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A Lifelong Neighbourhood: Alvalade in Lisbon, Portugal
di António Carvalho

Abstract

Alvalade urban plan was designed in the mid 1940’s by João Guilherme Faria da 
Costa, for the expansion of Lisbon, towards North, in a period of strong demo-
graphic growth in Portugal (CML, 1948). It was an answer to housing shortage 
in the city, for different social classes, sheltering some lower income families who 
were displaced from the smooth spaces of the old city centre, as well as the fast-
growing middle class and new inhabitants who fled to the city from the countrysi-
de, into this new suburban area where new striated spaces would be created in a 
modernist spatial language, based on the neighbourhood unit concept which has 
embedded clear semiotic concepts such as limits and thresholds, promoting iden-
tification and sense of belonging. 
By then, in the middle of the 20th century, Portugal had a young and growing po-
pulation for which new and modernist housing solutions were designed, making 
Alvalade district, a successful modernist urban laboratory.
The best proof of its success is that time passed by and half a century later, at 
dawn of the new millennium, Alvalade became a NORC- Naturally Occurring Re-
tirement Community (Hunt & Gunter-Hunt, 1986): its initial population aged in 
place. The modernist habitat is now inhabited by older people who are no longer 
the stylish MOD inhabitants envisioned by modernist architects in the 50’s, but 
rather the aged retirees, dependent on the social welfare system, whose daily lives 
are soothed by the overall quality of urban space and generous public facilities 
network.
That is one of the main points of this article: an urban area with plenty of pu-
blic facilities makes it easier to age in place and therefore avoid institutionaliza-
tion with its associated costs, thus becoming a valuable asset in terms of welfare 
policies. Besides, all the public investment in creating the network of facilities is 
already done, thereby keeping in place the older generations also means making 
sure they will use these facilities and keep them economically viable, in the frame 
of an ageing society.
Taking into consideration the World Health Organization concepts of active ageing 
and age-friendly cities, we propose to address a new way of designing the new nor-
mal: spaces designed for everybody, but having the most fragile citizens in mind, 
so that when time comes for citizens to experience special needs, the existing spa-
ces and facilities will naturally provide the required solution without extra costs.
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0. Introductio

Alvalade urban plan was designed in the mid 1940’s by João Guilherme Faria 
da Costa, for the expansion of Lisbon, towards North, in a period of strong 
demographic growth in Portugal in the middle of the 20th century, Portugal 
had a young and growing population for which new and modernist housing 
solutions were designed, making Alvalade district a successful modernist urban 
laboratory. 

The best proof of its success is that time passed by and half a century later, at 
dawn of the new millennium, Alvalade became a NORC- Naturally Occurring Re-
tirement Community (Hunt & Gunter-Hunt, 1986): its initial population aged in 

Alvalade district is undergoing a double pressure at present: it is one of the most 
aged areas in Lisbon, which requires urgent responses to help its residents to age 
in place by introducing new solutions and, on the other hand, Alvalade is one of 
the most sought-after residential areas by newcomers due to its central location 
and excellent provision of public facilities. 
This means that the excellent modernist spaces of Alvalade are undergoing a re-
furbishing pressure both for older residents and for newcomers under 21st centu-
ry standards of living. It deserves to be a case study of high-quality in city living, 
just like it was at its inception days.

Keywords: neighbourhood, lifelong, age-friendly, urban space, walkable.

Fig. 1. Eduardo Portugal, View of farming fields at Alvalade / Campo Grande, 1945; Arquivo Munic-
ipal de Lisboa - Fotográfico.
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place. The modernist habitat is now inhabited by older people who are no longer 
the stylish MOD inhabitants envisioned by modernist architects in the 50’s, but 
rather the aged retirees, dependent on the social welfare system, whose daily lives 
are soothed by the overall quality of urban space and generous public facilities 
network.
Aiming at a global urban environment, Alvalade Plan was organized into “urban 
cells”, still following Clarence Perry’s neighbourhood unit’s concept, therefore 
proposing a clear street hierarchy with main traffic avenues with commerce and 
offices, distribution streets and local streets for housing (some of which in cul-de-
sac), as well as a parallel network of pedestrian streets.
Besides the very large amounts of housing, the plan also previewed a balanced 
distribution of public facilities of different sizes and scopes, from a hospital cam-
pus, a technological campus and a sports park for the working class, to food mar-
kets, public schools of different levels, cinemas, gardens and urban parks, all of 
these connected by public transportation systems (airport, trains, trams, buses 
and later the metro).
Therefore, Alvalade had from its inception a modern concept of urban living, 
trying to create global conditions for new ways of living in the city (in a period 
of dictatorship ruling which allowed the seizing of the huge former private farm-
land), building ahead the whole infrastructure network and defining clear rules 
for different property and housing types in order to organize a clear social and 
economic mix of different groups under common rules.
By doing so, the plan was gradually built in the following decades (from 1950 to 
1970s) through design competitions or direct commissions, gathering the contri-
bution of many skilled architects from different generations, but mostly young, 
who contributed with innovative solutions, already very much influenced by the 
Modern Movement.
This global vision of the new city, at first quite isolated still from the city centre, 
required from the very beginning the provision of all the public facilities to over-
come the isolation and offer the inhabitants the intended quality of living in the 
community. Different people and social strata were attracted and settled in Al-
valade, from the lower classes who were displaced from their unhealthy housing 
in the smooth spaces (Deleuze & Guattari, 1980) of the city centre to the new 
bourgeois classes who aimed to live accordingly to the new car and machine cul-
ture in clear striated spaces.

1. The Urban Plan

In 1945 Alvalade was still a rural site made of farms, a continuum of natural land-
scape surrounding Lisbon (Fig. 1), when its urbanization was decided by the gov-
ernment through the approval and publication of its “Plano de Urbanização da 
Zona a Sul da Avenida Alferes Malheiro” (also known as “Plano de Alvalade”) de-
signed by João Guilherme Faria da Costa (1906-1971). The author is considered 
to be the first architect urbanist in Portugal, having majored in urban design at the 
Institut d’Urbanisme de l’Université de Paris in 1935, therefore benefitting from a 
broader view of international trends and solutions in urban design which he would 
apply in Alvalade Plan (and many other urban designs throughout his career). This 
would be essential to create the foundations of the modernist Lisbon.
In the mid 1940s, the city of Lisbon, being the capital, attracted countryside peo-
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ple from all over Portugal, looking for better living conditions. Portugal had not 
been involved in the Second World War due to a neutral status negotiated by the 
dictator António Salazar who ruled the country from 1932 to 1968, so the city was 
not recovering from the global devastation like most central European capitals. 
On the contrary, Lisbon needed expansion to deal with both the incoming rural 
population and the increasing urban middle class: the first in need of shelter and 
work, the latter in need of solutions for their new standards of modern living1.
The expansion of Lisbon towards North was then initiated, for which the urban-
ization of the farmlands of Alvalade based on Faria da Costa’s plan was determi-
nant. The plan was framed by four clear urban limits (Fig. 2): the railroad tracks 
in the South, the avenue to the Airport in the East, the avenue Republica / park 
Campo Grande in the West and finally the avenue Alferes Malheiro (which names 
the plan) in the North.

But these boundaries were not intended to be limitations on the contrary, the 
plan was clearly structured, connecting the green fields of Alvalade to the exist-
ing city: in the south the suburban railroad leading to Sintra (to the West) and 
Azambuja (to the East), being a strong physical barrier, was overcome by the use 
of urban bridges in the avenue to the Airport (nowadays Av. Gago Coutinho) 
in the south-eastern limit and in Av. Roma, while Av. República was overpassed 
by the train with a flyover; this way the urban continuity for cars and pedestri-
ans (connecting Areeiro Square in the South and the Airport Roundabout in the 
North) was granted for a better mobility and walkability which still works today. 
The same happened in the central area where the new Av. Roma created a direct 
connection (over the train tracks) to Londres Square in a rather consolidated 

Fig. 2.  Faria da Costa, Plano de Urbanização da Zona a Sul da Aveni-
da Alferes Malheiro, 1945. 
The plan limits are: north – Av. Alferes Malheiro (nowadays 
Av. Brasil); west: Av. Republica / Campo Grande; south: train 
line to Sintra / Av. Frei Miguel Contreiras; east: Av Airport 
(nowadays Av. Almirante Gago Coutinho).
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southern area. In the cross direction, defining the first third portion of the plan, 
the avenue Estados Unidos da América connects the Entrecampos Square to the 
Av. Roma and Av. Airport: it was a pre-existing planning decision (Costa, 2002) 
intended to connect the river shore (in the East) to the future bridge over the riv-
er (in the West), a major traffic infrastructure to cross the city (that only would be 
fully completed in its eastern connection after the Expo’98 investments, five dec-
ades later). As described, the Alvalade Plan had this clear distribution of interface 
spaces, having its author acted almost as the original “pontefice” (Giannitrapani, 
2017) creating these bridges and passage points (above, under and at level) con-
necting the exterior and the interior, places of mediation between the urban tissue 
that “was” and the new one that “would be”.

2. The Urban Cells

Besides the aforementioned main connections to the existing city and to the out-
skirts of town, namely to the nearby airport (inaugurated on 1942), the Alvalade 
Plan was essentially based on a system of urban cells (as the author named them), 
separated by thresholds of main streets, clearly influenced by the concept of the 
neighbourhood unit2 (Perry, 1929), trying to mix functions and different housing 
types, in a quest for neighbourhood identity, which the buildings’ designs, by dif-
ferent authors, would consolidate in the following decades. 
Faria da Costa himself would follow the building site of the urban cells, especial-
ly in the first years (the overall plan took about 25 years to be completely built), 
in dialogue with the different authors who designed the buildings (being their 
co-author sometimes), accepting new suggestions and adapting the initial solu-
tion (Costa, 2002), therefore turning Alvalade Neighbourhood into a real urban 
and architectural lab, without losing its overall coherence.

The Alvalade Plan followed the urban principles defined by Raymond Unwin’s 
book “Town Planning in Practice: an Introduction to the Art of Designing Cit-
ies and Suburbs” (1909) for the garden-city3, as well as the example of Radburn4, 
in the U.S.A., designed in 1929 by C. Stein and H. Wright (Gatti, sd), under the 

Fig. 3.  Clarence Perry, Neighbourhood Unit, 1928. New 
York Regional Survey, vol.7, 1929 
This diagram clearly shows and explains Perry’s 
intended hierarchy for urban space.w
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influence of Clarence Perry’s neighbourhood units (Fig. 3) “and also the classical 
urbanistic theories proposed by the French School between the two World Wars, 
the expansion plans of northern European cities, and the Dutch experiments in 
the decades 1920/30” (Alegre, 1999).
Reflecting these concepts and influences, the Alvalade Plan uses innovative prin-
ciples from modernist urban design such as distributive organization of functions 
and facilities, street hierarchy (avenues, streets, dead ends, and pedestrian alleys), 
state acquisition of private lands, the opening of urban blocks interiors for public 
use, mainly for green open areas (Lamas, 1993 cited in Alegre, 1999).

This design option proved to be crucial for the success of the plan: by creating 
eight urban cells, Faria da Costa created the conditions for the natural rise of local 
identities, to the sense of belonging to the different places, within a global neigh-
bourhood feeling.
As we can see on the general plan of Alvalade (Fig. 4), each urban cell is confined 
by main avenues traced in blue (equivalent to Perry’s “main highways and arterial 
streets” in Fig. 3), thereby creating a clear hierarchy in the urban space and, at the 

Fig. 4.  António Carvalho, 2013, after Faria da Costa,  
General Plan of Alvalade Neighbourhood, 1945. Each of the 8 urban cells of the Alvalade Plan 
is structured around a school (in blue) in the center. In orange colour are the main commer-
cial/retail areas.
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same time, a clever articulated response to topography and to some pre-existing 
elements, minimizing the inevitable earth moving.

3. Demography in the 1950s: a Perfect Pyramid

Official population census in Portugal only started in 1960 but it portrays a grow-
ing young population in a perfect age pyramid: a large base of babies and young-
sters and a thin top of older people 65+ years of age (Gonçalves & Carrilho, 
2007). This means that when Alvalade Plan was designed in the mid 1940s, it was 
meant for this social reality of a very young population, when families were still 
large, with several children and quite often hosting in the same household differ-
ent generations (grandparents, parents, and children).
Actually, that was one of the urgent reasons behind this planning decision: low-in-
come families were going to be displaced from Martim Moniz, a very central 
but crowded downtown area where their homes were going to be demolished to 
be rebuilt according to new modernist principles of design5 and public health. 
Therefore, providing them with shelter was the main reason why the social hous-
ing of urban cells 1 and 2 were the first to be built, immediately upon the plan’s 
approval (Alegre, 1999; Costa, 2002).
So, from 1947 to 1950, about two thousand social dwellings were built to house 
these displaced families (and others), in a quite isolated new area of the city. In 
that sense, the 1950 aerial photo of the area (Fig. 5) deserves a careful analysis 
because it shows the public strategy in terms of public investment at the city scale 
but also at local level for the residents. In this photo we can identify some metro-
politan infra-structures already built or in high stage of development, such as: the 
already finished Avenue Gago Coutinho connecting the city centre to the airport 
in the Eastern limit, the urban park Campo Grande on the Western limit, con-
nected to one of the ancient entries to the city from North, the Avenue Alferes 
Malheiro in the Northern limit, connecting the airport to Park Campo Grande 
and, finally in the Southern limit the train line to Sintra. Under construction, we 
can see the new main avenues of the plan: Estados Unidos da América, Rio de Ja-
neiro, D. Rodrigo da Cunha but, most important, avenue Roma at the axis of the 
already built Psychiatric Hospital Júlio de Matos (a regional facility). But in the 
middle left of the photo, we can see the social housing units concentrated at ur-
ban cells 1 and 2 around Avenue Igreja, spreading to East where all the commer-
cial spaces are concentrated at the ground floor of middle-class housing.
We are talking about 2000 (large) families, either displaced from the city centre 
or newly arrived in Lisbon (migrants from the countryside) that were sheltered in 

Fig. 5. Unknown author, Aerial view of the 
Alvalade infra-structures works underway,  
in the rural setting, 1950, Lisboa, Arquivo Mu-
nicipal de Lisboa – Fotográfico. We can see the 
priority given to the social housing urban cells 
1 and 2, already built (in the middle-left side), 
the commercial area along Av. da Igreja and cell 
3, the Hospital Julio de Matos, and the private 
detached houses along the already completed 
Airport Avenue (diagonal, from bottom to 
right, overpassing the Sintra train line, 
and ending at the Airport Roundabout).
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a still quite no man’s land. These families needed facilities for their daily life other 
than just shelter and that was clearly provided to them from the beginning, also 
based on the neighbourhood unit’s principles (Perry, 1929): schools, commerce, 
gardens, parks, transportation, employment. It is worth therefore to take a closer 
look at the urban cells, to understand its underlying qualities (and constraints). 

4. The Urban Cells

4.1. Urban Cells 1 and 2
 
A clear adaptation of Perry’s principles, the primary school occupies the centre 
of each cell, assuring easy and safe access for the children who could walk to and 
from home using an alternative network of pedestrian alleys, in a square block 
of about 450 meters on each side (corresponding to an embedded narrative pro-
gram). Cul-de-sac residential streets give a clear residential feeling to the area. The 
peripheral avenues concentrate the commerce, especially at the traffic junctions as 
recommended by Perry, where the main public transportation points (bus stops, 
metro stations) also are located for a balanced distribution in the larger urban 
space. These two urban cells are symmetrically separated/connected by Avenue Ig-
reja, whose western end was provided with an underpass for pedestrians and bicy-
cles connecting it safely to the urban park Campo Grande6, therefore assuring an 
important leisure space in the vicinity, traditionally attended by higher social class-
es7. Later, in the 60s a public swimming-pool was built in the center of the park.
4.2. Urban Cells 3 and 5
 

Fig. 6.  António Carvalho,  
Urban cells  
1 and 2, 2013
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As seen before, the commercial sector of Urban Cell 3 was built simultaneously 
with cells 1 and 2 (Fig. 5), the same happening to urban cell 5 but, curiously, on-
ly for the front buildings along Avenida Igreja but not the social housing behind 
them. This strategy reveals maybe a clear notion of urban scenography (com-
pleting both sides of the avenue, which later would be completed by the church8 
placed on the avenue axis in 1955) but also a pragmatic option as these are the 
only buildings with commerce on the ground floor in this cell. In its northern half, 
urban cell 3 incorporated an industrial sector made of different kinds of ware-
houses, thereby offering other alternatives in terms of urban uses. But while cells 
1 and 2 have primary schools, maybe because Urban Cell 3 has a middle school 
(therefore with a wider range of service for older children), it was located facing 
the main Avenue Roma, being used as an urban reference as well. Something of 
the kind also happened in Urban Cell 5, with a high-school attended by teenagers 
from the whole Alvalade neighbourhood, right next to a public sports park in-
cluding a stadium, swimming-pool, tennis courts, running tracks and green areas, 
facing Avenue Rio de Janeiro, a central position in Alvalade plan. 

4.3. Urban Cells 4 and 6

Fig. 7.  António Carvalho,  
Urban cells 3 and 5, 2013.
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These two urban cells have totally different characters from each other and yet, 
they are tightly connected in their common limits of Avenue Dom Rodrigo da 
Cunha: the formally strong sequence of housing blocks set perpendicularly to the 
avenue. Actually, if we compare figures 2 and 4, we see a clear difference: what 
had been designed as a traditional “corridor street” back in 1945, was redesigned 
and built as a “modernist block sequence”, offering the city public green spaces 
in between the housing blocks. According to some authors, this was the result 
of a lesson learned9 from the plan’s author who was disappointed with the back-
yard green spaces in urban cells 1 and 2, hidden from the public eyes and quickly 
abandoned and degraded (Costa, 2002). Thus, Faria da Costa accepted the sug-
gestion from the blocks author, Joaquim Ferreira, to set the buildings opposite to 
the avenue in a modern setting. A talented young landscape architect, Gonçalo 
Ribeiro Telles, the first to work in the municipality, would design these public 
green spaces in a modernist approach also. Urban Cell 4 is an exclusively hous-
ing cell, devoted to higher social classes with their detached or semi-detached 
villas along curvy streets which follow the topography (with a middle school in 
the center, on top of the hill), bordered in the outer limit avenues with apartment 
buildings. Urban Cell 6 on the contrary, is a quite mixed area, with apartment 
buildings and commercial ground floors along different street types (dead ends, 
avenues and a pre-existing diagonal rural street which can be seen in Fig. 5), rec-
onciling the natural topography with special functions: the church at the end of 
Avenue Igreja (urban cells 1,2,3,5 to the West) is located at the peak of a hill, also 
in the axis of Avenue Dom Rodrigo da Cunha (urban cells 4,6 to the East); but al-
so the high-school, tennis sport centre and the big public park Mata de Alvalade 
with preserved the natural topography descending towards the Airport Avenue.

4.4. Urban Cells 7 and 8

Fig. 8.  António Carvalho, Urban cells 4 and 6, 2013.
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These two urban cells are also quite different and mixed, incorporating some 
pre-existing elements, thus adapting to some circumstances such as: the Sin-
tra-Azambuja train line in the southern limit, the Avenue Estados Unidos da 
América, the existing buildings in the middle of cell 8 and the existing street 
of Entrecampos in cell 7. Urban Cell 7 has a strong commercial character along 
Avenue Roma on both sides (once again we have a pair of cells connected by a 
main avenue) famous in Lisbon for the quality of its shops in the 60s and 70s. In 
the center we have a primary school surrounded by apartment buildings. On the 
western limit, almost parallel to Avenue Republica we see the commerce concen-
trated in the pre-existing Rua de Entrecampos. Urban Cell 8 shows somehow 
a duality, with the eastern part almost exclusively residential (apartment build-
ings and row houses), a primary school in the middle and in the western part a 
commercial area where almost all the apartment buildings have commerce in the 
ground floor (including the pre-existing ones in the middle). 
Again, in all these planning decisions throughout the different urban cells we can 
recognize a narrative program of use even though space cannot be considered in 
deterministic terms as explained by Giannitrapani (2017) and the performance of 
the final users must confirm or deny this proposed contract which, in Alvalade case 
can be considered a success for its adoption by residents and citizens in general.
5. Demography in the Year 2000: NORCs and Elder-friendly Cities

A new millennium, a new century, a new demographic reality: by the year 2000 
Alvalade was already one of the most aged neighbourhoods of Lisbon (Villaverde 
Cabral, 2012). Five decades after its foundation, the original population of large 
young families was just a past memory for the older residents who aged in place 
(Pastalan, 1990), in their empty nests10 because Alvalade had already become 
a NORC - Naturally Occurring Retirement Community (Ormond, 2004). This 
means that due to the normal urban process most families moved in quite simul-
taneously (or at least in a short time frame) and due to social inertia, property 
ownership (Moreira, 2008) or to personal preferences most of the residents re-
mained and aged in place, thus converting Alvalade in a NORC, very much in line 
with the global tendency in the planet.
That’s a reason why the World Health Organization came up with the concept of 
elder-friendly cities (WHO, 2007), promoting a worldwide network of communi-
ties adapted to an ageing planet, around a set of eight parameters: housing, trans-

Fig. 9.  António Carvalho, Urban cells 7 and 8, 2019
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portation, outdoor spaces and buildings, community support and health servic-
es, communication and information, civic participation and employment, respect 
and social inclusion, social participation. Directly linked with it is also a previous 
concept introduced by the same organization, the concept of active ageing as the 
“process of optimizing opportunities for health, participation and security in or-
der to enhance quality of life as people age” (WHO, 2002). Thus, together these 
concepts intend to promote the adjustment of our cities to the new ageing reality 
of their populations to promote quality of life for its ageing residents by improv-
ing or creating the eight above-mentioned parameters, some of which are direct-
ly connected to architecture and urban space. We’ll try to focus our analysis on 
those spatial now for the case-study of Alvalade.

6. Alvalade from the Elder-friendly Perspective

In order to consider the eight topics proposed by WHO, we’ll analyse the global 
plan of Alvalade neighbourhood according to each parameter, providing a visual 
analysis of the range of influence of each parameter in the urban space under-
stood in the context of culture (Lotman, 2020), and considering the importance 
of walkability (De Certeau, 2020; Campoli, 2012) as a design and policy criterion.
 
6.1. Housing

Housing is spread all over the neighbourhood, being one of the major driving 
forces of the plan, as explained before. Thus, looking at Fig. 4, we can see repre-
sented in grey all the exclusively residential buildings (of many different typolo-
gies, meant for different social classes and family dimensions). Most of the orange 
buildings represent commercial spaces (shops or offices) on the ground floor and 
housing in the upper floors as a general rule. About the buildings we can say that 
many of them were provided with elevators from the beginning, which is a fun-
damental accessibility asset. But many others (all the social housing for instance) 
were not, so it requires an individual evaluation to find a solution for accessibili-
ty. Nevertheless, the fact that many buildings are a repetition of the same typical 
project (for economy and fast construction), solutions can easily be replicated, as 
we have proven before (Carvalho 2013).
Having been designed mostly by highly qualified modernist architects, most of the 
buildings have been internally updated to answer the needs of older age. Simple 
replacement of bathtubs by shower plates, addition of grab bars in bathrooms, 
etc., became a common intervention to help residents to age in place (the munic-
ipality even pays this type of small interventions under the program “Lisbon City 
of All Ages”), as well creating ramps at the building entrances to overcome steps 
and enhance accessibility to elevators, promoting autonomy. On the other hand, 
the diffused presence of balconies (so useful during the COVID-19 pandemic) 
allows older residents to be the real “eyes on the street” (Jacobs 1961) in the safe-
ty and comfort of their homes. The municipal program “Radar” (involving social 
workers, local police, and neighbourhood stores) also spots older people living 
alone, inviting them to enter the Radar Network so they can get regular phone 
calls checking on them and offering other support to overcome urban isolation.
6.2. Transportation
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Alvalade is well served by public transportations systems, allowing almost seam-
less travels (Hanson, 2004) from origin to destination, using different transpor-
tation systems: the city airport is about 2000 meters away from the neighbour-
hood centre (Praça Alvalade). The suburban/regional trains have one station at 
Roma-Areeiro, also connected to the metro, in the southern limit of the neigh-
bourhood. Two metro lines cross the neighbourhood, passing under Avenue Ro-
ma and Avenue República, with several stations within a 1000 meter walking 
distance, thereby providing a quite good range of service to most housing ar-
eas. Several bus lines go through the entire neighbourhood, with a quite even 
distribution of bus-stops, considering a 400 meters walking range to the hous-
ing areas. This is important to assess how comfortable can be the use of public 
transportation (Davis, 2002), considering the distances but also the frequency of 
daily displacements within Alvalade’s limits or occasional longer displacements 
to further away city areas. Taxi stations exist also, even though the local habit is 
to freely halt a taxi along the streets whenever needed. In addition, the new cell 
phone apps help to book a taxi anywhere, anytime (and the city is well provided 
with a few private web companies: Uber, Bolt, Mytaxi). Recently other shared 
economy transportation systems appeared as well: shared bicycles, shared cars, 
shared scooters, making individual displacements even easier than before (spe-
cially for younger people, but also used by some brave older people). The recent 
municipal policy of offering free pass to public transportation to all +65 resi-
dents (and youngsters under 23) is also intended to promote the intensive use 
of all public means, wider mobility, and displacements, thereby supporting com-
munity life and ageing in place.

6.3. Outdoor spaces 

Fig. 10. António Carvalho, Tran-
sportation stops (rectangles) and 
walking range (circles), 2019
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For this topic, we will consider the main outdoor spaces (gardens, parks, squares) 
as the area is very well provided of small public spaces in the vicinity of the res-
idential areas, which is a major asset for the neighbourhood identity and sense 
of belonging of its residents (Carvalho, 2017). This means that most apartment 
buildings have small green spaces nearby, therefore offering the possibility of sit-
ting outside without walking much. 
As mentioned earlier, the global quality of landscape design in Alvalade is excel-
lent thanks to the quality of young landscape designers, whose apex was Gonça-
lo Ribeiro Telles. Many squares between residential buildings were immediately 
provided with the necessary green elements but also with public furniture (bench-
es, paper baskets, water fountains, public light, playgrounds) making them lively 
spaces. Benches that serve all ages, are now very useful to older residents who can 
get out of their apartments and sit quietly in the shadow (or sun) of the nearby 
garden, watching life happening around.
Pavements have always been a challenge in Lisbon because of the local tradition 
of the artistic pavement “calçada à portuguesa” (Portuguese cobblestone pave-
ments). Made of small limestone cubes, this kind of pavement is often decorated 
(especially in squares) in black stone patterns, which in Alvalade also translate 
the modernist geometrical preference. The problem is that limestone tends to get 
smooth and slippery, therefore dangerous, especially on hills. Besides, quite often 
the big trees have spread their roots superficially and moulded the flexible stone 
puzzles, creating uneven and dangerous pavements for people with poor eyesight 
or balance problems. Recently the municipality has been introducing some im-
provements, to enhance safety: mixing limestone cubes with granite cubes (in-
creasing roughness of the surface), creating some dedicated paths in porous con-
crete for smoother walk (in the same colour shade of the limestone for better inte-
gration) and creating new smoother paths for pedestrians across the gardens and 
squares as a safer alternative. Tactile paths for poor-sighted or blind people have 
also been created in the main sidewalks, leading to the crossings. All sidewalk 
curbs have been systematically lowered (in the past three decades) and provided 
with ramps for wheelchair accessibility. Recently, pedestrian traffic lights have 
been provided with countdown displays which give a clear understanding of the 
remaining time left, making the crossing of the avenues much safer.
6.4. Public benches

Fig. 11. António Carvalho, The three main parks 
and walking range, 2019
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The public bench is not a topic listed by WHO (2007). But we consider it an ele-
ment of vital importance (and often neglected) in city life especially for older peo-
ple: the existence of public benches along the streets are a reason for older people 
to choose one path or the other, because its existence “enunciates” the comfort 
of sitting, resting and keep moving — in an active ageing  concept, this is a valua-
ble urban asset (Carvalho, Heitor & Reis Cabrita, 2012). Alvalade was quite well 
provided of public benches from its inception days, both in green spaces but also 
along the avenues, namely the intense commercial avenues where older people 
(and everybody else) can sit and watch the flow of people along generous side-
walks (Fig. 13). We can find benches with different designs: vintage models from 
the 1950s, other updated in the 1990s, other ones designed by the architects to 
be part of a global design concept of modernist buildings with public benches in 
front. Having public benches to sit may help to go out shopping or just sit and 
see the crowd — and that’s a wonderful reason to do it for so many lonely seniors 
in our cities. In that sense, the amusing observations on spaces by George Perec 
(2020) could almost correspond to a funny diary of an older resident in Alvalade, 
reacting to the urban life around.

6.5. Community support and health services

Fig. 12, António Carvalho, Location of public benches (red rectangles), 2019
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Alvalade was always provided with several main public facilities11 for different 
ranges of users, from national scope, to regional, city or local. Once again, we’ll 
analyse the walking radius according to the intended range of users. So, we can 
find at national and regional level: the LNEC technological campus, the Alvalade 
health campus with many different buildings, some of national influence, others 
of regional and local service, the BN national library, the UL-University of Lis-
bon, the Lusofona university. At city level we have: the INATEL sports campus, 
the park Campo Grande (with swimming-pool and gym), the park Mata de Al-
valade. At local level we find: three catholic churches, several churches of other 
religions, the schools, two municipal markets, three post offices, many pharma-
cies, one theatre, one cinema, and several banks.
The four remaining WHO topics for an elder-friendly city: “communication and 
information, civic participation and employment, respect and social inclusion, 

Fig. 13. António 
Carvalho, Public 
benches along  
Av. Igreja, 2012.

Fig. 14. António Carvalho,  
Location of the main public facilities, 
2019.
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social participation” are not easy to represent spatially on a map. But from their 
characteristics, we can easily understand that they result from the urban fabric 
density and the dynamics of local activities and economy: it is easy to understand 
that a low-density suburb will not offer the variety and intensity of a densely pop-
ulated fabric like Alvalade.

7. Newcomers and Old Movers 

We hope that at this point the described qualities and potentialities of Alvalade 
are quite clear. And these different layers, sometimes invisible to the distracted 
eye, are what makes a rich and complex city life (Perec, 2020). Therefore, it will 
be no surprise to state that Alvalade is still today one of the most sought-after ar-
eas in Lisbon, both for housing and for other economic activities. And yet, this 
NORC is keeping up with the life cycles: population came in the 1950s, grew old 
in place, has died or is dying and being replaced by younger generations, whose 
children are going to the existing schools. On the other hand, in such an aged dis-
trict of the city, the older residents still make viable many old local shops, pharma-
cies or new convenience stores — personal trust between sellers and old custom-
ers being a valuable asset as Jacobs (1961) clearly explained.  But older residents 
are as well the “eyes on the street”, watching the urban life for recreation, walking 
the dog while everybody else is at work or in school. They still go out and attend 
the cafés and many pastry shops (especially in Av. Igreja) as well as the existing 
public facilities, keeping the normal cycles of life in the neighbourhood. Mean-
while, many new shops and activities for the new generations have been popping 
up, providing surprises and a sense of renewal, of life. In short, Alvalade contin-
ues to be a flowing ecosystem of newcomers and old movers.
We can still say that in terms of representation, the new urban space, considered as 
cultural organism and context (Lotman, 2020) was clearly enunciated through the 
hierarchy of streets, enhanced later by the architectural design of its buildings, on a 
spatial discursive level: the main avenues (Av. Estados Unidos da América, Av. Ro-
ma, Av. Brasil) concentrated the most representational and referential buildings. 
In fact, along these avenues the striated and perspectival alignment of modernist 
buildings standing high on top of its “pilotis”, perpendicular to the avenues enun-
ciate a new image for a new lifestyle, introducing the wide car lanes and abundant 
car parking areas (from the early Fifties, a time when cars were a rare commod-
ity), therefore showing the urban space as a sequence of quite abstract volumes 
(and yet with poetic design gestures like the big openings on the open-air terraces, 
framing the blue sky) becoming “referential buildings” (Giannitrapani, 2017). At 
the crossing of Av. Estados Unidos da América with Av. Roma, four “mythic build-
ings” stand out in shape, colour and volume, in a “substantial” way: apparently 
similar, these four buildings are all different in their specific volumes and articula-
tion with their own lower bodies that create the transition to the other directions. 
It is on their ground floors that some meaningful spaces (two main cafés, mythical 
references in the neighborhood for the intellectual debates among its regular cus-
tomers, or two banks and a post-office) attract the residents and create an urban 
hub as if it was a square, which is not, proving its representational and iconic pow-
er in the city as one of the strongest urban images of Modernist Lisbon.
All this makes Alvalade a lively district of different people where seniors can dis-
place themselves on foot or by public transportation and go to the public services 
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they need or their favourite places. In a scenario of a rapidly ageing society it is re-
alistic to keep in mind that the “new normal” future citizen will be older, thereby 
all public facilities and investments should reconsider their typical user and target 
groups as not necessarily the young anymore, but rather the aged or ageing citizen 
who tends to live longer (but not necessarily with good health), therefore requir-
ing more support from all public and private facilities. This is not a pessimistic 
view of the future but rather optimistic, considering the goal of contributing to 
an active ageing (WHO, 2002) process, creating spatial conditions for citizens to 
age in place, in a continuous recreation process (Lotman, 2020) under a similar 
profile to the one described by Perec (2020) for his observer citizen in different 
types of spaces.

Note
1 This social duality is superbly portrayed in a cinema film of 1963, “Os Verdes Anos” by Paulo Rocha, 
where the Alvalade neighbourhood is the real setting for the movie.
2 The neighbourhood unit was a concept introduced by Clarence Perry in the USA, at the beginning 
of 20th century, following some clear urban principles: a total population of 5000 to 9000 inhabitants; 
a school located in the center, so that children could walk safely, away from heavy traffic; placing the 
main heavy traffic streets on the outside borders, along with commerce, therefore creating the neigh-
bourhood limits; designing the inner streets with a lower hierarchy to avoid passing through traffic; 
saving at least 10% of the unit’s area for gardens and free spaces, to promote leisure and social inter-
action.
3 One of the best examples is a suburban area in London, England, the garden-city of Hampstead — 
or Hampstead Garden Suburb (1906), its official name — designed by Raymond Unwin, following 
the Letchworth Garden City, also by Unwin and Parker, much inspired by Ebenezer Howard (1898).
4 Radburn introduced in the U.S.A. the dead-end streets (or cul-de-sac) which we can also find in Al-
valade in urban cells 1, 2 and 5, mainly at the social housing ensembles.
5 Faria da Costa had also conceived the urban design for Martim Moniz in 1943, even though it was 
never built.
6 Campo Grande is a historical green space in Lisbon, dating back to the 14th century, the largest in 
the city centre still today, that was totally redesigned in 1945 by architect Keil do Amaral following a 
tornado destruction in 1941.
7 It was a traditional leisure area for aristocrats until the early 20th century, who used to attend horse 
races there.
8 “Avenida Igreja” means literally “Church Avenue” in Portuguese.
9 This planning decision by Faria da Costa must be recognized as quite remarkable and very 
open-minded, as the buildings along Avenue Dom Rodrigo da Cunha were designed in 1949, thus the 
result of what we would call a very sharp “post-occupation evaluation” of the results in urban cells 1 
and 2, built from 1947 to 1950.
10 American expression used to describe homes where the children have grown and left, and only the 
older parents remain in family dwellings that are now too big, too empty.
11 Besides the public facilities, Alvalade is richly provided of a great diversity of private facilities of all 
kinds of services and business areas, probably due to the centrality of the area and its good provision 
of public transportation, making it easy to get here from other areas of the city.
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tica, diretto da Francesco Marsciani, e ha fatto 
parte del gruppo di ricerca ERC NeMoSanctI, 
diretto da Jenny Ponzo presso l’Università di 
Torino. Con Cinzia Bianchi è coordinatore di re-
dazione della rivista di semiotica online Ocula.

Remo Gramigna è assegnista di ricerca Post-
doc FACETS (Face Aesthetics in Contemporary 

E-Technological Societies) presso il Diparti-
mento di Filosofia e Scienze dell’Educazione 
dell’Università degli Studi di Torino. Laureato 
in Scienze della Comunicazione presso l’Univer-
sità “La Sapienza” Roma e in Semiotica a Tartu, 
in Estonia. Consegue il titolo di Dottore di Ri-
cerca in Semiotica e Studi della Cultura presso 
l’Università di Tartu con una tesi sul problema 
filosofico del segno e della menzogna in S. Ago-
stino. È stato Visiting Scholar presso l’Università 
di Siena, Research Fellow in Culure and Cogni-
tion presso l’Università di Tartu e redattore della 
rivista internazionale di semiotica Sign Systems 
Studies. Ha pubblicato numerosi saggi su riviste 
e pubblicazioni nazionali e internazionali e cu-
rato numerosi volumi e numeri speciali, soprat-
tutto sulla storia della semiotica. Si è interessato 
ai problemi di semiotica generale, di semiotica 
della cultura, di teoria dei linguaggi e dei testi, 
di semiotica della manipolazione e dell’inganno.

Massimo Leone è professore Ordinario di Filo-
sofia della Comunicazione, Semiotica Culturale 
e Semiotica Visuale presso il Dipartimento di Fi-
losofia e Scienze dell’Educazione dell’Università 
di Torino, Italia; Direttore di ISR-FBK, il Cen-
tro per le Scienze Religiose della “Fondazione 
Bruno Kessler” di Trento; professore di Semi-
otica presso il Dipartimento di Lingua e Lette-
ratura Cinese dell’Università di Shanghai, Cina; 
membro associato di Cambridge Digital Huma-
nities, Università di Cambridge, Regno Unito; e 
professore aggiunto presso l’Università UCAB 
di Caracas, Venezuela. È stato visiting professor 
in diverse università dei cinque continenti. È au-
tore di quindici libri, ha curato più di cinquanta 
volumi collettivi e ha pubblicato più di seicento 
articoli in semiotica, studi religiosi e studi visivi. 
È vincitore di un ERC Consolidator Grant 2018 
e di un ERC Proof of Concept Grant 2022. È 
caporedattore di Lexia, la rivista semiotica del 
Centro di Ricerca Interdisciplinare sulla Comu-
nicazione dell’Università di Torino, della rivista 
Semiotica (De Gruyter) e direttore delle colla-
ne “I Saggi di Lexia” (Roma: Aracne), “Semi-
otics of Religion” (Berlino e Boston: Walter de 
Gruyter) e “Advances in Face Studies” (Londra 
e New York: Routledge).

Luigi Lobaccaro è assegnista di ricerca presso 
il Dipartimento di Filosofia dell’Università di 
Bologna. I suoi interessi di ricerca sono la se-
miotica dell’esperienza, la semiotica cognitiva, 
le scienze cognitive 4E e la psicopatologia. In 
particolare, la sua ricerca si è concentrata sulla 
comprensione e l’analisi dei processi di senso le-
gati all’esperienza schizofrenica.
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Emiliano Loria già assegnista di ricerca pres-
so il Dipartimento di Medicina Traslazionale 
dell’Università del Piemonte Orientale, è project 
manager del progetto Erasmus+ Beyond the 
Emergency (2021-2024) dedicato alla pedagogia 
medica e infermieristica per l’assistenza a distan-
za di pazienti fragili con malattie croniche. Mem-
bro del comitato editoriale del Progetto Aging 
(UPO), si occupa di invecchiamento e trattamen-
ti psichiatrici in pazienti farmaco-resistenti.  È 
capo-redattore della rivista scientifica Mefisto, 
edita da ETS e focalizzata sulla filosofia e la storia 
della medicina. Attualmente è docente di filoso-
fia e storia nei licei della provincia di Roma.

Patrizia Magli professore di semiotica, ha inse-
gnato presso il dipartimento di Scienze della co-
municazione all’Università di Bologna e poi nel 
corso di laurea di Arte e Design all’Università di 
Venezia (IUAV). Nella sua lunga carriera acca-
demica si è occupata di varie forme di testualità 
e, in particolare, di teatro, design e di arte con-
temporanea. Tra i suoi libri, Corpo e linguaggio, 
Roma, Ed. Espresso (1980), Il volto e l’anima, 
Milano, Bompiani (1995), Semiotica. Teoria, me-
todo, analisi, Venezia, Marsilio Editori (2004), 
Pitturare il volto. Il Trucco, l’Arte, la Moda, Ve-
nezia, Marsilio Editori (2013), Il volto raccontato. 
Ritratto e autoritratto in letteratura, Milano, Raf-
faello Cortina Editore, (2016), Il senso e la ma-
teria. Architettura, design e arte contemporanea, 
Venezia, Marsilio Editori (2023).

Fabio Montesanti è Dottorando in StudiUmani-
stici (DM 352/2022 – Pubblica amministrazione, 
Ciclo XXXVIII) con sede amministrativa presso 
l’Università della Calabria (CS), nell’ambito del 
Piano Nazionale di Ripresa e Resilienza (PNRR). 
Recentemente, nell’ambito dello stesso ateneo, 
gli è stato assegnato lo status di Cultore della 
Materia (M-FIL/05- FILOSOFIA E TEORIA 
DEI LINGUAGGI). Ha conseguito la laurea 
triennale in Comunicazione & Dams, con una 
tesi intitolata “Sofistica 2.0: Da Gorgia ai social 
network”, nella quale ha analizzato il potere 
persuasivo del linguaggio nel corso della storia; 
per quanto riguarda la laurea magistrale, con tesi 
intitolata “Il fenomeno del code-switching: dall’I-
taliano standard all’Italiano digitato”, ha analiz-
zato il fenomeno linguistico della commutazione 
di codice in base alla situazione comunicativa in 

cui è coinvolto il parlante. Al momento, colla-
bora con la Rete Civica “Iperbole”, dedita alla 
semplificazione dei testi amministrativi, al fine di 
aumentarne l’accessibilità ai cittadini.

Jenny Ponzo è professoressa Associata all’Uni-
versità di Torino, dove insegna Semiotica delle 
Culture Religiose e Semioetica. È attualmente 
Direttrice del Centro Interdipartimentale di 
Ricerca sulla Comunicazione. Tra il 2018 e il 
2024 è stata la Principal Investigator del pro-
getto NeMoSanctI “New Models of Sanctity in 
Italy”, finanziato dall’ERC (StG. g.a. 757314), in 
precedenza ha svolto attività di ricerca e insegna-
mento presso la Ludwig-Maximilians-University 
Munich e l’Università di Losanna. 

Maddalena Sanfilippo è dottoressa magistrale in 
Semiotica presso l’Università degli Studi di Bolo-
gna.Attualmente è titolare di una borsa post-lau-
ream in Semiotica presso il dipartimento Culture 
e Societàdell’Università di Palermo, dove svolge 
attività di ricerca sulla semiotica del gusto e sulla 
comunicazione digitale.

Bianca Terracciano è ricercatrice presso il Di-
partimento di Comunicazione e Ricerca Sociale 
della Sapienza Università di Roma, dove insegna 
“Scienze semiotiche dei testi e dei linguaggi” e 
“Semiotica di genere”. Le sue ricerche vertono 
sulla semiotica della cultura e della moda, sui 
social media, sulla propaganda cospirazionista, 
sull’Hallyu coreano e sulle arti marziali. È autri-
ce di tre libri, coautrice di uno, ha curato cinque 
volumi e ha scritto più di cento pubblicazioni, 
come capitoli di libri, articoli in riviste interna-
zionali e riviste culturali.

Didier Tsala Effa è co-direttore del Laboratorio 
Vie Santé UR 24134 | Vieillissement, Fragilité, 
Prévention, e-Santé dell’Università di Limoges, 
dove è responsabile delle scienze umane e socia-
li. Autore di numerose pubblicazioni, si interessa 
della fragilità degli anziani e della prevenzione 
della perdita di autonomia in casa. Gran parte 
della sua ricerca si concentra anche sulla semio-
tica applicata agli oggetti di consumo quotidiano 
e agli oggetti intelligenti (robotica umanoide, in-
terfacce digitali). 
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