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São João da Madeira is a small town located in the north of Portugal, about 30 km 
south of Porto. Despite its industrial tradition, significant since the end of the 19th 
century, mainly in the hat, dairy, metallurgy, bedding, and footwear industries, which in 
part still survive today, it has not been sheltered from the deindustrialization process that 
marked the last two decades of the 20th century.  

Among the companies that subsequently closed, we highlight Oliva - Indústrias 
Metalúrgicas (Oliva Factory and Foundry). Founded in 1925, it was one of the largest 
and most important factories in the sector in the country. It closed for good in 2010 after 
a process that dragged on for years, leaving countless large buildings abandoned and 
in decay, occupying a problematic brownfield area of 90 thousand square meters. 

Among the solutions that the Municipality of São João da Madeira has put into practice 
to counter the difficulties linked to the bankruptcy of factories – some of which of 
historical nature – stands out the strategy of safeguarding and enhancing its industrial 
heritage. In less than a decade, the municipality created the Museum of the Hat Industry 
(2005), the historic Nucleus of Oliva (2014) in an outbuilding of the old factory, and 
the Shoe Museum (2016), also in the old facilities of Oliva.  

 
Visit of the participants of the II International Congress on Industrial  

Heritage to Museum of the Hat Industry, 2015. 



 

 

 
In January 2012, an industrial tourism program began – the first in Portugal. The 
following year began the ambitious "Oliva Creative Factory" project, intended to 
safeguard a large part of the facilities of the old metallurgical factory through its reuse. 

All these initiatives are very successful today. The industrial tourism program plays an 
important role, helping to attract and retain an audience that also discovers the other 
cultural heritage attractions of São João da Madeira. 

 
It must be said that until that point, tourism in São João da Madeira was very low, and it 
is precisely industrial tourism that has provided the city with an increase in demand. 

The industrial tourism of São João da Madeira is made up of a set of urban industrial 
tourist circuits, combining the preservation of the industrial archaeological heritage with 
the promotion of the historic and new industries of the city. In addition to describing the 
fundamental aspects of this industrial tourism project, we will present the various 
contributions it presents, both for the understanding of industrial heritage by the general 
public and for its proper management. 

Several conditions have contributed to the success of industrial tourism in São João da 
Madeira, currently recognized nationally and internationally. One of the reasons is 
linked to the municipality's investment, initially worth around 600 thousand euros which 
included: 

– Carrying out preliminary studies of the sites to be included in the visit itineraries, from 
a historical and heritage point of view; 

– The direct involvement of the municipality in preparing the conditions to guarantee a 
good experience for visitors; this involvement constitutes, in some of the sites, even 
private ones, a financial aid to prepare the material conditions of the visit; 

– The creation of a reception area for visitors at each location, where the history of the 
site and what they will be able to see are explained; 

– The delimitation of internal visiting circuits, with adequate signage - some factories are 
still in operation and safety standards must be applied; 

– Specific training for guides, preferably factory workers, which the factory makes 
available to guide visitors; 

– Training in industrial heritage for external guides who accompany visitors to industrial 
archeology sites; 

– Support for the creation of a store, located at the end of the visit circuit, as well as 
exhibition panels, display of objects manufactured in the factory, etc; 



 

 

– The creation of a Welcome Center, responsible for managing visits, producing 
advertising material on visit routes (leaflets, brochures, etc.) and places to visit; 

– The creation of a team responsible for the overall management of the itineraries and 
the tourist options, as well as a constantly updated website, in four languages 
(Portuguese, English, French and Spanish). 

These aspects may seem trivial, but in many examples of industrial tourism in Portugal 
and elsewhere, there is often no concern to ensure good visiting conditions. The success 
of the Industrial Tourism of São João da Madeira case is due precisely to the care taken 
to guarantee all these aspects. 

In short, we can already highlight a few key factors. These include the essential 
investment and efficient management, with adequate scientific support in the 
development of the project, as well as a permanent investment in the training of guides, 
constant improvement of visit conditions offered to tourists, a constant innovation and 
creation of new options, and a focus on the uniqueness of the local heritage, as is the 
case of the hat and pencil industries. 

São João da Madeira offers four significant areas of Industrial Tourism: hat-making, 
trimmings, pencil-making, and metallurgy industries. Tourists can visit industrial museums 
and historic industrial sites (for example, a visit to the only pencil factory in the Iberian 
Peninsula, dating from 1931, still operating with the original mechanisms and 
processes), as well as still-active factories, from various periods. This option integrates 
the tourist segment of the "living industry." 

The four major areas of Industrial Tourism are as follows: 

i) Visits to active factories; 

There are eight factories in operation that can be visited. Cortadoria Nacional de Pêlo 
[National Fur Cutting Company] which has been dedicated, since 1943, to the 
preparation of rabbit, hare, and beaver fur for the hat and woolen industry. FEPSA - 
Feltros Portugueses, founded in 1969, the world leader in the manufacture of quality 
felts for hats. The Heliotextil - Etiquetas e Passamanarias, founded in 1964, which 
produces labels, transfers, ribbons, elastic, among other accessories. Viarco, the only 
pencil factory in the Iberian Peninsula. Bulhosas, founded in 1935, which produces 
labels, tags, and injected plastic parts. Flexitex, founded in 1964, for the production of 
mesh and jacquard fabric coverings for the mattress industry. Molaflex, which has been 
manufacturing mattresses since 1951 and is a brand of reference in the market. And 
finally, Project ID, Innovation and Design, dedicated to developing innovative solutions 
in the footwear sector. 

ii) Visits to industrial museums and industrial heritage sites; 

Museum of the Hat Industry, installed in the former Empresa Industrial de Chapelaria 
[Industrial Hat Company], founded in 1914, presents aspects related to production, 



 

 

marketing, social uses, and the economic impact of the hat industry. The Footwear 
Museum preserves the memory of the footwear industry in São João da Madeira and 
the reality of footwear design in Portugal in the 20th century. Oliva Art Center, an art 
exhibition and collection management center created in 2013 by the Municipality of 
São João da Madeira as part of the project to reuse part of the facilities of one of the 
city's most symbolic industrial buildings. And Oliva Historic Nucleus, showing the vital 
work of the Oliva Factory and Foundry, a company that became famous in Portugal and 
abroad, through the sewing machines it produced and sold, among many other 
products. 

 
Former Industrial Hat Company. 

 
iii) Creativity and Technology; 

Visits to the living industry and industrial heritage sites are associated with institutions 
related to industrial activity sectors. These include the Professional Training Center for 
the Footwear Industry, and the Footwear Technological Center, which gives the tourist 
circuit a greater substance of knowledge from education to the investigation of new 
materials. 

iv) Creative Industrial Tourism. 

The Creative Industrial Tourism project aims to create a set of Experience Routes to 
complement the options already promoted by Industrial Tourism. These Routes are 
organized into five segments – Industry, Creativity, Art/Heritage, Gastronomy, and 
Environment. They provide tourists with a series of workshops to share experiences and 
build collaborative relationships between locals and tourists. 

The Industrial Tourism of São João da Madeira also has an Educational Service, which 
aims to develop its potential in the field of education, as well as to promote physical, 
social, and intellectual access to different audiences. 



 

 

Tourists or people interested in visiting the Industrial Tourism of São João da Madeira 
have at their disposal a Welcome Center, located in the Oliva Tower, a magnificent 
example of industrial architecture. From the Welcome Center, tourists can obtain all the 
information they need, make reservations to visit the industrial heritage and factories, 
request the service of a guide, consult an interactive information chart or, even prepare 
the itinerary of the places they intend to visit. 

As for the practical aspects, let us start with the segment dedicated to visiting factories 
still in operation, the «living industry». The essential aspect of this segment lies in the 
care in the planning of these visits, so that the cultural and historical aspects are not 
entirely obliterated by the mere sale of the company's products or a simple promotional 
effort. As can be seen in the example of São João da Madeira, it is essential that before 
the visit, information is provided about the historical and heritage aspects of the factory 
in question, and that guides accompany the visitors. 

In the field of visits to museums and industrial heritage sites, the success of this project 
largely results from the heritage recovery of the sites - namely through the creation of 
museums or investments in historic factories to create the necessary conditions for the 
visits. In this way, the authenticity of the places is respected and preserved, causing the 
least possible impact to the environment. The objective is not only to satisfy the needs of 
tourists but of the local communities themselves. 

We can summarize some conclusions that emerge from the experience of Industrial 
Tourism, not only in São João da Madeira but also in Portugal, with regard, mainly, to 
industrial heritage sites. 

The implementation of any industrial tourism project requires something both 
fundamental and problematic. Fundamental, because a good part of industrial heritage 
sites – factories, industrial infrastructure, etc. – have to be the target, in advance, of a 
financial investment in their recovery and adaptation, that is, renovation projects in 
order to contemplate the possibility of being visited. Problematic, because the 
enhancement of any industrial heritage site, including its suitability for visits, requires the 
fulfillment of a set of requirements. These may include the resolution of legal issues 
associated with its property, financial difficulties for its rehabilitation, or accessibility, 
which will be difficult to achieve in some cases. There is, however, no other alternative. 
The creation of attractions in the field of industrial tourism – especially in its industrial 
heritage segment – will have to necessarily go through the enhancement of the 
respective sites. Failure to comply with this requirement may constitute an obstacle to the 
success of an industrial tourism project. 

The lack of investment in the enhancement of industrial heritage sites doesn't only affect 
those in a state of degradation or even ruin. Often, sites and structures abandoned but 
in perfect condition are disregarded when, with minor renovation projects, they could 
constitute a local attraction or integrate a touristic itinerary. 

In this regard, it is also necessary to highlight an aspect that has not received due 
attention. Since within the scope of industrial heritage, there are many circumstances of 



 

 

ruin (although this is not the case in São João da Madeira) what’s important is to select 
those that deserve preservation. It is essential to consolidate and enhance them by 
installing very light structures (panels, possibly a small interpretive center) to allow 
tourists to understand the importance and meaning of the respective site. This type of 
intervention constitutes a need that requires a response, providing industrial ruins with 
the same heritage dignity as the ruins of other historical periods and enabling their 
cultural and touristic enjoyment. 

The existence of a managing entity for the project – as is the case in São João da 
Madeira – also facilitates the fulfillment of other crucial aspects, which often have not 
been adequately addressed, in industrial tourism projects. These aspects include 
promotion, commercialization, and certification of these projects. It is necessary to bear 
in mind that industrial tourism is not yet a well-known product for the majority of the 
general public. Its promotion and marketing require a great effort, as it faces other 
products already consolidated in the tourist market and with broad appeal. The 
existence of a promotion and marketing policy is therefore essential. 

In conclusion, we believe that it is easy to see the enormous potential that industrial 
tourism presents, as evidenced by the growing emergence of projects in this area seen 
in numerous countries. However, its success as a tourism product implies that these 
projects have to take on a logic of functioning as a business, which can be achieved 
through the creation of managing associations. It is necessary, however, to ensure that 
all entities that provide industrial tourism services adopt the conditions necessary for 
their success, not only to guarantee the safeguarding of the industrial heritage visited, 
but also to promote the socioeconomic development of the regions where they are 
located. 

The Industrial Tourism of São João da Madeira has contributed to raising awareness 
about the importance of industrial heritage for the recovery of the identity of local 
populations as well as for their socio-cultural development. 
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