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Under the The park headquarters that Lisbon-based OTO  
built on a Cape Verdean volcanic island as a  

first step in uniting authorities and local inhabitants 
now lies beneath a cloak of lava.
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After Pico do Fogo erupted 
on 23 November 2014,  
the brand-new Natural 
Park Headquarters was 
one of the first buildings 
to be destroyed.
Photo Emanuel Gonçalves

Inauguration of the Natural Park 
Headquarters in March 2014.
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Compared with that of a human being, the life 
expectancy of a piece of architecture often 
approaches immortality. Great architecture 
serves and inspires generation after generation. 
Longevity underpins the importance of the disci-
pline and the pride of those who design buildings. 
When a prominent structure suffers damage or 
collapses – and the calamity is not the fault of 
criminals or careless policymakers – the culprit is 
frequently a natural disaster that has an impact 
on everyone and everything in the vicinity. In 
some cases, it comes without warning – straight 
from the bowels of an untamed wilderness.
 On the morning of 23 November 2014, Pico 
do Fogo – a major volcano on Cape Verde’s Fogo 
Island – erupted. During the two and a half weeks 
that followed, molten rock engulfed Portela and 
Bangaeira, two parts of a community known as 
Chãs das Caldeiras, which sits in the crater of 
the volcano. The new headquarters of Fogo Island 
Natural Park, designed by Portuguese firm OTO, 
was one of the first buildings to be destroyed by 
what has now been classified as the worst Pico 
do Fogo eruption in the last 60 years. André San-
tos, Nuno Martins, Miguel Carvalho and Ricardo 
Vicente, OTO’s cofounders, were in shock when 
they realized the project – the result of their first 
competition entry as independent architects, 
which had been inaugurated the previous spring 
– had been swallowed by lava.

In their words: ‘Our first reaction was selfish. 
When we heard about the eruption, we immedi-
ately thought about the park headquarters and 
wondered whether the building was in the path 
of the lava. We were heartbroken when we dis-
covered that it was. It felt almost as though we 
had lost a child. A couple of days later, when eve-
rything else started to disappear, the loss of our 
building became almost meaningless. The people 
who lived in the community not only lost their 
homes and their belongings; the eruption totally 
erased their geographic memory. The landscape 
they knew will never exist again: buildings, path-
ways and fields, everything is gone forever.’
  The park headquarters had been an exam-
ple of how social and environmental sustainability 
can come together in an unassuming but aes-
thetically powerful design. In fact, it was precisely 
the Lisbon-based architects’ respect for the 1,200 
inhabitants of Chãs das Caldeiras that had made 
the project complete and deserving of merit.
 Eight years ago, the architects entered 
a competition for the design of the headquar-
ters, which were to be realized at an altitude of 
1,800 m in an old crater with a stunning view of 
the island’s volcanic mountain. With the dead-
line looming and nothing but a vague programme 
and a limited understanding of the site to go by, 
they decided to ignore the brief, ‘pick up the pro-
ject’, and ‘do whatever we wanted to do’. Their 
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 A view of Pico do Fogo 
(2,829 m), only a few months 
before the devastating eruption.

 Marked by the volcano and 
its crater, Fogo Island Natural 
Park aspires to the status of 
UNESCO World Heritage Site.
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The complex had climbed like 
a protective arm, wrapping its 
contents and shielding them 
from the surroundings, yet 
inviting visitors to view the vast 
wilderness in all directions.
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 freewheeling approach clearly responded to 
the language of the wild and inhospitable loca-
tion, and in 2008 they were asked to continue 
developing their proposal.
 One of the main difficulties they faced 
– and one that actually gave the project added 
value – was how to deal with political and social 
issues stemming from the unruly occupation of 
the protected territory by a population that called 
the state-owned land its home. The 3,200-m2 
building, created as a symbol and unifying ele-
ment, was part of the government’s attempt to 
protect the natural park from a future marred by 
the potentially destructive attitude of the people 
living there.
 The festive opening-day celebration, 
largely organized by the community, illustrated 
the goals of developers and architects alike: to 
have the people find an identity and a sense of 
belonging in this otherworldly landscape; to build 
and maintain a sustainable relationship between 
authorities and the population; and, in so doing, 
to preserve a piece of protected parkland that 
aspired to become a UNESCO World Heritage Site.
 The quest for a unifying landmark 
prompted the German Cooperation Agency, 
which financed nearly 95 per cent of the project, 
to insist that the headquarters be built inside 
the crater, despite the reluctance of the park 
administration. Assuming that such a big invest-
ment would not have been made recklessly, the 
architects never dreamed of the danger posed by 
the dormant volcano. They concentrated on the 

design of a building that would last for countless 
years, hoping that it would ‘help to formalize the 
government’s aims and to energize the area by 
supporting tourism and helping to optimize agri-
culture and water infrastructure within the park’.
 Apart from the client’s specific require-
ments – meeting rooms, offices and labs for the 
park’s volcanologists and biologists – the archi-
tects had plenty of freedom, and they took advan-
tage of that freedom to learn what the inhabitants 
of the area wanted and needed. Their discussions 
with locals led to the addition of several facilities 
to the building, namely an outdoor café and, in the 
cultural sphere, a library, an open-air auditorium 
and a covered auditorium. Some of these func-
tions were new and others were meant to augment 
those already existing in Chãs das Caldeiras. The 
indoor auditorium, for instance, could serve as a 
cinema, which the town had previously lacked. 
This covered hall had been set aside for scheduled 
programmes and events, but its open-air coun-
terpart gave the local population a space in which 
they could freely create, stage and watch their own 
performances, as they did at the inauguration. In 
seeking to provide adequate spaces for social 
interaction, the architects managed to connect 
with the community and to help people recognize 
the park’s headquarters as nôs cása in the land of 
Djarfogo, another home in their homeland.
 Another driving force – the need for an 
off-grid, self-sustaining building – touched on 
every facet of sustainability: environmental, cul-
tural and material. These requirements were 
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 The administrative wing of 
the building comprised meeting 
rooms, offices, a laboratory and 
mechanical systems.
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 due in large part to a location with no connec-
tions to water, sewage or electricity networks. The 
architects also had to contend with the shortage 
of materials on site, not to mention the diffi cul-
ties and costs associated with transporting them.
 Addressing the need for a self-sustaining 
building, the architects worked with engineers 
Maria João Rodrigues and João Parente to 
develop various solutions. The building’s LED-
based lighting system was powered by photovol-
taic roof-mounted solar panels. Integrated into 
the façade was a system for the passive control 
of indoor temperatures. Rainwater was collected, 
guided to a storage tank, and used for domestic 
and irrigation purposes; greywater was recycled. 
A standby generator and a clean-water tank cov-
ered possible emergencies.
 A partial solution to the shortage and cost 
of materials was the use of a local masonry mate-
rial: cast-in-place concrete blocks. OTO’s expla-
nation: ‘Even though we were allowed to build in 
stone, we didn’t think it made sense to use some-
thing unavailable to the people who live in the 
area, so we opted for the material they use, but we 
made it better and more suitable for our design.’ 
The original plan was to colour the blocks with 
volcanic ash, but an artifi cial pigment turned out 
to be the best way to make them look like stone.
 These challenges contributed to the fi nal 
result, but the architects didn’t limit themselves 
to the ‘form follows function’ principle. An aes-
thetic intention, present throughout the design, 
showed that they wanted the building to be 
comfortable, referential and balanced, but also 
technologically on target. A good example was 
the way in which they responded to the untamed 
landscape with walls that enveloped the building 
in an inward spiral. Moving up from a road that 

was also destroyed by the eruption, the complex 
climbed like a protective arm, wrapping its con-
tents and shielding them from the savage sur-
roundings, yet ultimately inviting visitors to view 
the vast ‘wilderness’ in all directions.
 As well as consolidating the interests of 
community and park, the project had made the 
crater somewhat less remote without detracting 
from the wild beauty of the lunar-like landscape. 
The new building attracted more tourism and 
furnished employees and visiting scientists with 
better resources.
 When news of the eruption broke, the park 
administration had time to safeguard all scien-
tifi c equipment, as well as furniture, photovoltaic 
panels and batteries. It was impossible, however, 
to save OTO’s inconspicuous and breathtaking 
design – a project in which architecture and land-
scape had completed and informed each other in 
total harmony. Today the architects say that ‘the 
design doesn’t make sense anywhere else’ and 
that it can live on only in memory.
 Owing to all the bureaucratic red tape 
involved in fi nancing the project, along with the 
diffi culties of building in such a remote place, 
it took over fi ve years from the time the fi nal 
design was completed to the opening of the fully 
functional park headquarters. Consequently, the 
building’s real and crucial impact on the site and 
on the people it served was far too short. Despite 
its tragic end, what began as a rather scary idea 
– the realization of an important structure in the 
midst of a virginal landscape – remains a momen-
tous, worthwhile endeavour for the architects and 
an example of how considerate architecture may 
be employed in creating positive bonds between 
people and space. 
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 The continuous skin of the 
building was composed of black 
cast-in-place concrete blocks, 
the same type of masonry used 
by the local community.
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