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Abstract Scattered metropolitan cities are characterized by new urban realities that offer a variety of typolo-
gies and services – new centrality areas – that function as cores of attraction, but show a lack of integration
between local and wider territorial scales, triggering problems of fragmentation and polarization. In addition,
public space is often reduced to its minimal and infrastructural function, ensuring critical connections but lacking
design qualities. In this article we will try to understand how it is possible to articulate these multi-scale cen-
tralities with local urban fabrics, focusing on the role of public space. We will analyse, within the scope of the
Lisbon Metropolitan Area, the South Bank, and in more detail, a number of areas of the Almada municipality
developing an analysis methodology for identifying problems and opportunities. The hypothesis we place is
that public space, in a systemic and multi-scale perspective, as ‘the connecting element’, can link different terri-
torial scales, forming a coherent structure and acting as a reference for scattered urban contexts. We discuss
how public spaces as multi-scale connectors can work as binding elements, proposing some design actions and
strategies to tackle these urban problems, contributing for the urban design practice.
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Introduction

Contemporary European cities that have reached
metropolitan and regional dimensions incorporate
many different realities and dynamics. Therefore
they can no longer be merely referenced by their
historic core (Ascher, 1995). The expansion areas
typically do not correspond to a compact city model,
but to scattered or dispersed elements of different
developments (Vall-Casas et al, 2011), where the lack
of standards or references is contrasted by a large
population and dynamic growth (Piorr et al, 2010).
Despite urban regeneration efforts in research and
practice operations, Southworth and Owens (1993)
note that: ‘While there is substantial literature on the
morphology of the inner city – especially historic
cities – comparable work has not been done on the
urban fringe’. Our research focuses on these areas,
especially in scattered territories, where urban issues
continue to emerge.

In this metropolitan scale city, central functions
are no longer constrained to historic or ‘traditional’
central areas, instead they are placed on the fringes,
close to large accessibility axis or transport hubs. The
establishment of these centralities in scattered or
dispersed areas adds new possibilities for daily
interaction and dynamics but it also disrupts some
existing structures, risks isolating local urban fabrics
and triggers design problems as well.

This article addresses this gap, aiming to under-
stand how the articulation between multi-scale
centralities and local urban fabrics can be estab-
lished by promoting a strategy based on public
space networks. The hypothesis we place is that
public space can be ‘the binding element’, able to
link different territorial scales – and form a coher-
ent network that acts as a reference for scattered
urban contexts. We argue that by creating a con-
tinuity network of public use (access and activ-
ities), natural features, movement connections,
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linking local and global access, it is possible to
contribute to a new approach of public space in
urban fringe areas that can tackle some of the
current urban issues.

Methodologically, we support our research by
studying a representative example within Lisbon’s
Metropolitan Area, the specific case of the South
Bank and a particular area in the municipality of
Almada. Our qualitative analysis privileges the
contact with the territory, combining GIS and
Space Syntax tools, cross-mapping (Lukez, 2007)
and public space network analysis (Pinto and
Remesar, 2012) as well as criteria definition, to
develop a series of identification and assessment
procedures on several approach ranges.

The article will start by presenting the context of
the emerging centralities, and the role of public
space within the wider phenomena of urban
growth, sprawl and polycentric city, explaining
the main particularities and problems. The defini-
tion of a number of important concepts – such as
centrality, public space network and multi-scale –

as well as a literature review will support this
contextual and conceptual framework. The article
will then focus on analysing the Tagus South Bank
area, in order to address a territory of scattered
characteristics. The method of analysis that we
propose encompasses two different stages, regard-
ing two different territorial scales. One scale refers
to Lisbon Metropolitan Area’s South Bank, while
the second one refers to a specific area in Almada
Municipality with diverse urban fabrics. Finally,
we present a definition of public space as a multi-
scale connector, and discuss its contribution for the
research on urban problems as well as its potenti-
alities for urban design practice.

Structuring and Connecting the Scattered
City

Since the late nineteenth century, urbanization
processes start to face constant dialectics between
centre and periphery (Lefebvre, 1974). Urban rea-
lity becomes a vast domain without limits, orga-
nized by networks of interconnections and
traversed by flows (Weber, 1963). What we under-
stand today as ‘Urban’ has distinct characteristics
from the established urban nucleus, as several
authors argue. Soja (2000) presents a ‘metropolis’
of uncertain geographies, without accurate
and stable territorial boundaries, being today col-
lages of immense and fragmented territories.
In Ascher’s (1995) perspective, the ‘metapolis’ is vast,

heterogeneous, discontinuous, complex, with mul-
tiple and possibly conflicting rationales and diver-
sification of social needs. Portas et al (2011)
describe the city as highly complex in organization,
expanded and discontinuous in space, indefinable
or changeable in time.

This strong urban growth has led to transforma-
tions, producing new urban contexts: polycentric
and discontinuous cities (ESPON, 2005), including
suburban, peripheral and peri-urban areas with a
dependency on other centrality areas (Roberts et al,
1999). These realities introduce new urban charac-
teristics and dynamics, which are not typically
associated with the traditionally framed city;
instead they represent a new variety of typologies
(Garreau, 1991). The emergence of these scattered
urban realities brings a series of problems such as:
lack of connectivity, fragmentation issues, segrega-
tion and marginalization, lack of functions and
user’s diversity, or loss of social and economic
dynamics (Pinto and Remesar, 2012).

This is where the value of public space emerges.
We understand public spaces as collective parts of
the city, that play a key role in the urban structure
and social appropriation, supporting morphologic,
economic, social and environmental issues ( Jacobs,
1961; Lefebvre, 1974). Therefore, in opposition
to some ideas (Sorkin, 1992; Amendola, 1997;
Hall and Page, 1999; Soja, 2000) about the (supposed)
‘death’ of the public space, we would argue that
both the recent political interest and the massive
economic investments (Remesar, 2007) indicate
that the public space is not dead. This conviction
leads us to other types of reflection, supported by
the idea that public space has a central role in
structuring urban territory (Lynch, 1960; Lefebvre,
1974).

In stabilised urban areas, this structuring role of
public space is easily recognizable in a set of well-
defined typologies. Some authors refer similar
notions in concepts as ‘nodal structure’ (Gosling
and Maitland, 1984) or ‘armature’ (Buchanan,
1988) to reinforce and distinguish the central ele-
ments and structures of the urban pattern that
combine the key features of the several urban
networks (Roberts et al, 1999).

On the other hand, in the scattered metropolitan
city, the structuring role of public space, as a
binding element, is not yet stable and consensual
within urban design and planning practice and
research. In fact, various authors state that the
strong urbanization growth, associated with global
economic changes and expanded mobility condi-
tions, imply reordering the historical functions of
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public space, through the production of new forms
of public space (Carmona, 2010). This significantly
differs from the previous historic periods and
traditional forms (Carmona et al, 2008), once public
space should no longer be only associated to streets
and squares of historic city core, but should also
embrace the new urban network of dissociated
places (Hajer and Reijndorp, 2001). It is our con-
viction that in these new realities of rapid transfor-
mations, with heterogenic urban fabrics and lack
of urban diversity, public space can also play
a central role in urban qualification: [i] promoting
continuity, improving mobility and accessibility
conditions in the urban fabric; [ii] co-producing
strong social and cultural dynamics; and [iii] help-
ing to stimulate economic activities.

In scattered metropolitan realities we can also
find urban elements that function as references and
as polarizing nodes of attraction, although their
characteristics are different from the ones used in
‘traditional city’ models. In scattered realities
these polarizing nodes are mainly represented by
emerging centralities such as transport interfaces,
commercial areas, universities, technological parks
and so on, which function as anchor spaces at a
metropolitan scale, structuring the entire urban
network. They cluster around areas of large acces-
sibility, and represent a new variety of typologies
(specific uses, location, attractiveness, comple-
mentary functions and so on) important in
nowadays territorial dynamics (Portas et al, 2011).
Therefore, the nature of these anchor spaces is
substantially different from the ones of the ‘tradi-
tional city’, not only regarding their form and
activities, but also concerning their publicness. In
fact, the open and uncontrolled public spaces
have been increasingly privatized, but despite of
this, we argue that the focus should be on how
people use spaces, embracing the fact that ‘to
members of the public, ownership and appear-
ance do not define the value of space, rather the
opportunities it provides for shared use and
activity’ (Carmona, 2010).

At the same time, they also have an impact at the
local scale (for example, urban settlements and
neighbourhoods), since they cause transformations
in social and economic dynamics of local urban
agglomerations and guarantee access to urban
functions and activities, which lack in these scat-
tered areas. Therefore, taking into account their
capacity of combining different territorial scales
(functioning as cores of attraction at metropolitan
scale and, at the same time, having a relevant
impact at local scale), we consider these new

centralities to be multi-scale (Ajuntament de
Barcelona, 1987).

Although this multi-scale characteristic can
represent an opportunity for interaction in a scat-
tered urban context, current examples reveal a
number of problems. If at the metropolitan scale
the links to these centralities are reasonably solved,
most of the solutions do not consider the articula-
tion with the local scale. This brings difficulties in
establishing connections and interactions with
proximity networks (tunnel-effects, urban fabric
ruptures, mobility problems, lack of diversity and
so on).

Considering that multi-scale centralities (linking
local to global) play a central role in providing
urban functions and activities to scattered terri-
tories, we argue that it is fundamental to rethink
the links at local scale, both the ones between them,
and the ones with local urban agglomerations. This
need is linked to the concept of ‘reurbanization’,
developed by Portas et al (2011), where he states
that in diffuse or dispersed urban fabrics combined
actions should be taken, to enable the strengthen-
ing of contiguities and hubs, supporting polarizing
concentrations of facilities, activities and transpor-
tation. Such an approach would promote the
reinforcement of grids, axis and junctions, whether
they already exist; are to be completed; or still need
to be created.

Therefore, we depart from the idea that public
spaces cannot be studied as a sum of isolated
elements but as a network (Pinto and Remesar,
2012). A network is defined as a set of elements
and the links among them, in dynamic interaction
(Bertalanfy, 1968 [1976]). Following this convic-
tion, and in line with the ideas advanced by
Portas (1999) and Borja & Muxi (2003), we argue
that public space is organized in a systemic way;
bearing in mind the importance of establishing
physical connections (hardware), but also stimulat-
ing social and economic dynamics (software), able
to promote the use of those spaces (Friedman,
2006; Brandão, 2008) as generators of continuity
and dynamics.

In scattered urban realities, if we adopt a
broader approach of public space, the public
space network combines several features (move-
ment, natural continuity, collective uses), linked
and related in a dynamic way, forming a coherent
whole and supporting new structures of different
natures (economic, social, morphological) (Carmona
et al, 2003).

Accordingly, it is important to understand
what defines a public space network. One of the
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fundamental characteristics of this network is
formed by two dimensions (Pinto and Remesar,
2012): (i) a physical/morphological dimension,
which involves the urban elements that are part of
it (buildings, services, facilities and so on) and the
connections between these elements (Hillier and
Hanson, 1984); (ii) the socio-cultural and socio-
economic dimensions, generated by the functions
and activities offered, through the way in which
the different users appropriate the space, and
through the capacity to generate new functions
and activities as a result of the use of the public
space network (Mandanipour et al, 1998).

Thus, in this article we intend to discuss the
features and current problems of scattered urban
realities, not as stabilised territories, but instead as
areas in transition, for which we cannot yet
define a future, but we do know that it will be
different from the stabilised urban territories
known today. Lukez (2007), in his study about
suburban transformations, rhetorically wonders
whether ‘(…) an edge city can evolve into Venice?
Can we begin to transform the banal into the
sublime, and in the process remedy the pathologies
of present day suburbs? (…)’. So it is necessary to
find new ways of reading the clues and traces, in
order to find adequate answers to the problems
and fragilities at hand.

Presenting the Territory of Analysis

The approach chosen for this study on fringe urban
area deficits – lack of connectivity, monofuncion-
ality, segregation and so on – is based on
an analysis of a specific territory, in order to address
and identify current problems and future opportu-
nities. We analyse two different scales within the
same territory: (i) Lisbon Metropolitan Area’s South
Bank, as a territory of scattered characteristics
and (ii) a specific area in Almada Municipality,
with strong multi-scale centralities and diverse
urban fabrics. In this section we present a brief
evolution of the area, focusing on the genesis and
urban growth processes at both scales.

Lisbon Metropolitan Area – South Bank

Within the scope of Lisbon Metropolitan Area, the
special character of the South Bank unit can be
related to its evolution and transformation pro-
cesses. The development of urban occupations
starts, with more intensity, in the areas with river

connection or related to geographical and land-
scape features of the area – seaside areas, Arrábida
highlands and agricultural plains.

From the early twentieth century the investment
on industry and port activities lead to the growth
of clusters around these new centres, fed by
migration from rural areas. As the industrial devel-
opment reached its peak, growth became part of
Lisbon’s suburbanization with the construction of
25 de Abril Bridge (1966), connecting Almada
to Lisbon. The deindustrialization process that
started in the 1980’s, reshaped the productive
profile of the area to a more dependent and
subsidiary territory. On the basis of land availabil-
ity and diversified offer urban expansion was
rapid, not always seeking a cohesive structure or
quality in the (chosen) solutions, particularly
regarding public space and facilities. Recent
(‘1990’s and 2000’s’) investments, urban transfor-
mation and planning actions have led to a reduced
dependency from Lisbon and a more polycentric
and diverse development scheme (Figure 1).

New infrastructures redesigned the network
system: a second bridge connection, new motor-
ways, a rail connection to Lisbon and a light rail
system linking several municipalities. Besides
growth related to housing, better accessibility
attracted investments in the commercial sector
and logistic. Public investment has focused on
developing facilities and attracting specialized
activities as universities, research centres, and
technology parks. Recent changes in the economic,
financial and political context have made impossi-
ble the continuity of these large-scale investments.
Other alternatives can be studied (Brandão and
Brandão, 2012).

As a result of these transformations, the territory
is nowadays formed by a variety of realities:
riverside historic centres relatively well-preserved;
consolidated urban areas; ‘dormitory suburbs’
due to suburbanization process; touristic devel-
opments; housing areas with problems of social
exclusion; unplanned/illegal housing neighbour-
hoods; old industrial areas; peri-urban areas in
transformation; rural nucleus and agricultural
areas; protected natural areas and so on.

This diversity of landscapes and urban realms,
can lead to conflicts and incoherence, but can
also promote complementarities and connections
between different realities. At the same time,
this variety shows that these areas do not corre-
spond to a fixed stage of development but to a
transition stage with some incomplete compo-
nents. The several processes of transformations
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did not result in a new model that completely
superposed the old one, but rather added layers of
interaction and complexity, with coexistences and
conflicts arising in the process. The challenges we
face today, in these territories, are mainly focused
on identifying and solving the ‘gaps and lacks’
related to these different structures.

The Case of Almada Multi-Scale Centralities

Almada Municipality has a population of about
174 000 inhabitants with a front role in the urban
network hierarchy of the Lisbon Metropolitan
Area. Although its process of urban growth
has resulted, in many cases, in an unplanned
and disorganized territory, recent efforts of

regeneration actions, planning and design pro-
cesses have started to address these issues,
reducing the suburban character and aiming for
a more qualified and attractive city. More speci-
fically a part of this positioning strategy has
been the attraction of central functions and
activities with a differentiated and qualified
profile.

In this context, the area chosen for a more
detailed analysis (Figure 2) represents a particu-
larly important node, as it joins several multi-scale
anchor spaces, which all together make a strong
centrality with a major influence at the Lisbon
Metropolitan Area scale. This multi-scale centrality
includes: Commercial Area (Shopping Centre),
Transport Interface, Hospital, Science and Techno-
logy University, Piaget University and Health

Figure 1: Lisbon metropolitan area: Location and main continuous urban areas of its South bank.
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Science University. Two public space structures of
relevant dimension can also be identified as refer-
ences for this territory: Paz urban park and Filipa
d’Água urban park.

Metropolitan accessibility is extremely impor-
tant for this area, expressed in different modes
(Figure 2): the A2 motorway connects to Lisbon
and to the south, the IC20 motorway links to the
seaside area (Costa da Caparica), the IC32 circular
highway articulates the south bank area, ferry
boats link to Lisbon and regional and suburban
train connections continue towards Lisbon and the
south. At another scale, the recent implementation
of a light rail network has reconfigured some parts
of the scattered urban structure with new mobility
and articulation axis.

More locally, the urban fabric that surrounds
these higher facilities and connections also pre-
sents diversity in its characteristics in terms of:
genesis process, planning schemes, density pat-
terns, typologies, uses and so on, as a result of their
growth and transformation process. This variety of
supplies and demands increases the number of
direct interactions between anchor spaces and with
local urban agglomerations, presenting a dynamic
and challenging situation.

Genesis and growth

From our point of view, the growth of these
suburban realities (Southworth and Owens, 1993),

Figure 2: Almada case study – Main infrastructures, multi-scale centralities and relevant public spaces.
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and in particular of these scattered mixed areas,
does not all occur in the same way and without
rules or guidance logic. In line with other investi-
gations, we intend to study the evolution of
this territory, aiming to identify some of the
bases that led the transformation of the space.
Supported by an analysis of several ‘cartographic
images’ at different time frames (Figure 3), we
can observe how the urban fabric has occupied
the territory, in response to the needs of new
population and constrained by physical factors
such as topography, hydrology or existing infra-
structures and references. The urban growth
analysis was made using cartographic imagery
(orthophotomaps and military cartographic
maps1) from 1957, 1979, 1995, 2012 complemen-
ted with other images.

Today, this territory encompasses a variety of
typologies and space occupation morphologies,
revealing the complexity of an urban growth with
different dynamics and standards:

● Almada consolidated urban centre, a multifunc-
tional and diverse area that polarizes the entire
municipality

● Consolidated suburban-growth type areas, high
density, lacking diversity and quality public
space developed in continuity with previous
urban fabric.

● Traditional urban nucleus, that retain their initial
structure and referential elements

● Remains of the rural propriety matrix of the
territory, adapted to recreational, institutional
or cultural uses

● Peri-urban settlements mostly, with deficient
building and construction quality, combining
housing and small agricultural plots

● Single-family dwelling areas, car dependent and
mono-functional, developed more recently in
suburban-type operations

● Rural lands that persist because of their agricul-
tural potential

● Natural or protected areas with high ecological
value and landscape potential

● Social housing area with a multicultural popula-
tion and lack of facilities, services and social
cohesion

● Several university campuses have benefited
from land availability, suitable areas and good
connections, and since then have attracted R&D
activities to the vicinity

● Services and facilities strategically located to
benefit from privileged accessibility for mass
activities.

The diversity of elements and structures brings
new interaction possibilities and development
hypotheses for this area: establishing a strategic
axis of development and landscape qualification,
encouraging gradual connection to the city of
Almada, linking several units and promoting
urban mix. But it is also the main cause of urban
problems with regard to fragmentation, social
interaction, access to basic services, land consump-
tion, sustainable mobility and so on, when indivi-
dual developments do not follow interconnection
or complementary strategies.

Analysing the Territory: Methodology and
Assessment

Because of our focus on public space as a multi-
scale connector element, the analysis, described in
the following sections, is directed specifically to
areas with a lack of articulation and integration
between the local and metropolitan scale, which
give rise to several urban design issues. We devel-
oped a qualitative method based on guiding prin-
ciples, rigorous criteria (detailed in each of the
methodological steps) and theoretical and metho-
dological control of the interpretation process. This
consistent approach secures the objectivity of the
results and enables replication.

The analysis method is divided in two separate
but sequential stages, related to the different
approach scales presented before. The first stage is
based on Lisbon Metropolitan Area South Bank
aiming to identify which current centralities
influence both metropolitan and local dynamics.
In the second stage we will focus on the problems
of connection and interaction with local urban
areas, in the specific case study of Almada
Municipality.

By studying these fragmented, diverse and com-
plex areas, we intend to identify their specific
problems regarding the lack of cohesion (Pinto et
al, 2010) but also to understand how to plan and
design public spaces that can function as structur-
ing elements in dispersed areas.

Metropolitan Multi-Scale Centralities

Our aim is to identify, through a simple procedure
that centralities face these problems in the
South Bank territory, what is their exact location
and how they interact with metropolitan systems
and local contexts. Within this process we present
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several approach ranges, showing the connections
progressively from a wider level to local urban
areas.

This first step starts with the identification of
spaces that have a polarizing effect in a wider
approach, functioning as anchors in the scattered

Figure 3: Urban growth of Almada scattered city.
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city – metropolitan anchor spaces. This concept is
adapted from the concept of public space anchors
developed for a local and urban scale analysis
(Pinto and Remesar, 2012), referring to public
spaces that play a structuring role in the urban
network. The authors present a set of criteria for
identifying these spaces that can be adapted to
our approach (Figure 4(a)). But as the purpose of
our analysis is focused on public space and inter-
action, it is important to centre the identification in
areas where this condition is present. To ensure
this, two specific criteria were added regarding
multi-scale interaction (Figure 4(b)): local and glo-
bal interaction and potential for public space uses.

For the analysis on the South Bank area, we
depart from the data provided by the Regional
Plan of Lisbon2, regarding the region’s main polar-
izing nodes, to which we will apply the criteria
presented. First, at a wider metropolitan scale,
following the criteria presented in Figure 4(a), we
can locate those metropolitan anchor spaces for the
South Bank area (Figure 5(a)). The graphic

representation tries to show, proportionally
(through the size variation of the circles), their
influence and attraction capacity at a metropolitan
level ranging from: entire metropolitan area, south
bank area, close municipalities or local impact.

The presented metropolitan anchor spaces differ
in type and relevance, showing the diversity of
features and urban functions that can be described
in a series of categories:

● Transport interfaces that secure metropolitan
links (connections to Lisbon or to other
municipalities)

● Major commercial or facilities areas (shopping
malls, universities)

● Large employer facilities (port activities, indus-
trial parks)

● Leisure areas located in the seaside areas (bea-
ches), seasonal attractors.

In a second stage (Figure 5(a)) we use the criteria
for multi-scale interaction (Figure 4(b)) to get a

Figure 4: (a) Criteria for identifying metropolitan anchor spaces and (b) Metropolitan multi-scale centralities.
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more accurate image of the study area. This more
detailed approach allows for a finer identification
of the areas that have potential conflicts, excluding
anchor spaces that do not show local public space
interaction, or that have already well-solved this
articulation. The lack of interaction is valid for
some of the identified industries and beach areas
that because of their isolated location do not pre-
sent real possibilities for local interaction. Other
cases of well-solved connections can refer to a
number of multi-scale centralities, which already
are locally well-integrated. Normally this situation
occurs when there is a longer adjustment process,
exemplified in some of the seaside locations and
transport interfaces in central areas.

As a result of this first identification approach,
the set of significant metropolitan multi-scale cen-
tralities includes: large commercial areas with
great accessibility (Alcochete, Montijo, Setúbal, Seixal
and Almada), university campuses (Almada and
Setúbal), transport interfaces (Almada, Barreiro,
Seixal and Montijo) and leisure and touristic areas
(Almada-Caparica).

Moving to a closer scale, we can identify, for
each of these multi-scale centrality areas, their
direct interactions with the surrounding urban
fabric, or more precisely with the local urban
satellites (Figure 6).

This stage consists of delimitating the adjacent
areas (urban satellites), coherent unities with con-
nection to the central area. These unities should be

identified by their consistent characteristics and
differentiated by the way they interact with the
centrality. The process illustrates, in a simple way,
the range of connection that a centrality can
potentiate in its direct surroundings, and also the
diversity of the encountered realities.

Within the scope of the identified multi-scale
centralities, Almada’s example presents a relatively
high level of complexity and degree of relations.
Therefore, it seems to be the most eligible one for
serving the purpose of the proximity analysis and
the problematics that we intend to address:

● Diversity in the characteristics of its territories
● A higher level of interaction with different

problems and potential for exploring com-
plementarities

● A suitable scale and insertion context for an
approach based on public space as a connector
element.

The Case of Almada

Aiming to understand and analyse the existing
problems in the articulation between multi-scale
centralities and local urban agglomerations, we
have developed an analysis method focused
on the role of public spaces. It is based on a
multi-scale approach, used for analysing the
articulation between the emerging centralities of

Figure 5: (a) Metropolitan anchor spaces (b) significant Metropolitan Multi-scale centralities.
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wide catchment areas (metropolitan area / region)
and their surrounding urban agglomerations
(at a local scale).

The method is – just as other public space
quality assessment methodologies (Whyte, 1980;
PPS, 2000; Brandão et al, 2002) – not limited to the
study of public space network’s morphological
factors, it also includes social and economic
dynamics generated in the network. For this
reason, we propose a mainly qualitative assess-
ment, based on direct contact and deep knowl-
edge of the territory, and using some tools to
support the analysis, such as GIS to identify the
public space network and Space Syntax to vali-
date this network.

The method we present uses cross-mapping
(Lukez, 2007) as the main methodological support

for the analysis. This intends to illustrate the
relation between the different variables that
contribute to the existing problems since ‘cross-
mapping is a very effective tool identifying
problems, challenges and opportunities con-
fronting a community’ (op. cit.). An approach
like this makes it possible to clearly identify the
urban structures with a lack of articulation and at
the same time helps to understand the reasons
behind it.

We split the analysis method in three different
steps:

1. Identification – Identification of metropolitan
multi-scale centralities, local urban agglomera-
tions and connections that link both of them.
As final output at this stage we identify the

Figure 6: South bank: different systems of multi-scale centralities and local urban satellites.
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public space network that has potential to
articulate both scales, and can function as a
multi-scale connector.

2. Validation – At this stage we validate that the
identified public space network includes the
structures that enable greater accessibility.

3. Evaluation – After identifying the public spaces
that can potentially serve as multi-scale connec-
tors, we intend to assess this network, with the
objective to understand the existing problems of
cohesion between the centrality areas and the
local urban agglomerations, contributing in
finding possible solutions.

4. Through this analysis we intend to create a base
for the definition of public spaces as multi-scale
connectors, that is, what makes it possible to
articulate these new centralities with the exist-
ing local urban areas.

Identification

The first part of our analysis – the identification of
the public spaces network that connects the multi-
scale centralities with local urban areas – consists
of four distinct steps (Figure 7).

The first step is the identification of the study
area’s multi-scale centralities (Figure 8A) that is, the
ones that function as centralities with interactions
at different territorial scales – from the metropoli-
tan area to the local urban areas – as a result of
their functions, the activities they offer, their loca-
tion, or the capacity they have to attract high flows
of users. This identification follows the criteria
previously presented in Figure 4 (a and b), but in
a more precise analysis scale.

In the Almada case study we identify as multi-
scale centralities:

● Commercial area (shopping centre)
● Transport interface
● Hospital
● Science and Technology University
● Piaget University
● Health Science University.

The second step is the identification and mapping of
local urban agglomerations (Figure 8(b)). With this
stage we intend to identify the local urban areas
that actually have characteristics of concentrated
urban settlements (Antunes Ferreira et al, 2010).
These areas are the ones that will have stronger
interactions with the identified multi-scale central-
ities and, therefore, are the ones that need to be
provided with a well-designed public space

connection to anchor spaces. In order to identify
these local urban agglomerations we started by
considering only the buildings with more than
30m2 (floor area) and drawing buffers of 15m
around each one of them. We selected only the set
of spaces with more than 35 buildings and primary
road access. These are considered the minimal
dimensions for local urban agglomerations to be
connected to the multi-scale centrality spaces.

The third step is the identification of the existing
primary public space network (Figure 9(a)). Within
the scope of our analysis we consider that this
network is formed by the public spaces that
ensure the main connections between the most
important functions / services / facilities and
urban agglomerations.

The fourth and last step is the clear identification
of the public spaces that connect the centralities to
the local urban agglomerations, that is, the potential
multi-scale connector public spaces (Figure 9( b)). These
spaces where identified using the cross-mapping
method through overlapping all the information
that was mapped during the previous steps. This
method of crossing information makes it possible to
take into account the links that have to be estab-
lished between the centralities and the local urban
areas, while at the same time considering the
primary existing public space network. The primary
public space network is crucial in identifying the
areas of multi-scale interaction, because it is (pre-
cisely) this network that allows the connection
between the major metropolitan road accesses and
the local public space networks.

At the end of this step we have identified the
public spaces that can function as multi-scale con-
nectors, and are able to promote interaction
between the metropolitan centralities and the local
urban agglomerations.

Validation

We consider that the network of identified public
spaces corresponds to the set of spaces with better
accessibility, regarding the existing urban mor-
phology (Portas et al, 2008). To make sure that this
assumption is correct and, at the same time, to
validate the developed method for this identifica-
tion we performed a Space Syntax analysis (Hillier
and Hanson, 1984).

Syntax analysis was built to capture physical
and spatial characteristics of urban form, aiming to
understand their dynamics and social nature. This
method is based on a simplified representation of
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space, relying on graph theory to describe the
topological relationships of urban form. The urban
structure is analysed regarding the relations
between the set of spaces making part of it, intend-
ing to accurately describe the way how the parts fit
into a whole. Each area is described according to

the position it occupies in the global system, that is,
with their relative accessibility, called ‘Integration’
(HH). This model is graphically represented by the
axial map – a two-dimensional representation
comprising the smallest set of the greatest straight
lines that cover the entire spatial system.

Figure 7: Methodological steps for public space network identification.
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By crossing the identified public spaces with the
developed axial map (Figure 10), we can easily
understand that the higher Integration (HH)
values (presented by the warmer colours) corre-
spond to the network of public spaces identified as
potential multi-scale connectors. The higher inte-
gration values represent the more accessible
spaces, that is, the segments that are easier to reach
from any other segment in the network, using the
shortest path.

Therefore, we argue that the identified public
space network includes the spaces with the

greatest potential to function as multi-scale con-
nectors, assuming a central position in the urban
fabric.

Evaluation

After identifying the potential multi-scale connec-
tor public spaces, we assess this network, with the
objective to understand the existing problems of
cohesion, and to help define possible solutions. It is
important to point out that these possible solutions

Figure 8: (a) Multi-scale centralities identification and (b) local urban agglomerations delimitation.

Figure 9: (a) Existing primary public space network identification (b) and potential multi-scale connector public spaces identification.

Pinto and Brandão

188 © 2015 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1357-5317 URBAN DESIGN International Vol. 20, 3, 175–194



would need further analysis and empiric observa-
tions, based on a more local focus, including the
evaluation of previous structural fragmentation
processes or people’s motivation for the usingthe
new connections, ensuring viable transformation
actions.

We developed a qualitative assessment of the
public space network, privileging the direct contact
and deep knowledge of the territory (PPS, 2000;
Brandão et al, 2002), joining different techniques
and analysis tools in a survey regarding three main
aspects:

● Network articulation
● Proximity services
● Quality in public space design.

The assessment of the network articulation
was based on spatial analysis, using cross map-
ping, (evolution of urban fabric Figure 3) and
space syntax analysis (Figure 10). The study
on local and proximity services was based on
existent planning and socio-economic diagnoses
(C.M. Almada, 2007), paired with local observation
and spatial analysis developed in the identification
part (first and second step). Finally, the design

qualities of public space were assessed by a local
survey with observation techniques (Whyte, 1980).
With this combined analysis, it is possible to
identify a set of main problems and fragilities that
affect this territory, especially those that demand
an articulation at multiple scales, reinforcing the
role of public space as a structuring element.

With respect to the network articulation
(Figure 11), the previous system of roads and rural
ways has, in the course of time, been overlapped
by a new infrastructural network (motorways and
railways) of higher hierarchy, altering the territory
profoundly. While some of the old links are broken
and replaced by other kinds of connections, other
fragile rural pathways are converted into new
streets and roads, along with new built structures
and uses. This new network eases the connections
to main road access, but makes it difficult to ensure
proximity links based on active transportation
modes.

Regarding the proximity of services (Figure 12),
most of these local urban agglomerations were
developed through partial or individual interven-
tions, without an overall vision, or an articulation
of the various elements, showing a patchwork of

Figure 10: Almada case study axial map – Space syntax analysis.
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small units normally mono-functional. This
growth process did not address issues related to
local accessibility and mobility for the population,
or even attention to community services (most
easily found in the ‘traditional’ city centres). This
lack of a ‘satisfactory’ proximity supply reinforces
the need for local urban agglomerations to connect
to large centralities, seeking to satisfy these basic
needs, even if the connections are not easily
provided.

Concerning public space design (Figure 13), the
scattered characteristics of these territories are
again emphasized in partial structures or discon-
nected parts. This system of open spaces is not
characterised by the public space typologies we
are used to (streets, squares, parks), instead
it is formed by minimal frame and functions
(passageways, accesses), normally unqualified
and lacking diversity. The absence of structures
and functions makes it difficult to be used and
experienced by local communities (Ehrenfeucht

and Loukaitou-Sideris, 2010). In places of recent
urban developments, there is a prevalence of
road-type design over a more street and people
oriented design, showing that the transition
between rural and urban, local and metropolitan
is still an unsolved issue.

The main categories of the presented problems /
fragilities lead us to base this stage of our analysis
in three specific criteria that we believe to be
determinant to guarantee the quality of the multi-
scale connections:

● Existence of good walkability and bikeability
conditions (Cambra, 2012), in a network per-
spective, including the interaction / complemen-
tarity with public transportation

● Existence of complementary urban functions,
able to create social and economic dynamics that
generate flows of users

● Ease of connections and distances between the
centralities and the local urban agglomerations.

Figure 11: Network articulation problems of discontinuous territories.

Figure 12: Proximity services gaps and lacks at a local approach scale.

Pinto and Brandão

190 © 2015 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1357-5317 URBAN DESIGN International Vol. 20, 3, 175–194



Analysing the Almada case study, the identified
public space network (Figure 14) shows weak-
nesses regarding their suitability for walking and
cycling, mainly because quality spaces are not
guaranteed, as they are inadequate or unsatisfac-
tory, predominantly designed for cars. In these
spaces we propose to improve walkability and bike-
ability quality (Hamilton-Baillie, 2008), by provid-
ing spaces that are safe, connected, accessible and
with pleasant activities.

On the other hand, we also identify some spaces
where pedestrian and bicycle circulation condi-
tions are already satisfactory, although they are
under used because of the lack of urban functions
and activities. In these cases we propose the crea-
tion of new urban functions able to attract users and
stimulate social and economic dynamics / interac-
tions (Curtis and Tiwari, 2008).

Through this assessment we also identify some
connectivity problems, mainly because the existing
links are too far or even non-existent, such as (i) a
connection between the shopping centre area, the
transport interface and the surrounding local
urban agglomerations; and (ii) a connection
between the transport interface and the urban
centre of Almada. In these lacking links we pro-
pose to develop new connections, only for pedestrian
and bicycles, bearing in mind that it is important to
place urban functions and activities along these
new ways, in order to make them attractive for
users.

Another one of the encountered fragilities relates
to the fact that some (of the analysed) public spaces
and facilities are inward-looking, that is, there is no
interaction with the surrounding urban agglom-
erations. In the cases of Science and Technology
University and both urban parks, we propose to

improve the links between these spaces and the
surrounding urban fabric, not only in terms of
physical connections, but also in creating users’
dynamics that promote greater interaction
between the different areas.

Despite these problems and fragilities, this terri-
tory – scattered, discontinuous but diverse and
complementary – also presents potential features
that can be further developed. The main difficulty
today lies in addressing articulation and design
issues in a sustainable and realistic perspective that
can present a solution to the basic needs of the
population and contribute to the qualification of
territory without compromising existing structures
and available resources.

Conclusion

This article addressed a gap regarding a specific
focus on the role of public space in scattered urban
realities. The reflections and analysis performed
throughout the article, on metropolitan, scattered,
fragmented, diverse and complex territories,
showed us a set of problems and fragilities regard-
ing its own urban structure. Also the analysis
method allowed the identification of opportunities
for improving and tackling these issues through
urban design action and strategies.

Contradicting the idea of a sum of individual
spaces, public spaces can be planned and designed
in a cohesive network perspective. In our perspec-
tive, to consider public space as a multi-scale
connector:

● Is linked to the idea of an existing network
hierarchy, that is, there is a metropolitan road

Figure 13: Public space design deficiencies in scattered urban environments.
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network and a local network of public spaces
and there are also areas of connection between
these two scales, able to link different territorial
scales

● Assumes that a public space network is com-
posed of two complementary layers, one is
related to their infrastructural function (the
hardware) and the other concerns the function
of equipment or service provided by a public
space which is the support for it use and appro-
priation (the software)

● Promotes multi-scale interaction and articulation
possibilities, as they link the multi-scale central-
ities to the local urban agglomerations, enabling
at the same time, movement, flows and
dynamics that are characteristic for wide and
local territorial scales

● Provides the transition between major accesses
and the local dynamics of public spaces (proxi-
mity and diversified urban functions)

● Evolves connections and interactions more than
just a physical connection, but also linked with
the service provided by these public spaces
(functions, activities, identity)

● Allows the connection / transition with the local
public space network, they can assure good
walkability and bikeability conditions, in articu-
lation with public transport

● Enables the emergence of new urban functions,
capable of generating public space dynamics
and appropriation, promoting interaction with
the local urban agglomerations.

We argue that by creating a network of continuity of
public use (accesses and activities), natural features,
movement connections, linking local and global
access, it is possible to contribute to a new design
approach of public space in urban fringe areas.

In this perspective, it is necessary to act at an
intermediate scale – not local, nor global, not an

Figure 14: Synthesis mapping of Almada case study assessment main results.
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urban plan, nor a detail design – urban design
action has to widen, to tackle more complex and
diverse problems that the ones usually considered
in city centres or confined urban areas. For improv-
ing living conditions in dispersed urban areas it is
necessary to create public spaces that act as new
qualified links, connecting centrality areas, making
nearby services accessible while providing socia-
bility conditions and identity representation.

This intermediate scale can also have temporal
meaning: allowing the formulation of transition
solutions, solving main integration aspects while
allowing for a certain level of independency and
flexibility. This means that there can be elements
that change quite rapidly (uses, built fabric and
economical dynamics) and others that are more
stabilized (infrastructure, facilities), but the logics
between them remain secured. An approach of this
kind can be also useful to guide actions concerning
low cost investment, where it is important to select
main focus areas for intervention.

Finally, in these dispersed areas – where public
space is often reduced to its minimal and infra-
structural function – it is necessary to act, based on
the existing network, working ‘in between’,
improving connections and dynamics, increasing
urban diversity and fostering current activities.
This systemic and multi-scale perspective, allows
incremental processes (Gehl and Gemozoe, 2001)
instead of replacing or developing drastic transfor-
mation actions.

Concluding, the action of public space can be
even more important in the fragmented and com-
plex fringe areas, as an element that organizes the
different disconnected parts in new networks of
continuity acting as a reference for scattered urban
contexts. The design action does not have to be
superimposed and totally reformed, but can be
built gradually, as new connections and urban
activities are develop and urbanity grows, leaving
room for unexpected this to happen.

Notes

1 The original scale of the cartographic imagery corresponds to
the usual representation of 1:25.000.

2 Lisbon Metropolitan Area Regional Plan, PROTAML, 2009.
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