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Abstract

Among new council housing areas from 1960s Lisbon is the Chelas Valley, by then 
overwhelmingly agrarian. Although an integral urbanization plan - the Plano de 
Urbanização de Chelas (PUC) – was prepared until 1964, the area was divided into six 
zones, urbanized in different periods, with great deviances from the original plan.

Upon construction, Chelas was challenged by social problems. One of the zones, Zone 
J, has been particularly associated with this negative image. The architectural designs by 
Tomás Taveira and Victor Consiglieri introduced changes to the urban plan by Francisco 
Silva Dias and José Lobo de Carvalho. After construction, several municipal initiatives 
tried to improve living conditions in Zone J, ranging from façade changes to demolitions. 
All along, it has been accepted that the urban form of Zone J was a determinant factor 
of its failure as an habitat. 

Here, we revisit the original Zone J Plan. How was it implemented, and how has it 
changed since? What has been the input of the residents in the territory they inhabit? 
Can it contribute to make Lisbon a more sustainable city? This presentation aims to 
answer these questions, while trying to identify parallels with other urban areas in crisis 
which share morphological characteristics with Chelas Zone J.

Chelas Zone J revisited: 
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Introduction
For over forty years in Portugal, Chelas – Zone J has been synonymous with social 

housing gone wrong. Throughout the 1990s it was often on the news for poverty, violence 

anathemas. Today, the situation has improved, and the neighbourhood is recovering. 
Here, we highlight the conceptual roots and design of Chelas and of Zone J, disclosing 

Zone I.  

societal needs, such as housing demand and environmental concerns, which the project 

Urban paradigms

conservative dictatorship. Its council housing programmes for Portuguese cities were 

State. Finished in 1959, a second plan was rejected by the municipality itself, leaving 
the growth of the capital city – particularly at its suburban areas – without a general 

was created in Lisbon, comprising architects, urbanists, engineers and sociologists, and 

construction industry and the need to eliminate slums. 

debates on architectural modernity and tradition. In the late 1950s, the typological and 
historical researches of Italian architect Saverio Muratori, beyond contributing to modern 

The following decades saw a duality emerge between a modernity that dialogued with 
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the case with Zone J.

The ‘Plano de Urbanização de Chelas’

system of valleys unattractive for the private sector as a development site. In 1959 the 

housing areas on ridgetops, separated by green areas, and a service area on the centre 

abroad, Chelas runs parallel to projects still under development and thus contains an 

Despite radical social values they encapsulated, GTH plans were approved and 

Zone J – from plan to construction

can be built—or even “plugged-in” or “clipped-on” after having been prefabricated 

The detailed plan revised the indications of the PUC, towards greater capacity, 

by motorways and a continuous plateau concentrating equipment and services and 
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topographical conditions, all the elements are arranged either in orthogonal relation to 

meant to allow pedestrian circulation throughout the whole megastructure. 

and parallel three storey slabs behind them, assuring the transition to the residential-only 

the community.
With the disappearance of the central plateau, the towers become only visually 

disconnected from outside elements. 

added. Both schools predicted in the plan were constructed, although the hospital in the 
northern area was not. The set of slabs designed by Taveira to articulate Zone J with the 

interrupted and all towers and some slabs were repainted white. While many residents 

In 2009, the municipality demolished 8 three-storey lots from the central interior street 
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Changes in Zone J

From the start, Zone J was aggressively associated with problems related to poverty, 

seldom mentioned is that, although Chelas was designed with a strong focus on social 

general Lisbon social fabric. Spatial and physical changes often hoped to solve problems 

nature.

accesses becoming isolated from centre, but ensuring precise public-private separations. 

marquees, while occasionally circular windows were replaced by rectangular windows. 
In some slabs, the parapet grid has been turned into a monolithic plan.

In the late 1980s and early 1990s the municipality sought to improve public spaces, 

were constructed, by the private-sector, in the western fringe of the neighbourhood.

designation of Chelas neighbourhoods. Zone J became the Condado Neighbourhood 

The northern area of Zone J was to receive a local hospital, never built. However, 

several rectilinear slabs above it. It bears no relationship with the Chelas territory or its 

The vacant hospital plot had been appropriated by the community for informal 

not completed, vacant space also became agricultural space. In 2019, the council has 
cleared the hospital lots, and most of the agricultural gardens are gone or be soon. 

this grassroots appropriation is wise and requires legitimation and encouragement in the 
future.
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The future of Zone J – a discussion 

should this neighbourhood be refurbished and valued?

of contempt and even demolition, especially with social housing. However, there has 
been a recent shift in appreciation for precisely these architectural and urban solutions 

the spatial determinism sometimes implicit in negative views of these neighbourhoods, 
ignoring the social and cultural conditions under which degradation emerged.

parish mostly constituted by the Chelas neighbourhoods, which according to the last 

sense of unsafety, will probably better solved through a serious approach to the social 
reproduction of poverty than with their elimination or further enclosure.

not please everyone, but that does not mean it is good for no one. Its unconventional 
urban solutions can withstand the reappraisal its international peers are undergoing, and 

separations, do not challenge the ways in which, in spatial terms, we live our lives and 

at a time when conventional neighbourhoods had only churches and schools. It offered 
what the New State withheld and what democracy never delivered – at least to these 
communities.

residents 20 years ago, its remains are now sometimes celebrated as a pop aesthetic, for 

accommodate changes, which, in spatial terms, must be negotiated with the living 
community while also being sensible to architectural features whose historical importance 
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territory, instead of focusing on architectural details. This would allow political power 

could improve the quality of soil and public space, create labour and contribute to the 
sustainability of Chelas and of Lisbon in general, improving living conditions in Zone J not 
by destruction but through a constructive approach.

community while also being sensible to architectural features whose historical 

the territory, instead of focusing on architectural details. This would allow political power 

could improve the quality of soil and public space, create labour and contribute to the 
sustainability of Chelas and of Lisbon in general, improving living conditions in Zone J not 
by destruction but through a constructive approach.
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Urban green spaces

Industrial spaces 

Figure 2

Housing

Commerce, equipment 

Figure 1. 

Figure 2. 
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Figure 3. Changes from urban to architectural design. Source: authors.

Figure 4. 
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Figure 5. Figure 6.

Figure 7. Most recent slab color-scheme. Photo source: JCB.

Figure 8. 
Figure 9. Southern agricultural allotments. Photo source: JCB.
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