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Jeff Swicord | Rio de Janeiro

Brazil is experiencing its most sustained period
of growth ever, with an expanding middle class
and social and economic benefits for the poor.

Ruth Hins owns a grocery store and bakery in
the Rio de Janeiro favela of Cantagalo, where
she used to live. She is one of 35.5 million
Brazilians who have moved from humble
beginnings into the middle class since 2003.
Another 20 million have risen above the poverty
level. "I never would have thought of this. |
never would have dreamed of this happening,”
she said.
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As most of the world struggles to climb out of a recession, Brazil's $1.3-

trillion economy is booming, and now surpasses India and Russia. Its per-
capita income is twice that of China, and creative entrepreneurs like Hins
are reaping the benefits

Her father moved the family to Cantagalo from a small town in the

northern state of Bahia when she was 12. He bought the property that
now houses the store. "When | got the idea to open a shop, the only
thing | had in the cabinet was salt. So, | started to sell salt," she said.

She quickly moved from selling salt by the kilo to baking bread. Her store

grew to the full grocery store it is today. She has expanded and opened
a produce market next door, where she used to sleep. And there is a full

bakery upstairs that runs 24 hours a day.

Hins sells her baked goods to businesses and restaurants in neighboring
Copacabana. Small business loans are difficult to come by in Brazil. Hins
has expanded by leveraging her savings and making smart business

decisions.

"The machines to make bread are very expensive. So | bought old
machines and renovated the old machines to bake bread. And now | am
in the process of replacing the old machines with new ones," she said.
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Brazilian economists say the country's success is simple to define.
Policies put in place in the 90s to tame runaway inflation worked. A
commodities boom has fueled growth and lowered poverty across Latin
America. And aggressive social programs have educated more people and
raised living standards.

"Brazil is becoming a normal country in the sense that what is normal is to
have kids in school, not to have high inflation, and to have an open
economy. So, it is not that we are becoming a developed country; we are
just filling the gaps. And there is a long way to go still," said Marcelo Neri,
the chief economist for the Center for Social Policy in Rio.

Brazil's economy has created 2.2 million formal jobs in the last nine
months, a record for the country. More people with money to spend
translates into a better quality of life for business owners like Ruth Hins.
She now earns 10,000 reis, the equivalent of $5,800 per month. She is
quickly moving out of the middle to the upper class.

She bought a penthouse apartment on a street bordering the favela and
can afford luxury goods such as a refrigerator, cable television, and a
washing machine. "It is a dream. It is a dream come true for me. Just to
have my own house. You know a lot of people who rent houses don't
even have an address. They are always moving from place to place. But |
have a house here, | have an address, this is my place," she said.

Now she has new dreams. She wants to go back to school, travel outside

of Brazil, and one day open a large grocery store in neighboring
Copacabana.
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