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IN 2020, BUILDING PERMITS DECREASED BY 3.5% AND COMPLETED BUILDINGS INCREASED BY 

6.0%. IN THE 4TH QUARTER OF 2020, IN YEAR-ON-YEAR TERMS, BUILDING PERMITS AND 

COMPLETED BUILDINGS DECREASED BY 1.0% AND 4.1%, RESPECTIVELY 

In the 4th quarter of 2020, there were 5.7 thousand licensed buildings which corresponded to a 1.0% 

reduction in comparison with the same period of the previous year (+4.0% in the 3rd quarter of 2020). 

Building permits for new constructions increased by 1.2% while renovation permits declined by 7.8% (+6.5% 

and -3.5% respectively, in the 3rd quarter of 2020). Completed buildings decreased by 4.1% (+1.5% in the 3rd 

quarter of 2020), amounting to 3.7 thousand buildings. 

When analysing monthly data, after recording increases, in year-on-year terms, in November and December, 

building permits recorded a 17.3% decline in January 2021.  

In the year 2020, 22.8 thousand buildings were licensed and 15.0 thousand buildings were completed, 

corresponding to rates of change of -3.5% and +6.0% respectively, compared to the previous year (+4.1% and 

+11.6%, in the same order, in 2019). 

 

Despite the circumstances caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, Statistics Portugal calls for the best possible 

cooperation from enterprises, households, and public bodies in responding to Statistics Portugal’s data 

requests. The quality of official statistics, particularly their ability to identify the impacts of the COVID-19 

pandemic, crucially depends on this collaboration, which Statistics Portugal thanks in advance. 

 

 

In the 4th quarter of 2020, there were 5.7 thousand building permits and 3.7 thousand completed buildings in 

Portugal. Building permits decreased by 1.0% compared with the 4th quarter of 2019 (+4.0% in the 3rd quarter 

of 2020) and declined by 3.8% when compared to the previous quarter. Completed buildings declined by 4.1% 

in year-on-year terms (+1.5% in the 3rd quarter of 2020), having increased by 1.0% compared with the 

previous quarter. 
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Figure 1. Quarterly year-on-year rate changes (Building permits and completed buildings) 

 
Source: Statistics of building permits and construction works completed 

 

1. Building  permits 

In the 4th quarter of 2020, the number of building permits issued in Portugal was 5.7 thousand, corresponding 

to a 1.0% decrease vis-à-vis the 4th quarter of 2019 (+4.0% in the 3rd quarter 2020). 

Of the total building permits, 71.7% corresponded to new constructions and, of these, 78.4% referred to 

family housing. Demolished buildings (427 units) corresponded to 7.5% of the total building permits in the 4th 

quarter of 2020. 

Região Autónoma da Madeira and Área Metropolitana de Lisboa stood out as the only regions that registered 

positive year-on-year rates of change in terms of building permits in the 4th quarter of 2020 (+14.3% and 

+2.1%, respectively). The remaining regions presented declining year-on-year rates of change, clearly more in 

Alentejo (-6.4%) and Algarve (-6.0%). 

The number of building permits for new constructions in Portugal grew by 1.2% vis-à-vis the 4th quarter of 

2019, and renovation permits declined by 7.8%. When compared to the previous quarter, permits for new 

constructions declined by 4.8% and renovation works decreased by 3.1%. 

With the exception of Alentejo (-2.1%) and Norte (-1.0%), the remaining regions of the country recorded year-

on-year increases in building permits for new constructions, more so, in relative terms, Região Autónoma dos 

Açores (+20.2%).  
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In the 4th quarter of 2020, 6.5 thousand dwellings in new construction for family housing were licensed. This 

value reflects an increase of 7.5%, compared to the 4th quarter of 2019, reversing the decrease in the previous 

quarter (-3.0% in the 3rd quarter of 2020). The Alentejo and Algarve regions were the only ones to register a 

declining year-on-year rate of change in this variable (-11.7% and -5.2%, respectively). The remaining regions 

recorded a year-on-year growth, particularly Região Autónoma dos Açores (+25.0%), Região Autónoma da 

Madeira (+17.6%) and Área Metropolitana de Lisboa (+16.2%). 

In Portugal, in the 4th quarter of 2020, the total licensed area decreased by 4.5% compared to the 4th quarter 
of 2019 (+2.1% in the 3rd quarter of 2020). However, this behavior was not geographically homogeneous. 

In fact, partly as a consequence of the licensing of residential buildings of large dimensions in the municipality 

of Oeiras, Área Metropolitana de Lisboa has registered a year-on-year growth of 30.4% in this variable. 

Alentejo also had a marked growth in this variable (+17.3%) which was due, in addition to family housing 

destination, to building permits related to agriculture, manufacturing and general purpose works.  On the 

opposite, the regions of Algarve and Região Autónoma da Madeira recorded the largest year-on-year 

decreases in this variable (-28.9% and -25.6%, respectively). 

Figure 2. Buildings and dwellings permits – Quarterly year-on-year rate of change 

(4
th

 quarter of 2020) 

 

Source: Building permits –  Projects of building constructions and demolitions survey (Q3) 

An analysis by municipality shows that in the last quarter of 2020, the 5 municipalities with the highest 

absolute variation, compared to the same quarter of the previous year, were responsible for the licensing of 

17.9% of the total number of dwellings in building works in the country (considering all types of works and all 

destinations). Taken together, these municipalities recorded an increase of 117.5% over the previous year 

(+798 dwellings). 
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Likewise, the municipalities with the greatest declining variation registered a 34.2% decrease in the number of 

dwellings licensed for construction in comparison with the same quarter of the previous year (-560 dwellings). 

 

Figure 3. Municipalities with the highest absolute variation in the total number of licensed dwellings in building works 

(4
th

 quarter of 2020) 

 

Source: Building permits –  Projects of building constructions and demolitions survey (Q3) 
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The number of building permits revealed some volatility throughout the year 2020, with declining rates of 

change from March to May, and in September and October, with April registering the most intense 

negative year-on-year rate of change (-25.2%). In the remaining months there were positive year-on-year 

rates of change, more so during the period from June to August (+9.9%, +5.3% and +8.7%, in monthly 

order). 

In January 2021 there was a new decrease in the number of building permits (-17.3%), in line with the 

values observed in the months of the beginning of the pandemic, in 2020. 

Figure 4. Building permits – monthly information 

 

Source: Building permits –  Projects of building constructions and demolitions survey (Q3) 
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2. Completed buildings 

In the 4th quarter of 2020, the total number of completed buildings (new constructions, building 

enlargements, renovations and reconstructions) registered a reduction of 4.1% compared to the 4th quarter 

of 2019 (+1.5% in the 3rd quarter of 2020). In this period, it is estimated that 3.7 thousand buildings have 

been completed in Portugal, corresponding mostly to new constructions (80.1%) and of these, 77.4% were 

intended for family housing. 

It is estimated that the increase in the number of completed buildings reached 11.3% in Região Autónoma 

da Madeira and 10.3% in Área Metropolitana de Lisboa. The remaining regions showed negative year-on-

year growth rates, namely the Norte region (-11.8%), Região Autónoma dos Açores (-9.7%) and the Algarve  

(-6.1%). 

In Portugal, completed works in new constructions increased by 1.4% compared to the 4th quarter of 2019, 

contrasting with renovation works which decreased by 21.5%. Compared with the previous quarter, 

completed works in new constructions grew by 1.1% and renovation works increased by 0.4%. 

Região Autónoma da Madeira and Área Metropolitana de Lisboa stood out as scoring the highest year-on-

year growth in this indicator (+37.5% and +21.9%, respectively). The regions of Alentejo and Centro also 

recorded an increase although less marked (+2.8% and +2.4%, in the same order). Região Autónoma dos 

Açores (-12.8%), Norte (-8.2%) and Algarve (-0.9%) registered declining year-on-year rates of change. 

In all regions of the country there was a reduction in completed works for renovation, with the highest 

figures recorded in Área Metropolitana de Lisboa (-39.7%), Região Autónoma da Madeira (-28.1%), Norte  

(-22.7%) and Alentejo (-20.0%). 

In the 4th quarter of 2020, completed dwellings in new construction for family housing amounted to 4.7 

thousand, corresponding to an increase of 13.0% compared to the 4th quarter of 2019 (+14.4% in the 3rd 

quarter of 2020). It is estimated that this growth has been extended to all regions of the country, with the 

exception of Região Autónoma dos Açores where there will have been a decrease of 23.6%. The regions that 

showed the highest year-on-year growth were Região Autónoma da Madeira (+34.5%) and Centro (+24.2%). 

Together, Norte and Centro regions continued to stand out in the number of buildings (62.1% of the total) 

and completed dwellings in new construction for family housing (60.1%), in the country, in the 4th quarter of 

2020. The Norte region kept being predominant in the number of completed buildings and dwellings (35.7% 

and 35.6%), followed by Centro (26.4% and 24.5%) and Área Metropolitana de Lisboa (18.3% and 21.9%). 

In the 4th quarter of 2020 there was a decrease of 7.2% in the total completed construction area in Portugal, 

compared to the same period of the previous year. Área Metropolitana de Lisboa registered the sharpest 

positive rate of change in this indicator (+27.6%), while Região Autónoma da Madeira and Região Autónoma 

dos Açores recorded the sharpest decrease (-57.5% and -55.1%, respectively). 
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Figure 5. Completed buildings and dwellings – Quarterly year-on-year rate of change 

(4
th

 quarter of 2020) 
 
 

 
Source: Completed Works Estimations 

 

3. Annual evolution– preliminary data 

In 2020, there were 22.8 thousand building permits and 15.0 thousand completed buildings, corresponding  

to rates of change of -3.5% and +6,0%, when compared to the previous year (+4,1% and +11,6%, by the 

same order, in 2019). 

Considering the last decade, when comparing the year 2020 with the year 2011, the year of the last Census,  

it can be seen that the number of building permits has decreased by about 2.9 thousand buildings, which 

corresponds to a decrease of 11.1% (22.8 thousand building permits in 2020, compared with 25.6 thousand 

in 2011). 

In the first half of the decade, successive decreases were registered in the number of building permits, with a 

recovery from 2015, the year in which this variable has registered its minimum value (15.3 thousand 

buildings, which also corresponds to the lowest year-on-year decrease in this period -2.8%). The highest 

value of the decade was recorded in 2011, exceeding the 25,6 building permits. In the last two years there 

was a reduction in the rates of change, which in 2020 returned to negative values (-3.5%). 
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Figure 6. Building permits – annual evolution 2011-2020 

(Total and annual rate of change) 

 

Source: Building permits –  Projects of building constructions and demolitions survey (Q3) 

In 2020, the Norte region accounted for 39.2% of the total number of building permits, 45.2% of the 

dwellings licensed in new construction for family housing and 42.4% of the total area licensed in Portugal. 

Together with the Centro region, the two regions represented 66.5% of the building permits, 65.8% of the 

dwellings licensed in new construction for family housing and 68.8% of the total area licensed in the country. 

The building permits in Área Metropolitana de Lisboa amounted to around 16.0% of the total number of 

building permits in the country, corresponding to 21.5% of the total number of dwellings licensed in new 

construction for family housing and 17.7% of the total area licensed. 
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Figure 7. Regional breakdown of buildings, dwellings and total licensed area  
(2020) 

 

 
 

Source: Building permits –  Projects of building constructions and demolitions survey (Q3) 

In 2020, it is estimated that the number of completed buildings had registered a reduction of 42.5% in 

comparison to 2011.  

From 2011 to 2016, there were successive decreases, with the largest annual reduction in 2013 being 

observed (-26.3%). In the subsequent period, there were annual growths that reached their highest 

expression in 2018 (+13.9%). At the end of the period, there was a significant slowdown with the reduction 

in the growth rate, from 11.6% in 2019 to 6.0% in 2020. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 8. Completed buildings – annual evolution 2011-2020 
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Source: Completed Works Estimations 

Considering 2020 as a whole, the Norte region held 36.3% of the total number of completed buildings, 40.1% 

of the completed dwellings in new construction for family housing and 42.6% of the completed construction 

area in the country. Taken together, the Norte and Centro regions accounted for 62.0% of completed 

buildings, 61.1% of completed dwellings in new construction for family housing and 68.0% of the total 

completed construction area. In 2020, the buildings completed in Área Metropolitana de Lisboa represented 

18.7% of the country's total value, corresponding to 23.5% of the total number of dwellings completed in 

new construction for family housing and 17.5% of the total completed construction area in Portugal. 

 

Figure 9. Regional breakdown of the number of buildings, dwellings and total completed construction area 
(2020) 

 

Source: Completed Works Estimations 
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METHODOLOGICAL NOTE 

Estimates on Completed Works – Data on Completed Works are based on a methodology that allows quarterly 

dissemination of estimated data subject to the least possible deviation consisting of an estimation of the deadline 

for the conclusion of a building based on the previewed deadline (i.e., the time elapsed between the permission to 

build and the effective conclusion of the building, stated in the permit), based on a linear regression model, 

according to the different types and final use of the buildings. 

Building Permits - The goal behind this statistical operation is the gathering of data enabling to follow the evolution 

of the building construction sector, in a perspective of future starts in building construction. Data disseminated in 

this press release are based on the monthly permits issued by the 308 Municipalities across the country, under the 

scope of the Indicators System of Urban Operations (SIOU). 

Monthly revisions - Given the administrative nature of the information, the data on building permits are updated 

monthly throughout the year and are subject to monthly and quarterly revisions. It should be noted that in the 

context of the COVID-19 pandemic, there have been delays in receiving some information from the municipalities, 

mainly reflected in the 2
nd

 quarter of 2020, as many of the services were closed or limited and it was not possible to 

send all the information to Statistics Portugal on time, which leads to extraordinary revisions to the data previously 

released. 

Revisions compared to the last press release: 

 

Year-on-year rate of change - The year-on-year rate of change compares the level of each variable between the 

current period and the same period a year earlier. On this press release, the year-on-year change rate of data 

related to building permits presents revisions on both buildings and dwellings, following the corrections sent by the 

Municipalities. 

Quarter-on-quarter rate of change - The quarter-on-quarter rate of change compares the level of each variable with 

the quarter immediately before. 
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Further data - For further data on Building Permits and Completed Works, please access the Statistics Portugal 

database at www.ine.pt, where available data on Building Permits for JANUARY 2021 can be found. 

 Licensed buildings (No.) by Geographic localization (NUTS - 2013), Type of project and Project purpose; 

 Licensed dwellings (No.) in new constructions for family housing by Geographic localization (NUTS - 2013) 

and Dwelling typology; 

 Completed dwellings (No.) in new constructions for family housing by Geographic localization (NUTS - 

2013) 

STATISTICAL CONCEPTS: 

destination of the construction works - type of use given to the building, such as housing, agriculture, commerce, 

industry, among others. 

dwelling - part or totality of a building with independent access and made up by one or more spaces destined to 

habitation and by complementary private spaces. 

urbanistic operations license - authorisation granted by the Municipalities and prior to the carrying out of a set of 

urbanistic operations, except for those whose owner is an exempt entity. 

completed works - works that meets the physical conditions to be inhabited or used, regardless of whether or not 

the license or authorisation for use has been granted. 

tipo de obra - classificação dos trabalhos efetuados em edifícios ou terrenos segundo as seguintes modalidades: 

construção nova, ampliação, alteração, reconstrução e demolição. 

type of works - classification of works carried out on buildings or land according to the following modalities: new 

construction, extension, alteration, reconstruction and demolition. 

renovation works -  comprises enlargement, alteration, and  reconstruction works. 

DESIGNATIONS  

m
2
    Square metres 

No.    Absolute number 

ns    Not specified 

NUTS    Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics (2013) 

p.p.    Percentage points 

SIOU    Indicators System of Urban Operations 

Date of next quarterly press release – 09 June 2021 

 

https://www.ine.pt/xportal/xmain?xpid=INE&xpgid=ine_indicadores&indOcorrCod=0008065&contexto=bd&selTab=tab2
https://www.ine.pt/xportal/xmain?xpid=INE&xpgid=ine_indicadores&indOcorrCod=0008066&contexto=bd&selTab=tab2
https://www.ine.pt/xportal/xmain?xpid=INE&xpgid=ine_indicadores&indOcorrCod=0008066&contexto=bd&selTab=tab2
https://www.ine.pt/xportal/xmain?xpid=INE&xpgid=ine_indicadores&indOcorrCod=0003841&contexto=bd&selTab=tab2
https://www.ine.pt/xportal/xmain?xpid=INE&xpgid=ine_indicadores&indOcorrCod=0003841&contexto=bd&selTab=tab2

