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Breaking

the cycle

of poverty

…through

education

Bahia Street People

Rita Conçeição

Rita Conçeição, a sociologist and professional
photographer, grew up in a shantytown of Salvador.
Her personal struggles and journey give her the
depth of understanding that makes Bahia Street
such a success in its programs.

Ms. Conçeição directs
Bahia Street Brazil and
the Bahia Street Center.

Dr. Margaret Willson

Margaret Willson, a
widely respected
anthropologist, spent

many years living in the shantytowns of Salvador,
an experience that gave her the knowledge to co-
found Bahia Street. She directs the U.S. and U.K.
operations of Bahia Street.

Bahia Street began as a collaboration between
Margaret Willson and Rita Conçeição. They work
with an international community of volunteers
based in Seattle, London, and Salvador. The
Brazilian staff are African-Brazilians from the
shantytowns or people from the rural interior of
Bahia who have attended university, making them
a special group, considering that a tiny percentage
of these populations attend university in Brazil.



Bahia Street Programs

In Brazil, Bahia Street
provides a well-rounded
education to fifty girls as
a supplement to their
attendance at local public
schools. Girls spend at
least four hours a day at
the Bahia Street Center, where they receive
instruction in all basic subjects as well as in health
and reproduction, art, and leadership skills. For
many girls, the Bahia Street Center represents the
only place where they can eat a hot meal, take a
shower, and receive positive encouragement from
adult role models.

Bahia Street Infrastructure

Bahia Street has a unique
infrastructure. It is run by
an international
community of volunteers
in Brazil, the United
States, and the United
Kingdom. All have

separate boards of directors who work in
cooperation. The Brazilian board and staff are all
African-Brazilian university graduates from the
shantytowns. Shantytown residents originally
articulated the need for Bahia Street, and their
background makes the board and staff particularly
knowledgeable of the importance of Bahia Street
and the difficulties that the students encounter. The
result is an organization that provides education
and international understanding not only through
its programs in Brazil, but through the infrastructure
itself.

Bahia Street Success

Bahia Street significantly benefits the girls it serves.
The girls go from virtual or total illiteracy to
receiving 80-percent or higher marks on their
exams. Girls internalize the empowerment they
feel at Bahia Street and become model students in
public school and mentors to both girls and boys
in their communities. In a community where teen
pregnancy is rampant, only one girl has become
pregnant since the program began.

Families also benefit from Bahia Street. A family
counseling program builds connections between
home and school, and a micro-credit program
assists caregivers as they develop their own income
opportunities.

Life in a Brazilian Shantytown

The girls come from
impoverished neighborhoods
of Salvador, Brazil, where
violence, sickness, and death
are a daily part of their lives.
Salvador is a city of three
million people, 80 percent of
whom are African-Brazilian,
nearly all of whom live in the
material misery of shantytowns. The shantytowns
consist of self-constructed shacks along open sewers
infested with rats and cockroaches. Tuberculosis
and other diseases are endemic. Drugs and small
arms sales are major economies. Brazil has the
highest murder rate in the world, most of which
occurs in these shantytowns.

Public schools in Brazil are underfunded and
dangerous. Teachers are poorly educated and poorly
paid. Such schools do not teach students academic
skills, and yet education is one of the only avenues
out of misery for shantytown residents. Sadly, it
is not available. This is where Bahia Street makes
a difference.

The Bahia Street Center

The new, expanded
Bahia Street Center
opened in 2005 in a
building funded by
donors in the U.S. and
U.K. The building has
classrooms, a science lab,

a clinic, a  lunchroom, shower facilities,
administrative space, and a library. It is located in
downtown Salvador, safely accessible by bus.
Construction was done by laborers from the
shantytowns being served by the program.

Bahia Street is an international partnership that
combines grassroots knowledge and dedication
with global connections and financial strength.

In Brazil, Bahia Street breaks cycles of poverty
and violence through providing quality
educational opportunities for economically
impoverished young women and girls. Outside
of Brazil, Bahia Street teaches new perspectives
on NGO management and issues of inequality,
poverty, race, class, and gender.
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