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Riding a Wave of Growth Today her country is lifting itself up in much the same
way. Brazil, South America’s largest economy, is finally
poised to realize its long-anticipated potential as a global
player, economists say, as the country rides its biggest economic expansion in three

decades.

That growth is being felt in nearly all parts of the economy, creating a new class of super
rich even as people like Ms. Sousa lift themselves into an expanding middle class.

It has also given Brazil new swagger, providing it, for instance, with greater leverage to
push for a tougher bargain with the United States and Europe in global trade talks. After
seven years, those negotiations finally broke down this week over demands by India and
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China for safeguards for their farmers, a clear sign of the rising clout of these emerging

economies.

Despite investor fears about the leftist bent of President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva when S Ay

he was elected to lead Brazil in 2002, he has demonstrated a light touch when it comes to

economic stewardship, avoiding the populist impulses of leaders in Venezuela and
Bolivia.
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Long famous for its unequal distribution of wealth, Brazil has shrunk its income gap by
six percentage points since 2001, more than any other country in South America this
decade, said Francisco Ferreira, a lead economist at the World Bank.

While the top 10 percent of Brazil’s earners saw their cumulative income rise by 7 percent
from 2001 to 2006, the bottom 10 percent shot up by 58 percent, according to Marcelo
Cortes Neri, the director of the Center for Social Policies at the Getulio Vargas
Foundation in Rio de Janeiro.

But Brazil is also outspending most of its neighbors on social programs, and overall
public spending continues to be nearly four times as high as what Mexico spends as a
percentage of its gross national product, Mr. Ferreira said.

The momentum of its economic expansion is expected to last. As the United States and
parts of Europe struggle with recession and the fallout from housing crises, Brazil’s
economy shows few of the vulnerabilities of other emerging powers.

It has greatly diversified its industrial base, has huge potential to expand a booming
agricultural sector into virgin fields and holds a tremendous pool of untapped natural
resources. New oil discoveries will thrust Brazil into the ranks of the global oil powers
within the next decade.

Yet while exports of commodities like oil and agricultural goods have driven much of its
recent growth, Brazil is less and less dependent on them, economists say, having the
advantage of a huge domestic market — 185 million people — that has grown wealthier
with the success of people like Ms. Sousa.

In fact, with a stronger currency and inflation mostly in check, Brazilians are on a
spending spree that has become a prime motor for the economy, which grew 5.4 percent
last year.

They are buying both Brazilian goods and a rising flood of imported products. Many
businesses have relaxed credit terms to allow Brazilians to pay for refrigerators, cars and
even plastic surgery over years instead of months, despite some of the highest interest
rates in the world. In June the country reached 100 million credit cards issued, a 17
percent jump over last year.
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Mery Galanternick contributed reporting from Rio de Janeiro.
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