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Lisbon is the capital of Portugal, it is a city of 544,850 residents with an area of 39 sq 
miles. Lisbon, alongside Porto, is recognised as a global city. It welcomes about 25 million 
toursists annually. 

The Affordable Lease Program (Programa Renda Acessível/PRA) is an effort by the 
Portuguese government to provide the residents of Lisbon with affordable housing.

To understand the scope of this program one must consider:
The external forces, which provide larger context, the issues that are created, and the  
actions taken by the government to mediate these problems.
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In 2011 Portugal experienced an economic crisis that was part of a 
wider downturn started in 2001. The country applied for and used a 
€78.0 billion bailout from the EU and IMF.

In 2012, the government sought to combat the crisis by scrapping 
nationwide rent control and creating the golden visa program. This 
attracted wealthy foreigners and property investors, who could 
gain residency by investing in at least €500,000 of property.

In 2017, the Portuguese government established all major works in 
the city be overseen by the Urban Rehabilitation Society rather than 
the Urban Planning Department. This limited the power of citizens 
to have a say in the development of their cities. 

- Democratically elected 
- Functions as department within 
City Government
- Answers to constituents

URBAN PLANNING VS.URBAN REHABILITATION 

- Not democratically elected  
- Functions as Municipal Enterprise
-  No transparency with constituentsNo transparency with constituents
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BUY LOW, SELL HIGH
Lisbon residents faced with skyrocketing property values.
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In 2019, The Portuguese government proposed the Basic Housing Law. This sought 
to address housing as a social function and citizen right, the same as education and 
healthcare. The goals of the program are “eradicating homelessness, prioritizing the 
use of public real estate for affordable housing, and prohibiting tenant evictions across 
Lisbon.”

It includes special protective measures for young people, students, the disabled, the 
elderly, and families with young children.

Also in 2019, the Lisbon City Council introduced the Affordable Lease Program. This will try 
to mediate the issues by 
• Giving landlords tax exemptions for participating
• Relieving landlords of the burden of finding tenants
• Guaranteeing tenants will not pay more than 30% of their monthly wage on rent
• Encouraging residents to speak out about housing quality, ongoing construction and 

proposed developments

"The Portuguese government wants to create a pool of 18,660 houses ...The investment 
will reach 2.3 million euros...direct investment by the State of around 1.7 million euros, to 
which another 600 million will be added from municipalities or other entities."
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The housing for this program comes through 3 main  sources. 

1. Small-scale landlords who lease their properties to the city council through the 
Affordable Lease Program.

2. Some units are owned by the Lisbon City Council (CML), which finances the 
refurbishment of the building.

3. The result of a public-private partnership between the CML and a developer to build on a 
publicly owned piece of land.

CML provides property 
to private developer. 

Developer constructs 
housing units/renovates 
building.

70% of housing stock 
through Affordable 
Lease Program.

30%  of housing stock 
rented at market rates. 

CML owns plot, developer 
owns building. 

Developer maintains 
housing. 

Housing only leased 
to CML for 5 years.



 7Amera Youssef + Madha Nawal
ARCH 5115 + SUEN 6110

Fi
na

nc
ia

l C
ris

is

Go
ld

en
 Vi

sa
 

Ba
si

c H
ou

si
ng

 La
w

Af
fo

rd
ab

le
 Le

as
e 

Pr
og

ra
m

Sa
fe

 R
en

t P
ro

gr
am

Co
vi

d-
19

In 2020, Covid-19 dramatically decreased the level of tourism in Lisbon. Registered short-
term rentals in Lisbon account for 25,000 apartments. With reservations falling under 
10% of the level of booking due to Covid-19, short-term units were left vacant as hosts 
struggled to find renters.  

95% unoccupied = 22,000 empty units

In 2020, Lisbon launched The Safe Rent Program (Renda Segura), a program that turns 
vacant short-term AIRBNB rental units into long-term affordable units for locals by

• paying landlords up to three years of rent up front
• allowing property owners to earn up to €1,000 a month for a four-bedroom apartment
• making rental income exempt from taxes.

Despite the Lisbon City Council’s efforts to launch the Safe Rent Program, many landlords 
are holding out in hopes that reservation will pick back up while others are hesitant to 
participate due to an increase in property tax when transferring their property from 
short-term rental to long-term.  AIRBNB exposes Lisbon to "buy-to-let gentrification" by 
displacing locals with tourists.
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75% of Lisbon Residents are homeowners, 
the other 25% are tenants.

Of those, 8% of short term rentals 
are through AIRBNB.

Paying landlords 3 years of 
rent up front.

Making rental income exempt 
from taxes. Giving landlords tax 

exemptions for participating.
Encouraging residents to 
speak out about housing 
qualilty and proposed 
developments.

Relieving landlords of the 
burden of finding tenants.

Guaranteeing tenants will not 
pay more than 30% of their 
income on rent.

Allowing property owners to 
earn up to €1,000 a month.
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What happens behind the scenes:
How activists succesfully passed the Basic Housing Law:

2016: 
Masterclass on Tourism and 
Gentrification gets traction, 

key player Luis Mendes

2011:
Distressed Generation 

Protest

Carnation Revolution,
Financial Crisis,

Golden Visa Program,
etc.

Citizenship Academy 
founded by same organizers 

behind Distressed Generation 
Protest

Social Movement 
begins with 6-7 people in 

the field

organized debates, 
created documents 

diagnosing issues in the 
city

Morar Em Lisboa:
Social Movement grows 

and gains attention of 
Lisbon residents

2017:
Wrote an open letter to 

the government

Letter 
caught attention 
of geographers, 

urbanists, 
economists, 
architects... 

who also signed
Organization leaders 

met with secretary of state, 
minister of housing, city hall...

2019:
Basic Housing Law

Helena Roseta as author

Theatrics: 
Protests on Liberty 

Avenue, main street of 
Lisbon

Inspiration: Occupy 
Wall Street's taking over of 

public space

Inspiration: Eviction 
groups use Black Lives Matter 

protests as push against police 
enforced evictions

Coalition of 60+ groups 
formed

Activists act as 
advisors to politicians 

going forward

Put housing on the 
public agenda, pressured the 

left to act



 10Amera Youssef + Madha Nawal
ARCH 5115 + SUEN 6110

In Conclusion, 

Social housing in Portugal accounts for just 2% of the stock of rental units. 
The events involved culminated in a housing crisis. Residents were faced 
with increased rent, an influx of foreign investors and short term rentals, and 
limited powers of community control. The city of Lisbon was facing a wave of 
displacement, over-tourism and eviction. 

Although the City Council is making an effort to combat displacement and 
increase affordable housing for local community members, the efforts seem 
short sighted. In both cases, the City is putting forward a plan that only looks at a 
short term solution for a long term problem. 

Activist organizations like Morar En Lisboa and the Citizenship Academy are 
fighting for better solutions. They take critical action by focusing on:

1. Scientists and Academics, who can provide the critical analysis and 
frameworks to begin tackling the issues

2. Civil Society and Activists, who are experiencing the issues firsthand
3. Political Figures and Representatives, who have the power to draft legislature 

that can change the issues

There is an emphasis on remembering that one person can be in multiple 
categories, issues are best addressed when everyone is aware they have skin in 
the game.  This general framework can be applied to the US context.
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