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PORTU GUESE 
DROP OUT 
DESIGN  
AND THE 
QUESTION 
OF 
LON GEV ITY
Maria Kruglyak

Sixty years ago, the West witnessed a major 
social crisis. Financial hardship, the Vietnam 
War, extreme weather events, and global 
decolonial struggles led to a widespread 

disdain for the status quo. 
The frustration culminated in  
a generation of Americans and 
Europeans desiring social revolu-
tion. Many chose to ‘drop out’  
of society, and move to the country-
side, a movement named after the 
first hippie commune: Drop City, 
founded in 1960 near Trinidad, Colorado. 
The fol low ing decade saw (often) privi-
leged and (usually) ideological young 
people leave their home towns and families 
to try to build self-sus tain able communities  
in the countryside. Today, socioeconomic, eco-
logi cal, and housing crises are once again 
creating a rural, ecologically focused dropout 
movement in the West: an off-grid movement 
for which Portugal has become a top destination 
with promises of cheap(er) rural land, good 
weather, easy living, and a reputation for wel-
coming alternative lifestyles.
 
Since the 1970s, Portugal has 
seen 80% of its rural popu-
lation 

migrate to cities or abroad,1 making 
non-coastal land relatively cheap2 – especially 
for people from wealthier countries in North 
America and northern Europe. But it is not only 
foreigners who drop out in Portugal. The 
country’s recent economic focus on tourism 
and the rapid gentri fication that has fol lowed 

have exacerbated a housing 
crisis that began with the 

economic crash of 2008. 
Since 2015, rental 
prices have increased 

by at least 65% , 
making the average 
age at which young 
people leave their par-
ental home 33.6 years 
old, the highest in the 
EU.3 As the disparity 
between salaries and 

the cost of living grows, many 
young Portuguese people look 
for alternative modes of survival: 
buying land through collectively 
acquired loans and benefits,  
or taking over the unused  
or even burnt-lands of grand-
parents, aunts, and uncles.
 
These various trends com-
bined have led to a diverse 

and fractured dropout movement, often closer 
in meaning to that of the original inhabitants 
Drop City saw themselves rather how the term 
“dropping out” has come to be used colloquially 
to mean a complete drop out of society. In fact, 
the very name of Drop City comes from the art 
experiments of two of the project’s founders, 
Gene Bernofsky and Clark Richert, from their 
time as art students in New York City. Placing 
everyday but out-of-context objects on the street 
(often dropping them down by tying them  
to a rope), they would watch how passers-by 
would interact with the objects, laughing at 
the unexpected encounters.4 With Drop City, 
they became the alien objects as subjects  
of the experiment: a socio-artistic experiment 

that was meant to prompt reconsideration 
of how we relate to the life that surrounds 
us. In Portugal, many projects seem to 

possess a similar idea in order to prompt 
a reconsideration of our way of life – 

even if they differ widely from one 
another. Going around the various 

formal and informal projects, I have 
found wealthy expats looking for 
comfort but with an openness  

to regeneration, wanting to give back; 
eco-warriors and  

acti vists with  
a strong belief 

in the need to 

change the 
world; dreamy young 

people looking to get out of 
the rat race and find a spot for 

themselves, perhaps in a container 
on a small piece of land; travelers 

looking for a place to settle; and young 
cultural workers or artists no longer 

able to make it in the city with the impossibility 
of rents or in a survivalist view of the current 
state of affairs. 

Something that unites these communities is  
a shared concern for how to design their way 
of living together. Across con versations with 
droppers in Portugal three core texts come up 
time and time again: Lloyd Khan’s Shelter (1973), 
James Priest’s Sociocracy 3.0 (latest version: 
2024), and Bill Mollison’s Intro duction to Perma
culture (1994).5 Khan’s classic contains DIY 
guides on how to build your own shelter 
explaining the weaknesses and strengths of 
each one, Priest’s Sociocracy is an orga ni za-
tional model aimed at helping people self-
organize and draws out community design 
tools, and Mollison’s book covers the basics  
of permaculture – agricultural systems meant 
to be ecologically sus tainable and self-sufficient. 
In other words, three design readings: one for 
the house, one for the community, and one  
for the land. Designing dropping (out) is, it 
seems, not just a question of designing buildings 
and gardens: it encompasses also designing 
culture, how we live together as humans, and 
more-than-humans. Some projects see their 
cultural design aim as avoiding inter human con-
flict and finding healing, such as the Tamera 
project in the Algarve. Others, such as the 
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Bannkorb. Provenance: Historisches Museum Domherrenhaus Verden, Germany. Apian (Aladin Borioli, Françoise Borioli) 2023. 
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Idanha-a-Vida project in Castelo Branco, are 
focused on how to allow the more-than-human 
to flourish by regenerating the land. Yet, others 
aim to design anti-capitalist, horizontal struc-
tures between humans. 

Another uniting factor is the fact that the more-
than-human designs these commu nities: growth 
cycles, weather, and resources design the habits, 
tasks, and interactions of the human com mu-
nity. Inhabitants are further allied in the com-
mon struggle against capitalist-driven ecocide 
that threatens their potential for survival. These 
include ex tracti vist plans of lithium mining  
in the North and Center of Portugal, which,  
if allowed to happen, would pollute the water 
system of most of the country;6 the nation wide 
monoculture plantations of pine and eucalyptus 
that are the cause of annual forest fire threats;7 
and the rapid desertification that make eco-
logic ally sustainable farming a struggle.8 The 
per vasiveness of these struggles, coupled with 
the crises that forced the droppers to drop out 
in the first place, makes imagining longev ity 
incredibly difficult. One site of interest here  
is a purely art-driven project: Eternal 
Forest.9 Conceived as a dream 
of 1,000 forest sanctuaries 
for 1,000 years by artist 
and poet Evgenia 
Emets, Eternal 
Forest is an inter-
national project 
that collaborates 
with privately or 
publicly owned 
land. Ecoventio-
nist and regen-
erative, it poses 
the question of how 
we can imagine time 
differently, bridging the 
human and more-than-human 
perception and life. Can we even imagine 
1,000 years? And how do we design a project 
with that kind of temporality? For a forest, 
a thousand years is just the beginning – 
for humans, it feels like an eternity. So 
far, the pro ject is in the development 
stage with several municipalities, 
eco villages, and sanctuaries in 
Portugal, France, and the US, 
committed to creating their own 
pockets of eternal forest ranging 
from 5 to 25 hectares in size. Just 
as im por tant ly, however, are the exhibitions 
and art trails that Emets creates. The latest 
being real ized in Monsanto in Lisbon (2023), 
where the public was invited to reimagine 
their relationship with the forest to hear  
its dream of eternity. 
 
Without this switch to long-term imagining 
that Emets proposes, the ecologically driven 
dropout projects become a threat to the local 
ecology, too. A 2023 article on Medium by 
Andrew Theophilou, who spent a decade living 
off grid himself, criticized the Portuguese drop-
out communities for the repercussions that 
their lack of longevity has on the socioeco logical 
matrix of the Portuguese countryside. Seeing 
many villages as gentrified by an increase of 
people with greater financial means, Theo philou 
claims that many of the pioneering dropouts 
“are ill-prepared for the harsh reality they wake 
up to after the initial honeymoon period is over. 
[As their] inexperienced attempts at growing 
their own organic vege tables [failed] environ-
mental ethics go straight out the window.” 
Having urbanized pre vi ously rural land, legally 
or illegally, they end up selling their properties 
to less ecologically minded foreigners. At  
a macro level, many pro jects thereby end up 

repopulating previ ously poor and depopulated 
but self-sustainable villages with wealthy for-
eigners which means that “[l]arge swathes  
of countryside are being re-populated and built 
up in ways which are already making impossible 
demands on the area’s natural resources.”10

 
So, how can you assure sustainability in some-
thing experimental at its core? According to 
regenerative community designer and perma-
culture teacher Maurício Umann from Fractal | 
ReTech, the answer lies in how well you execute 
the design.11 For him, this is done by first defining 
the human community’s dream, their higher 
purpose and end goal beyond the short-term, 
as this is what allows the pos si bility of lon-
gevity: “However, you can’t go straight to what 
you want, that’s when you fail,” he explains. 
“Instead, you need to observe the patterns  
in nature and in the humans, and then you can 
make your design based on these existing 
patterns and re sources. But you should always 
start with a dream.” 

To understand how Umann works, I sat down 
with him to design a hypothetical dropout 
community with the dream of living together 
harmoniously and fully off the land (although 
according to him, the maximum self-

sustainability is 80%). 
First, we defined the 
available re sources: 
monetary, natural, 
and spatial. As we 
began to draw the 
design, it became 
clear that the 
only way to make 
this pro ject sus-

tainable was for the 
initial €50K financial investment 

to go towards turning the available 
natural and labor resources into 
sellable pro ducts such as, for 
example, baking sour dough that 
could be sold to cafés in the city. 
Sitting down with Umann in this 

process, I saw his 20+ years  
of teaching perma culture 

shine through: Just as perma-
culture teaches us to observe 
nature’s patterns to figure 

out the flow of water and the 
possible resources, so he 

observes the dreams, wishes and 
pos si bilities of the community through a par ti-
ci pa tory methodology: “If you get an experi-
enced designer for your community, you will 
ulti mately save significant resources. Especially 
with nature-based design, since it assures the 
use of all the resources you have in terms of 
time, money, labor, and material – all in con-
sideration of nature’s cycles,” Umann tells me. 
For him, nature-based design means giving 
space for things to change, for evo lu tion and 
allow space for flexibility that considers “both 
the resources you have and need today, and 
the ones you might need in the future. Perhaps 
people will have children and need a bigger 
space – that means you need to have enough 
space around the houses to be able to expand 
them without getting too close to the food 
forest.”

This question of how we can think, dream,  
and design for the long term seems to haunt 
the Portuguese dropout communities – but it 
is also what makes them most inspiring artistic 
experiments in the first place. As current eco-
logical disasters make the climate harsher every 
year with changing seasonal cycles, the promise 
of the Portuguese countryside’s ease seems  
far from reality. The very socioeconomic and 

ecologic crises that created the current drop-
out movement in the first place threaten its 
possibility of dreaming on the more-than-human, 
long-term timeline – the eternal timeline, as 
Emets poses. Ultimately, designing for the long 
term requires a belief in the longevity not only 
of one’s own dropping projects but also of the 
Earth, perhaps even beyond capitalism and 
human survival.
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CASA 
TEJIDA 
Weaving Community, 
Architecture, and the 
Environment.
Juan Chacón (zuloark) &  
Santiago Pradilla (Palafito) 

What 
does it mean 

to be at home? 
Where does the 

house truly end? 
Wandering through 

Casa Tejida, Spanish 
for Woven House, 

you imme diately 
become aware of the 

importance of light as you 
are never entirely inside; you are always a bit 
outside. The house is an invitation to live differ-
ently: whether upstairs or down stairs, in the 
open or enclosed, in the coffee fields, or among 
the magic of orchids, ferns, and bamboo it 
becomes a wonderful way experi ence the land-
scape and enjoy the country side from the 
comfort of home day or night.

We understand architecture as a form of media-
tion. The architectural process of Casa Tejida 
was shaped by a collective 1:1 mediation pro cess 
between us and the agents of the surrounding 
ecosystem: the local community, neighbors, 
construction professionals, prevailing traditions, 
available materials, and economic relationships 
as well as the natural environment, wildlife, 
and other living organisms. Through this net-
work emerged the single-family housing project 
we had the pleasure of developing and building 
together. Design decisions emerged organically 
by learning, interacting, and living together  
on-site. Our methodology also involved develop-
ing flexible frameworks that were adaptable 
and open to change during the design and con-
struction process. In the case of Casa Tejida, 
the modular design of the building’s structure 
combined with being deeply involved with  
the construction site and its surroundings were 
the main elements that allowed us to set this 
framework. 

It became clear early on that the project itself 
would be a learning process for all those involved 
as we synthesized different and diverse forms 
of knowledge. Accordingly, this article spotlights 

seven stories from those engaged in the process 
and how they contributed to the design deci-
sions made. In this article, we capture the per-
sonal narratives of those who shaped Casa 
Tejida and reveal how their stories and insights 
directly influenced design decisions. Similarly, 
we have constructed this documentation in a 
way that parallels how the site of Casa Tejida 
influenced our process; mirroring the inter ac-
tions we had with others. This text was sent 
out to various writers, architects, friends,  
and the editors of VOLUME, and through their 
feedback the text has been fleshed out for  
a detailed and responsive form of storytelling.  

PARADISE NOCAIMA

There are many so-called paradises in the world, 
and can be considered one of them. Situated 
in the municipality of Nocaima in Cundinamarca, 
Colombia, paradise is just one and a half hours 
from Bogotá by car. It is a rural village with a dis-
persed population that consists of approximately 
20 families nestled along an unpaved mountain 
path renowned for its difficult accessibility. 
Due to its secluded nature, resources in La Vereda 
Fical are scarce, making the resources each 
family produces extremely valuable to the com-
munity: From the products from their orchards 
(coffee, sugarcane, etc.) to transportation 
methods and building skills, resources are 
shared to sustain the community. 

Until very recently, La Vereda Fical remained 
relatively inaccessible, due to its rugged and 
wild topography, becoming especially isolated 
during rainy days. These elements, along with 
the temperate tropical climate of the area, have 
shaped this hillside community making it an 
incredible place full of life and biodiversity, 
typical of Andean landscapes of medium altitude 
and warmer climates. Colombia is listed as one 
of the world’s “megadiverse” countries, hosting 
close to 10% of the planet’s biodiversity. World-
wide, it ranks first in bird and orchid species 
diversity and second in plants, butterflies, fresh-
water fishes, and amphibians1. La Vereda Fical 
is living proof of this. It is in this remarkable con-
text that the project of Casa Tejida takes place. 

1. 
PABLO Y 
JUANA: THE 
CLIENTS’ ROLE  
IN A DUAL-PHASED 
CONSTRUCTION PROCESS

Pablo and Juana decided to invest 
in a rural location where they could 
grow coffee and allow their 4-year-old 
daughter to be in touch with nature. Aware of 
limitations their budget imposed, they decided 
to purchase land in an unfamiliar and remote 
area where they could build a house. They had 
dreamed of a house with multiple bedrooms, 
bathrooms, terraces, and a generous amount 
of communal space. However, motivated by 
the need to stay within budget, they quickly 
accepted that it should be a smaller project. 
The clients, both intelligent and sensitive, 
embraced the concept of building less, and the 
vision swiftly evolved from being driven by 
finan cial considerations to becoming a mani festo 
on sustainability; the challenge of rethinking 
living habits, and the task of reevaluating what 
they actually need to live together with the 
surrounding community and ecosystem.

Master plan design for regenerative  

ecovillage by Maurício Umann  

(Fractal | ReTech).

Casa Tejida. Photo by 

Federico Cairoli Casa Tejida. Photo by Federico Cairoli
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