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Abstract 
 

With a history indelibly linked to the sea, with 980 kms of coastline, and with 70% 
of its population established along the coast, planning, management and conservation of 
the Portuguese coast is one of the themes of planning and urban design which over the last 
decade has been occupying Portuguese political actors and technicians. 

 
In particular those developed under the Polis Program (National Program for Urban 

Rehabilitation and Environmental Improvement of Cities), released in 1999 by the 
Portuguese government, have been identified the waterfronts as a specific urban design 
line. About a decade after the completion of some projects, it is now possible to make a 
consistent assessment with regard to the valuation of waterfront public spaces design and 
strategies in many Portuguese cities. 

 
Focusing our analysis on projects developed in the Porto Metropolitan Area 

(AMP), such as the projects undertaken in Vila Nova de Gaia, Porto and Matosinhos 
seafront promenades, this paper will seek to clarify the design and urbanistic factors that 
allowed increasing the urban and landscape quality of the requalified cities and coast 
spaces. We will seek to highlight the strategic and territorial nature that, as a whole, this 
series of articulated interventions achieved, particularly through the development of its 
playful nature, but especially by defining accurate urban guidelines where the experience 
and qualification of public space is seen as a key component. 
 
Introduction  
  
 



 

The city of Porto: urban evolution and recent transformation processes of the waterfront  
 
Like any other “river” or “sea city”, the city of Porto has undergone, since its 

formation, transformation processes common to most cities with similar characteristics. 
Closely linked to the river Douro, since its formation, the city has acquired commercial 
and economic importance over the centuries, particularly in the area of the port wine trade 
as well as in trade and industry. 

 
Not coincidentally, the Ribeira Square was for a long time the “nerve center” of all 

these activities, establishing itself as the central public space of Porto, which operated in 
close complementarity with the city of Gaia, located on the south bank of the Douro river. 

 
The dependence and close relationship of the city with the Douro River just started 

to lose importance in the late nineteenth, and early twentieth century, attending to the 
progressive abandonment of its banks (and of the contiguous spaces related activities 
dependent on this same relationship with the river).  

 
This abandonment can be largely explained by the fact that in 1884 it was decided 

to transfer the port to the mouth of the Rio Leça (located about 10 Kms north of the ancient 
port), whose construction begins shortly thereafter. 

 
With respect to the sea fronts (and also similarly to what happened in many 

European cities), it may be said that (with the exception of the cities of Porto and 
Matosinhos, who lived processes of planned urban expansion), the Porto Metropolitan 
Area coastline has undergone, especially in the last four decades, a growing urban 
pressure, due mainly to migration from the interior lands to the coast of the country, that 
began in the 50s and 60s, and have become more acute in the years 70 and 80. 

 
These dynamics have transformed these sectors in urban areas with considerable 

use conflicts, causing a disqualified and uncontrolled growth, which was produced directly 
on rural pre-existing meshes. In the case of Metropolitan Port this occupation took place, 
initially, especially with the construction of single family houses (in many cases with a 
illegal genesis) and more recently with the construction of multi-family dwellings and / or 
gated communities, supported by relatively poor infrastructures, resulting in the saturation 
of the use of the waterfront, increasingly pressured by the real estate market. 

 
As a result of this occupation, the urbanization process of the coast has quickly 

reached a critical stage, that one can see reflected either in terms of the poor quality of 
roads, public spaces, and urban fabrics, either on the dilapidation of natural resources and 
landscapes: pollution and degradation of beaches and water lines, destruction of the 
primary dune, illegal occupations, anarchic parking, etc.. (Portas et al., 2003). 
Recent interventions in Porto Metropolitan maritime and river front - the Polis Program 
antecedents in the Porto Metropolitan Area 

 



 

Similarly to numerous port and coastal cities, this cycle of abandonment and 
degradation also suffered, in the case of AMP a reversal in the 1990s (albeit with a few 
decades of delay compared to the first European and American similar examples), which 
can be proven by the authorities recognition of the potential redevelopment of waterfronts. 

 
In the case of the Porto riverfront, this redevelopment also followed the logic of 

requalification of major European examples - implementing special projects to develop 
these strategic areas. That is, taking advantage of the major events and exceptional urban 
renewal programs in order to streamline and enhance the convergence between the 
financial effort and the political will. 

 
In our view, what distinguishes the case of Porto (as well as other European cases) 

in the panorama of interventions on the maritime or river fronts is precisely the approach 
and the degree of attention given to public space in these operations or urban projects, 
considering not just their regeneration potential, but also their ability to assume the role of 
a key component in the (re)structuring of the city. 

 
It can be stated that the recent interventions on the Porto waterfront are indelibly 

marked by the process of rehabilitation of the Porto riverfront, started in 1994. This 
process had, as a starting point, the commissioning of an Urbanization Plan which was 
presented to the Porto City Hall in 1997. 

 
This commissioning made to the architects Manuel Fernandes de Sá and Francisco 

Barata Fernandes had as main purpose the improvement of the relationship between the 
city and the river, by increasing the urban life in these urban areas, and by improving the 
existing traffic circulation conditions, assuming clear and concrete proposals for the 
redesign of existing public space.  

 
The first consequence of this study were the works of redevelopment of a stretch of 

about 2 kms of the riverbank, due to the realization of the Ibero American Summit in 
Porto, in October 1998. The remaining works of rehabilitation (about 3 kms), were carried 
out in a phased manner, and were concluded in 2000. 

 
The set of these interventions is characterized by the development of a “type 

profile”, allowing the creation of a uniform and a clear image, that in every situation, can 
be “adapted” to the pre-existing urban context. 

 
This procedure allowed to materialize a continuous and interconnected space 

system, punctuated by smaller spaces (squares, small squares, sights, etc.), creating a 
legible and hierarchic network of spaces, although varied, both in with regard to the 
proposed uses, both with regards to the manner the bank has been defined, privileging a 
consistent and playful nature of the public space in all its extension. 

 
We can also associate this consistency and playful nature to the great clarity in the 

definition of open spaces, which is related to the distinction between pedestrian and car 
traffic spaces, to which are assigned different materials and textures that clarify the 
function and use of each space. 

It should be mentioned, finally, that the option made with respect to the flooring 
materials used, reinforce the idea of continuity (with the pre-existing spaces, and especially 



 

with the characterization of the public space of the historic center) and the desire of not 
creating disruptions, while ensuring that in these areas can take place contemporary uses, 
associated with the current urban dynamics. 

 
With regard to the rehabilitation of the Porto Metropolitan seafront, prior to the 

Polis Program, it can be stated that, in overall terms, they are characterized, as a rule, by 
planning and project actions that sought to promote, in an integrated manner, the resolution 
of multiple issues, calling on different scales, and different disciplines, that contribute to 
the design of the city. 

 
This it was clearly the model adopted in the case of rehabilitation of the Vila Nova 

de Gaia coastline in the late 90s. It is a set of interventions which aims to conciliate actions 
of (re)urbanization with actions of (re) naturalization, promoting the preservation of 
biophysical resources and urbanity values, and where they can detected some common 
themes of urban design, among which we highlight the following:  

 
1 - the compatibility of car traffic with pedestrian and bike paths, from the redesign of 

the track profile (which in turn, also interacts with the infrastructure network installation); 
2 - the redefinition of the relationship between edified and open spaces from the 

rehabilitation of open spaces adjacent to buildings (disciplining car parking, creating 
terraces, etc.), and the articulation of the existing road network with the coast sections 
profiles, by redesigning and reclassifying them; 

3 - Rehabilitation of the coastline at the level of accessibility to beaches, redefining the 
areas of protection and restoring the primary dune, settling simultaneously precise rules for 
the installation of small equipment to support beach activities; 

4 - Rehabilitation of streams, turning them into green corridors, able to structure the 
existing and/or the planned construction;  

 
Although the set of partial interventions (previous to the Polis Program) which took 

place along the coast of the of Porto Metropolitan Area implies, as one might deduce, 
different degrees of design, and different results due the specific problems that each urban 
sector closes, it is undeniable that, in essence, this is a very important, ambitious and 
coordinated planning and urban design action, able to promote a comprehensive 
rehabilitation of the collective spaces system, at a metropolitan scale.  

 
 

Porto, Matosinhos and Vila Nova de Gaia. The Polis Program In The Context of The 
Porto Metropolitan Area: One Decade of Waterfront Redesigning 

 
But although the set of interventions mentioned above (promoted by the 

municipalities), were crucial for the consolidation and restoring of the urban and 
biophysical equilibrium of this coastline, constituting themselves as ordinary, extensive, 
and systematic actions of requalification (that unmistakably marked the 40 kilometres of 
this metropolitan coastline), we can not fail to consider, as complementary actions, the 
interventions with a more intensive and more exceptional character, capable of fostering 
the creation of public spaces, which can assume the role of true urban landmarks at a 
metropolitan level. 

We refer to the projects and works of exception, such as those promoted and / or 
developed under the Program Polis which not only were crucial to the successful 



 

regeneration of key urban sectors, but also become relevant by the project methodologies, 
and by the (strategic) design options adopted for the materialization of the public space, 
enhancing a consistent development, and a key role in the structuring of some important 
urban coastline sections. 

 
These interventions (as mentioned) all carried out (or at least completed) under the 

Polis Programme took place in the three major municipalities that constitute the Greater 
Porto Area (being in the case of Porto and Matosinhos physically articulated, and 
constituting in the case of Gaia an “hinge intervention” which articulates the river front 
and the sea front). 
 
 
The Polis Programme in the context of urban and environmental requalification of the 
Maritime Front of Porto metropolitan area 
 

Before proceeding to the analysis of each specific intervention, we believe it is 
pertinent to understand the main objectives and programmatic lines that guided the 
creation of the Polis, which undoubtedly constituted the most ambitious public program of 
urban renewal carried out in Portugal over the past decades. 
 

As noted in the report of March of the year 2000, produced by the Working Group 
that launched the Polis, the strategic guidelines that delineate it are the following: 

 
“Creation of new urban centralities within metropolitan areas; 
Reconstruction and urban renewal and environmental qualification of urban spaces 

and valuation of factors that may lead to the creation of new identities;  
Strengthening and consolidation of a balanced urban system in national terms, 

based on the network of medium-sized cities, ensuring quality of life and good 
environmental conditions”. (Viver o Porto, Programa Polis, Plano Estratégico,  2000). 

 
Therefore designed to strengthen the role of cities - understood as "levers" for 

balance and regional development - the Polis program has however sharply creased four 
specific objectives: 

 
“. Develop large integrated operations of urban regeneration with a strong 

environmental enhancement; 
. Develop actions that contribute to the regeneration and revitalization of urban 

centers and promote the multifunctionality of these centers; 
. Support other requalification actions to improve the quality of the urban 

environment and enhance the presence of structuring environmental factors such as river 
or sea fronts; 

. Support initiatives that enable to increase green areas and pedestrian areas, and 
also promote and moderate the parking and car traffic in urban centres.”. (Viver o Porto, 
Programa Polis, Plano Estratégico,  2000). 

 
Considering these objectives and assuming the importance that planning has, or 

may have, in the structuring of the territory, it was adopted as a fundamental principle of 



 

the Polis Program intervention methodology, the elaboration of detailed or urbanization 
plans, in order to promote, systematically, the technical integration of urbanistic, 
environmental and design of public space design aspects, while subjecting them to the 
scrutiny of the inhabitants, through the discussion and public consultation of the plans. 

 
In line with these premises, in the specific case the seafront of Porto Metropolitan 

Area (AMP), the richness and interest of the projects developed under the Program Polis is 
strongly marked by the intention and consciousness of valuing waterfronts, as an urban 
and architectural theme, able to contribute to the transformation and consolidation of the 
form of the contemporary city, giving it a structure and a global shape (albeit resulting 
from different urban materials, and different processes/dynamics of city construction). 

 
However, it is perhaps this diversity of shapes and designs, guided by a common 

purpose - “make city” - (understanding simultaneously the context in which the urban 
project operates, and understanding the specific and structuring role that interventions on 
public space can induce in each specific intervention) which makes the analysis of the 
Porto Metropolitan Seafront even more rich and stimulating. 

 
We do not intend to make here an exhaustive description of the projects and works 

undertaken. We are, above all, interested in explaining the extent to which a correct (pre) 
definition of certain purposes, and the adoption of specific urban design criteria, and 
specific forms for the public space of each intervention, were key in the overall success of 
interventions; as we also believe it is important to demonstrate in this paper to what extent 
the coordinated and comprehensive conception of these projects was essential to provide a 
structure and a form to the metropolitan city, being equally sensitive to the specific 
contexts and geographies of the places where these interventions took place, and 
responding simultaneously to the dynamics and uses that society claims to public space. 
 
 
Vila Nova de Gaia waterfront. Public space in the regeneration of an urban sector. The 
limit as a structuring and suturing element  
 

The different actions to be implemented in Vila Nova de Gaia Polis Program, were 
understood as an integrated urban regeneration intervention, with a strong environmental 
enhancement, which had, as its main objective, the improvement of the urban 
environment, as well as the valuing of the presence of structural and landscape elements 
(such as the Douro river, and the S. Paio bay) and its interconnection with the urban 
structure of the city. 

 
Among the several actions developed in Gaia, the Polis intervention carried out in 

Afurada between 2001 and 2005 (authored by Virgínio Moutinho under a detailed plan by 
Alexandre Alves Costa and Sérgio Fernandez) was decisive. The urban requalification of 
this agglomeration, located at west of the historic centre of Gaia, was primarily designed to 
ensure the maintenance their main characteristics, both from the point of view of the 
qualities of its built heritage, both with respect to the specific cultural and sociological, that 
characterize this small urban center. 
In order to promote a consistent requalification of public space along the waterfront, which 
is undoubtedly the focal point of intervention, one of the concerns was 



 

         
Fig. 1: Polis Vila Nova de Gaia. Afurada            Fig. 2: Polis Vila Nova de Gaia. São Paio  
 
precisely regulate the car traffic in the center of Afurada, allowing a full and informal use 
of street by the inhabitants of this fishing community that, like others, assumes the 
informal use public space as one of its main characteristics (Fig. 1). 

 
The demand for an intense relationship with the river, and the assumption of the 

informality that the street can acquire in its use (assuming itself as “communitarian space” 
par excellence), is certainly one of the most notable characteristics of the intervention in 
the public space of Afurada. Moreover, the intervention seeks to address the relative 
precariousness of fishing and collective facilities and as well as the absence of “qualified” 
public spaces, which justifies the proposed construction of some buildings and community 
infrastructures (including maritime works). 
 

In this context, one of the most outstanding elements of the intervention, and which 
will mark the western sector of the Afurada´s intervention will be the new civic center. 
This equipment not only will host uses with a civic character (such as a school and a 
market), as it will host a market space and a fair space (with more informal uses), 
assuming itself as a reference element for the new collective life of Afurada. 

 
The intervention on the public space of the marginal strip is restrained and fluid. In 

this case, besides the regularization of the road layout and the resizing of the traffic lanes, 
walks, and the creation of parking spaces, it was constructed a new marina. 

 
In addition to the intervention in Afurada, the Polis Program in Vila Nova de Gaia 

promoted the full marginal riverside redevelopment, from the west boundary of Afurada 
until the beginning of the waterfront, according to a detailed plan (and a public spaces 
design plan) by the architect Francisco Barata Fernandes (developed between 2002-2005). 

 
In this case, we can identify as common guiding principle, the option for the 

development of urban and a landscape design solutions that emphasize the undeniable 
natural beauty of this site, as well as the pedestrian use of the river bank, proceeding to an 
effective separation between the "channel" for the traffic flow and the pedestrian track that 
includes the design of the bike lane (Fig. 4). 
 

The western terminal point of this sector (establishing the transition to Atlantic 
front) is clearly marked by the proposal to construct an urban park (in the Valley of São 



 

Paio), quite naturalized, designed to provide the fruition of a place with a very specific 
environmental characteristics.  

 
 

Matosinhos promenade: the public space in the materialization of an operative void. The 
limit as a civic platform 

 
The Polis Project for Matosinhos (2000-2002) was developed in the context of 

urban redevelopment of a decaying industrial area, started in the 90s, which even today 
pursues under the Urbanization Plan of Matosinhos Sul, authored by Álvaro Siza. 

 
The requalification of this coastal sector in a process of urban regeneration 

(authored by Eduardo Souto de Moura) is developed as a key part of this operation, 
especially due to its strategic location and accessibility, creating conditions for 
establishment of a urban centrality. 

 
The public space project is developed having as main urban purpose the (re) design 

of a new the limit between the city and the sea, being obliged to resolve, at the same time, 
the transition and consolidation between the urban and the marginal strip on an extension 
of almost one kilometre.  

 
The initial proposal developed by Souto de Moura considered the creation of a 

broad platform for pedestrian use, with about 20 meters wide, to which was aggregated a 
set of equipments with a recreational program (which included, among others, the 
construction of two restaurants - one in the north another in the south edge of the platform 
– a supporting equipment to beach activities, one windsurf school, and a swimming pool).  

 
The implantation of these equipments appeared associated with the alignments of 

the streets leading to the sea, in the direction east - west, defining a urban facade with a 
relatively fragmented nature. 

 
So far, only the platform was built, which, on-high in relation to the beach, and 

fully coated with granite, stands out as a wide terrace, giving a hierarchy and a precise 
limit to the transition between the city and coastline. 

 
 

       
Fig. 3: Polis Matosinhos. Maritime Promenade  Fig. 4: Matosinhos. Maritime Promenade  
 

 



 

The profile type adopted, consisting on an extensive horizontal pedestrian platform 
(that on the sea side folds, drawing a continuous bench) and on a traffic channel (of only 
one sense), clearly privileges the pedestrian circulation, thus creating a "void" where 
potentially can be developed a set of activities related to the use of a dynamic waterfront 
(and which will be consolidated with the construction of the planned equipment) (Fig. 3).  

 
Also with respect to the design of public space, when considering a green, and 

continues band parallel to the platform, the profile type adopted in this case also seek to 
formally “control” the exaggerated height of the buildings that define the pre-existing 
urban front, while seeking to ensure, at the same time, a certain degree of autonomy of the 
proposed solution regarding these pre-existing volumes. 

 
The urban design of this intervention cannot be dissociated from the intervention 

developed on the south by Manuel Manuel de Sola-Morales (nor the shot of the north side, 
proposed for the Senhor do Padrão Monument, also included in the Souto de Moura 
proposal.) 

 
Indeed the southern sector of the marginal Matosinhos – the square of St. Salvador 

- is indeed vital both for the Souto de Moura´s, both for the Manuel de Sola-Morales 
intervention. 

 
Not only because this south sector of the intervention is assumed as the main 

"Matosinhos´s gate", but also because the square of St. Salvador is the terminal point of a 
major regional road (the Circunvalação ring road) which sees its importance underlined by 
the public art intervention developed at the roundabout by Jane Echelman (also on the 
context of Polis Program), consisting of a metal ring - suspended for three masts -  that 
supports a "fishing net" exposed to the wind, (which, metaphorically alludes to the fishing 
origins of Matosinhos) (Fig. 4). 
 

 
Porto City Park Waterfront: the public place recreated by geography. The limit as a 
hybrid border  

 
The intervention of Manuel de Solà-Morales for the designated City Park 

Waterfront (1999-2002), is the one which perhaps assumes, in the context of the three 
Polis interventions Polis mentioned, a more exceptional character, and which involves the 
most radical urban transformations, being the public space, once again, the main actor in 
the process of transformation proposed. For these radical transformations have certainly 
contributed the pre-existing circumstances, involving the transformation of an exceptional 
urban sector: a “gap” facing the sea between two cities, that for decades remained “open”. 

 
Following unfinished proposals and plans (some of them carried out in the 90s) 

which already reflected the political decision of not building the (unfinished) city park 
waterfront, Manuel de Sola-Morales was invited in 1998 to undertake a study of the 
Maritime City Park Front, which main premise was to create an urban front with 
recreational character, designed primarily for leisure and stay.  
 
 



 

The recognition by Manuel de Sola-Morales of the open character of this 
exceptional place, marked by the presence of the “great emptiness” of the City Park, 
understood as an essential part in the definition of the desired continuity between the sea 
and the green of the park is undoubtedly the founding moment and the fundamental answer 
to the problem arisen. 

 
The combined option of the re-naturalization of Galinheiras Valley - restoring its 

original topography (after being used as slag landfill during one century) - merging the sea 
with the Coast Park (made possible by the introduction of a suspended viaduct for motor 
traffic), is the point of departure for the determination of the proposed urban front 
character. 

 
The built proposal is based, on the other side, in the effective recognition of a 

(new) scale for the front coastline, and the recognition, in various dimensions – landscape, 
urban topography, etc. – of the exceptional character of this urban sector, where the city 
meets the sea. Consequently, in the place of buildings, streets and trees, land and water are 
the main materials with which the project seeks to work. 

 
If the proposed public space is seen as a truly open and connective (spatial) system, 

able to transform this stretch of the city into a “new landscape and recreation spot”(Solà-
Morales, 2008), the way in which traffic issues are considered seem to be decisive, as we 
shall see, in the structure of the composition and construction of the new proposed public 
spaces. 
 
In this context it is important to mention the importance of the traffic connection between 
Gonçalves Zarco and São Salvador Squares - understood in its dual condition of urban 
landmarks and end points of urban roads with a territorial dimension - and the subtle way 
the proposed viaduct resolves its articulation (allowing differentiated but inter-connected 
pathways - at the various levels - and simultaneously opening the view to the main 
reference elements - the sea, the coastline, the Park, and the Castelo do Queijo Fortress) 
(Fig. 5). 

 
Therefore it is possible to detect in this intervention area, a dynamic and fluid 

boundary which results on one hand, from the interpenetration of the mineral and the green 
natural areas (which define pathways and more informal spaces for pedestrians) and, on 
the other hand, is opposed to the precise geometry of the viaduct (Fig. 6). 
 

From a conceptual point of view, the assumption of this hybrid identity for the 
Porto City Park Waterfront public space is certainly one of the more stimulants topics that 
arises when thinking about public space in a time of uncertainty with regard to the 
concepts of landscape and public space, but also with regard to how we use and experience 
the city. 
 



 

         
Fig. 5: Polis Porto. Porto City Park Waterfront   Fig. 6: Polis Porto. Porto City Park  
 
Concluding Remarks 

 
We can thus conclude that the major challenge that the three Polis proposals 

wanted to achieve was the creation of a remarkable public space, where the scale of the 
pedestrian should co-exist with a range of the other infrastructure and mobility systems 
provided. 

 
Moreover, these interventions are an important contribution to a critical review and 

analysis of the public space project in exceptional areas, as well as a reflection on the 
definition of the form and content of public space within the more unstable current city. 
Particularly with regard to the ability to create and claim (simultaneously) principles of 
order, diversity and vitality of urban public space from the renewed consideration of the 
relations between geography, infrastructure, topography and pre-existence. But also, from 
the consideration of a new scale for open space without compromising the necessary 
continuity articulation and legibility of urban form.  

 
In fact, these three projects, work with different scales and different problems that 

interact in the process of developing of the project idea. The design methodologies and the 
creation process thus requires a difficult and demanding balance between factors of 
different nature, which is embodied in a coherent synthesis built form that does not deny or 
hide the many roots that "emerge" on the surface of a reality that the authors - use as a 
matter of project. 

 
From this confrontation and compromise with the existing urban realities 

(territories without very clear rules), the interventions that were held on urban public 
spaces thus result in consistent proposals, able to enhance (in the medium and long term) 
important changes, assuming the construction of the city (and of the public space) with 
clear urban intentions, through precise and (re)founder gestures, able to exalt the qualities 
of the sites. 
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