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Abstract. The construction of the modernist rural landscape in Portugal 
bears the mark of the Junta de Colonização Interna, an institution 
created in 1936 during the Salazar regime within the Ministry of 
Agriculture. The colonies which were actually completed and whose 
original structures remain until today are regarded as singular 
experiences that, having assumed the assumptions of modernity, have 
sought to establish continuity with certain aspects of landscape and 
vernacular architecture. This research aims to test the methodology 
proposed for the analysis of the physical legacies of these colonies, 
applying it on the Agricultural Colony of Boalhosa. The methodology 
combines GIS and mapping analysis, covering several layers of 
information embarking natural and anthropogenic spatial data, which 
allow understanding the landscape transformation since the settlement 
of the colony. From the reading of the landscape structure of this colony, 
it was verified that these legacies were accomplished through the use of 
an autonomous design methodology, which considers the local culture 
and respects both the morphological and physiographic characteristics 
of the existing site, leading to the creation of modern landscapes strongly 
tied to the local identities. 

 
 
Introduction: the general process of internal colonization 
 
The construction of the modernist rural landscape in Portugal is marked by the Junta 
de Colonização Interna (JCI), an institution created in 1936 during the Salazar regime 
within the Ministry of Agriculture. Together with the development of agricultural 
hydraulics and forest settlement, the internal colonization was one of the main 
objectives of the regime for the agricultural sector [1]. Between the 1930s and the 
1940s, several studies were carried out to identify and characterize the baldios, vacant 
common land aimed for internal colonization, and the colonization projects of the “first” 
internal colonization project were designed [2]. The projects of the “second” internal 
colonization project coincide with the beginning of the 2nd Development Plan [2] and 
were conceived and implemented in the 1950s and 1960s.  

Unlike the projects of the first phase, which were strongly concerned with the 
ideological issues, these projects aimed to turn colonization into an instrument to 
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enlarge the internal market through the establishment of economically viable 
agricultural companies [3]. Furthermore, these projects would enable a colonization 
model suitable for the expansion of the industrial agriculture, thus contributing for the 
application in Portugal of the “green revolution” solutions which were transforming the 
rural territories in the nearby countries [4]. Additionally, it was expected that such 
projects could turn into a spreading focus of the technological innovations that would 
contribute to improve the practices of conventional farmers [3]. For the internal 
colonization the regime allocated the communal forest land (baldios), aiming its partial 
transformation for agricultural use through the improvement of soils and the introduction 
of pioneer forest species that would help to produce fertile soil. The limitations imposed 
by the Regime to the JCI will ultimately compromise the overall result of the colonization.  

The colonies whose original structures remain until today are considered as 
relatively singular experiences that, having assumed the presuppositions of modernity, 
try also to establish the continuity with the landscape and with the vernacular 
architecture. This demand is particularly visible in the territories of Minho and Trás-os-
Montes. Here, the capacity to interpret the site and its topography is mediated by the 
careful elaboration of agricultural landscape plans in articulation with the settlement’s 
projects. This is also one of the main criteria for choosing the Boalhosa Colony as an 
exemplary case for the first application of the methodology of analysis and study of the 
modernist landscape in Portugal.  
 
Planning and construction of the landscape during the regime 
period 
 
The colonization project 
 
The first study for the Boalhosa Colony in the Alto Minho region was carried out in 1939 
[5], year in which began the identification of the continent’s baldios. The study predicted 
the use of the vacant common land located in the Serra da Boalhosa, which, by being 
located contiguously, formed a spatial continuity of circa twelve kilometres in length, 
encompassing the municipalities of Paredes de Coura, Monção and Arcos de Valdevez. 
The plan included also the establishment of three settlements, the first of which, Chã 
do Real, to be located in the central zone, and the other two, Chã das Pipas and Chã 
de Lamas, respectively in the North and South zones.  

Seven years later, in 1946, following the “General plan for the use of the reserved 
baldios” [6], the Colonization Project is elaborated for an area of 1150 hectares, 
proposing a fourth settlement, Concessão, as well as the construction of 83 casais 
[agricultural plots with individual houses] and several public buildings to give technical, 
medical and social support to the four settlements [7]. In 1951, after a new assessment 
of the characteristics and conditions of the baldios by the JCI technicians, which leaded 
to the reduction of the area effectively available for colonization to circa 680 hectares, 
a new colonization project was elaborated which, although maintaining the four planned 
settlements, reduces the number of casais from 83 to 68 [8]. Three years later, in 1954, 
the project was executed only in the Vascões - Chã de Lamas settlement, where 30 
casais were set up in 15 semi-detached houses. 
 
Settlement model and design 
 
The Boalhosa settlement adopted the “concentrated” model [9], and follows a strategy 
which gave preference to group solutions, considered more advantageous both for the 
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use and location of the farming land, and for the greater proximity to the collective 
services and facilities. The Lobo and Antunes’ study, which argued that in rural areas 
the house grouping should be preferential in order to mitigate a series of deficiencies 
consequent of the buildings isolation and the lack of basic infrastructure and collective 
facilities [10], was subsequently validated following the completion of the JCI projects. 
By adopting this type of solution, the colony’s agricultural casais were compose by 
several plots organized in order to form more compact neighbourhoods, however not in 
the same way as population clusters or urbanized settlements with adequate 
infrastructure and collective facilities. The configuration of the settlements has, 
however, a certain urban complexity which seems influenced by models originated in 
the garden city and the design of its structure is organized in order to define a spatial 
system constituted by streets and square, in order to reinforce the unity of the settlement 
and promote a community environment.  

From the analysis of the supporting texts of the urban and architectural projects of 
the Colony of Boalhosa, we verified, however, that there is no direct reference to foreign 
models. The only reference that associates the colonies settlements’ model with the 
garden city was found in the Aldeia Nova do Barroso projects: “By this way we reduce 
the danger of fire considerably, with the advantage of giving to the whole the general 
appearance of a garden village, rather than a simple huddle of uninteresting houses.” 
[11]. Nevertheless, it seems consensual in the bibliographical references found on this 
subject (Fernandes [12], Ramos [13], Rapazote [14]; Guerreiro [15]) the idea that the 
settlements are related with the model of the garden city, as well as the fact that there 
are a set of aspects that seem to relate the Portuguese colonies settlements with it, 
including the use of an organic design adapted to the topography.  

Not excluding the possibility that certain international references may have served 
as an example or influenced some aspects of their urban and architectural design, it 
seems to us, however, that in the specific case of the Boalhosa colony other factors 
were more determinant. One is the meticulous observation of the place by the 
designers, who spent several days camped there to better understand their natural 
conditions and qualities, which also explains the careful geographical location of the 
settlement [15]. Another is the reading and interpretation of the spatial and architectural 
references existing in the region, in order to find a design and scale suited to the 
settlement’s size, as well as an architectural expression resulting from the articulation 
of the modernist principles with the regional specificity, revealing signs of modernism 
and a certain proximity to the critical regionalism of the fifties. Within this logic it can be 
observed that the location of the streets and buildings follows directly the contour lines, 
thus taking full advantage of the topographic conditions, minimizing the earthworks and 
conserving the natural landscape morphology. By taking advantage of the steep slope 
of the terrain it was still possible to open the living area towards the south-facing valley. 
Following this site planning the houses were organized in a semi-detached 
configuration, including barns and stables, thus guaranteeing both the rational 
distribution of spaces and the social and architectural representation of each building. 
 
Agricultural landscape planning 
 
The planning of the Boalhosa Colony agricultural landscape resulted from soil studies 
and two agricultural exploitation plans, but ended up being executed only in the Vascões 
settlement. The first agricultural land “Exploitation Plan” was elaborated and integrated 
in the 1946’s “Colonization Project”. This plan was based on studies aimed at identifying 
the soil properties (agrological, hydrological and agricultural capability) and on ensuring 
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the self-sufficiency of the agricultural casais [7]. With the exception of the low fertility 
land, for which the woods had been planned, the plan identified the best land for the 
cereal crops (mainly maize, potatoes and rye) associated with other forage crops for 
the maintenance of cattle and shrubs for the production of natural fertilizers [7]. The 
execution of this plan began in 1955, with the elaboration of a working plan to transform 
and infrastructure the Vascões settlement land [16]. The second plan dates back to 
1964, and results from the same year “Revision of the Boalhosa Centre colonization 
plan”. This revision follows the recognition of situations that required the rethinking of 
the colonization project size, as well as the orientation of the agricultural exploitation of 
the casais. On the one hand, after having verified that the land area did not 
corresponded to those identified in the 1946 plan and following a court decision ordering 
the reintegration of several plots into the private domain, it re-adjusted the colony by 
reducing the number of casais originally planned [17]. On the other hand, it redefined 
the previous exploitation plan following a new agrological study, which showed that the 
casais agricultural exploitation should be farm-oriented, since the land with a high 
capacity and profitability for cereal crops was low [18]. 
 
Landscape structure in the current context 
 
Methodology 
 
Considering the Colony a paradigmatic case in the construction of the Portuguese 
Modernist Rural Landscape, it is justified the application of an analysis methodology 
capable of assessing and understanding the impact and importance of the physical 
legacies as an emerging landscape and cultural heritage. On the other hand, 
considering that this methodology will also be used to analyze other agricultural 
colonies promoted by the JCI during the Salazar’s regime, it was used a model capable 
of embarking different realities, which was previously developed within the 
MODSCAPES project to study the physical legacies. Furthermore, it was important to 
use a method which could lead to understand how the landscape was before and after 
the colonization, what phases characterized the process of planning and construction 
of the colony in different spatial scales, as well as the reasons that contributed to the 
conservation or transformation of its legacies.  

The landscape definition expressed in the European Landscape Convention - “an 
area as perceived by people, whose character is the result of natural and/or human 
processes” [19], was the beginning to identify the structural nature of the built 
environment and to understand the relationship between the structure of the 
settlements and the characteristics of the physical support. The Convention’s definition 
suggests that in order to analyze the landscape evolution over a relatively short period 
of time, three aspects must be considered: the structure, relative to physical and 
biophysical patterns and components of the colony and its landscape; the image, linked 
to the perception of the landscape and its sensorial impact; and action, which refers to 
the human actions that shaped the colony’s landscape. This model allows crossing a 
series of information and results in order to obtain a holistic, integrated and complete 
image of the landscape and its evolution process [20]. In this sense, the landscape is 
identified and analyzed by layers that range from natural geology to human activities, 
including their transformation.  

It is also worth mentioning that the landscape characterization of the Boalhosa 
colony territory follows the criteria adopted in the Terras de Coura Landscape Plan [21], 
on which the landscape subunits multifunctional analysis is based on the methodology 
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provided in the document of the Direção Geral do Ordenamento do Território e 
Desenvolvimento Urbano – DGOTDU [22], as well as on several national and 
international studies, including the works of Cancela d’Abreu [23], Pinto-Correia [24] 
and De Groot [25]. As a result, the territory of the colony was partially included in 
NATURA 2000 and entirely in the landscape sub-unit of Monte da Boalhosa - Planalto 
de Lamas. The structure is thus evaluated by reading plans or thematic maps, from the 
oldest to the most recent, according to the historical GIS method [26]. The maps are 
analyzed through their graphic representations, comparing the programmed and 
produced landscapes with the current one. The working methodology aims to combine 
several data of the landscape territorial evolution, since it compares the starting 
situation with the contemporary one, allowing analyzing the long term landscape 
change. However, as the work is still under development, in the next few points will be 
presented only a synthesis of the results and conclusions obtained from the landscape 
structure analysis performed. 
 

 
Fig. 1. Geographic Information System (GIS) Layers structure 

 
Structure: components and transformations 
 
Components 
 
The Boalhosa Colony is still today a paradigmatic case, not only because it represents 
an exemplary way of reinventing the rural landscape, but also because it was located 
in an area with natural and landscape exceptional values. It was not coincidence that in 
1999, circa forty years after the colony was completed and the first settlers arrived, part 
of its agricultural and forestry areas were included in the Corno do Bico Protected 
Landscape, whose conservation statute was attributed due to its ecological and 
landscape quality and by the presence of habitats that provide shelter to various 
protected species of fauna and flora [27].  

	

Subject	 GIS	feature	 Topology	 Attributes	

Landscape	/	Infrastructures	

terrain	countour	line	 line	
elevation	
date	
source	

terrain	elevation	points	 points	
elevation	
date	
source	

river	 line	 name	
canal	 line	 name	

irrigation	canal	 line	
name	
type	
date	of	construction	

roads	 line	
name	
type	
date	of	construction	

rails	 line	
name	
type	
date	of	construction	

Original	land	use		 polygon	 original	use	
date	

Project	land	use	 polygon	 project	use	
date	

Current	land	use	 polygon	 current	use	
Land	suitability	study	 polygon	 Land	suitability	
Landscape	type	 polygon	 Landscape	type	

Colony	/	Settlement	

Parcels	 polygon	

name	
original	owner	
owner	
project	area	
current	area	

Building	 Polygon	

name	
built	
date	of	construction	
level	of	integrity	
date	of	modification	1	
modification	1	
project	area	
current	area	
height	
number	of	floors	
state	of	conservation	
families	
residents	
type	of	residents	

Administrative	 Administrative	boundaries	 polygon	 name	
level	

Demographics	 Census	data	 polygon	 all	the	official	census	data	attributes	
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Fig. 2. Boalhosa Colony Plan. JCI 1946 (GIS mapping)  

 
Currently, the Vascões settlement remains independent from the main access roads 

and somewhat distant from the places and towns located in its widened surroundings, 
which gives it a prominent image and a strong formal unity. This unit derives from the 
aforementioned concentrated model and the guidelines used for planning the settlement, 
namely the axis that defines the symmetrical configuration of the urban structure, 
designed in order to follow the orientation of the natural slope of the terrain and the Monte 
de Lamas ridge line, which constitutes a geomorphological unit embarking a flattened top 
and an intermediate slope area [21]. The components (abiotic, biotic and cultural) that 
currently characterize the landscape structure of the Vascões settlement remains 
identical to those that existed when the settlement was established.  

Most of the abiotic component consists of metamorphic rocks (shale), being the 
remaining eruptive rocks (granites). The way this component developed leaded to a 
rather heterogeneous relief [21] where sloping areas (varying from accentuated to 
medium or soft) and top and bottom flattened areas alternate. Consequently the 
hydrographic network is dense and there is a generalized abundance of water, which is 
also reinforced by rainfall, being this one of the most significant and constant 
climatological factors of the region [21]  

The agricultural and forest production areas cover most of the colony’s surface, and 
together with the listed areas of the protected landscape (Bushes and Agroforestry Mosaic) 
[21], contribute to determine the structural pattern of the colony’s landscape. To these 
components associate the allotment of agricultural land and the agricultural irrigation 
infrastructure. The Vascões settlement, with its housing and communal facilities, the roads 
and the connecting paths between neighboring places, define the most obvious cultural 
components of the landscape. These components also comprise some prehistorical 
remains, the subtumuli monuments, which are marks of the space appropriation by the 
human groups that lived between the third and second millennium B.C. [21]. 
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Transformations 
 
According to the information collected and systematized through the GIS, it was possible 
to identify and organize the transformations in two categories: structural 
(Landscape/Infrastructure) and localized (Colony/Settlement), with a degree of coverage 
and incidence which changes accordingly to the period in which these occurred. 

Thus, the structural transformations were associated with changes in the natural base 
components of the landscape and the land use, as well as to the land, irrigation, road and 
forest infrastructure improvement operations in the Baldios. These operations allowed to 
structure the colony’s territory and to adapt certain components or elements of the pre-
existing landscape to the farming model envisaged in the colonization project, thus providing 
a modern and more efficient rural environment in terms of the agricultural production. 
Regarding the localized transformations, they are related with the colony’s settlement and 
its built elements location, namely housing, community building and public spaces, all 
placed in a single site accordingly with the concentrated settlement model. In this category 
are also included the changes in the built elements occurred after its initial construction.  
 

Figs. 3a and b. Vascões Settlement in 1961 (a) and 2017 (b) (with Corine Land Cover 2012). 
 

From the analysis carried out, it was verified that the most significant transformations 
of the pre-existing landscape occurred during the period in which the colony was 
planned and constructed, between 1946 and 1966, focusing essentially on the Vascões 
Settlement. The transformations occurred after 1966 up to the present time were very 
localized and lesser expressive in the agricultural and forestry landscape planning, 
although significant in the function changes and extension of the community buildings 
and of some houses. Before the execution of the works foreseen in the 1946’s 
Colonization Project and in the 1964’s Revision of the colonization plan of the Boalhosa 
Centre the pre-existing landscape was characterized essentially by the presence of 
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pastures and woods, accessible only by rural paths. This configuration is confirmed not 
only by the information obtained from the 1940’s military cartography, but also by the 
descriptions in the 1946 project, where it is stated that the territory of the Boalhosa 
Colony was characterized by “vast soft sloping surfaces where there are good plots of 
land, commonly called chãs or lameiros, with water all year and where there is a rich 
and varied spontaneous vegetation that gives good pasture” [7]. This landscape type 
developed not only due to the orographic characteristics, but also to the climatic 
conditions, being the territory of the colony “placed in an area of very high rainfall” [7]. 

 
In the 1960s, after the execution of the Vascões Settlement, the landscape became 
humanized and with elements and infrastructures in order to prepare it for a business 
exploitation, and which eventually assumed as identity and readability factors of the new 
productive landscape [15]. Between the 1950s and 1960s the primary improvement works 
were completed, including various transformation operations, such as the drainage of 
soils, the protection of the soil subjected to erosion processes, the introduction of tree 
curtains, the road and path construction for local accessibility and the execution of 
agricultural irrigation infrastructures (dams, wells, waterways, drainage ditches). From the 
mid-1960s onwards, and even after the colony had ceased to function, the 
transformations that took place were small, and did not reach an expression similar to the 
previous period. Although the lands became later property of the settlers, the structure of 
the property managed to remain practically unchanged until today. Similarly, the 
agricultural system, which never provided the economic income initially expected, mainly 
due to the climatic conditions, remained linked to local scale production.  

It is possible to say that in general, in this second period, the landscape was able to 
conserve the character acquired with the construction of the settlements and of the 
necessary infrastructures for maintain the settlers and for the agricultural and forestry 
use of the baldios. Nevertheless it starts to appear in some lands a forest with non-
autochthonous fast-growing species, such as eucalyptus, which in significant 
extensions can very quickly alter or compromise the ecosystem and the landscape 
pattern. The transformations thus focused mainly on the built elements of the Vascões 
settlement, and were fundamental to ensure the active permanence of the built physical 
legacies. Some houses were restructured and used as second homes. Although in 
some cases the intervention criteria applied has not able to ensure the full respect for 
the pre-existing architectural characteristics, the overall morphological result retains the 
distinctive features of the initial project.  

Concerning the pre-existing community buildings, the School and the Teacher’s 
House acquired new functions and became part of a new educational complex, the 
Center for Environmental Education and Interpretation of the Corno do Bico Protected 
Landscape. This structure, which is located on the same place where the unbuilt Chapel 
was planned, is intended to carry out research and environmental education activities, 
aiming to give notice about the specificities and values of the Corno do Bico Protected 
Landscape. Although partially, the introduction of this complex contributed to the 
revitalization of the settlement and to establish a new living experience for the local 
population encouraging the permanence of the inhabitants and the use of the landscape 
for recreation and leisure. 
 
Conclusions 
 
From the results of the landscape structure analysis the following conclusions were 
drawn: 

8

SHS Web of Conferences 63, 07002 (2019) https://doi.org/10.1051/shsconf/20196307002
MODSCAPES 2018



- The methodology used was applied to a case study in which the model is 
concentrated and the landscape structure (modernist) did not undergo radical changes, 
which turned easier the analysis of the landscape evolution and transformations. 
However, considering that in several JCI colonies the settlement patterns and 
transformations occurred have different characteristics from those of Boalhosa, this 
methodology may be adapted, while maintaining its basic principles and procedures, 
indispensable for an evolutionary understanding of the landscape. 

- The political idea that promoted and sustained the agrarian reform ideology 
contributed to a rural landscape deeply marked by the values promoted by the Salazar’s 
regime: identity, rurality and order [15]. This idea was materialized through the use of an 
autonomous project methodology, which accounted with local culture and tradition and 
respected the morphological and physiographic characteristics of the place, leading to the 
construction of a modern landscape with a strong connection to local identities. This 
seems to be one of the reasons why the physical legacies of the rural settlements and 
surrounding landscape remained almost unchanged, despite the extinction of the colony 
in the late 1980s as a structure for the management of local agricultural production. 

- Other reasons which have contributed to limit the transformation of the modernist 
rural landscape seem to be linked, on the one hand, to the agricultural productivity and 
economic profitability, which have proved to be much lower than those foreseen in the 
exploitation plans and did not encourage further investment in terms of the colony’s 
expansion. On the other hand, the fact that a large part of the land of the colony and its 
extended surroundings were included in an area listed as a protected landscape, thus 
being subject to special protection which, together with the municipal planning 
guidelines, contributed to limit the transformation of the landscape. 

- Considering the state of conservation of the colony’s settlement, as well as the 
landscape and natural potential of the site, the classification and valorization of physical 
legacies can contribute not only to an agriculture of excellence, but also to develop 
activities in the field of environmental conservation and nature tourism. 
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