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Abstract 
 
China’s accession to the World Trade Organization on 11 December 2001, and the subsequent 
abolition of import quotas on Chinese goods in January 2005, had significant impact on the 
world market and also in Portugal, where a significant “commercial ethnicization” appeared 
in the main cities as a consequence of the importation of statistically significative contingents 
of Chinese-origin goods, resulting in a reasonable amount of Chinese stores and warehouses. 
It is in this context that the industrial area of Varziela, in the North of Portugal, located some 
20 km from the city of Porto and only 16 km from the Port of Leixões, is revitalized by a 
growing number of spaces for storage and selling of diversified Chinese-origin goods which 
currently amount to 197 units. This is the area the present text deals with, presenting firstly a 
multi-scale approach (worldwide, European, national and regional) and then focusing on 
Varziela, in an attempt to contribute to the understanding of the emergence and internal 
structure of this very particular space in  Northwest Portugal. 
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1. The integration of China in the World Trade Organization 
 
The People’s Republic of China’s accession to the World Trade Organization (WTO) was 
approved on December 11, 2001.  
The advantages for China after this milestone translated into the reduction of goods subject to 
export quotas, which led to a significative expansion of the external trade in general and a 
considerable increase in exports in particular, favouring the internal restructurization of the 
economy and drawing external investments. Furthermore, as a WTO member, the People’s 
Republic of China was able to define the rules applicable to the international panorama and 
exercise influence on behalf of their own special interests. 
From the point of view of the European Union, the People’s Republic of China’s accession to 
the WTO translated into an increase of imports1, leading to a discontentment among European 
                                                 
1 “The abolition of quotas alone reflected itself in the decrease in prices for goods originating in countries 

subject to quotas. In this context, the data referring to the period of time from January to September [2005] 

indicates a corresponding break of 5,1% in the average prices of EU imports – 25 of the goods liberalized in the 
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producers, who were not favourably affected, mostly evident in the textiles and clothing 
sector, and negotiations that culminated in the Shanghai Agreement in June 2005, which 
covers 10 of the 35 categories of textiles and calculates the limitation of growth in Chinese 
exports to values between 8% and 12,5% per year from 2005 to 2007, anticipating that in 
2008 the European Union will be able to restrict these exports. (ICEP, 2003) 
The European Union2 also benefits from other instruments that safeguard its commercial 
interests, since “besides the instruments foreseen for commercial defense (anti-dumping, anti-
subvention and safeguards), the European Union may (…) incorporate specific safeguards for 
the textile sector up to 2008, and the remaining products up to 2012, whenever the increase in 
imports causes or may cause serious damage to community products.” (ICEP, 2003; 20) 
In spite of these protection mechanisms of European interests3, China’s imports exceeded the 
total amounts stipulated. Customs withheld 400 thousand million euros worth of goods as a 
contestation measure, which led to a new period of negotiation concluded in September and 
translated into the Beijing Agreement, stipulating that “half of the withheld goods was to 
enter the European markets as a surplus of the quotas determined by the Shanghai Agreement, 
and the other half would be deducted in the 2006 quotas, with the possibility of transferring 
surpluses from one category to another whose maximum limit for 2006 had not yet been 
surpassed.” (ICEP, 2003; 20) Essentially, the goal was to find viable strategic partnerships of 
mutual economic interest for both economies. The annual volume of exports from the 
European Union to China in 2008 was 72 thousand million euros, while the annual volume of 
exports from China to the European Union was 231 thousand million euros. 
2. The economic relations between Portugal and China 
 
Portugal and China celebrated agreements with the intent to potentiate the commercial 
relations between both countries, and China acquired importance not only as a supplier, but 
also as a client of Portugal, climbing up to the 14th position (with a quota of 0,5%) in 2007 

                                                                                                                                                         

last phase. It is important to point out, based on the flows from China alone, that the drop rate settled at 20,2%, 

the decrease in prices for articles as t-shirts (36,2%) and sweatshirts and pullovers (31,7%) being worthy of 

note.” (Rocha et al. 2006: 45) 
2 “The EU also resorted to a few anti-dumping measures in the transition process, as well as changes in the 

norms relating to the country of origin of imports (WTO, 1999). Following the end of the Multi-Fiber Agreement 

in January 1, 2005, the textiles and clothing sector of the EU became subject to the GATT/WTO general rules 

(with no special quota regime outside the GATT norms as before). However, the member states of the EU can 

still resort to instruments of commercial defence authorized by the WTO to protect themselves from disloyal 

competition.” (Rocha et al. 2006: 46) 
 
3 The rates occurring on the import of goods in China may be consulted, by good and in updated form as to the 

export moment, on the website “Market Access Database/Applied Tariffs Database”, under the responsibility of 

the European Union – http://mkaccdb.eu.int. 
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from the 34th position (with a quota of 0,2%) in 2001.4 However, China’s imports are more 
significative and China has gained importance, climbing up to the 9th position (with a quota of 
1,9%) in 2007 from the 16th position (with a quota of 0,8%) in 2001. 
 
Board 1: The importance of China in Portugal’s commercial flows (2001-2007) 

  2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 

As a client 
Position 34ª 28ª 17ª 27ª 20ª 18ª 14ª 

% 0,2 0,3 0,5 0,3 0,6 0,6 0,5 

As a supplier 
Position 16ª 18ª 15ª 16ª 13ª 11 9ª 

% 0,8 0,8 0,9 1,0 1,2 1,5 1,9 

Source: INE in ICEP Dossier de Mercado – China (January 2007 and October 2008) 
Note: Results verified by the ICEP, based on the data declared by the economic operators, corrected from the values corresponding to 
operations covered by the statistical secrecy law. 
If we take into account the evolution of the bilateral trade balance, we can conclude that between 2001 and 2007, the Portuguese exports to 
China triplicated from 60126 to 181136 million euros, while the imports increased from 350959 to 1063431 million euros. 
Portugal’s trade balance, always negative, decreased from -290859 million euros in 2001 to -221846 million euros in 2003, and increased 
afterwards to 888296 million euros, being especially strong after 2005, the year of the liberalization of quotas.  

 
 
Board 2: The evolution of the Bilateral Trade Balance (2001-2007) 

(10³EUR) 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 

Exports 60.126 80.603 149.661 101.082 170.589 213.839 181.136 

Imports 350.985 344.639 371.507 458.611 568.942 773.203 1.063.431 

Balance -290.859 -264.036 -221.846 -357.529 -398.354 -559.364 -882.296 

Coverage Coefficient (%) 17,1% 23,4% 40,3% 22,0% 30,0% 27,7% 17,0% 

Source: INE in ICEP Dossier de Mercado – China (January 2007 and October 2008) 

Note: Results verified by the ICEP, based on the data declared by the economic operators, corrected from the values corresponding to 

operations covered by the statistical secrecy law. Many imported products may not have been declared before January 1 2005, therefore it is 

possible that these values are out of phase with reality. 

 

 

 

                                                 
4 One of the agreements between Portugal and China is the Agreement for the Reciprocal Promotion and 

Protection of Investments and Convention to Avoid Double Taxation and Prevent Fiscal Evasion in the Matter of 

Income Taxes. The new Agreement for Economic Cooperation, signed in January 2005, also stands out, as well 

as the attribution by the Chinese government of the status of strategic partner to Portugal in December of the 

same year. 
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3. The ethnic trade of Chinese origin 
 
3.1. Europe 
 
The Chinese Diaspora did not spread equally throughout Europe. The first wave happened 
after World War II and hit countries where there were already Chinese communities of a 
certain significance, like France, Great Britain, the Netherlands and Germany.5 
The Chinese begin new migrations from these countries to “Europe du Sud (Italie, Espagne, 
Portugal), ainsi que l’Autriche et, depuis 1989, l'Europe de l’Est: la Bulgarie, la Tchéquie, la 
Slovaquie, la Serbie, la Russie et la Hongrie peuvent être définies comme des zones 
intermédiaires mais d'installation pour des populations chinoises.” (Berger, 2007: 10) 
The origin differs in each European country. In France, the majority of Chinese came from 
Indochina, and a minority from Zhejiang and Fujian. In the Netherlands, as a result of five 
migratory waves, the community comprises Chinese from Canton, Zhejiang, Southeast Asia 
(Indonesia and Vietnam), Surinam and Fujian. The community in Hungary is essentially 
composed of Chinese from the North (trans-siberian from Beijing), Fujian and Zhejiang, who 
came directly from China. In Italy, the majority of the community is formed by Chinese from 
Zhejiang and a small part from Fujian. (Pieke, 2007; 19) 
 
In spite of their distinct origins, the Chinese communities in Europe (and the rest of the 
world) present similarities, and “(…) s´organisent autour d’un pôle entrepenarial. La 
puissance financière de cette population lui permet, grâce à un fort réseau de solidarité, de 
former une communauté marchande importante.” (Auguin, 2004) 
According to some studies, the Chinese develop parallel economies in the places they settle 
in, i.e., “(…) ils n’ont pas occupé des interstices économiques subalternes: à la différence des 
autres groupes des migrants, ils ont constitué une enclave au cœur du processus productif.” 
(Miranda, 2007: 165) 
 
3.2. Portugal 
 
In Portugal, the investigation of Chinese immigrants6 is naturally recent and there is a 
difficulty in obtaining reliable statistic data. To make things even more difficult, contrary to 
what happens in other contexts, the communities do not organize into Chinatowns7 and there 
is great territorial dispersion. (Góis et al., 2007: 122).8 
                                                 
5  Poisson, (1997); Wang Chunguang et Beja, (1999); Guerassimov, (2000, 2003). 
6 The limited number of inquiries restricts the investigation of Chinese communities in Portugal. The works 

published by Tomé (1994), Amaro (1998), Teixeira (1994, 1997, 1998, 1999), Mapril (2001, 2003), Oliveira 

(2000, 2002, 2003, 2004) e Baptista (2006) are exceptions. 
7 Taking into consideration the heterogeneity of characteristics in the communities, Góis et al. affirm that there is 

not one, but several Chinese communities in Portugal “Parler de communauté chinoise ne peut être qu’un 

artifice – et un abus – de langage.” (Góis et al., 2007: 121) 
8 In the Metropoliton Area of Lisbon and Porto there are organizations similar to Chinatowns, examples being 

Martim Moniz and Porto Alto in the former, and Zona Industrial da Varziela in the latter (Góis, Marques e 

Oliveira, 2007: 122). 
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We know that the records of the arrival of the first Chinese immigrants in Portugal, who 
would carry on ambulant trading activities in Porto, Lisbon and Setúbal, go back to 1920. 
Their presence becomes more visible from 1980 onwards (Tomé, 1994; Teixeira, 1997: 2; 
Pereira, 2004: 22). According to data from the Serviço de Estrangeiros e Fronteiras (SEF)9, in 
that year there were only 244 citizens of Chinese nationality in Portugal. Although that 
number increased to 2500 in 1982, as stated by Poston and You (1990), these are still small 
numbers compared to the 10448 Chinese these authors estimate for 2007.10 
Costa differentiates a first group of Chinese from Timor11, Angola and Mozambique (Costa, 
1998) that came to Portugal between 1975 and the early 1980s, became naturalized 
Portuguese citizens and, consequently, disappeared from statistics. (Oliveira et al., 1999). 
A second migratory movement composed of Chinese who came directly from China, 
particularly from the province of Zhejiang, Canton, in the province of Guangdong, and 
Guizhou, in the centre of China, takes place in the 90s. One last flow came from Macau, but 
given the Chinese origin and Portuguese nationality, it does not have statistical 
representativity. (Góis et al., 2007: 123-124) 
The arrival of Chinese immigrants12 in Portugal was probably motivated by “(…) 
regroupement familial, les possibilités économiques offertes face à la saturation d'autres 
marchés européens et l'attraction exercée par les périodes de régularisation extraordinaire qui 
ont eu lieu pendant la dernière décennie.” (Góis et al. 1997: 126-127) 
However, Portugal is not always the final destination for the Chinese. Sometimes it worked 
(and works still) as an intermediary destination to other European destinations, since “(…) 
Portugal étant une des destinations les moins coûteuses des pays de l’Union Européenne. Cela 
produit une sorte d’échelle des destinations migratoires potentielles, où le Portugal occuperait 
une position intermédiaire au sein du système migratoire global chinois. (Góis et al., 1997: 
130) 
According to a questionnaire given to 200 Chinese businessmen in the greater Lisbon 
Metropolitan Area, the greater Porto Metropolitan Area and the Algarve to draw up the 
profile of the Chinese businessman, 73% of Chinese businessmen come from Zhejiang 
(national leader in the industrial textile machinery, electromechanics, textiles, chemistry, food 

                                                 
9 It is important to point out that these data do not correspond to reality. It is assumed that the number ascends to 

15 000 or 16 000 Chinese in Portugal. The difference between numbers is justified by the fact that, to the 

business/commercial structure, this has to be the number of Chinese in Portugal. Oliveira gives four explanation 

factors to explain the difference between numbers: clandestine presence; the successive nationalizations that 

allow them to belong to the community while having Portuguese nationality; the fact that the SEF data only 

consider legal residence and permission of residence, and do not count study and tourism permits with which 

many immigrants enter our country to stay illegally; finally, the evaluation of the Chinese presence in Portugal 

based on the members of the community may lead us to consider someone to be Chinese when they may have 

another nationality. (Oliveira, 2000: 12) 
10 In 2007, in the Porto district, there was a total of 1567 Chinese citizens, of which 1474 were granted a 

residence title and 93 the adjournment of their long-term permits. 
11 2000 of the 10 000 Chinese living in Timor sought refuge in Portugal when Indonesia invaded in 1975. 
12 Oliveira mentions empirical studies which demonstrate that many immigrants travelled through other 

European countries, like Spain, before their arrival in Portugal. (Oliveira, 2000) 
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and construction materials production industries), 6% from the province of Shandong, and 8% 
from the province of Fujian (one of the main shoes export areas in the world). The other 6% 
distribute themselves between Shanghai, in the province of Guangdong (where the furniture, 
Moroccan leather accessories and gaming industries concentrate), Shanxi and Jiangsu. 
(Rocha-Trindade et al., 2005: 100) 
According to these authors, the growth of Chinese ethnical trade served the purpose of 
“seizing the opportunities created by the economic cycle, since the recession and the decrease 
in available profit led to the demand for products with those characteristics.” (Rocha-Trindade 
et al., 2005: 119) The survey data also reveals an expansion of retail and wholesale trade, 
showing that “trade as a whole represents 66%, retail trade 26%, wholesale trade 24,5%, and 
import-export activities 16%.” (Rocha-Trindade et al., 2005: 120) 
 
3.3. The regional scale 
 
The city territory is a space of opportunities, in the more diversified spheres, for individuals 
of diverse provenience who settle there. Immigrants find in these cosmopolitan spaces the 
foundation for the structuring and development of their individual and/or collective projects, 
since the plasticity and complexity of the city are more easily set in motion, for their 
restructuring adapts itself to those who integrate it for the first time. 
The presence of immigrants and their descendants implies, in some cases, the dynamization of 
stagnated areas where a social cultural, business-related apathy can be felt, and we can 
ascertain that they often have a preponderant role in the identity reconfiguration of urban 
spaces sometimes associated to abandonment, social exclusion, physical and economical 
degradation (Santokhi, 2002). However, the presence of a great number of immigrants tends 
to give rise to curiosity and even generate feelings of xenophobia and systematic 
discrimination.13 This is why the commercial activity of Chinese immigrants in Portugal and 
in other parts of the world awakens contradictory feelings.14 

                                                 
13 Rudder, V., Poiret, C., Vourc'h, F. (2000): L'inégalité raciste. L'universalité républicaine à l'épreuve, PUF, 

Paris. 
14 In our country this type of reaction is having an impact similar to the one it had on other countries, like for 

instance Russia in the late 90s. According to Sayeliev, in the major cities of western Russia and Eastern Europe 

strong tensions existed between the local populations and Chinese tradesmen and residents. (Saveliev, 1997: 61) 

In this context, Larin (1998) makes reference to a survey that took place between 1998 and 1999 and revealed 

that in cities like Khabarovsk and Vladivostok, the percentage of xenophobic feelings was 34,5% and 42,8%  

respectively. (Larin, 2003: 162) Diatlov reports incidents which “ont impliqué des citoyens de la RPC à Irkutsk 

vers le début des années 1990 et ont eu pour conséquence d´établir des barrières autour d´un marché chinois 

nommé Shangai et d´y établir poste de police. (Diatlov, 1999a: 123) 

In December 2006, the Diário de Notícias referred that the day before, the Municipal Council of Vila do Conde 

had flunked a proposal for the creation of a giant commercial area called “Parque Oriente” in the Industrial Area 

of Varziela. The PSD town councillors intended the space “to be filled with urban furniture objects of oriental 

aesthetics.” The space’s distinctive mark would be the traditional “entry gates” called paifangs. 
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This community’s economical activity generates economical competition, often seen as a 
threat to local businessmen/tradesmen, especially if we consider that the import of low price 
products, mostly textiles and shoes15, interferes with the Portuguese business scenario16, the 
small commercial surfaces and the independent street trading in particular. 
The Portuguese and the Chinese almost always find themselves “dans une situation où le 
migrant est vendeur et l’autochtone client, ce qui tend à renforcer la méfiance plutôt qu’à 
aider à la surmonter. Les autochtones perçoivent les migrants non comme des membres à part 
entière de la société mais comme des éléments étrangers à la fois utiles et familiers, parfois 
sympathiquement exotiques, mais potentiellement dangereux.”  (Nyíri, 2007: 111) 
However, the presence of Chinese immigrants in Portugal calls up dynamics of 
cosmopolitanism that are considered favourable to the development and especially the 
insertion of cities into worldwide nets (see Sassen, 1991a): the search for exoticism associated 
with the immigrants affords a growth in flexible production dynamics, new economic 
relations, the increase in services in a process of economical reestructuring and diversification 
of consumers’ tastes. Consumers benefit from the presence of this community in terms of a 
greater supply, lower prices, access to new products, new customs, gastronomy, etc. 
The dynamics created by the Chinese result from the conjugation of undissociable 
circumstances that may be structured in “three fundamental dimensions of support for the 
immigrants’ business strategies (a combination of opportunities and resources): personal 
resources, ethnic opportunities and structural opportunities.” [?] “the business strategies are 
the result of (dynamic and creative) interactions between individual resources, ethnic and 
structural opportunities which constrain the immigrants in the society that receives them.” 
(Oliveira, 2005: 42) 
Concerning the settlement of Chinese businessmen in the Industrial Area of Varziela, the co-
ethnic mutual support promoted by this community in the most varied dimensions is a very 
important element that is common to other immigrant communities but assumes more 
complex and intense forms in the case of the Chinese, differentiating them from other 
communities. Despite the entrepreneurial spirit of each individual, the goal is everyone’s 
social ascension, which helps us understand independence and favours their welcoming. 
Several authors are unanimous in recognizing the strategic importance of co-ethnic nets, 
where the mobilization of resources is based on social capital. The advantages vary from 
access to privileged information on markets to explore, to support in terms of the capital 
necessary to first investments and even access to suppliers and a net of co-ethnic employees. 
Waldinger (1989; 1996) and Waldinger, Aldrich e Ward (1990) established that if we want to 
know a certain community well, more than understanding its intrinsic characteristics, we need 
to know how the opportunity structures it benefits from potentiate its inclusion. They also add 
that the opportunity structures include market conditions that often stimulate businesses 
favourable to ethnic activity, or even the market in general, equally stimulating the access to 

                                                                                                                                                         

A May 2005 Jornal de Notícias article reported the first demonstration of the Movimento Salvaguarda Industrial 

Têxtil Portuguesa (MSITP). 100 demonstrators gathered near the Industrial Area of Varziela in defense of the 

Portuguese textile sector, warning against the “disloyal competition” of Chinese products. 
15 Textiles and Clothing are important activities in Portugal, and there are 7 already identified Clusters. (Monitor 

Company, 1994) 
16 According to exploratory interviews, many business companies have been encouraged to displace themselves 

to China by members of the community. 
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businesses. These communities take advantage of markets affected by the economic and 
financial crisis, seeing them as an opportunity for the diffusion of ethnic trade, where the low 
prices practiced directly compete with non-ethnic products, and creating favourable 
conditions at the most difficult moment of new market penetration. 
One should also note that the existence of adequate infrastructures and especially the 
possibility of access to property is a preponderant factor to the settlement of these 
communities, such as occurred in Varziela, where Chinese immigrants bought or rented 
abandoned warehouses and turned them into commercial spaces where almost only other 
Chinese work and one makes the most of the contact with Chinese production. 
 
4. The industrial area of Varziela 
 
Exploratory interviews to several members and representatives of the Chinese community in 
the North of the country allowed us to conclude that the factors at the base of the emergence 
of the commercial area (consisting of 197 establishments) at the Industrial Area of Varziela 
(built by the Municipal Council of Vila do Conde in the late 1980s) are related to: reduced 
prices of rental or purchase of commercial spaces, easy access to the Port of Leixões (the 
place of destination of merchandises transported by ship from Chinese ports and sea ports in 
Spain, Italy and France), short distance from the North of Spain (where there are resale 
warehouses of Chinese origin), proximity to the cities of Porto and Guimarães, Braga and 
Viana do Castelo (territories with great population density and high consumer potential) and 
the presence of fast and easy road communication systems (EN13, IC1 and A28). 
Apart from the exploratory interviews and other interviews that took place some time later, a 
survey of all stores and warehouses was conducted between December 2008 and January 
2009. This way it was possible to obtain a set of information considered relevant to the 
understanding of the emergence and development of this commercial space. 
Even before the settlement of Chinese businessmen, the first establishments appeared in the 
late 1980s17 in the area known today as the Industrial Area of Varziela. They settled in the 
surroundings of the Mindelo textile factory and dedicated themselves to the industry and 
storage. In 1996, Siemens (now Quimonda) came to occupy the western side of Estrada 
Nacional 13, promoting the expansion of an industrial área on the other side of the road with 
good access conditions to the city of Porto, the Port of Leixões, the Sá Carneiro airport and 
the North of Spain (via IC1 and A28). This is now the main industrial area of the council of 
Vila do Conde, occupying a 75 ha area of about 300 industrial and storage units, 197 of which 
were bought, rented or sub-rented to individuals of Chinese ethnicity, the first transaction 
having occurred in 2001 according to the Sociedade de Construção Maia & Maia, S.A. 
There followed a process of “ecologic commercial succession”18 similar to the one studied for 
the Centro Comercial Mouraria, where “(…) in 1993, when the first store belonging to a 
Chinese immigrant appeared, (…) he was occupying a space that had been empty since the 
inauguration of the shopping centre. Three years later, when the success of this co-ethnic 
became visible, the shopping centre was already majoritarily occupied, through social nets, by 
Chinese tradesmen.” (Mapril 2001: 23) 
In 2001, the Industrial Area of Varziela was in difficulty, having become attractive to give 
place to the concentration of ethnic commercial activities, with a particularly simple structure 

                                                 
17 According to data from the Sociedade de Construção Maia & Maia, S.A., they appeared in 1986 or 1987. 
18 (Waldinger, McEvoy & Aldrich, 1990) 
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when compared to situations in other countries, constituted across decades in an urban 
context, Chinatown type, shopping centre19, neighbourhood or street20. In these situations, the 
effects on the organization and structuring of the territory led the planning agents to equate 
territorial solutions, as is the case of Toronto. 
Given the diversity of ethnic contours, the literature concerning “ethnic trade”21 or “ethnic 
companies”22 does not give a consensual definition, although it might be considered the 
“Commerce basé sur la vente de produits de consommation courante d’un groupe culturel dit 
«ethnique», au sens où les individus qui en font partie sont nés ou attachés culturellement à un 
pays (ou une région) autre que celui dans lequel ils sont établis.” (Dictionnaire du commerce 
et de l’aménagement, 2008: 74). For this case, any trade practiced in an establishment selling 
Chinese origin products (over 80% of the total) where the manager or at least one of the 
employees has Chinese ancestry has been considered ethnic trade, regardless of their legal 
status as naturalized citizens or foreigners, legal or irregular immigrants, and the clientele. 
Generally speaking, trade can be subdivided into retail and wholesale, depending on the 
circuits of commercialization of products. Wholesale trade comprehends the processes of 
purchase, storage and sale of large quantities of merchandise to sellers or professional users 
(subdivision 61 of the Classification of Economic Activities). It also includes the activity of 
                                                 
19 According to a study conducted in Toronto (Census Metropolitan Area) by Wang, in the early 1980s there 

were three Chinatowns in the centre of Toronto, and new ones later appeared on the periphery: “(…) the Old 

Chinatown (around Dundas Street West between Bay Street and University Avenue), the Central Chinatown 

(centred on the intersection of Dundas Street West and Spadina Avenue), and the East Chinatown (around 

Gerrard Street East and Broadview Avenue). The first suburban concentration of Chinese commercial activity 

was developed in 1984 in the Agincourt area of Scarborough, known as Scarborough Chinatown (…). Since 

then, most new developments have occurred in the suburbs.” 

As for shopping centres, “By the end of 1996, 52 Chinese shopping centres of various sizes (ranging from 15 

store units and 9 500 sq. ft. to 200 units and 285 000 sq. ft.) have been developed in the Toronto CMA, with a 

total of 2.9 million sq. ft. of retail space. These, representing about 4 percent of the floor areas of all shopping 

centres division percentage in the Toronto CMA” (Simmons et al. 1996) 

In 1996 there were 2178 stores and 52 shopping centres. 
20 In Italy, Naples observed the same phenomenon: “À San Giuseppe Vesuviano et au centre du vieux Naples, les 

Chinois ont ouvert de nouveaux magasins; ils ont repris les fonds de commerce de négociants autochtones partis 

à la retraite sans avoir un successeur ou bien de ceux qui n’ont pas su relever le défi de la mondialisation. En 

conséquence, aujourd’hui, ils dynamisent des quartiers délaissés, ils modifient le marché de l’immobilier 

commercial et ils opèrent une « revitalisation d’un capitalisme marchand ». ”  (Miranda, 2007: 169) 

In France, the XIII arrondissement stands out: “Par sa densité et l´importance de ses services, le XIII est devenue 

naturellement le coeur de la communauté chinoise.” (Hassoun et al., 1986: 34) 

Likewise, in Italy the quartieri Sarpi also stands out, among other examples. 
21 Chan and Cheung (1985); James and Clark (1987); Waldinger (1989); Kwon (1990); Bates (1994); Barrett et 

al. (1996); Kaplan (1997); Buckley Iglesias, (1998); Carrasco Carpio (1999); Cebrian et al. (2002); Beltrán et al. 

(2003); Garcia Ballestos et al. (2004). 
22 Light (1984); Li (1992); Marger and Hoffman (1992); Lee (1992, 1995). 
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wholesale reselling of new or used goods, without any transformation, to diverse companies. 
In short, it “(…) establishes the bridge between producers and retailers, gathering sometimes 
dispersed productions and distributing them to retailers, together with the information on new 
products.” (Salgueiro, 1996: 1) The retailer takes in hand the purchase of small quantities of 
merchandise, selling in retail new and used goods (subdivision 62 of the Classification of 
Economic Activities) destined to be consumed by enterprises, institutions and individuals. 
Retail trade offers directly to consumers the articles they need, whenever and wherever they 
need them.” (Salgueiro, 1996: 1) 
Depending on the type and form these establishments take on, it is possible to notice that 
there isn’t a uniformization; they oscillate between ambulant sales, small neighbourhood 
stores and warehouses with big dimensions. 
In the case of the Industrial Area of Varziela and the Chinese ethnic trade, given its 
particularities, we consider its subdivision into resale stores and resale warehouses. Resale 
stores are commercial establishments where small quantities of the products displayed are 
sold. They are similar to a street or shopping centre store, and generally show an aesthetic 
preoccupation related with the type of products on sale (shoes, clothing, Moroccan leather 
goods); resale warehouses show aesthetic, structural and organizational characteristics 
essentially oriented toward profitability and optimization of space, not the enticement of the 
consumer.  
 
 

           
Photos 1 and 2 – Accessories’ resale store 

 

            

Photos 3 and 4 – Resale warehouses 
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Both in the case of the 31 resale warehouses and the 166 resale stores the same resale function 
is practiced (tradesmen of gypsy ethnicity, tradesmen of small independent trade, tradesmen 
of Indian ethnicity and final consumers23). 
The agglomeration of the Chinese community in Varziela obeys the logic of a cluster24, given 
the geographic concentration of interlinked companies, in this case specialized suppliers, in 
specific areas that compete and cooperate among themselves. This type of agglomeration25 
“(…) favours spatial concentration for direct competition…” (Wang, 1999: 30) 
The Chinese community in the Industrial Area of Varziela is notable for the commercial 
activity linked to the import and export of textiles, shoes and Moroccan leather goods (board 
3). This fact is “due to the more recent flows of immigrants (third wave), essentially 
stemming from Zhejiang province and associated with the proliferation of Chinese shops in 
various cities of the country that specialize in non-durable consumer goods at low prices. In 
this respect the strategy of those entrepreneurs was to make use of opportunities opened up by 
the economic cycle, to the extent that the recession and lower incomes raised the demand of 
goods with those characteristics.” (Bongardt et al.; 2007: pp.22) 
 
Board 3 – Number of stores that deal with just one type of article 

 

Article 

 

No. of 

stores  

 1 – Clothing 85 

 2 – Textiles 0 

 3 – Footwear 19 

 4 – Construction materials/DIY tools/Bricolage/Gardening 0 

 5 – Food products 1 

 6 – Beauty products/Cosmetics 0 

 7 – Decoration articles 2 

 8 – Furniture 0 

 9 – Hygiene and Perfume(ry) 0 

 10 – Acessories/Moroccan articles/Costume jewellery 26 

 11 – Toys 1 

                                                 
23 In this particular case, some stores and warehouses refuse to sell directly to the consumer. When they do, they 

fix a sale price similar to the final price fixed by the resellers in their places of trade. 
24 Chow et al.,1997, pp. 49-53 
25 Bongardt  et al.; 2007: pp.6-7 
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 12 – Electronics 0 

 13 – Stationery 0 

 14 – Kitchen appliances/Kitchen utensils 0 

 15 – Auto(mobile) accessories 0 

 16 – Products for stores with clothing on display 1 

 

According to interviews conducted in the area, the products found in Varziela come from the 
industries of Chinese property established in Prato (near Florence) or other industrial 
agglomerates in Italy, China and wholesale warehouses in Spain26. 
In terms of space, we verified that Rua 10 is the street with higher commercial density, which 
may be associated with greater visibility and easy access by Avenida 1º de Maio, whence the 
establishment of 66 resale stores (40% of the total of resale stores in Varziela). Another 
equally dense street is Rua 7, with 57 resale stores (34% of the total of stores) and two resale 
warehouses (6% of the total of warehouses in Varziela). 
Given the demand, Rua 10 has the higher commercial value in the industrial area (now 
commercial area) with rental prices reaching 3000 to 4000 euros for 300 m² spaces, and 
buying prices, 600 thousand euros. In other streets more distant from Avenida 1º de Maio (EN 
103), prices dropped to 2000 to 2500 euros and 500 thousand euros, respectively. 
Both streets concentrate 74% of the total of resale stores and only 6% of the total of resale 
warehouses, located mostly in peripheral streets because they require a bigger area: resale 
stores have approximately 300 m², as a result of the division in three parts of a 1000 m² 
warehouse. 
Between the two, Rua 10 stands out for the predominance of clothing trade (Annex – Map 1: 
Clothing trade in the Industrial Area of Varziela, according to the type of establishment, 
2008), with the exception of 5 resale stores (9% of the total of stores established on Rua 10), 
all other 50 (91%) sell this group of products. On Rua 7, 30 of the 57 resale stores sell 
accessories, Moroccan leather goods and costume jewellery (Annex – Map 2: Accessories, 
Moroccan leather goods and costume jewellery trade in the Industrial Area of Varziela, 
according to the type of establishment, 2008). 
There are strong ties with the province of Zhejiang, more specifically with the city of 
Wenzhou27 (linked with the Chinese Diaspora in other countries of Europe and the United 
States of America), which explains why the sort of merchandise commercialized by the 
Chinese in Varziela is similar to the one commercialized by the Chinese in other countries. In 
Hungary, for instance, commercialized products are “(…) l’habillement bon marché (t-shirts, 
caleçons, chaussettes, chemises en coton et synthétique, robes d´été, vestes de jogging, 
chemisiers, manteaux, tricots, combinaisons de ski, pyjamas, chemises en soie, baskets, 

                                                 
26 These data will be thoroughly examined in future investigations. 
27 According to exploratory interviews and the results of the surveys of Rocha-Trindade et al (2005), the Chinese 

of Varziela came from the province of Zhejiang, more specifically from the cities of Wenzhou and Qingtian. 
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sandales, pantoufles…). Plus tard s’y ajoutèrent du petit équipement (des serrures par 
exemple), de l’électroménager et des tissus (draps de lit et serviettes). ” (Nyíri, 2007: 97).  
However, generally speaking, commercial activity in the North of the country needs a greater 
diversification of retail, already seen in other places such as Toronto (Canada), where there is 
a diversification in the offer of products and a specialization: “(…) the category of ‘Other 
retailing’ is very different from 15 years ago; it now includes a variety of retail activities that 
did not exist before, such as art galleries, pet stores, and stores specializing in books, records, 
tapes, sporting goods, camping equipment, and musical instruments.” (Wang, 1999: 24) 
 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
China’s accession to the WTO has allowed its integration in the economic markets of the 
“global village”. The good relationship that resulted from the transition of Macau and the 
statistical data show an evolution in exports from Portugal to China in the last few years, but 
China still has a place of relatively small importance as a client. 
 
In the total sum of products imported in Portugal (clothing, shoes, costume jewellery, 
Moroccan leather goods and accessories), Chinese origin goods had a negative impact on 
Portuguese businessman/tradesmen, who organized demonstrations against the entry of such 
low price products in the Portuguese market. 
There is an industrial area in the North of Portugal (Varziela, in Vila do Conde) that was 
successively occupied by individuals of Chinese ethnicity in the early 1990s in view of i) the 
abandonment of Portuguese business activities, ii) low rental and buying prices, iii) proximity 
to the Port of Leixões, the cities of Porto, Braga, Guimarães, Viana do Castelo and Spain. 
In spite of its dimension, the concentration of Chinese ethnic commercial activity in the 
Industrial Area of Varziela, when compared to the Chinese ethnic commercial activities in 
European countries like France, Great Britain, the Netherlands and Germany, where the 
Chinese Diaspora is older, reveals contours of an ethnic concentration in development. In 
certain countries like Canada (Toronto) or France (Paris), the cities have several Chinatowns, 
neighbourhoods or shopping centres where the trade is exclusively Chinese, while in Italy (in 
Naples and Prato, for instance), ethnical concentrations are not reduced to wholesale or retail 
trade, since Chinese origin businessmen have created ethnical products industries destined to 
the internal and external markets. 
In the Industrial Area of Varziela there are 197 commercial structures in an agglomeration 
composed of 33 resale warehouses and 167 resale stores. The two central arteries of higher 
commercial density are Rua 10, specialized in resale clothing stores, and Rua 7, specialized in 
costume jewellery, Moroccan leather goods and accessories trade. 
The Chinese of Varziela came from the province of Zhejiang, especially from the cities of 
Wenzhou and Qingtian, and rely on them for the supply of products and the recruitment of 
workmanship. The survival of Chinese trade will depend on the frequency of contacts with 
the places of origin and other immigrants, mostly established in Europe and of importance to 
the supply of products, trade and access to working posts. (Oliveira, 2000)
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Map 1: Clothing trade in the Industrial Area of Varziela, according to the 

type of establishment, 2008 
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Map 2: Accessories, Moroccan leather goods and costume jewellery 

trade in the Industrial Area of Varziela, according to the type of 

establishment, 2008 

 

 

 

 


