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Reflections from a research study on the impact 
of the pandemic from a transatlantic perspective 
based on the ICOLMA Project in São Paulo

On the afternoon of Friday, March 13, 2020, we were at the 
Planning Laboratory (LaPlan)1 wrapping up some activities 
when the Federal University of ABC (UFABC) suspended activities 
for a week. As we closed the lab that late afternoon, until the 
day before we had had meetings and reports of infection (or 

suspected infection) by the virus by several people, we had no idea what 
was to come. The following week2, we had to return to the Laboratory to 
retrieve materials and equipment: the university and the streets were already 
empty3. Days turned into weeks and months. Our routine changed slowly 
and profoundly. Uncertainty, surprise, and apprehension took the place of 
routine. Life in confinement and online became routine. 

This was the reality for those who were teaching at the university and living in the 
surrounding area. But this was not the only story, as writer Chimamanda Adichie 
reminds us. Different people, with different realities in different territories, 
experienced the COVID-19 pandemic differently. When the Transatlantic Platform 
for Social Sciences and Humanities (T-AP)4 call at the end of the pandemic period, 

1 Link for the site, access: https://laplan.pesquisa.ufabc.edu.br/

2 Link for the site, access: https://www.ufabc.edu.br/sobre-o-coronavirus/portaria-da-reitoria-suspende-
-atividades-academicas-e-administrativas-entre-os-dias-16-e-22-de-marco

3 See the Arts section of this issue.

4 Link for the site, access: https://www.transatlanticplatform.com/

Abstract: The article reports on the experience of a 
transatlantic research project - Brazil-Germany-South 
Africa - on the COVID-19 pandemic from the perspective 
of a research group at the Planning Laboratory (LaPlan) 
at UFABC, which developed the ICOLMA Project in 
partnership with social organizations in the city of São 
Paulo. The focus was to understand how mobility and 
livelihoods were impacted in contexts of vulnerability, 
especially among women (cis and trans) in the Central 
Region of São Paulo and in Cidade Tiradentes. The 
results were collected through interviews, roundtable 
discussions, and master’s theses, highlighting the impact 
of the pandemic on income, mobility, health, access to 
services, and solidarity.
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we saw an opportunity to understand these experiences in different territories in 
three countries, in three cities, namely Cape Town, the Ruhr Region, and Brazil, 
and in our case, in the city of São Paulo, called the ICOLMA Project.5

Mobility and livelihoods were at the center of the research proposal, focusing 
on the experiences of people with income and work restrictions and other 
conditions that placed them in vulnerable and marginalized situations. In the 
project’s collective agenda, we decided to work with 100 interviewees in the 
city of São Paulo, focusing on women (cisgender and transgender) in two very 
different areas in terms of accessibility and mobility: the Central Region and 
Cidade Tiradentes. 

We have decided to establish a partnership with the Popular Legal Promoters 
(PLPs) and with the housing movement Union of Housing Movements - SP, 
through the leadership of women such as Neuma Silva de Oliveira Cruz and 
Graça Xavier (see Interviews section). We understood that we would not only 
seek information and data from research subjects or those who work and live in 
the territories, but this led us to understand a feminist approach to our research 
practice (Momm et al., manuscript submitted; Vella et al., 2025). In addition to 
the academic researchers - namely, scholarship recipients and master’s students 
Gabriel Machado, Bruna Brauer, Lyvia Fischer, and Letícia Ueda Vella - three 
researchers from the PLPs joined the team - Luciana Busquets Fernandes da Silva, 
Claudilene Ines de Araujo e Silva, and Aline Bezerra Silva, the latter a resident of 
Cidade Tiradentes and currently pursuing a master’s degree in Territorial Planning 
and Management at UFABC. Soon after, postdoctoral researchers Beatriz Milz 
and Pedro Henrique Campello Torres joined the group, as well as Ana Lia Leonel, 
who completed her doctorate on exchange with TU-Do and is participating in 
another call that is associated with the ICOLMA Project, on comparative analyses 
between metropolitan realities in different countries6.

From this research arrangement and experience, it was possible to conduct 113 
interviews through roundtable discussions and events in spaces belonging to 
the housing movement (the Martins Fontes, Celso Garcia, and Penaforte Mendes 
occupations and the Florestan Fernandes Condominium) and women’s shelters 
such as the Francisca Franco Women’s Defense and Community Center and 
the Casa Anastácia Women’s Defense and Community Center, in addition to 
establishing five master’s theses, which involve delving deeper into topics such 
as: LGBTQIAPN+ people (Machado et al., 2025, paper accepted for presentation), 
the critical analysis of infrastructure based on the disruption of the transportation 
system (Fischer et al., 2025), the thematic analysis of the impact of the pandemic 
and especially reports of violence (Vella et al., 2025), the discussion on livelihoods 
(Torres et al., manuscript submitted), and black women in Cidade Tiradentes 
(under development by Aline Bezerra Silva). 

The results of the research were expressed in understanding, through tools such 

5 Impact of COVID-19 on the livelihood, mobility, and accessibility of marginalized groups (ICOLMA). Pro-
cess number 2021/07554-8, funded by the São Paulo Research Foundation (FAPESP).

6 Planning in global comparison in a post-pandemic scenario: theories, methodologies, and strategies for 
comparing metropolitan cases. Process number 2022/08402, funded by the São Paulo Research Founda-
tion (FAPESP).
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as interviews and conversation circles, focus groups held with the interviewers, 
how the pandemic affected the lives of these 113 interviewees and their families 
and other social relationships, or the lack thereof, in the case of women (30% of 
those interviewed) who experienced isolation or who were isolated in shelters as 
a result of the pandemic. 

From the criticality analysis, it was possible to see how the disruption in the 
transportation system was decisive in triggering a cascade of inequalities and 
how restrictions on public transportation, reduced frequency, and fewer lines did 
not return to pre-pandemic levels. Among other effects, this reduction created 
worse conditions for people who were unable to isolate themselves, as was the 
case for many people interviewed in the survey, who were on the front lines of 
essential in-person services, such as health and supply (Schnittfinke et al., 2024; 
Fischer et al., 2025).

Grouping the income and mobility results of the interviewees revealed 
distinctions, ranging from a group of women who saw their income improve, 
considering the assistance and solidarity they received, with little change in their 
mobility; to another group that was highly impacted, with a decline in income 
and changes in mobility, including changes in location and even the search for 
shelter (Momm et al., manuscript submitted). 

There is a difference between the locations chosen for the research, the Central 
Region and Cidade Tiradentes. Among the interviewees in the Central Region, 
especially those in housing movements, in occupations, the possibility of accessing 
services such as health and also work and income, through short commutes even 
on foot, allowed continuity of access even during the lockdown. The same did 
not occur in Cidade Tiradentes, where the long commutes before and during the 
pandemic, according to the interviewees narratives, led to decisions to abandon 
formal work in the central region and seek income in informality.

When asked about the greatest impact of the pandemic, unlike in other countries, 
the issue of denialism and the role of the Federal Government and the President 
proved to be a significant negative factor for the people interviewed.

Finally, it is always time to identify and assess the impacts of the pandemic, 
given the scope of this event and its historic significance. Among other things, 
it has served as a kind of laboratory for the closure of educational, leisure, and 
socialization facilities, as discussed in Momm et al. (2023a, 2023b) as the erasure 
of care territories.
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