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By BRUNO FILIPE PIRES

In the beginning, there was 
a dream. It has been 20 
years since Paulo Pinheiro, 
a mechanical engineer and 
motorsports aficionado, 
presented the first plans 
of what would become the 
Algarve International Race-
track (AIA) to Portimão 
City Council. 

He was asking for three 
things: political support, 
vital for such a large project, 

inf luence with the insti-
tutional entities (national 
and regional) that would 
eventually come forth, 
and, more importantly, the 
provision of a plot of land, 
in Sítio do Escampadinho, 
Mexilhoeira Grande – an 
isolated suburb of the 
municipality, perfect for 
the installation of the track 
where the fastest and most 
powerful machines in the 
world could speed through 
and test the limits without 
disturbing the locals.

The idea was received with 
surprise, but the project won 
over some politicians. Should 
it succeed, the AIA could, in a 
not so distant future, boost 
the Algarve economy and be 
an alternative to sun-and-
beach tourism. Besides, it 
is not common for someone 
to risk everything on some-
thing that doesn’t cater to 
traditional tourism or devel-
opments. It was not easy. 

In addition to struggling 

were many voices against it 

and just as many sceptics. 
The process began during 
the term of the then prime 
minister António Guterres, 
passing through several 
other cabinets until get-
ting the green light, when it 
was approved as a project 
of Potential National Inter-
est, the only one that came to 
fruition in the region. 

Eight long years of strug-
gles and expectations had 
passed, until the inaugu-
ration day on November 
2, 2008. The recession on 

the horizon, however, was 
ruthless and almost caused 
the AIA to fall at birth into 
insolvency. But once again, 
it resisted. 

“This project was 
designed and thought out on 
a global level. So, we man-
aged to survive, with many 

circuit has a component of 
corporate events, presen-
tations and tests that are 
directly designed for the 
world market,” explains 
Paulo Pinheiro, founder and 

CEO of Parkalgar, Parques 
Tecnológicos e Desportivos, 
SA, the company that man-
ages the AIA. 

In 2016, the company 
made over €20 million and 
declared almost €5 million 

turnover had dropped, but 
kept positive numbers, prov-
ing it is a viable company.

Over the years, the AIA 
has set the stage for several 
major national and inter-
national events, such as the 

Formula for success

FORMULA 1 HEINEKEN PORTUGUESE GRAND PRIX
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After a long journey full of challenging curves, the Algarve International 
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dedicated to classic cars, 
along with hosting stages 
for international competi-
tions like the 24H Endurance 
Series, as well as being cho-
sen for tests by top teams 
such as Ferrari and McLaren. 
But the big dream of organ-
ising an F1 competition has 

In June, given the pan-
demic, F1 boss Ross Brawn 
said they were considering 
integrating the Algarve’s 
racetrack in the 2020 season 
in order to make up for some 
of the races that had been 
cancelled. The news was 

after – the AIA will host the 
Formula 1 Heineken Portu-
guese Grand Prix from Octo-
ber 23 to 25.

“Covid-19 opened a win-
dow of opportunity for us 
because it wasn’t just about 
money. There were a num-
ber of factors that came 
together, and we succeeded,” 
says Pinheiro. 

The CEO had a 10-page list 
on his desk with tasks that 
must be completed in order 

to be able to host the event. 
“There is a massive level of 
demand and the circuit will 
be immaculate” to receive 
the 10 teams that will com-
pete for the Portuguese 
Grand Prix.

Despite the achievement, 
Pinheiro states that inter-
nal recognition did not come 
easy: “Recently, there has 
been an avalanche of con-
tacts. People were unaware 
that we’ve been doing a val-
uable job for several years. 
It’s like now a divine ray has 
fallen that has enlightened 
us and given us the Formula 
1,” he says. 

“Nothing in life works 
that way. To host the F1, 
we must have credibility, 
working capacity and the 
right conditions. Every-
thing in the business field 
requires a lot of effort and 
dedication. Formula 1 is a 
corollary of years of work 
and a whole strategy.”

Given its technical-
ity, the AIA track has been 
praised by pilots the world 
over and by major sporting 

authorities. The natural 
slope of the land provided 
the ideal conditions for 
designing a challenging cir-
cuit. Therefore, it is not sur-

20,000 tickets for the Octo-
ber competition were sold 

“In my 30-year link with 
motorsports, I have never 
seen an interest as great as 
this. It comes from all quar-
ters and all age groups,” 
states Pinheiro. “It exceeded 
expectations. I received 
messages from heads of the 
competition departments of 
the world’s top brands, and 
they were very excited. The 
consensus is that it’s going to 
be a fantastic race. Everyone 
has the feeling that dreams 
are coming true and this is 
the race for it”, he stresses. 

As for security measures, 
the CEO calls for compliance 

with safety recommen-
dations: “We have done a 
very well-structured job, 
but people have to take on 
a self-policing role, so that 
the next events can also 
have an audience.”

The complex, which cov-
ers more than 300 hectares, 
besides the main track, 
includes a kart track, all-
terrain park, hotel, apart-
ments, driving school, sports 
complex and a technologi-
cal park yet to be materi-
alised. “It will be our main 
focus from January 2021. We 
already have a football pitch 
opposite the hotel, and we 
want to build a further two. 
It will give us a very interest-
ing edge in sports tourism, 
because it will widen our cli-
ent pool,” says Pinheiro. 

“On the other hand, we 
want to attract companies in 
the automobile industry that 

could create development 
and technological research 
centres here, and would 
need the track to develop 
their products.” 

As for the future, and 
although next year’s calen-

Pinheiro believes the AIA 
has already “proved that the 
sum is superior to several 
isolated businesses, because 
they strengthen each other”.

Besides the Formula 1 
Heineken Portuguese Grand 
Prix this weekend, the AIA 
will also host the European 
Le Mans Series from Octo-
ber 30 to November 1; the 
Algarve Classic Festival from 
November 6 to 8; and the 
Portuguese MotoGP Grand 
Prix between November 
20-22.

www.autodromodoalgarve.com
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EVENTS  ||  ‘Portimão Motor-
sports’ is an initiative by the 
local council that involves 
several events and entertain-
ment taking place in Portimão 
until Sunday, October 25 and 
next month, from November 
13 to 22.

There are concerts, car exhi-
bitions, 7D simulators, gaming, 
an RFM radio truck airing live 
from Portimão and many other 
activities taking place at Largo 
da Mó and Alameda squares, 1º 
de Dezembro garden and river-
side area to attract motorsports 
fans to the town.

The council ensures that all 
Covid-19 guidelines will be 
respected, and that safety is a 
priority.

Mayor Isilda Gomes says ‘Por-
timão Motorsports’ also aims to 
become a “concept and a brand 
to establish Portimão as a town 
that welcomes motorsports 
fans with opens arms”.

In other words, the local 
council wants motorsports fans 
to discover all that Portimão 
has to offer, from its gastron-
omy to its traditional shopping 
streets. And the road beauties 
strategically parked in some of 
the town’s main squares will 
certainly help!

Portimão revs up ahead of F1 race weekend 

Riverside area, near Casa Inglesa 1º de Dezembro garden, near TEMPO theatre

Alameda squareThe ‘Portimão Motorsports’ brand Largo da Mó
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F1 GP to attract new investors to Algarve
Interview with Portimão Mayor Isilda Gomes

exhibitions, 7D simulators, 
gaming, an RFM radio truck 
airing live from Portimão 
and many other activities 
taking place at Largo da Mó 
and Alameda squares, 1º de 
Dezembro garden and river-
side area to attract motor-
sports fans to the town.

As Gomes pointed out, this 
is much more than just an 
entertainment programme. 
The local council wants it 
to become a “concept and 
a brand” that establishes 
Portimão as a town that 
welcomes motorsport enthu-
siasts with open arms.

But this concept will only 
make sense if the racetrack 
continues to attract major 
events. And amidst all the 
enthusiasm and celebra-
tions, many have started to 
wonder if this F1 GP will be 
a ‘one-off’ race for Portimão.

Gomes admitted that the 
council would love to host 
the race again next year, but 
that it is “not a decision that 
is up to us”.

“If all goes well, I believe 
that AIA could secure a 
spot on the world calendar,” 
said the mayor, adding that 
“the racetrack’s conditions 
are unique and have been 
praised by everyone, from 
the drivers to their teams”.

“In terms of what we can 
control when it comes to the 
return of F1 to the Algarve, 
we will certainly be avail-
able, and we will keep our 
doors open. That is a guaran-
tee,” she said.

While the local racetrack 
has hosted countless major 
events over the years, the F1 
GP is undoubtedly the big-
gest so far.

According to Gomes, both 

the F1 and MotoGP races will 
be “the icing on the cake” 
for a racetrack which many 
were “sceptical” about when 
it inaugurated in 2008.

“Throughout all these 
years, it has been able to 
overcome its moments of 
uncertainty and earn its 
place on the international 

technical conditions and 
demanding but attractive 
circuit, as well as the strate-
gic effort of Parkalgar, which 
has known how to seize 
opportunities,” said Gomes.

The ‘F1 Heineken Portu-
guese Grand Prix’ will be 
held between October 23 
and 25 at the AIA in front 
of a crowd of 27,500. While 
the racetrack has a capacity 
for 100,000, the number has 
been greatly reduced due to 
the Covid-19 pandemic.

By MICHAEL BRUXO 

michael.bruxo@algarveresident.com

Formula 1 is one of the most 
popular, if not the world’s 
most popular motorsport.

In 2019, the Formula 1 
World Championship’s global 

jaw-dropping 1.9 billion. It is 
a sport followed all over the 
world by motorsport enthu-
siasts who can’t get enough 
of F1’s neck-breaking speeds.

It is no wonder then that 
the F1 Portugal GP, due to 
take place this weekend at 
the Algarve International 
Racetrack (AIA) in Portimão, 
is being viewed by the local 
council as “a unique opportu-
nity” for the local economy.

In an interview with the 
Resident on Wednesday, Por-
timão Mayor Isilda Gomes 
said the municipality expects 
to welcome over 30,000 peo-
ple who will have a “direct 
impact on our hotels, restau-
rants and businesses” which 

are struggling mightily due 
to the Covid-19 pandemic.

“Our initial estimates, 
which I consider realistic, 
pointed towards an eco-
nomic impact of around €30 
million. In light of the current 
situation, the number will be 
lower, but we will only know 
at the end of the event,” the 
local mayor told us.

However, the impact of 
the F1 GP – as well as the 
MotoGP which will be held at 
the racetrack next month – 
could be far greater than the 
money it will generate for 
local businesses right now.

Said Gomes: “These two 
races represent a unique 
moment of international 
exposure and a unique 
opportunity to promote Por-
timão and the Algarve not 
only as a top tourism desti-
nation, but as a place to live 
and invest.”

She added that due to the 
region’s “unique characteris-
tics, we believe these events 

will attract potential inves-
tors and entrepreneurs who 
see the Algarve as a place to 
create or expand their busi-
nesses. And they will have 
our full support to do so.

“Our region needs sustain-
able and diverse investment 
which can create wealth all-
year-round and boost our 
economy and the quality of 
life of our citizens,” said Por-
timão mayor. 

Hopes are also that these 
two motorsport events can 
help keep local businesses 
open and their workers 
employed for longer.

In fact, to ensure that F1 
fans have something to do 
in Portimão before and after 
the F1 GP, the local council 
created an initiative called 
‘Portimão Motorsports’ that 
involves several events and 
entertainment taking place 
until Sunday, October 25 and 
next month, from November 
13 to 22.

There are concerts, car 
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“These two races 
(F1 and MotoGP) 
represent a 
unique moment 
of international 
exposure and a 
unique opportunity 
to promote Portimão 
and the Algarve not 
only as a top tourism 
destination, but as 
a place to live and 
invest.”
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Visit the sales office (open 7 days a week)
Telephone +351 282 000 170 | Email sales@boavistaresort.pt

www.boavistaresort.pt

The Algarve’s
DRIVING FORCE

in

BUILDING PRESTIGIOUS NEW HOMES
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The Resident is offering 
readers a chance to win a 
top-of-the-line car wash, 
worth at least €100, at 
Almancil’s Top Wash in cel-
ebration of the Algarve’s 

Established three years 
ago, Top Wash is a hand 

car wash and valeting ser-
vice that strives to offer its 
clients an unmatched car 

There is a wide range of 
services to choose from, 
starting from a mini valet 
(€15) to a “full HD valet” 
which can run up to €150 
depending on the size of 

winner of this competition 

As Top Wash puts it, “it’s 
-

The car wash service also 
offers deep interior cleans 
and polishing, as well as 

Only Autoglym products 
are used and Top Wash’s 
staff are all fully trained in 

Top Wash is located on 
Estrada das Escanchi-
nas between Vale do Lobo 

and Almancil, near the 
Sushi Yama restaurant and 

in advance as clients can 
simply show up and choose 
from one of the many car 
wash options that Top 

For more information about Top 
Wash, visit their Facebook page: 
‘Top wash Almancil Algarve’

WIN a free car wash, worth €100, at Almancil’s Top Wash!
COMPETITION

Send an email to competitions@algarveresident.com with the words ‘Top Wash’. Make sure you include your full name 

as well as your address and telephone number. All valid entries will be placed into a prize draw with the first selected 

with the correct answer winning the prize. The closing date for the competition is Monday, November 2 at 5pm. 

Normal Algarve Resident rules apply. For full competition terms and conditions, visit portugalresident.com

For a chance to become the lucky winner of this contest, answer the following question:

What year was the last F1 GP held in Portugal?

a) 1992 b) 1995 c) 1996


