jir/history/jir2005/images/p1131042.jpg�
http://www2.janes.com/janesdata/mags/jir/history/jir2005/images/p1131048.jpg�

	Firearms and drugs fuel conflict in Brazil's favelas

