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ABSTRACT 

The consequences of great planning methods, or the absence of it, left very visible marks on the 

territory, giving birth to building downgrading. In a way to reverse the situation and seek to adopt 

measures and policies that promote sustainability, vitality and development of the cities arises 

the concern surrounding the concept of urban renewal.  

Along the time urban renewal has been acquiring different meanings. Nowadays problems has 

forced municipalities to change their practices and the way to look and think about the territory. 

These changes makes the concept more vast and beyond the physical rehabilitation of the 

buildings, gaining other specifics and concerns.  

Within the scope of urban renewal policies, the following components that stands out are social, 

economical, environmental and heritage. The stated components integrate into the counties 

urban policies that alies to the applicability of the laws, that have been approved as guidance of 

strategies and operationalisation.  

The implementation of strategic plans, goals setting, project monitoring and the information 

disclosure, turns out to be an example of great methodology, capable of stimulating and bringing 

attention to the importance of rehabilitating buildings and public areas.  

Setting out from the discussion about urban renewal concept and its legal framework in Portugal, 

in this dissertation it’s intended to characterise the areas of urban renewal that have been 

identified in a national level. That characterisation is applied into detail for three case studies, in 

a way to identify it’s conditions to success and obstacles that might come across.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Along the time, in Portugal (and beyond) priority has been given to the construction of new 

buildings, and with that the majority of the already existing heritage were neglected, focussing 

onthe historical areas, riverside swellers and older neighbourhoods of some cities. 

The Renewal concept has gained great emphasis, and became a national priority, since many 

cities are splintered and morphologically dispersed, due to different aspects, such as   

socioeconomic. 

Urban Rehabilitation Areas (URA) emerges in order to provide answers and seek sustainable 

solutions to this problem, as well as Urban Rehabilitation Operations (URO) – simple or 

systematic – accordingly. 

At the international level, this concern led to several seminars, giving birth to reference documents 

- such as the "Athens Charter" and the "Venice Charter"-, conventions and recommendations 

about the preservation and respect for historical heritage (MATOS, et al., 2003). 

Setting out from the discussion about urban rehabilitation concept and its legal framework in 

Portugal, it is intended to define the areas of urban rehabilitation that have been delimited in 

Portugal and carry out its typification. This characterization will be applied into detail for three 

case studies in order to identify successful conditions and obstacles that arise. Therefore, this 

dissertation has the set following goals: 

I. Define the concept of urban rehabilitation; 

II. Characterize the URA that have been delimited; 

III. Typify the URA - Defines typologies; 

IV. Contribution of the URA to overcome the current problems 

2. LEGAL FRAMEWORK OF URBAN REHABILITATION 

Urban rehabilitation has become a very important element in regards not only just to city policies 

but also on housing policies, as they regard set goals such as the revitalization and upgrading 

of cities located in downgraded areas both in public and housing stock, in order to achieve a 

more sustainable and more organized operation of the cities. 

 

 Figure1. Evolution of the Legal Framework 
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Along the time several Decree-Laws that recognize the importance of urban renewal have been 

approved.  On the 7th May of 2004, the Decree-Law No.104/2004 is approved, an exceptional 

regime of urban rehabilitation for the historical and urban areas in critical recovery and 

reconversion (RERU). 

On the 23rd of October of 2009 the Decree-law Nº 307/2009 is approved, which comes to revoke 

the RERU and approves the statutory scheme of urban rehabilitation. 

In order to ease and simplify the procedures related to the URA, the first amendment to the 

Decree-Law mentioned above is made. Therefore, on August 14th,2012, Decree-Law no. 

32/2012, that amends the statutory scheme of urban rehabilitation, approving measures to speed 

up and boost urban rehabilitation. This scheme is based on two following underlying notions that 

establish urban rehabilitation interventions: 

I. Urban Rehabilitation Area (URA) - physical boundary made by the municipality in order 

to determine the territorial portion that justifies an integrated Intervention; 

II. Urban Rehabilitation Operation (URO) – deals with the specific structuring of the 

interventions to be carried out within the respective areas of urban rehabilitation area. 

URO can be Simple or Systematic according to the type of intervention. When the URO 

is based on an "integrated intervention of urban rehabilitation to an area directed to 

building rehabilitation, evaluation of infrastructure, equipment, green and urban areas of 

collective use",1has associated with a public investment program, and is framed by a 

"strategic urban rehabilitation program", is called systematic URO. 

At an early stage, in 2009, the URA and its URO were simultaneously approved; with the 

amendment made by Decree-Law 32/2012 it became possible that the decision to define areas 

of urban rehabilitation would be phased out, i.e.  the delineation of areas of urban rehabilitation 

will be approved before than operations of urban rehabilitation, and this delineation will expire 

within 3 years if the same URA is not approved by the respective URO. 

The need to protect the existing becomes obvious and gains a greater emphasis, and for this 

reason on the 8th of April 2014 the Decree-Law No. 53/2014 is approved. It establishes an 

extraordinary and temporary regime (valid for 7 years from its approval) to apply to the 

rehabilitation of buildings or fractions, that its construction has been completed for at least 30 

years ago or located in areas of urban rehabilitation, where they are affected or intended to be 

affections in whole or predominantly to housing use. Furthermore, exempts URA works from 

certain technical standards applicable to new construction and not for the rehabilitation of existing 

buildings since those standards may constitute a barrier to URA (e.g. acoustic requirements, gas 

installations and telecommunications infrastructures, lifts, etc.) 

Under current political priorities, there is a visible concern surrounding the notion of rehabilitation 

along with the housing problem and sustainability principles. With this line of reasoning, on the 

18th of July 2019 the Decree-Law Nº 95/2019, is approved, and it   establishes the main principles 

for building rehabilitation and autonomous shares, which all the rehabilitation operations must 

                                                      

1 Article 8, paragraph 3. 
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present, in order to mitigate the improvement of housing conditions with a responsible and 

balanced response in terms of respect for precedence and environmental sustainability. Although 

it has already been approved, only from the 15th of November of 2019 it will be put into practice. 

With the aim of boosting the development and growth of cities and jobs, an European strategy is 

set, Europe 2020, to bridge the gaps in the growth model and create conditions for an inclusive, 

sustainable and smart growth. This way, along with tax benefits status, legal diplomas, strategic 

and operational programs are approved. 

 

3. CHARATERIZATION OF DELIMITED SPECIFIED URA 

The focus within the definition of area of urban rehabilitation got lost, giving birth to the concept 

of operation of urban rehabilitation to be inserted. This operation is in charge of executing all 

programming and implementation for the operational strategy. 

The relationship between these two concepts is defined through: 

I. Physical dimension – since the URO might take (or not) into consideration the same 

delimitation as the URA; 

II. Temporal dimension – considering that the maximum period stipulated for the approval 

of the URO is 3 years from the approval of the URA delimitation, under penalty of its 

expiry. Nevertheless, the approved OSI has a period of 15 years to be implemented; 

III. Strategic and programmatic dimension – identified in the programming of actions to be 

implemented in the URO, set goals in the approval of the URA regarding the strategic 

options of urban development for county heritage. (OLIVEIRA, 2018) 

3.1. Methodology 

In order to obtain an idea of the Portuguese perception within the URA it was necessary to collect 

data obtained from IHRU website. Therefore, it was possible to know how many URA and URO 

were approved, and from those URO how many would be systematic and simple as well as other 

relevant data for the identification of the URA that have been delimited. It must be noted that the 

data used in this analysis has been published in 31th of March 2019. 

For this data, presented by  NUT II, were collected information such as:  municipality; designation 

(name given to the URA delimited); situation  (approved URA, URO  Simple  and  URO  

Systematic); Publication  (identification of the legal diploma)  ; Year  (of publication); managing 

entity  (Municipalities or SRU); area in ha and km2; timing (term validation ) and typification (type 

of area covered). 

Table 1 and Figure 2 Illustrates a Synthesis of the Portuguese reality (as of data collection and 

organization – 31th of March 2019). 
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Table 1. Number of municipalities with URA, with simple URO and systematic URO, by NUT II. 

NUT II 
No. of 
Counties 

Nº Counties 
c/AUR 

Nº Counties c/OUR 
Simples 

Nº Counties c/OUR 
Systematic 

Total 
AUR 

North 86 61 1 34 380 

Center 100 75 5 30 385 

AML 18 14 5 3 115 

Alentejo 58 50 5 4 165 

Algarve 16 9 3 1 24 

RAA 19 5 0 0 15 

RAM 11 4 0 0 8 

Total 308 218 19 72 1092 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is possible to observe the influence of the publication of the Exceptional Regime (in 2014) and 

the time limits for the applications for financial works in buildings included in the URA within the 

very visible increase of URA approved back in 2015 and 2016. It should also be noted that, 

although the brilliant effort from the managing Entities (in the overwhelming majority of cases it is 

the City Council) in its promotion and financing, most of the OUs that have been approved are 

systematic. 

Figure 2. URA (without URO) and URO - Situation as of March 31Th 2019 
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The typification adopted concepts for the typologies of the delimited URA, are the ones specified 

in the2RJRU. However, after data analysis, the results obtained are as follow: (Figure 3): 

I. "Area or Historic Center" - 153 URA; 

II. "Depraved Urban Areas" - 207 URA; 

III. "Designated Heritage" - 53 URA; 

IV. "Consolidated Urban Areas" - 681 URA. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After organising and analysis the data, it was observed that the municipalities adopted different 

strategies for the delimitation and approval of the URA,  some have demonstrated to be more 

rigorous (e.g. for example,  Vila Pouca de Aguiar – 88 small URA); On the other hand, there were 

municipalities delimiting specifying overly large areas  (Vila Nova de Gaia with the URA of  Gaia 

City, occupying 3236 ha). There are cases, in which the managing entities took the opportunity 

to redefine after approval of the Decree-Law Nº 53/2014. It is estimated that there are about 284 

URA expired, and from what can be read in the reports made available by the City Councils, most 

do not mention a planned timetable for approval of the URO. 

4. Case Study 

Urban rehabilitation provides answers to current needs, becoming one of the main pioneers of 

local, regional and national development and competitiveness. 

The creation of specific laws and changes in the tax benefits scheme associated to urban 

rehabilitation were the main pioneers of this new reality. 

Although all municipalities have access to the same European funds, they can also create their 

own support in order to alert and captivate their citizens. 

In order to understand the circumstances of success and failure of different municipal 

approaches, 3 cases of study were chosen. The first is the URA of Cacilhas, the first URA to be 

approved not only in the AML but also at national level; the URA of Seixal, because it is a 

municipality that has been betting a lot on its development and for which there is some familiarity, 

                                                      

2 Point b), Article 12, Decree-Law No. 32/2012.   

Figure   3. Typical  areas - "Area or Historic Center, New"; Degraded, New  Urban Area"; Classified 

Heritage"  and  "Consolidated UrbanArea."  

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pt/dicionario/ingles-portugues/urban
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pt/dicionario/ingles-portugues/urban
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pt/dicionario/ingles-portugues/classified
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pt/dicionario/ingles-portugues/classified
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pt/dicionario/ingles-portugues/classified
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pt/dicionario/ingles-portugues/classified
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pt/dicionario/ingles-portugues/and
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pt/dicionario/ingles-portugues/and
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and finally the URA of Vila Real de Santo António, because it is an URA managed by a public-

private partnership. 

 

4.1. Almada - IU Cacilhas 

The URA of Cacilhas (0.8 ha), was the first area of urban   rehabilitation (and its simple URO) 

portuguese to be approved, on the 16th of May 2011 and since then has proved to be an urban 

authentic example of good practice in rehabilitation, which ends up making all the hard work 

involved gratifying and a sense pride. 

The organizational model adopted by the municipality focus on 7 fundamental aspects: 

I. Focus on the Applicant; 

II. Application process; 

III. Procedures for urban management; 

IV. Requested documentation for the application; 

V. Prioritizing factors for the Process; 

VI. Specific financial incentives (lost fund warranties); 

VII. Periodic work monitoring. (CMA, 2016) 

 

 

 

Before redefining, this area was characterized by being a depraved area with about 30% of its 

devoluted fires. The fact that it is close to the river station, a passing area of many passengers 

was going from the scene. With the rehabilitation of this URA all fires are occupied and on a lease 

basis, with the pedestrian station of Cândido dos Reis Street the public space has become more 

attractive and in one of the most sought-after sights of the south bank beyond that cultural and 

recreational animation programmes have been created. 

 

Figure 4. Before and after the  intervention carried URA of Cacilhas. Source: CMA, 2016 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pt/dicionario/ingles-portugues/before
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pt/dicionario/ingles-portugues/before
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pt/dicionario/ingles-portugues/of
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pt/dicionario/ingles-portugues/of
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pt/dicionario/ingles-portugues/source
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pt/dicionario/ingles-portugues/source
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4.2. Seixal - Seixal URA 

The of Seixal is known for the riverside area. It's where we recognize your identity. It is in this 

area that the first constructions are located, this interaction with the Tagus River allowed the 

population to survive natural resources. 

Seixal URA and its URO Simple delimit almost the entire Old Seixal Core, with a total of 29.2 ha 

and 587 buildings. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The urban rehabilitation strategy defined by the municipality aims at the following criteria’s (CMS, 

2015): 

I. Promote the rehabilitation of depraved or functionally inadequate buildings; 

II. Improve the conditions of housing and functionality of the urban real estate park affecting 

areas of urban rehabilitation; 

III. Affirm property, material and symbolic values as identity criteria, distinction and urban 

competitiveness; 

IV. ensure functional integration and economic, social and cultural diversity into the existing 

urban fabric; 

V. Promote the permanence of a young population; 

VI. Develop new solutions for access to decent housing; 

VII. Promote the acceptance of energy efficiency criteria in public and private buildings. 

4.3. Vila Real de Santo António - URA of the Pombaline Historic Center of Vila Real de 

Santo António. 

In opposition to what we are used to see in cities such as Lisbon, Barcelona or other European 

cities, where large urban centers have naturally evolved through socioeconomic situations and/or 

options of the population, the same did not happen with Vila Real St. Anthony. 

Figure 5. URA of Seixal. Source: CMS,2015 
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The Pombaline Nucleus of Vila Real de Santo António is3distinguished as a Public Interest, 

extends over 104 ha of urban area and encloses 43 blocks and 430 m of riverside front. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Within the limitation of the URA and approval of the URO systematic, some interventions have 

already been made and are already visible in the public area. The Republic Square area was 

closed to traffic (only emergency vehicles or for cargo and unloading were allowed) is now a 

leisure area; an extension of the pedestrian and cycling route has been made. 

Through the analysis and investigation carried out by the managing entity, the Strategic Plan of 

this URO is based inspired by 8 goals: (VRSA, SGU, 2015): 

I. Implement strategies that allow the rehabilitation and requalification of the historic center 

of Vila Real de Santo António; 

II. Define and establish action rules; 

III. Set the foundations for the launch and execution of exceptional interventions; 

IV. Establish strategic plans;  

V. Define principles and rules for the occupation, use and transformation of the land; 

VI. Define rules that obey with new constructions, preservation actions and transformation of 

the existing buildings; 

VII. Strengthen the following dynamics: urban, economic, cultural and social; 

VIII. Encourage to incorporate commercial, cultural and leisure uses, and the foundations for 

urban requalification identification. 

 

 

 

                                                      

3 Constitution (Portugueses), Nº 109 - Series II of June 6, 2011. 

Figure 5. VRSA Pombaline Nucleus Safeguard Detail Plan. Source: CM VRSA 
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5. Conclusion 

This dissertation had as it’s main goal to deepen the meaning behind urban rehabilitation; Define 

URA that has been confined; typify qualify the and define their typologies and understand the 

contribution of URA in municipalities to current problems. With this, it was possible to describe 

the past and recent practices of urban rehabilitation in Portugal as evolutionary systematization;  

Expand knowledge about national legal framework, within the framework of urban rehabilitation, 

through the analysis of published legal instruments; make the framework of the RJRU in the 

framework articulated with the other legal provisions; evaluate the operational capacity of the 

Concepts URA and URO; develope a typification methodology based on the type of area 

constrained as URA, according to the RJRU and gather the amount of URA and URO (simple 

and systematic) approved, in order to evaluate their functionality. 

Different types of problems affect differently and unequally the different types of heritage and that 

is why it becomes so important to define and establish planning strategies that can respond to 

these diversities. This strategies tend to assume different dynamics from counties to municipality; 

recognize and identify different needs at different scales; to integrate the different contexts, 

patterns and characteristics Regarding the inequalities caused by individual characteristics of 

each municipal characteristics and to be able to articulate the possible types of intervention. 

 

Considerations 

This document was written according to the British spelling agreement. 
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