
Two decades of urban dispersion in Lisbon Metropolitan Area or the failure of consensus in 
urban and regional planning  

                Luís Carvalho1 
                Jorge Gonçalves2 

 
1 CIAUD, Faculty of Architecture, University of Lisbon, lsc@fa.ulisboa 
2 CESUR, Instituto Superior Técnico, University of Lisbon, jorgemgoncalves@tecnico.ulisboa.pt  
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
1.1 The subject and its context 
 
The dispersion became part of the urban lexicon applying a binary understanding: the dispersion is a 
problem and urban concentration is good; the first is inefficient, the second monetizes; the low density 
generates weak territorial cohesion, compactness is a sign of life and dynamism. One is always 
applicable; the other is always to refuse. There are alternatives to these dichotomous keys or 
gradations that can be applied.  There are - apparently - enormous facilities that these binary reading 
processes provide to urban planners as to politicians or to academics. 
 
And this, apparent clearness, is essentially based on three components: 

� The urban design where there is the urban form (said rational) that mobilizes technicians, 
politicians and academics; 
� The territorial classification, it is the line between urban land and rural land that separates and 
groups; 
� The dimension of the application of cost-benefit system where continuous and coherent urban 
form allows distributing the costs and benefits among a set of well-defined owners. 

 
Otherwise is the diffused and blurred urban form which makes uncertain the demarcation of the urban 
perimeter and the urban dispersion, generating costs, do not easily allow: 

� The representation of the urban shape that appoint the evocation of an identifiable and classified 
city model; 
� The demarcation of a line establishing the territorial classification; 
� The distribution of costs and benefits conferred by applying a cost-benefit system which aims a 
fair distribution of capital gains generated in the territorial transformation process. 

 
Always the shape, the line and the rule as if they were absolute truths emptying any criticism that 
could be made. Almost never the process, the dynamics, the cultural identity and the strength of 
multidimensionality. And rarely, the incorporation of chance and unpredictability, of conflict and 
uncertainty. The work is done with a cut in space and time and it is in this section, which crystallizes 
the time and suspends the action of agents (natural and anthropogenic) in the territory, that decisions 
are taken and rules are set out. 
 
1.2 The problem(s), the purpose and the concept  
 
The problem of no variety: the consensus, near the single discourse, on the problems of urban 
dispersion and about the virtues of compactness, which disrupts the (various) evidence arising from 
the reading of the actual transformation of the use and occupation of land in recent decades in 
Portugal. 
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The problem of the concept: the urban dispersion is indisputable evidence and takes in Portugal (as in 
other countries) very different approaches in time, in formal and dimensional aspects, typological 
diversity or legal issues (Ulied et al, 2012). This diversity and the difficulty in categorizing the 
phenomena(s) associated with this dispersion carry, even today, a lack of consensus on their own 
definition and corresponding impacts. But this vagueness widens mainly to the perplexity on the very 
occurrence and strength of urban sprawl and the lack of understanding of how to act facing this reality. 

"The urban sprawl in Portugal is not a possible choice. It is, first of all, a territorial reality with 
social economic and cultural diversified contents. For this reason, it should be the starting point 
for any territorial organization model for the development of 'new urbanities "and" new 
residential areas " that do not necessarily have to reproduce standardized and urban pre-
determined forms." (Soares, 2002 quoted by Vaz, 2009). 

 
The Objective 
This Communication puts forward a double check on urban dispersion: i) its territorial extension; ii) 
the (in) capacity of power in dealing with the phenomenon. We intend to show � between 1990 and 
2010 and in a precise spatial horizon, the Lisbon Metropolitan Area (hereinafter LMA) - what is the 
relationship between the intentionality of technical and legal discourse on urban dispersion and the 
effective occurrence of this dispersion in the territory1 2. 
 
The issues to be addressed to meet the goal: 

i) Verification of the rules regarding to the dispersion/urban concentration contained in the key 
documents of urban and regional planning in Portugal and in the �territorial management tools� 
(the plans) of national / regional level covering LMA; 
ii) Verification of the land use and the changes regarding to artificialized territories landscapes and, 
in these, the territories allocated to the urban fabric (continuous and discontinuous). 
 

2. Methodology 
  
The definition of the objective and the statement of the issues to be addressed determine the 
methodological process of the studies presented in this Communication (Scheme 1) 
 

Scheme 1: Linking the 3 steps of the methodological process 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
1 Although the temporal focus is the past two decades some data records to the 80s of XX century . 
2Space horizon of the study is LMA (always taking into account the municipalities currently covered by 
metropolitan area) but in some issues will be considered national data. 
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2.1 First step: the reference standard 
 
A set of technical and legal documents focusing on the most decisive specific rules that express the 
intention about the urban dispersion/concentration was studied. 
A first component addressed to the key legal documents of Portuguese urban and regional planning 
system. 

 Land Law, Decreto-Lei n.º 794/76 de 05-11; 
 Lei n.º 48/98, de 11-08, sets out the bases of spatial planning and urban and regional planning 

policy,  
 Legal Regime of Urban and Regional planning, Decreto-Lei n.º 380/99 de 22-09; 
 Criteria for territorial classification and reclassification, Decreto Regulamentar n.º 11/2009 de 

29-05; 
 Lei 31/2014 de 30-05, sets out the bases  basis of public policy for spatial and urban planning; 

A second component to the two land management plans of national and regional level with a focus on 
the Lisbon Metropolitan Area. 

 PNPOT - National Programme for Spatial Planning Policy, Lei n.º 58/2007 de 04-09 e 
Resolução de Conselho de Ministros n.º 41/2006 de 27-04; 

 PROT AML, Regional Plan of the Lisbon Metropolitan Area, Resolução de Conselho de 
Ministros n.º 68/2002 de 08-04; 

 
2.2 Step two: the land use and his transformation  
 
It was found the land use and his transformation in the last two/three decades in the Lisbon 
Metropolitan Area taking into account three different and successive levels: 

� First level, taking into account the territory classified as artificialized; 
� Second level considering the artificialized territory classified as urban fabric and, within this, the 
land classified as discontinuous urban fabric 

Such verification was based in the work developed from the Corine Land Cover3 and Landyn projects4  
and the Census data5. Such records of the land use were weighted with the evolution of the resident 
population and building stock in the same time period (1990-2010) and in the same space horizon 
(LMA). For consistent verification a first task would be the correct perception of the lexicon used � 
both in in projects Corine Land Cover and Landyn - for the good understanding of which areas are the 
so-called �Artificialized territories� (Table 1). 
 
 
 
 
 
 

������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
3 The Corine program (Co-ordination of Information on the Environment) was created in 1985 by the European 
Community in order to develop an information system on the state of environment in Europe. The Corine Land 
Cover 2000 project (CLC2000) in Portugal is developed under the initiative IMAGE and Corine Land Cover 
2000 (I & CLC2000) of the European Commission (EC). 
4 This project � based in the Direção Geral do Território - focus the analysis of land use and land cover (LULC) 
in three moments (decades of 1980, 1995 and 2010), which allows to get an original and unique vision of land 
use and land cover changes (LUCC) on the past and present and preview the future in Continental Portugal. This 
project has adopted a strategy based on the Eurostat guidelines - Land Use and Cover Area Frame Survey 
(LUCAS) on sampling to estimate the spatial land use and land cover changes (LUCC). 
5 Censos 1981, 1991, 2001 e 2011; INE Portugal. 
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Table 1: Numenclatura Articulation for determining the use and occupation of land affects the 
artificialized territories 
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2.3 Step three: the confrontation between the rule and reality 
 
The results of the previous steps - the study of documents and verification of soil transformations �
where weighted in order to verify the degree of adherence, or divergence, between the technical-legal 
intention to regulate the use and transformation of the land and the real expression of this 
transformation in the last two/three decades in LMA. 
 
3. Analysis and discussion of results 
 
3.1 The regulatory framework 

 
Since the Land Law (published in 1976) until the recent law review on public land policy, spatial 
planning and urbanism (Law 31/2014 of 30 May) that all the studied documents, and they are the most 
relevant for the construction of political, administrative, technical and legal structure of urban and 
regional planning in Portugal, have rules that, in essence, aimed at (see Table 2): 

i) To counter both urban sprawl as the scattered building (though the fight against the latter 
phenomenon is more marked in the plans than in general laws; 
ii) To favor urban concentration being evident that intentionality, although with different strength 
in two territorial levels: the national level favoring the competitiveness of metropolitan areas in the 
European context; the regional level favoring the so-called "medium size cities"6 7; 
iii) Restricting, complexifying (more markedly from 1998/1999) land classified as urban and/or the 
reclassification of rural land into urban land; 
iv) Enforce rules of land classification and occupation that strongly limits the spread of existing 
urban areas and virtually preclude the occurrence of scattered building; 

 
In short, all the studied documents are revealing a determined intentionality towards containment and 
combating urban dispersion, urban sprawl and scattered building and, in the other hand, to stimulate 
urban compaction. The reasoning of that intentionality has several facets: i) the argument of cost, 
which are higher in urban dispersion/sprawl; ii) the argument of rationality in locating public facilities, 
absent when it includes urban dispersion/sprawl; iii) the argument of the protection of natural values, 
which is weaker when considering urban dispersion/sprawl; iv) the argument of the consolidation of 
the urban network, called into question by urban dispersion. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
6 Term that in Portugal became more consistent in the last decade of the XX century from the PROSIURB 
program that had, among other its purposes, the consolidation of an urban network of �me
7 In a later part of this process of research on urban dispersion should be studied the contents of the Municipal 
Master Plans of the 18 municipalities of LMA. In order to understand if the level of municipal plans anti-urban 
dispersion intentionality is also present. It should be noted however that it is agreed that, in general, taking into 
account both the national scene as the LMA, these municipal plans (especially the so-called 1st generation run in 
the 90s of the twentieth century) turned out to be very permissive on urban expansion, urban dispersion and 
scattered building.     
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Table 2 � Legal and technical documents within the urban and regional planning system 
Part 1: key legislation published between 1976 and 1999 
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Table 2 � Legal and technical documents within the urban and regional planning system 
Part 2: key legislation published between 2000 and 2014 
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Table 2 - technical and legal documents within the urban and regional planning system 
3rd part: national and regional plans covering LMA 
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3.2 Land use 
 
Between 1980 and 2010 the artificialized territory in LMA expanded almost 60%, which corresponds 
to an increase 1.5 times the increased number of housings (about 38%) and 4.5 times greater than the 
increase of resident population (less than 13%). This divergence (see Table 3): 

- It is emphasized in the last two decades (since 1995), during which the expansion of 
artificialized territory deepened while the increase of population slowed; 
- It reflects a general decrease in urban concentrations since both the population density (in 
2010 it has become 2/3 of that in 1980) as the dwelling density (which decreased from 29 to 25 
houses/ ha in 30 years) decreased markedly; 
- It tends to reinforce the urban dispersion as population, building and dwelling density 
decreases with the consequent increase in the consumption of artificialized land per inhabitant 
(in 1980 each inhabitant "consumed" 148 m2 of artificialized territory and in 2010, 209 m2); 

 
Note however that in 2010 the artificialized territory of LMA accounts for just 20% of the total 
territory (throughout the country this value is around 5%), which denounces the Lisbon Metropolis or 
is too large and/or is too sparse. 
 
Taking into account the specificity of the land uses of artificial territories proceeded to an analysis that 
allows the perception of the changes observed in the various components of the urban fabric (see 
Table 4): 

- In the last 30 years the territory identified as urban fabric rose nearly 50%, but their share in all 
the artificialized territories has gradually decrease which indicates a substantial increase in this 
period of the territories dedicated, among others, to industry, networks of transport and/or spaces 
associated with these infrastructures; 
- Introducing in this context the notion of "net" density it appears that, taking in consideration the 
the urban fabric, population density and especially the dwelling density decreased strongly since 
19808; 
- The continuous urban fabric as nearly doubled between 1980 and 2010 while the land classified 
as discontinuous urban fabric had a residual increase in the same period. 
- This record, which could indicate a tendency for the containment of urban sprawl, is contradicted 
by the fact that, since 1995, the discontinuous urban fabric have increased about 30% while the 
continuous urban fabric have increased 20%. This record suggests, rather, a recent trend (in the last 
two decades) to the greater weight of discontinuity and urban sprawl in the transformation of rural 
land into urban land; 
- Note also that the designated areas under construction tripled between 1980 and 1995 but between 
1995 and 2010 decreased by 10%, which seems to reflect a significant drop in the process of 
urbanization and construction in Portugal since the beginning of the 21st century9; 
- The discontinuous urban fabric data in LMA are divergent with respect to the data checked for the 
all country: i) between 1980 and 1995 this tissue type LMA decreases more than 20% while in 
Portugal increased by 6%; ii) between 1995 and 2010 in the LMA discontinuous urban fabric 
increased nearly 30% while in Portugal increased by only 2%. These records suggest that in the last 
two decades allocated to discontinuous urban fabric virtually stagnated in Portugal  but in LMA, 
this kind of urban dispersion is in constantly extension (over 3,390 ha between 1995 and 2010). 
 

������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
8 �Net� population density = Total Population in LMA / urban fabric and �net� dwelling
dwellings in LMA / Urban Fabric.  
9  It includes: construction areas and abandoned areas in artificial surfaces territories. 
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Table 3 - Artificialized territory, Resident Population, Dwellings, population density and dwelling 

density  
Lisbon Metropolitan Area *, between 1980 e 2010 
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Table 4 - Artificialized territory, urban fabric, construction areas, �net� popu
�net� dwelling density  

Lisbon Metropolitan Area *, between 1980 e 2010 
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Checking the progress on changes in land use and occupation affection to artificialized territories and 
more specifically the land classified as urban fabric (continuous and discontinuous) now it is important 
to cross this evolution with other variables. This crossing took into account the artificialized territories 
in Portugal between 1990 and 2010 (see Chart 1). 
 
Between 1990 and 2000:  

i) mortgage loans (both in terms of amount and in terms of the number of beneficiaries) and the 
number of completed dwellings explode and the number of housing units completed in LMA (in 
which lies 1 / 4 of the population of Portugal) was substantially 1/10 of the total national which 
shows a strong reduction of the LMA weight in the particular context in relation to the dynamic 
building10; 

ii) the national GDP also recorded an exceptional increase but the resident population stagnated 
whereas in LAM, GDP growth generally followed the national trend but the resident population 
increased slightly; 

In the late twentieth century the overall picture in Portugal suggested: a developmental spurt with 
significant increases in consumption capacity and access to credit and a strong property market which 
by a brutal increase in the number of dwellings (increased from just over 4 million in 1990 to about 5 
million in 2000) and an increasing expansion of artificialized territories (from 3% to 4% of the 
national territory). 
  
Between 2000 and 2010:  

i) mortgage loans and the number of completed dwellings fell sharply (but only since 2003) and in 
this period, the number of housing units completed in LMA was significantly quarter of the 
national total which discloses a recovery weight of the LMA in the particular context in relation 
to the dynamic building11; 

ii) ii) the national GDP virtually stagnated and the resident population increased slightly and that 
the LMA GDP growth and resident population generally followed the national trend; 

At present the overall picture in Portugal suggests: a prolonged stagnation of economic activity with 
breaks in access to credit capacity and a strong downturn in the real estate market with a a brutal 
decrease in the residential building dynamics (in 2013 it is concluded 1/10 of housing units completed 
in 2002). But despite this, two phenomena deserve attention: the residential market has a dramatic 
oversupply (about 800,000 empty homes in 2011) and artificialized territories continue its expansion 
trend (passed in 4% to 5% of the national territory). 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
10 In 1991 the number of dwelling slightly exceeded 60,000, in 2001 were completed over 117,000 and in 2002 it 
recorded the highest value ever when it concluded almost 122,000 dwellings.      
11 In 2010 they were completed just over 30,000 dwellings and depressive trend has strengthened in recent years 
and in 2013 were completed less than 20,000 dwellings 
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Chart 1 - Crossing other variables with artificialized territories 

Portugal, 1990-2010 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Work Limitations and future developments 
 
This oral presentation, by their own limitations in length and thematic range, deals with a fundamental 
aspect of the research process on urban dispersion: its verification in terms of use and transformation 
of the land. It is assumed that the questions not to treat in this oral presentation � and determinant to 
have accurate answers to the questions regarding urban dispersion - respond to aspects to be discussed 
in futures developments: 

� The question of diversity, about the different types of urban dispersions and the respective 
characteristics that determine these differences (differences between scattered building and 
urban dispersion, between urban dispersion and urban sprawl or between suburbanization and 
urban dispersion); 

� The question of formality, about the (legitimacy) of land tenure and the (i)legality of the 
phenomenon(s) associated with urban dispersion; 

� The question about the process in the transformation of rural land into urban land (private 
promotion vs. public promotion, systematic building vs. subdivision property, municipal 
planning vs. sum of urban developments); 

� The metropolitan uniqueness about the specifics of urban dispersion in a met

the Portuguese�s context; 
� The national uniqueness about the specifics of the Portuguese urban dispersions 

context. 
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5. Conclusions 
 
In the last two/three decades there is a huge difference between: 

a) The dominant policy and technical intent supporting the urban concentration (and regulating the 
use and transformation of the land to restrict strongly the reclassification of rural land into 
urban) and fighting the urban expansion, the urban dispersion/sprawl and the scattered building 
and 

b) The real dynamics of land use in which it appears that the urban sprawl not only was not 
reduced or stagnant as, in some aspects, even strengthened, particularly in LMA in the early 
twenty-first century. 

The entire political, technical and academic powerful consensus regarding the benefits of urban 
concentration and systematic revision of key laws is driving policies, legal framework and manuals 
towards a direction that is not being followed by the agents that act in the territory. Understanding this 
gap is urgent, necessary and possible and the university is central in the search of this knowledge. 
 
In the last decade there is a paradox in LMA:  

a) When the �crisis� reaches Portugal smashing the building dynamics, breaki

credit and locking GDP growth; when the resident population slightly stagnates and 800.000 
dwellings are empty 

b) The artificialized territories, and specially the discontinuous urban fabric, continue its 
expansion. 

All signals are regarding to a country in a deep �crisis� specially in all the 

with building industry (that almost stopped) but in �tough times� the urban disper
the discontinuous urban fabric, goes on its territorial expansion. Again, understanding this apparent 
contradiction is urgent, necessary and possible.   
 
Then we understand that �beliefs�, technical �certainties� and �fiery� speeche

shape reality. At this last finding still joins the national trend (cultural? historic?) for a little disciplined 
land occupation as can be seen in large areas of the portuguese territory, LMA included. Regarding 
land use transformation in LMA the reality is far away from what the politicians want and proclaim, 
the urban planners draw or the academics think it´s best.   
 
Faced with these phenomena seem to be necessary to be valued knowledge of the processes and 
dynamics of land use in order to determine possibilities of using and manipulating sustainably towards 
deemed the most adjusted in economic and financial but also cultural perspective. 
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