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ABSTRACT 
 

The Polis Program was established by the Portuguese State in the year 2000, as an exceptional planning 

instrument, in order to improve quality of life of both city inhabitants and users. An important step towards 

achieving this goal was planning of urban re-qualification, based on two key perspectives: urbanistic and 

environmental issues.  

This text aims to respond to several questions related to the main objectives underlying the Polis Program, 

such as if the cities in which the Program intervened actually achieve urban renewal and revitalisation. 

Also, it intends to demonstrate the importance of extraordinary planning measures in the construction and 

maintenance of a good shape of the city. 

We should begin by underlining the fact that the Polis Program aimed to set examples, in a specific 

moment in time. It should not be seen as a replacement for other urban interventions. Interventions in 

public spaces are always necessary and must form part of a continuous process. Nevertheless, in our 

opinion, the outcomes of the Polis Program were highly significant and introduced a new dynamic to the 

agenda of public policy makers, especially in terms of sustainability, by highlighting the importance of 

environmental issues and re-introducing elements of Nature into the city. 

Despite relative incompleteness in achieving its goal, the Program served as a medium between the public 

sphere and decision makers, and in many cases succeeded in renewing specific territorial zones, such as 

waterfronts and urban parks, thus rendering cities a more pleasant place to live in and to use. 
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In the actual world, we are familiar with the undeniable fact that over half of the world’s 

population lives in urban spaces, in other words, in territories that we call cities. Nowadays, 

cities are the main poles of economic and social development (Sassen, 2006). To be more 

precise, this is true for Western societies or, to use a terminology that enables a broader a more 

rigorous conceptualization of such cities in the global world, to “westernised” societies (Baptista, 

2005). This statistic is just not the result of a guesswork by urban theorists (Castells, 2006) nor 

by analysts of the so called post-modern phenomena (Lyotard,1989; Santos, 1994; Maffesoli, 

2003; Bauman, 2007). It was the United Nations, by means of the 30th repport on the Situation 

of the World Population, dedicated to the topic of Urbanization (UN, 2007), that suggested and 

sustained this paradigmatic alteration in use and appropriation of the territory, and we have 

strong reasons to confide in UN data. 

 As a result of this situation, the forms of territorial use and appropriation that have 

prevailed until recent years, become inverted in the 21st century: predominantly urban lifestyles 

are currently eclipsing outmoded rural social lifestyles and are likely to replace them even more. 

Global transformations that have taken place over recent decades, in the so called first world, 

second world and finally – the non aligned countries – in the third world, are the driving force 

behind these transformations. So, both developed countries and others with emergent 

economies do contribute to this reality. 

 Modern management of cities accompanies this rising demographic evolution, through 

the State’s territorial planning policies and practices, via both the Central Public Authority and 

Local Public Authorities, whose most altruist goal is to foster the maximum quality of life for 

users of a city - both residents and non-residents. Nonetheless, the State is not the only agent 

involved in the visible alterations to the urban fabric. Cities also attract the attentions of private 

social agents, as a result of the gamut of possibilities they offer. These agents also seek to 

satisfy their respective goals. 

In the present text, we aim to place particular emphasis on Portuguese cities that have 

been subject to interventions within the framework of the “Polis Program – Program for Re-

qualification and Environmental Enhancement of Cities”. In order to understand the 

interventions carried out within the framework of this program, we must first analyse the 

aforementioned program, in terms of its genesis, key orientations and, finally, the goals that it 

aimed to achieve. We also mean to emphasise that the mentioned Program is framed in what 

we call Exceptional Planning Instruments, and that way to point the high relevance of 

exceptional plans in cities and regions development. 

The idea of this exceptional planning instrument, the Polis Program, which we consider 

to be a territorial management instrument, derived from the perceived Strategic Planning 

success (Ferreira, 2005) in the city of Lisbon, in particular during the planning and interventions 

implemented within the framework of “Expo ’98”, in the zone now known as the Parque das 

Nações. On this basis, the Central Administration created the Polis Program in 2000, due to 

considerations that concluded that “A new strategic vision of the environment and territorial 
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planning is one of the main political priorities behind Government action” thus justifying “the 

adoption of exceptional measures in the field of urban re-qualification and environmental 

enhancement of Portuguese cities”1

  Overall, 40 cities were chosen within the framework of the Polis Program. Of these, 18 

cities were contemplated from the outset, a further 10 cities in a second stage of the program 

and finally a further 12 cities were covered by later, smaller scale interventions. The program 

was available for cities based in the Portuguese mainland, but Angra do Heroísmo, in the 

Archipelago of the Azores, and Funchal, in the Archipelago of Madeira, were also integrated 

into the program, on an exceptional basis. 

. In broad terms, the Polis Program was created, on an 

extraordinary basis, in order to replicate the previous successful initiative attributed by the 

official discourse to the Strategic Planning interventions carried out in the eastern zone in the 

city of Lisbon, as explained above.  

  The central government’s discourse justified setting up this extraordinary territorial 

management instrument firstly due to the fact that urban life has become the source of some of 

the leading environmental problems experienced by populations. In particular problems were 

identified in terms of the absence of high-quality public spaces and leisure zones and problems 

related to increasing road traffic congestion difficulties and subsequent degradation of air quality 

and increased noise levels. A second key reason underlying the program, was the assumption 

of various urban-planning errors committed over recent decades, which have adulterated and 

pulverised traditional historic centres and thus led to the creation of dormitory neighbourhoods 

on the outskirts of metropolitan areas, where, from the program’s perspective, the quality of life 

is manifestly insufficient and even unsatisfactory. 

  As a result, the central government adopted two categories of objectives for this 

extraordinary urban re-qualification and revitalization program: a general objective and four 

specific objectives. The general objective, as mentioned above, was based on the pursuit of 

interventions aimed at improving the quality of life in cities. Such interventions were to be 

executed in urban planning and environmental aspects, whose targets, according to the 

program’s discourse, were to be attained by improving the attractiveness and competitiveness 

of the main urban poles that play a key role in structuring the national urban system. 

Nonetheless, the same institutional discourse, from the very outset, stated that the interventions 

to be undertaken were to serve as exemplary and demonstrative measures, based upon 

partnerships, in particular between the Central Administration and Municipal Councils, in other 

words Central Government and Local Governments, which in the future would serve as a 

reference for other initiatives to be pursued by local authorities.  

  At the level of the specific objectives underlying the program, we can list, and will be 

analysed in further detail below, four objectives that were adopted: (i) develop large-scale 

integrated urban re-qualification operations with a strong environmental component, (ii) develop 

actions that would contribute towards renewal and revitalization of urban centres, foster the 

multi-functionality of these centres and reinforce their role in the surrounding region, (iii), 

support other urban renewal initiatives that would make it possible to improve the quality of the 
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urban environment and valorise the presence of structural environmental elements, such as 

riverfront and seafronts, (iv) support initiatives aimed at expanding green zones, and promote 

pedestrian walkways and cycle lanes and condition automobile traffic in urban centres2

  In order to achieve a fuller understanding of the details of the Polis Program, we will 

focus on three cities included within the program – Covilhã, Marinha Grande and Cacém

. 

3

  Covilhã is a medium-sized inland city (Vaz: 2004) in the centre of the country, wherein 

factors of interiority played a key role in choosing this city. Marinha Grande, is also located in 

the centre of Portugal, but smaller in size, and on the coast. Finally, Cacém is a large-scale city 

integrated within a major metropolitan area - the Lisbon Metropolitan Area. Given that Marinha 

Grande pertained to the second stage of the Polis Program, we decided that it was 

advantageous to choose this example, so as to highlight and reveal the inherent differences in 

the two stages of the Polis Program, adopted in order to respond to the high number of 

applications from cities, which easily outstripped the organisers’

. 

These cities offer a limited sample, of an exemplary and heuristic nature, rather than a broader 

perspective of the representative significance of the 40 cities included within this extraordinary 

planning instrument, given the diversity of scenarios that characterises the Portuguese national 

territory and its social reality.  

4 expectations. In addition to the 

differences already identified between these three cities, they are also distinguished by the 

success of their planned interventions, as we can confirm through the discourse of both the 

central government, via the Coordinating Office of the Polis Program, that reports to the Ministry 

of the Environment, Territorial planning, and Regional Development, and also via local 

governments, in particular the perspective of social agents tied to local authorities or statements 

made by the managers of the Polis Management Companies5

 Covilhã - that according to census data collected by National Statistics Institute (INE) 

occupied the 28th position in the population ranking of Portuguese cities in 2001, with 34,772 

inhabitants - is located in the Centre Region and characterised by marked signs of its hinterland 

location. This interior city has the typical characteristics of a city located on mountain slopes, 

whose economic development has been primarily due to its historical relationship with the wool 

industry

. 

6, and even today its core identity is linked to its being a centre of the country’s textile 

industry. Nonetheless another strategic factor associated to Covilhã is the fact that it hosts the 

University of Beira Interior, thus conferring, in terms of identity, characteristics linked to the so-

called Information Age or Knowledge Society that, in the global world, typifies highly-advanced 

or developed societies. The city has a peculiar, sinuous and asymmetric morphology that has 

decisive implications in terms of travel inside the city by social agents. The historic centre has 

suffered from a certain degree of abandonment, evident from several buildings already in an 

advanced state of degradation. The city’s green spaces were also considered to be diminutive 

and insufficient, given its size. The Polis management company in Covilhã was therefore 

responsible for inverting several of these negative aspects, in order to strengthen the city’s 

positive public image and the wealth of the city’s shape and form (Lynch: 2007). 
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The city of Cacém plays a key role not only in relation to its region - the NUTS II Lisbon 

and Tagus Valley region, but also at a national level. According to the 2001 Census, Cacém has 

81,845 inhabitants - the 10th largest city in the ranking of Portuguese cities. Implementation of 

the Polis Program in Cacém was justified by its chaotic urban fabric, resulting from a mixture of 

rapid growth and incipient urban planning, which exacerbated deficient conditions of road traffic 

and pedestrian circulation for the city’s users. This complicated situation in the city of Cacém 

was worsened by the manifest scarcity of high-quality green spaces, thus rendering this rather 

grey and unattractive city even gloomier. In this regard, the Polis Program, acting via the 

intermediary of the CacémPolis company, aimed to renew and recover the city’s public image 

and quality of life, within the possibilities of the Program’s intervention. 

 Finally, the city of Marinha Grande, a city by the Portuguese coastline, is the smallest of 

these three and the one with the more humble intervention program due to that fact and also 

because it is framed within the second stage of the Polis Program. So it is not much of a 

surprise that the interventions thought to be made in this city were the easiest to apply and the 

fastest to be concluded. Its budget, very reduced considering the other two cities, only allowed 

few major interventions and a small number of small-scale interventions. Nonetheless, as we 

will see in our final conclusions, those interventions meant a lot for the city and the city 

inhabitants and users, enhancing its good image as well as the self-esteem of those who live it, 

being or not residents. 

  It is now necessary to make a brief summary of the proposals presented within the 

framework of the Polis Program in these three cities and their effective degree of concretisation, 

emphasising the benefits delivered to the local population in terms of overall urban-planning 

(viewed from a broader perspective), and in environmental terms in particular, while also 

pinpointing the objectives left by the wayside during the process. 

 Covilhã was one of the pioneering cities - that entered the Polis Program at the very 

outset. It is a medium-sized city, in the Portuguese interior, where it assumes – and could 

further reinforce – undeniable strategic importance in the corridor between the cities Guarda– 

Covilhã–Castelo Branco (we may also add the city of Fundão to this corridor). Although 

endowed with significant infrastructures - such as the University of Beira Interior and the Pêro 

da Covilhã Hospital - it is an ageing city which seems to be unable to cement sufficient powers 

of attraction to prevent younger people from migrating. To the contrary, this ageing city has lost 

a significant number of inhabitants over recent years. 

 The interventions conducted by Polis Covilhã (the management company of the Polis 

Program in this city) were based on five perspectives, or action lines, of core intervention: 1) 

revitalization, enhancement and stimulation of the valleys of Goldra and Carpinteira; 2) 

articulation between the valleys of the local streams and the city; 3), preserve the industrial 

heritage assets that the city has secured; 4) reduce dependence on cars in favour of greater 

personal mobility; 5) guarantee a city open to the surrounding valleys, while safeguarding 

existing heritage.  
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 In terms of rehabilitation, enhancement and stimulation of the valleys of Goldra and 

Carpinteira, the Polis program in Covilhã implemented a series of initiatives in the zone of 

Goldra, but abdicated, on grounds of lack of financial resources, from undertaking major 

initiatives in the zone of Carpinteira, except for reducing pollution in the water courses, in the 

streams of Goldra and Carpinteira. In the latter regard, the Municipal Council, at its own 

initiative, also intervened in the city’s sewage network. In the valley of Goldra, the Goldra Urban 

Park was created, although bathing and toilet facilities remain to be built, given that fluvial 

swimming pools may be used in the centre of the park. The Mártir-in-Colo Park was also 

created in a formerly degraded and abandoned area, including scenic representation of building 

traditions from the past and present. The most ambitious work executed in this action line was 

undoubtedly the Jardim do Lago Park - an environmental intervention which fosters pedestrian 

use of the city. The existing park was endowed with a lake, permitting use by small leisure boats 

and was complemented by other initiatives, creating synergies between a high-quality public 

space and commercial activity, in particular restaurant facilities in the park. These spaces are 

considered to be extremely positive for the city’s public image and for the self-esteem of local 

inhabitants, in particular the Jardim do Lago Park. 

 The project to achieve articulation between the local valleys and the city was 

implemented by creating the aforementioned extensive green areas and renewing some of the 

surrounding buildings. The Municipal Council demonstrated major dynamism in this regard, and 

abdicated from selling plots of land that it held for property construction in favour of creating 

new high-quality green spaces, in particular the exemplary Jardim do Lago Park. Plans to build 

several elevators - including funiculars, escalators and bridges linking the pedestrian walkways 

either side of the streams - had to be shelved except for one elevator and one of the many 

planned bridges, which will be executed in the near future, wherein the respective public 

tenders for the construction work are currently underway. As we write this paper, the expected 

elevator has been finally finished, but other interventions are still to be engaged. 

 In order to valorise, preserve and intervene in industrial heritage assets, we were 

informed that, with utmost regret, these initiatives will be postponed or implemented in the 

context of an another program for which applications may be made, e.g. Covilhã’s application 

within the framework of Comurbeiras.  

  The action line to reduce dependence upon cars was hampered by the fact that the 

municipal council was unable to execute the aforementioned project to build funiculars, 

escalators and bridges.  

 The city of Covilhã indisputably suffered a major setback due to budgetary restrictions 

and revisions. The final result fell well below initial expectations. We will address the question of 

whether the program actually enhanced this city, in the conclusions at the end of this document. 

 In relation to the Polis intervention in the city of Cacém, we should first underline the 

complexity and degree of difficulty associated to intervening in such a territory, characterised by 

high population density and major road traffic in an already strained and extensive network that 
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has many bottlenecks. Intervening in a delicate urban fabric such as that of Cacém is necessary 

but also constitutes a challenge.  

 CacémPolis - the company responsible for managing the Program in the city - identified 

seven perspectives, seven action lines, within the core intervention. The first and second action 

lines were based on environmental assumptions that also implied renewal of the public space. 

Execution of initiatives related to the main water-course and transforming the Linear Park into 

the main Urban Park were carried out in accordance with the pre-established assumptions.  

  The third core action line concerned restructuring of the road network. CacémPolis 

intervened in various sections of the road network, by renovating roads and pavements, 

creating new roads, extending others, and upgrading and renewing others. In this manner a 

“ring road” was created around part of the city’s territory. The most important road intervention 

in Cacém took place in the Lagar viaduct. We won’t dwell upon possible considerations 

regarding the solution adopted for construction of this viaduct, but will instead emphasise the 

synchronism achieved in pursuit of this project with the Portuguese Roads Institute (Instituto de 

Estradas de Portugal). Given that many building works were taking place in the city, 

CacémPolis and the IEP achieved a synergy which delivered many benefits for the city, and 

avoided the need for unnecessary interventions which would otherwise have caused countless 

additional disturbances to inhabitants. Both bodies therefore achieved the right timing. 

  In the fourth action line - improvement of public spaces - CacémPolis was not able to 

replicate the smooth coordination it had achieved with IEP when dealing with REFER, thus 

causing several delays to renewal of the road interface. Although planners forecast that such 

execution would cause inconveniences to the city’s users, these could have been minimised if 

they had taken place within the time-frame of the Polis Program. Obviously additional 

improvements to public spaces are necessary. Another praiseworthy initiative, already 

concluded, thus symbolising the environmentalist spirit underpinning Polis is the new Popular 

Nursery School. This social solidarity institution (IPSS) received a new “environmentally-

friendly” building, located next to green spaces with leisure facilities adjusted to users’ needs. 

Various initiatives were undertaken in order to increase the (quality of) life of pedestrians in 

Cacém: traffic restrictions in roads, bollards to prevent drivers from parking on pavements, 

urban furniture that revitalised various public spaces in Cacém. The final project in this action 

line, still underway, is the construction of CMIA – the Environmental Monitoring and 

Interpretation Centre, the only city in this study which has actually built such a facility, although 

all included plans thereof in their respective Strategic Plans. This intervention, which will make it 

possible to monitor several of the city’s environmental dimensions, was questioned at the time 

but countered by firm and resolute pressure to ensure that construction went ahead.  

 In the fourth action line, that foresaw regeneration of existing buildings, various 

initiatives were undertaken, including re-housing for families whose homes were demolished 

due to their advanced state of degradation. This was a fairly swift and well co-ordinated 

process, that only needed to re-house 52 families. Given the fact that many opted for indemnity 

payments rather than new apartments, various plots of land that had been assigned to this re-
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housing intervention were left unused. This fact enabled CacémPolis to negotiate with Sintra 

Municipal Council and the José de Mello Group for the installation of a private hospital in the 

unused plots of land. 

 In the fifth and final action line - territorial planning of the growth areas in Cacém - 

CacémPolis’s field of action was severely circumscribed. This is a question that will loom large 

in the future. Notwithstanding the good intentions manifested, we are reluctant to conjecture 

what is likely to happen in practise when these matters are left in the hands of the political 

decision-makers who will subsequently occupy the key positions in the local council’s public 

administration. 

 The interventions executed in the program seem to be fairly positive, aimed at pursuing 

wider renewal and revitalization of the city. They are nonetheless insufficient for a city such as 

Cacém. We will address the question of whether the Polis Program actually enhanced this city, 

in the conclusions at the end of this document.  

 The city of Marinha Grande entered the second stage of the Polis Program and was 

therefore deprived of the possibility of bidding for more ambitious intervention projects. This 

summary will obviously take this fact into consideration. There is a clear disproportion between 

the size of Marinha Grande’s population and that of the other two cities considered herein: it has 

less than 10,000 inhabitants, while Covilhã has over 34,000 inhabitants and Cacém more than 

81,000 inhabitants – according to statistics provided by INE. In terms of the total population in 

the municipality, it is only possible to make a comparison with Covilhã, given that Cacém does 

not accumulate its status as a city with that of a municipality. On this basis, the gap between 

Marinha Grande and Covilhã is much smaller - In 2007 the municipality of Marinha Grande had 

an estimated resident population of more than 38,000 inhabitants, while the municipality of 

Covilhã had over 52,000 inhabitants. However, the gap between the resident population in the 

city and the municipality of Marinha Grande poses many questions, above all whether the vast 

majority of the municipality’s inhabitants actually live in non-urban circumstances. These doubts 

appear to be legitimate but few answers to this question appear to be available.  

 The project in Marinha Grande was by far the humblest of the three projects analysed. 

Nonetheless, although it is unnecessary to identify distinct action lines, this was the Program 

that achieved fastest execution and the highest level of compliance with the expectations set in 

the Strategic Plan. All actions were implemented, with few exceptions. The Resinification 

building was neither renewed or reconverted, due to lack of sufficient funds for a total recovery 

cost that was similar to the entire investment foreseen for the other initiatives in the Marinha 

Grande program. Most of the cycle lanes failed to move past the blueprint stage. Several of the 

alternative car parks were not implemented, and the largest car park remains unfinished 

although the core infrastructure has already been built. It also proved to be impossible to move 

the city market to new premises and it currently operates in a special tent that has been 

provisionally erected for this purpose.  

 It should be emphasised that the initiatives implemented in Marinha Grande were 

almost all of an environmental nature, notwithstanding certain examples of renovation and re-
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enhancement of roads, encouraging greater pedestrian use of the city. We will provide further 

considerations in the final conclusions, although we can emphasise that the public image of the 

city of Marinha Grande was substantially enhanced. 

 Having observed, on an exemplary and heuristic basis, these three cities subjected to 

interventions in the framework of the Polis Program, we must now trace broader considerations 

regarding the Polis Program at the national level. 

  The interventions within the framework of the Polis Program aimed to achieve re-

conversion of the public image of the respective cities. These interventions were primarily 

executed in so-called “public spaces”, as we can observe in the examples identified above and 

in other cities subject to Polis interventions. In addition to empirical observation, we can also 

add the official discourse, obtained from a privileged observer within the Coordinating Office of 

the Polis Program at different moments in time, spaced out chronologically (between 2006 and 

2010). We believe that the concept of “public space” should be understood and operationalised 

from an ideal-typified perspective, using a Weberian rationale, given that the space experienced 

in the real world has belongings and distinctively pertains to someone or specific groups. We 

would be guilty of ontological facilitism if we did not critique this concept, which transports us to 

a form of factuality in which the entire space, except that which is private or semi-private, is 

assumed as pertaining to polar opposites, i.e. pertaining to everyone and to no-one. Empirical 

analysis leads us to conclude that the public space - as understood and described in various 

urban studies - is an abstraction. For the purposes of analysis of real world experiences, this 

concept should be subject to reservations since experienced spaces are appropriated by 

individuals, in different manners, at different moments in time, inclusively spaces whose social 

practises extrapolate or even subvert the original functional character previously established by 

urban planners. We also consider that behind the conception of the public space itself, there are 

almost always distinctive logics, even when planned unconsciously and/or accidentally. In other 

words, there are more or less unconscious specific aspects that condition the use of public 

spaces and foster an asymmetry of social strata/ segments in view of its use and consequent 

appropriation (Bourdieu, 1998). In addition to this distinction - based upon negotiation and/ or 

conflicts at the level of symbolic power - the appropriated space is defined, a forteriori by a 

minimal set of elements, i.e. by the type of use which, as we have suggested, has been traced 

for it, prior to its creation within the urban fabric. Overall, we can conclude that the public space 

is a space that, at an abstract level, may be appropriated by various sets of agents within a wide 

range of possible social interactions, but wherein, however, its real appropriation depends, on 

the one hand, on its functional layout and on the other hand, the symbolic value of this space 

and the different capitals that the various social agents combine when discussing the legitimacy 

of possession thereof, thereby breaking with the traditional nomothetic approach and idealised 

conception that is so often associated to the concept of the “Public Space”. This concept, 

through critical use, inevitably arises when analysing cities and local populations that 

experience such spaces on an almost daily basis.  
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 These urban renewal initiatives undertaken in cities by focusing on their public spaces, 

intentionally engender an alteration to the city’s public image and the manner it which it is 

perceived by different social agents. The city’s overall public image is the entire set of physical 

and symbolic representations that the different individual and collective social agents elaborate 

and construct in relation to the territory that demarcates the city’s respective space. From this 

viewpoint, the entire urban space is impregnated with meaning (Castells: 2006). We 

understand, in this regard, that the public space is both the product of social practises and also 

engenders such practises. Thus, at a symbolic level, a city may be interpreted on a qualitative 

level, where the interpreted image may be more or less positive or more or less negative – we 

don’t believe in the existence of a neutral position in this logic that, to use Pierre Bourdieu’s 

terminology, is clearly distinctive. In this manner, the interventions of the Polis Program also 

intended to convey a message, wherein the city’s public image would be positively 

strengthened, evoking or attempting to evoke, as suggested by Lynch (2003), that 

improvements in the city’s public image (in the imaginary universe and awareness of individuals 

and local populations) generate higher self-esteem for the citizens and users of this urban 

space.  

We believe that rediscovering or returning Nature to the city, as consigned and 

achieved in the Polis interventions, has positive effects on the construction of a positive image 

of the urban space and of public spaces. However this process also delivers an environmental 

and ecological bonus, considering that the environment includes social aspects and above all 

the ecosphere. In other words, the functions of the Polis Program’s interventions acted within 

the inevitable intersection between natural and social dimensions, wherein benefits for one 

dimension automatically deliver gains for the other. It would be imprudent to try to achieve 

distinct conceptualisation, given that we are simultaneously enmeshed in both dimensions.  

 It is now time to offer some broad conclusions concerning the Polis Program – Program 

of Urban Renewal and Environmental Enhancement of Cities, created by a Resolution of the 

Council of Ministers in 2000, aimed at intervening in cities in order to improve their quality of life. 

The Resolution of the Council of Ministers specified that the intervention would cover renewal 

from an urban-planning and environmental perspective of the 18 cities contemplated at the time 

of the Program’s launch. A further 10 cities were chosen by public tender in the second stage of 

Polis. Overall there were thus 28 cities to be subject to urban renewal initiatives, included within 

the “Great Integrated Operations”. A further 12 cities were covered, in the framework of the 

Program, by other smaller-scale interventions. Overall, as stated above, 40 cities – a significant 

number – were integrated within the Polis Program and distributed across the program’s 

different Components. Only cities located in the Portuguese mainland could apply to the 

Program, however two cities from the Autonomous Regions were included on an exceptional 

basis - Angra do Heroísmo, in Component 2, and Funchal, Component 4.  

 The Polis Program is essentially a territorial management instrument set up on an 

exceptional basis, staggered across two stages: the initial first stage enabled more intensive 

interventions to be carried out in cities, given that the stipulated funds were considerably higher 
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than those granted in the last stage; the second stage of the Program anticipated a smaller 

number of cities than those ultimately accepted for the program, and the amounts assigned to 

each city in this stage were therefore significantly lower than those provided in the first stage, 

therefore only permitting less ambitious interventions to be made in these cities.  

 Naturally, the first question to answer, inclusively given the Program’s nomenclature, is 

whether the Polis Program succeeded in attaining its core objective of fostering urban renewal 

within cities. Before responding to this question, it is first important to clarify to what extent the 

interventions undertaken within the framework of Polis could actually renew and revitalise cities. 

We must bear in mind that from the outset the Program aimed to intervene by setting examples, 

and did not aim to substitute continued renewal and revitalization interventions in cities. 

Furthermore it should be added that the Polis Program is a program that has a specific timing, 

i.e. has a working life reduced to little more than 6 years. Hence, we consider that Polis did not 

aim to provide a solution to the essentially complex questions facing cities, and at best could 

provide a contribution towards maximising the quality of experiences associated to living in the 

city or cities. For the reasons identified above, the response to the first question must be 

negative. The Polis Program did not achieve major urban renewal of the cities: however it is 

important to emphasise one of the largest and most important contributions of the Polis 

Program - it succeeded in effectively renewing and revitalising the parts of the cities in which the 

program was implemented. 

  In our opinion, and from the very outset, the idea that the Polis Program would achieve 

overall urban renewal and revitalisation of cities, as if it had a kind of magic potion, was little 

more than that which Baudrillard (1991) would define a “Simulation”, i.e. in which the discourse, 

in this case the institutional discourse, claims to possess that which it actually does not 

possess. As we have verified herein, the Polis Program did not achieve overall urban renewal 

within cities as a whole but rather in specific subsections, notwithstanding the fact that a 

discourse was extrapolated, announcing a new, revitalised city - thereby creating a kind of 

hyper-reality: rendering localised interventions in cities as being more real than the city as a 

whole. This is also a “simulation” to the extent that it makes us believe that Nature is once again 

brought to the city, when in fact the city’s natural landscape is a constructed landscape.  

 Nonetheless, returning to the fact that the Program aimed to create specific examples, 

we shouldn’t assume its incompleteness but rather the intrinsic virtue of this incompleteness: 

the Polis Program engendered public visibility for an environmental awareness that thereby 

began to set root in the sphere of political decision-makers, at the level of both central and local 

government, and is now unlikely to depart from the political agenda.  

 In terms of the logic of the “public space” it remains difficult to understand who carries 

out such appropriation and in what manner. Direct observation, in certain cases, was not 

sufficient in order to become aware of this phenomenon in most of the public spaces, in 

particular in pedestrian zones, and the institutional discourse is insufficient in order to 

understand this dimension. Obviously, the appropriation of space, inclusively of “public space”, 

continues to observe distinct rules that characterise different social agents, different social 
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segments, bearers of different capitals, etc. But there are obviously those who are unable to 

appropriate this typology of public space and are therefore relegated to a form of social 

marginalisation, or almost a symbolic annihilation (Wacquant, 2006). 

 For the “non-excluded”, i.e. all those who can use these spaces and appropriate them 

as if they were their own, the emphasis is placed on leisure time. As is clearly demonstrated by 

the interventions executed at the level of the gardens and urban parks, considered to be high-

quality spaces, these territories foster or attempt to foster a logic of programming of the 

everyday lives of social agents in a universal and hegemonic manner, obtained through the 

capacity of such spaces to generate entertainment activities. Such locations encourage various 

forms of consumption (including the full range of facilities that may be implemented, e.g. radical 

sports or other more traditional sports such as cycle lanes) and direct activities (activities that 

may be paid for such as commercial opportunities made available in these spaces, including 

bars and restaurants), wherein it is the pleasure, entertainment and ludical activities thereby 

obtained that foster the idea that each inhabitant is a citizen to the extent that he can consume 

(i.e. consume goods and products, consume the time periods that exist in the intervals between 

work or equivalent activities), and therefore is entitled to do so in safety (Baptista, 2005). We 

are facing an almost liquid form of modernity, with rising refusal to assume constraints or ties 

(Bauman, 2006a; 2006b) in favour of increasingly marked processes of individuation (Rémy, 

1994). 

 In terms of the public image of the city, we face a disturbing question: are we heading 

towards solipsist cities? Cities themselves have created a kind of brand image (Mons, sd.), the 

effect of a marketing practise that we could consider to be economicist in nature. The city 

markets itself via this public image, in particular, and increasingly via a brand image. This trend 

also applies to the cities studied herein. Enraptured by their aestheticising hallmarks, they 

regard neighbouring or more distant cities from the perspective of competitive philosophy. 

Corridors of networked cities that should normally co-operate to boost their development and 

sustainability, are thereby reduced to a form of competition equivalent to unbridled capitalism 

(Harvey, 2000).  

 Cities constituted in networks, in this globalised era, can and should serve as an 

interface between local authorities and supranational interests (Sassen, 2006). Furthermore, we 

would inclusively suggest that cities are the prime territory in which the global is rendered local. 

Nonetheless, shortcomings in terms of the sustainability of operation of cities constituted in 

networks in Portugal, undermine the development of these respective cities and the country as 

a whole, which will thus be increasingly distanced from the front-runners in this global race.  

 However, while the Polis Program, on the one hand, fell well below expectations, we 

nonetheless consider that it achieved, specially as a exceptional planning instrument, 

reasonable compliance with the goals attributed to the program from outset: simulation of better, 

upgraded cities; and also creation of genuine, factual attributes, that would otherwise have been 

impossible to implement solely within the context of the budget of a Municipal Council. 

Nonetheless, in our opinion, the current administrative division of Portuguese territory is 
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bankrupt and urgently needs to be revised – notwithstanding the expected continuity of this 

“project”, that has now been entitled Polis XXI. In the context of the Polis XXI Cities Policy, 

Central Government is responsible for defining policy instruments, establishing the reference 

framework for their application and setting general criteria guidelines to be adopted in 

evaluation of the applications presented, in particular those presented by municipal councils, as 

individual proponents or leaders of groups of local partners. After complying with these 

requirements, partnership contracts will be signed. The Polis XXI Cities Policy establishes the 

following core targets for 2015: 60 urban renewal operations; 31 cities and/or networks of cities 

with Strategic Programmes; 75 innovative urban development projects. Nonetheless, 

comprehensive additional research will be necessary before we can analyse Polis XXI. This 

topic is therefore not explored in further detail in the present text, since it goes beyond the 

objectives set herein. We only refer to Polis XXI, in order to reiterate the exemplary influence of 

the Polis Program – given that setting examples was one of its paradigmatic key aspects. The 

ultimate purpose of the Polis Program, in these circumstances, will be to ensure continuity of 

new intervention policies in cities, whose objectives will be based upon improving the well-being 

of local populations, their day-to-day experiences and urban life in general. 

 Although the high importance of exceptional planning instruments, as the Polis Program 

that we presented like a major example, they are insufficient to both cities and regional 

development. Exceptional measures are exactly what “exceptional” means, and should not be 

neither seen or taken like a main pole but rather as a complementary one to the good 

governance of cities in the complex and global contemporary world societies.   
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1 Presidency of the Council of Ministers, RCM n.º 26/ 2000 of May 15 
2 These objectives are identified and discussed in greater depth and detail in the Master’s degree thesis presented to 

the Faculty of Human and Social Sciences of the New Lisbon University – FCSH-UNL (Almeida: 2008); it were also 

presented in a communication to the Engineering Faculty of Oporto’s University, within a Conference entitled “CITTA3 

Annual Conference on Planning Research – Bringing City Form back into Planning”, May 2010.  
3 A more extensive, in-depth analysis of the interventions of the Polis Program in these three cities is available in 

Almeida: 2008 
4 This Institution is the Coordinating Office of the Polis Program, specially created for the management of this 

instrument, Institution that is part of the Ministry of Environment, Territorial Planning, and Regional Development 

(MAOTDR). 
5 Incorporation of the Polis Companies - in order to achieve better articulation between Central Government and Local 

Authorities and create more effective mechanisms for intervention in urban spaces - was achieved through 100% public-

owned public limited companies (Sociedades Anónimas) whose only shareholders were the State and Local Authorities, 

which hold 60% and 40% respectively of the companies’ share capital. These companies are to be liquidated after 

fulfilling their objectives.  
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6 Covilhã is considered the ‘capital’ of the wool industry in Portugal. This city inclusively houses the national museum of 

wool. 


