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Opportunity NYC & Oportunidades 

The New York City Connection: How a 
Stateside Program Models Itself after a 
Mexican Success Story 

By Maxine Hillary, Washington, DC 

In April of 2007 New York City Mayor, Michael Bloomberg vis­
ited Toluca, Mexico and Mexico City to meet with Mexican offi­
cials including Mexican President Felipe Calderon to learn about 
the Mexican conditional cash transfer program, Oportunidades. He 
attended several working sessions with senior government officials 
and made site visits. At the time he commented, "New Yorkers 
recognize the power of a good idea, and we're here in Toluca today 
to see first-hand how one good idea, the Oportunidades program, 
works…” 

Through a combination of private and foundation funding, 
Bloomberg put together a $63 million pilot program. Two and a 
half years later Opportunity NYC serves 2400 families and consists 
of three foundational programs. 

Opportunity NYC: Family Rewards, the most comprehensive of 
the three, offers cash incentives to families living in poverty for 
education, health, and workforce participation. It also provides job 
training activities. Opportunity NYC: Work Rewards offers mone­
tary incentives to adults in subsidized housing for enhanced work­
force participation and job training. Opportunity NYC: Spark pro­
vides small amounts of cash to fourth and seventh grade public 
school students for achievement on periodic assessments offered 
throughout the academic year. 

See Oportunidades on Page 6 

Mayor Bloomberg meets with the Mayor of Mexico City 
Marcelo Ebrard. Photo Credit: Edward Reed 

Bolsa Familia par­
ticipants are 
mailed a debit card 
from which to draw 
benefits. This has 
reduced the poten­
tial for corruption 
and ensured that 
recipients can de­
pend on their bene­
fits. Photo courtesy of 
Development Asia 

Bolsa Família: Brazil’s 
Domestic Aid Solution 
By Maxine Hillary, Washington, DC 

With a population of 198,739,269, Brazil counts as 
the most populous of South America with approximately 
85% of the population living in urban areas. According 
to USAID’s 2009 Databook, unemployment is approxi­
mately 7.9% and poverty is at 21.5%, despite a nearly 
90% literacy rate. Infant mortality is 22.6 for every 1,000 
live births and while the rates of immunizations are grow­
ing among children under five, 22 children out of 1,000 
die from injuries, pneumonia, and neonatal conditions. 

While Brazil is rich in bauxite, the main ingredient in 
aluminum; manganese, an ingredient in steel; gold, ura­
nium, and many other raw materials, and has a coastline 
almost 5,000 miles long, Brazil’s most valuable resource 
are its people, the descendents of Portuguese, Indigenous, 
and African peoples. It was recognition of the potential 
of the people of Brazil that became the foundation of the 
Bolsa Família Program. 

According to the World Bank, the program reaches 11 
million families constituting more than 46 million peo­
ple--a major portion of the country’s low-income popula­
tion. Since its inception nearly 10 years ago, it has under­
gone numerous improvements. 

Bolsa Família currently gives a monthly stipend of 
about $10 USD per child attending school, to a maximum 
of three children, to all families classified as living below 
the poverty level. There are additional funds available 
for families living in what is termed extreme poverty. 

See Bolsa Familia on Page 6 
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To learn more about Opportunity NYC, click on: 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/ceo/downloads/pdf/report_opportunity_nyc.pdf 

For more information on Oportunidades, click on: http://www.oportunidades.gob.mx/ 

http://www.nyc.gov/html/ceo/downloads/pdf/report_opportunity_nyc.pdf�
http://www.oportunidades.gob.mx/�
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OPORTUNIDADES continued from Page 5 

The principal objective of the pilots is to test the impact of 
monetary incentives on child, adult, and family outcomes, as Bolsa Familia has 
well as their overall impact on poverty reduction.  Each granted access to 
of the three programs is being evaluated using a random social protections 

to people who ex-assignment design to rigorously assess the impact of the 
perienced difficulty 
obtaining it in 

incentives. 
Oportunidades, the Mexican CCT program serves approxi­

other programs.mately 25 million people. Focusing on helping families 
Here a poster en-improve the health, nutrition, and education of their chil­ courages Brazil­dren, the program is run out of Mexico’s Secretariat for So­ ians in need tocial Development, or SEDSOL and is administrated locally participate.

through a state coordinator and a team of local managers. 
In the ten-year period from the mid-1990's to the mid­

2000's, Oportunidades contributed to a 5% reduction in pov­
erty. This decrease was largely a product of the country's 
effective efforts in targeting its poorest citizens. Between 
2000 and 2004, the rate of extreme poverty in Mexico 
dropped by 7%. Evaluations of Mexico's program show the 
largest improvements in the areas of health and education. 

According to the Oportunidades website, results include
a reduction in sick days among children and adults in both 
rural and urban areas, an increase in prenatal health visits, 
and an improvement in the development of motor skills in 
young children. Overall, school performance improved in
all age groups from early to secondary education. 

While Oportunidades served as the model for New York 
City’s program, it also provided inspiration for similar pro­
grams in other countries. Dr. Judith Rodin, President of the 
Rockefeller Foundation, which funded the initial research 
and development for NYC’s pilot program cited Oportuni­
dades in her comments, “The program has helped to revolu­
tionize poverty reduction work by creating a model that al­
lows recipients to make investments for the future…The 
results of Oportunidades have been so remarkable that the 
conditional cash transfer model has been replicated in 
twenty countries, including Argentina, Bangladesh, Indone­
sia, Jamaica and Turkey…” 

Oportunidades is man­
aged on a local level. 
Here a Oportuidades 
worker informs a con­
stituent about her bene­
fits. 
Photo courtesy of 
presedencia.gov.mx 

BOLSA FAMILIA continued from Page 4 

This is called the Basic Benefit, and has no conditions. 
Other funds come with requirements. These are the condi­
tional cash transfers. 
Distribution is through Citizen Cards, which are mailed to 
the family. These cards are issued through Caixa 
Econômica Federal, a government-owned savings bank (the 
second largest bank in the country). They are akin to debit 
cards and money can be withdrawn from over 14,000 Caiza 
Bank locations. 

Bolsa Família reaches a significant portion of Brazilian 
society that has historically not benefited from social pro­
grams. Ninety-four percent of the funds reach the poorest 40 
percent of the population. The World Bank study proves that 
most of the money is used to buy food, school supplies, and 
clothes for the children. 
Indicators like these mean that the program has made a deci­
sive contribution to the unprecedented reduction in poverty 
and inequality that has occurred in recent years. 

Historically, Brazil has always ranked among the coun­
tries with the highest income concentration. For decades, the 
poorest 60 percent of the population has been getting only 4 
percent of national income. With Bolsa Família, the income 
inequality measured between 1995 and 2004 fell by almost 
4.6 percent. Although inequality is still very high, the Bolsa 
Família seems to be helping Brazil to progress. 

6 
To learn more about Bolsa Familia click on: http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/COUNTRIES/LACEXT/ 
BRAZILEXTN/0,,contentMDK:21447054~pagePK:141137~piPK:141127~theSitePK:322341,00.html 
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PUENTE continued from Page 5 

The Puente Program’s success prompted an expansion into 
the Caribbean region in 2007, led by the Organization of Ameri­
can States (OAS), in collaboration with FOSIS, and funded by 
the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA). Dur­
ing the 2006 XIII Annual Conference of the Social Network of 
Latin America and the Caribbean, FOSIS shared its unique strat­
egy of linking conditional cash transfers, psychosocial support 
services, and access to social protection systems with its Carib­
bean neighbors. The OAS’s Technical Secretariat, the Depart­
ment of Social Development and Employment, positioned itself 
to facilitate the adaptation of the Puente Program from its origi­
nal Chilean context to the Caribbean countries of Jamaica, St. 
Lucia, and Trinidad and Tobago. The OAS acted as a bridge 
between FOSIS technical staff familiar with Puente Program 
methodologies, and the Caribbean partner organizations, which 
included government ministries in each country, as well as the 
University of the West Indies, the World Bank, the Government 
of Chile, and CIDA. The resulting programs, Bridge Jamaica, 
Koudemain St. Lucia, and STEP-UP in Trinidad and Tobago 
integrated the lessons learned from the Chilean Puente Program, 
while adapting strategies to meet their unique country contexts. 

The initial success of Puente in pilot projects in Jamaica, St. 
Lucia, and Trinidad and Tobago, inspired a second Caribbean 
phase of the program which was launched in Barbados, St. Kitts 
and Nevis, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, and Suriname. The 
“Puente in the Caribbean Program – Phase II Introductory 
Workshop” held in May of 2009 in St. Lucia provided an oppor­
tunity for the Caribbean pilot project countries to share achieve­
ments and lessons learned in adapting the Chilean program to 
the Caribbean context. Successes in the Caribbean included im­
proved inter-institutional collaboration, the strengthening of so­
cial protection success networks, and adoption of family-
focused, rights-based approaches at the country level. 

According to Francisco Pilotti, Director of OAS’s Depart­
ment of Social Development and Employment, the transition 
from Chile to the Caribbean entailed more than a simple locality 
change. Pilotti explains, “Aside from the approximately 3,500 
miles that separate Chile and the island states, there are more 
profound issues that can hamper a learning process, such as dif­
ferences in language, legal and institutional frameworks, social 
service delivery, family dynamics, as well as intervening vari­
ables that are negligible in Chile, but crucial in the life of poor 
families in the Caribbean, such as HIV-AIDS and migration.” 
First phase Caribbean partners emphasized the need for adapta­
tion to the local context, integrative planning with all stake­
holders, strong monitoring and evaluation mechanisms, and 
clear communications strategies. 

The development of Puente in the Caribbean has spurred 
innovation in addressing social protection in the Caribbean con­
text and a renewed emphasis on collaboration among countries 
working to meet the needs of their poorest and most vulnerable 
citizens. 

To learn more about Puente in the Carib-
bean, click on the photo below. 

To Learn More About USAID and Social Protections 
Click on the photo below: 

Visit us online at: 

http://www.usaid.gov/locations/latin_america_caribbean/ 

USAID -- Latin America and the Caribbean 
Tel. (202) 712-4800 
Email: LACnews@usaid.gov 
Editor: mhillary@usaid.gov 
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