
 
 

Federalism and Educational Policies in Brazil: Union assistance 
to sub-national federative units under debate 

 
 

Cacilda Rodrigues Cavalcanti, José de Ribamar Sá Silva, George Henrique de Almeida 
Barbosa 

Federal University of Maranhão,Brazil 

 
 

Abstract 
 
This paper analyzes the Union’s (Federal 

Government’s) assistance policy to the sub-national 
federated units (States and Municipalities), from 2004 
to 2014,for the provision of basic education in Brazil. 
The paper discusses the tensions between the federal 
government policies for technical and financial support 
to federated units, and the autonomy of the federated 
units to formulate and implement their own educational 
policies. The federal government policies implemented 
since 2004 includes diverse mechanisms for directing 
the educational policies of sub-national governments 
and for reducing inequalities in the educational 
provision. Such approach ended up affecting the degree 
of autonomy of the federated units and, therefore, 
tension was created between the two policies. The 
investigation showed that, although the new assistance 
policy promoted an increase in the amount of resources 
transferred to the Northern and Northeastern regions of 
Brazil, it was not enough to modify the inequality 
condition.Important discovery of needs for additional 
research include the identification of the root causes of, 
one, the limited management capabilities of 
Municipality personnel to implement the policies and, 
two, the actual root causes of the inequalities 
themselves. 

 
1. Introduction 

 
Since the Brazilian Federal Constitution of 1988, 

there has been an increasingly intense debate regarding 
the federative model used in the field of education for 
delegating responsibilities and availability of 
financingfor basic education. In the 1990s,the debate 
focused on decentralization and fiscal adjustments. 
From the 2000s onwards, the debate shifted to the 
issues of equity, quality and collaboration in the model.  

This new foci lead to a complexity of arrangements 
in the financing of basic education, in view of the 
necessary balance between the division of 
responsibilities, and availability and parceling of 
financial resources among the Federal Government, the 
States and the Municipalities. 

The current Brazilian Constitution establishes that 
the responsibilities for education are shared by the 
Federal Government, the States and the Municipalities. 
The Federal Government is responsible exclusively for 
legislating the directives, evaluating the performance, 
and providing the technical and financial assistance to 
States and Municipalities regarding national 
education.In terms of assistance, the Federal 
Government is responsible for equalizing educational 
opportunities for all and achieving a minimum standard 
of quality in the national education.The Federal 
Government also has the common and concurrent 
responsibility with the States and Municipalities for the 
financing and maintenance of the educational systems.  

The States have the exclusive responsibility for 
legislating the directives and for maintaining High 
School education. Additionally, the States have the 
concurrent responsibility with the Municipalities for 
legislating, providing and maintaining Elementary 
Education. On the other hand, the Municipalities have 
the exclusive responsibility for providing and 
maintaining Early Childhood Education. 

To guarantee the fulfillment of the 
responsibilitieswith public education, the Constitution 
established a financing model based on the earmarking, 
redistribution and supplementation of resources 
transferred to federated units. According to the model, 
the Federal Government must earmark at least 18% of 
its tax revenue for the educational system. At the same 
time, the States and Municipalities must earmark a 
minimum 25% each of their tax revenue for the 
educational system. 

Another source of resources for education comes 
from the private sector. Accordingly, all firms are 
required to set aside 2.5% of their payroll value for the 
educational system, resources that are viewed as 
contributions of the private sector to education. Such 
contributions are known as “salário-educação” or 
salary-wage, a terminology derived from a previous 
practice of firms giving scholarships to their workers’ 
children.Resources accrued are distributed equally to 
the Federal Government, the States and the 
Municipalities. 

However, the existence of this financing model 
does not guarantee the sufficient level of resources for 
meeting the responsibilities allocated to the 



 
 

Municipalities. Of particular significance is the fact 
that many Municipalities are very young and small, 
and, consequently, do not have tax revenues sufficient 
for providing the universalization of Elementary 
Education. Thus, as early as the mid-1990s, the debate 
intensified in questioning the proposed system of 
collaboration and requiring a more prominent 
contribution of the Federal Government to the 
financing of basic education.This paper therefore 
analyzes the Federal Government’s assistance policy to 
the States and Municipalities, from 2004 to 2014,for 
the provision of basic education in Brazil.  

 
2. Methodology 

 
The study is based on qualitative and quantitative 

research (Cavalcanti)[1].A content analyses was 
conducted on official documentsproduced by the 
National Fund for the Development of Education, 
FNDE. The FNDE is the Federal Government’s agency 
that regulates and manages the implementation of the 
technical and financial assistance policies and services.  

The analyses investigated 11 Financial Assistance 
Manuals (one for each year from 2004 to 2014), 11 
FNDE Management Reports (one for each year from 
2004 to 2014), and 526 normative acts of the financial 
assistance program (from 1999 to 2014). Frequency 
distributions of findings were tabulated for each of the 
documentary sources. 

Descriptive statistics were calculated for the 
resources transferred to the States and Municipalities, 
listed in the Transparency Portal of the Federal 
Government database. Findings were tabled and 
graphed [Figures A and B] 

 
3. The Federal Government's assistance 
policy for basic education from 2004 
onwards 

 
The evidence showed thatuntil 2003, there were 24 

FNDE programs to assist State and Municipality 
governments. During that period, the Federal 
Government through the Ministry of Education placed 
calls for proposals requesting technical and financial 
assistance. Proposals took the form of Annual Work 
Plans that outlined requests. 

From 2004 onwards, the old 24 programs were 
reconfigured and 19 new programs were created. In 
addition, the Federal Government decided not to accept 
requests for assistance through the Annual Work Plans 
(that were produced by States and Municipalities), and 
to develop itself detailed programs outlining assistance 
services to attend to a myriad of States and 
Municipalities needs. Besides such efforts, the Federal 
Government also initiated a process of selecting groups 

of Municipalities that should receive specific assistance 
in some selected areas. 

This new model of provision of assistance to States 
and Municipalities peaked in 2007 with the 
implementation of the Education Development Plan 
(EDP), which restructured all Federal programs under a 
single policy. This policy articulated the planning and 
evaluation of State and Municipal systems of 
education. Two mechanisms were devised to help 
implement the policy, i.e., the creation of the Basic 
Education Development Index (IDEB) to measure the 
level of education development of the State and 
Municipality, and the Articulated Action Plan (PAR), a 
project plan that would identify goals to be achieved by 
the State or Municipality. Measures of present indices 
served to guide the setting of goals to be achieved 
through the preparation of a PAR to be implemented. 
The Federal Government also conditioned its 
assistance to the elaboration of the PAR and the 
achievement of the goals.  

Initially, 1,242 Municipalities with the lowest IDEB 
were prioritized to receive assistance from the Federal 
Government. Sixteen percent (16%) of these were in 
the Northern region and 67% in the Northeast. Thus, in 
total, these two regions had the highest number of 
Municipalities regarded as prioritaries (83%). 

With the new assistance policy, there was also a 
redefinition of parameters to determine the per capita 
value that would be transferred to programs. This value 
is now determined on the basis of weights that are 
ascribed to region, location (rural or urban), teaching 
level of program (childhood education, elementary and 
high school), education modalities (special education, 
and programs for native Brazilians and Afro-Brazilian 
descendents) and economiclevel of tax revenue of the 
federated unit (the lower the level of tax revenue the 
greater the need and therefore the greater the weight). 

This new approach had two major implications. 
First, it promoted the increase in the transfer of 
resources to programs all over the country. The average 
per capita value increased from R$ 94.60 in 2004 to R$ 
262.60 in 2010 (its highest value), and increase of 
177.5%. Second, Municipalities all over the country 
benefitted more than States for they received, on 
average, three times more (see Figure A).  
  



 
 

 
Figure A: Evolution of transfers per capita from the 
Union to State and Municipalities. Brazil, 2004 – 
2014. 

 
In order to analyzes whether the new policy has 

impacted on receipt of resource by regions with worst 
conditions of education provision (Northern and 
Northeastern regions), we calculated the per capita 
values of voluntary assistance programs, which have 
been modified by the new policy, and we compared its 
evolution among the regions of the country, during the 
period under investigation (2004 - 2014) 

Accordingly, the average per capita value 
transferred to the Northern region increased from R$ 
18.35 in 2004 to R$ 93.98 in 2010, and increase of 
412%. On the other hand, the average transfer of per 
capita value to the Northeastern region increased from 
R$ 38.45 in 2004 to R$ 94.98 in 2010, and increase of 
147%. The Midwestern was the region that received 
more resource - increased from R$ 22.18 in 2004 to R$ 
114.05 in 2010. (see Figure B).  

 

 
Figure B: Evolution of transfers per capita from the 
Union to municipalities by regions, Brazil, 2004 – 
2014. 

 

Despite the increases in remittances of per capita 
values to the Northern and Northeastern regions and 
the fact that these regions were regarded as prioritaries, 
they were not it that received the highest overage per 
capita values in the all period under investigation – 
Midwestern (R$ 92,66) and Southern (R$ 
77,35)regions. Their receipt of the highest per capita 
values was due to the fact that, one, these regions 
already had very high values in comparison to other 
regions of the country, two, they had a better 
administrative structure that enabled them to access 
Federal Government assistance resources, and three, 
and most importantly, these regions had a greater 
degree of political influence because some of the 
Federal decision makers came from these regions and 
therefore favored them. 

It should be noted that the maintenance of the 
transfer of Federal Government assistance resources 
depends on recipients, first, maintaining their fiscal 
situation on target (without default) and, second, 
demonstrating having executed successfully the 
planned stages of programs. If any of these conditions 
are not met remittances are terminated. Consequently, 
because per capita values are calculated on the basis of 
transfers actually realized, values not received end up 
lowering the actual per capita value for either the State 
or Municipalities. 

Analyses also revealed that the average per capita 
values for regions can be determined on the basis of the 
per capita values for the States or the Municipalities. In 
the case of the Northern and Northeastern regions, the 
value of the average for these regions increased 
significantly when calculating the average on the basis 
of values for the State. In addition, the Northeast had 
the highest per capita value in the country while the 
North had the second highest. That means that States 
were able to successfully manage their fiscal condition 
and execute the planned stages of programs.  

On the other hand, the value of the average for 
these regions did not increase as much when 
calculating the average on the basis of values for 
Municipalities. In this case, the Northeast and North 
ranked third and fourth, respectively.That means that 
Municipalities in the North and Northeast did not have 
either the capacity to maintain the fiscal situation in 
order or the management capability to execute the 
required stages of the programs successfully.  

As a consequence, capabilities of Municipalities all 
over the country explain the findings that, of the group 
of twenty Municipalities that received most of the per 
capita transfers from 2004 to 2014, no one is located in 
the Northeast, one is in the North, four are in the 
Midwest, four in the Southeast and 11 in the South. 
Therefore, it can be concluded that the Federal 
Government assistance policy has improved the 
situation of the Municipalities in the Northern and 
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Northeast regions, but not sufficiently to overcome the 
challenges present in these regions.  

 
3. Tensions between the induction of the 
Federal Government and the autonomy of 
the federated units 
 

The literature offers the foundation for analysis of 
such relationships in federated systems. Arretche [2,3] 
and Tsebelis [5]points out that, in federated systems, 
the central government always has, to a greater or 
lesser extent, mechanisms to influence the agenda of 
sub-national governments. Arretche suggests that such 
influence can occur both through federal regulation and 
the design of policies under which the central 
government has decision-making authority. Tsebelis 
[5]argues that, additionally, central governments can 
control the arena of negotiations by designing policy 
procedures aimed at reducing the number of veto 
players, controlling the dimensions of negotiations, 
and, thus, influencing the agenda of sub-national 
governments. 

These two perspectives were used to analyze, one, 
the regulations of the Brazilian Federal Government 
technical and financial assistance policy and, two, the 
issue of the autonomy of the federated units. Findings 
revealed that, from 2007 onwards, the Federal 
Government has increased its influence on the 
educational agenda of sub-national governments 
through three main mechanisms. 

The first mechanism involved changing the design 
of the technical and financial assistance policies. 
Arretche[2]advances that, the capacity of the Federal 
Government to coordinate actions between spheres of 
government is directly affected by the waythe 
federative relations are structured in the design of 
particular policies. Findings from my investigation 
corroborate this argument. The new design of the 
Federal Government technical and financial assistance 
policy incorporated a set of four strategic measures that 
allowed greater influence on the educational agenda of 
the sub-national governments:  

1)  Designing national programs that included 
diverse areas of content and resource transfer 
mechanisms. 

2)  Regulating the assistance beyond its technical 
and bureaucratic aspects by incorporating 
guidelines and political-pedagogical 
arrangements. This approach transformed 
programs from simple mechanisms of resource 
transfer to promoters of basic education 
policies. 

3) Orientingthe planning of the State and 
Municipal education systems (through the 

Articulated Actions Plan, PAR) and the 
monitoring of such plans through the Basic 
Education Development Index, IDEB. 

4)  Prioritizing groups of Municipalities as 
beneficiaries of specific policies elaborated by 
the Ministry of Education. 

These strategies have increased the capacity of 
federal coordination of governmental actions because 
each strategy focuses on a specific level of the 
educational system, from the most macro (State and 
Municipality Planning of Education) to the most micro 
level (formatting actions to be implemented by 
schools). 

The second mechanism used by the Federal 
Government to increase its influence on the educational 
agenda of sub-national governments involves three 
main strategies, all focused on developing approaches 
for negotiating and mediating policies, and reducing 
the influence of veto players.  

The first strategy relates to legal and voluntary 
transfers regulated by federal normative acts. Such 
transfers constitute effective mechanisms for the 
implementation of educational policiesbecause they 
restrain players with veto power prevalent in the 
federative regime. Such strategy corroborates notions 
proposed by Tsebelis[5] who explains that policy 
stability decreases when the size of the yolkof each of 
these actors with veto power increases. (Yolk is a 
concept defining the scope of action of all actors in a 
common policy, and can be both an area of congruence 
and divergence).  

Accordingly, when the Federal 
Governmentconditions the transfers of assistance 
resources to the adoption of its own policy, it is able to 
implement the policies it wants, nullifying the 
influence of the veto players and therefore enhancing 
the stability of the policy. The strategy was then to 
regulate the transfers through the National Fund for 
Education Development (FNDE), without the 
participation of any representative of eh the State and 
Municipalities in the decision making process. This 
practice also has implications regarding true 
democratic principleswhere State and Municipal 
institutions would have the right to participate in the 
decision making process. 

The second strategy involves negotiating directly 
with Municipal governments, bypassing the influence 
of State representatives. Evidence shows that the Direct 
Money in Schools Program (PDDE) has been the 
program that grew the most over the period studied. In 
this way, the Federal Government has be able to 
increase the chances that its policy will be 
implemented as it was designed. 

The third strategy focused on reaching consensus 
amongst key actors regarding the acceptance by the 
Municipalities of the integrity of federal program. The 



 
 

use of this strategy has been justified by both 
Arretche[2, 3] and Tsebelis's [5]. Arretche [2, 3] argues 
that although the design of the policy is influential on 
the promotion of acceptance, it is not sufficient because 
there is always the possibility that certain actors might 
not agree with the proposed design. In such situations, 
Tsebelis's[5]suggests that consensus can be achieved 
more effectively by influencing a key institutional actor 
who could persuade other veto players to adhere to the 
proposed policy. 

In our investigation, evidence showed that the 
Federal Government mobilized political resources to 
achieve the desired consensus among the two key 
actors in the educational system, i.e., the National 
Union of Municipal Education Managers (UNDIME) 
and the National Union of Municipal Councils of 
Education (UNCME). These entities, as representatives 
of managers of municipal education systems, have a 
great power of convincing and aligning the discourse 
of their bases. The consensus was obtained both 
through previous dialogues with both these entities, 
and through the transfer of free regulatory resources to 
them, which in the period studied summed up to R$ 
27.9 million.  

So, in general, our investigation identified the 
existence of trends in the relationship between the 
Federal, and the State and Municipalities’ governments 
in Brazil, all leading to a model that can be called 
“induced and dependent cooperation” amongst Federal, 
State and Municipal governments. The observed trends 
include (a) limited instances of shared decision 
making, (b) the use by the Federal Government of 
diverse mechanisms for inducing adoption of policies, 
(c) limited capabilities of the Municipalities to exercise 
its autonomy, and (d) the existence of limited 
capabilities in the Municipalities of the Northern and 
Northeastern regions of Brazil to administer financial 
resources and implement policies. 

 
4. Conclusions 

 
Our investigation demonstrated that the Federal 

Government assistance policy was aimportant area for 
the study of federative tensions between the Federal, 
and the State and Municipal governments.The results 
show that from of 2004 onward, a new assistance 
policy of the Federal Government took place in Brazil. 
This policy was based on national assistance programs 
with their actions formatted by Federal Government, 
without participation of State and Municipal 
governments. The findings our investigation evidenced 
a tension in the Federal Government assistance policy. 
This tension involves on the one hand, the power of the 
Federal Government to elaborate educational policies 
to be implemented in the States and Municipalities, 
and, on the other hand, the limited capability of the 

States and Municipal governments to exercise their 
autonomy to implement such policies, mainly the 
Municipalities located in the Northern and 
Northeastern regions of the country.  

The Federal Government assistance policy 
originally aimed to promoting equity among the 
regions of the country. However, this did not happen 
during the period under investigation. Reasons for 
barriers included the territorial inequalities in 
Brazilrelated to limited administrative capacity, the 
existence of clientelisticpractices, the low degree of the 
prevalent democratic culture and low capabilities in 
project management, specifically of the Municipalities. 
These barriers are the principal limitation for the 
allocation, and the efficient and effective utilization of 
available resources. 

According to Elazar [4], the interdependence that 
characterizes the relationships among all levels of 
federations requires the employ of processes that 
promote the sharing of decision making about public 
policies. And, even though the Constitution establishes 
the basic directives for the education policies, the 
detailing of related policies depends on largely the 
dynamics of intergovernmental relations, the 
configuration of political institutions, the design of 
public policies and the administrative conditions of the 
federated units. Evidence of this inter-dependence was 
observed in the study of Federal assistance to sub-
national federated units for the provision of basic 
education in Brazil between 2004 and 2014. 
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