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This project is an explora  on of the prac  ce of planning 
and development of urban spaces and in the way plan-
ning and design theories are applied to our ci  es. 

The project has its roots in the disconnect we some  mes 
see between what was planned and what was built, as 
well as the ques  on of what makes an urban space work 
well. The project’s point of departure is the urban devel-
opment process, the role t hat urban space has in this 
process, and the factors that ul  mately shape and dictate 
the fate of urban spaces. 

The research in this paper is prac  ce based, both in the 
inves  ga  ve part of the project, and in the planning 
and design theories chosen in the grounding part of this 

project. The case studies test the way theory is applied to 
the city. The last part of the project exposes a few ideas 
that should be remembered when planning and designing 
urban spaces. 

Last but not least, this project is a testament to the need 
for the rela  onship between the planning and urban 
design/landscape architecture professions to shi   from 
being collabora  ve to becoming a symbiosis.   
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FOREWORD 

This paper is the culmina  on of the hard work of two uni-
versity master’s programmes: that of the urban designer 
(graduated in 2013), and that of the planner (gradua  ng 
summer 2019). The roots of this project can be traced to 
2015, when together with another fellow designer, Kenan 
Dedovic, I did a study on how Gammeltorv, the old square 
in the centre of Aalborg, was used. The study started off  
with a simple ques  on: why is this space empty most of 
the  me? We did mappings, registra  ons and played 
with ideas on how to improve the space (see Appendix 
E for these materials). The study was kept to ourselves, 
but the ques  on of why that space was empty remained. 
As  me passed by, I no  ced that more and more spaces 
suff ered the same fate as Gammeltorv, and I set out to 
understand why this happens. At the  me, my assump  on 
was that there was a design fl aw that made some spaces 
unpopular. Not before my second semester as a student in 
the Land Management Master program did the planning 
side of urban spaces and its infl uence on the shaping and 
design of these come clear. Together, the planning and the 
design aspects of urban spaces painted a much clearer 
picture than individually. This was what planted the idea 
of this project as a topic for my master thesis. 

It is the purpose of this paper to explain the ways planning 
and design yield urban spaces together, and to shed some 
light onto how the decisions regarding these are taken. 
Furthermore, this project also sheds some light onto the 
way planning and design theories are applied to the city. 
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INTRODUCTION

“Ci  es are an immense laboratory of trial and error, 
failure and success, in city building and design. This is 
the laboratory in which city planning should have been 
learning and forming and tes  ng its theories. Instead 
the prac   oners and teachers of discipline (if such it can 
be called) have ignored the study of success and failure 
in real life, have been incurious about the reasons for 
unexpected success, and are guided instead by the same 
principles derived from the behavior and appearance of 
towns, suburbs, tuberculosis sanatoria, fairs an imagi-
nary dream ci  es -  from anything but ci  es themselves” 
[Jacobs, 1960 p: 6] 

The quote is taken from the work of Jane Jacobs “The 
Death and Life of Great American Ci  es” published in 
1961, and, unfortunately, it s  ll speaks to the way ci  es 
are currently being planned and built. Even with chang-
ing theories and, to a certain extent, the a  en  on paid 
to research on the reality of ci  es, Jacobs’ argument is 
s  ll valid close to 60 years a  er it was made.  The works 
of Gehl, Reijndorp, Whyte, and Jacobs herself, to name a 
few, brought into discussion for planning professionals the 
reality that some  mes the classic theory about planning 
and building ci  es does not fully deliver on its promises 
when applied. Instead, it creates the very type of ci  es it 
sets out to avoid. Even with a thoroughly comprehensive 
body of research literature and theory on how to plan 
and create ci  es with people as priority, ci  es that are 
safe, pleasant and good to live in, somehow on the way 
something is lost, and we end up with new versions of 
the 1960’s modernist development projects. There is no 
place that illustrates this paradox be  er that the urban 
space created through planning and development. In all 
fairness, there are many instances where the planning 
of new areas in a city yields spectacular results in both 
architecture and urban space though the bases of those 
results are rarely fully understood. The subject of this 
paper is, however, understanding the background of the 
less successful areas, where something seems to not 
quite work either in the theory, the planning or imple-

menta  on of projects. Why choose to focus on the urban 
space? Because it is precisely that part of the urban fabric 
which provides the physical framework for what we call 
city life, and in fact, it is the very glue that holds our ci  es 
together.

The core of the research in this project speaks to the 
elusive art/discipline of crea  ng places. This is however 
primarily, a study of the reality of urban spaces, which 
means that explaining placemaking in these projects is 
a secondary goal of the research. Studying the prac  ce 
of planning and designing urban spaces means that the 
point of view presented in this research stems from that 
of the developers and planners. Their language is also 
used to ar  culate the diff erent parts of the project.  

This study has three aims: to shed some light onto the 
prac  ce of urban development and planning for urban 
spaces, to provide an understanding into the “cri  cal fac-
tors” that can break even the best planned and designed 
areas and last but not least to set some principles or 
guidelines for how to improve condi  ons in ill-func  oning 
urban areas.

It is the main goal of this project to focus on the prac  cal 
reality of both physical space and that of planning and 
development, and less on theory. However, theory is used 
for anchoring some of the empircal informa  on obtained 
through interviews with relevant actors in urban devel-
opemnt in Aalborg. For this purpose, planning nad design 
theories will be presented and discussed. 

While this study aims to create a general picture of the 
processes behind urban development, the city of Aal-
borg, Denmark is used as an example and as a physical 
framework for how the urban development processes 
explained throughout this study, unravel. This project 
should however, not be understood as a case study of 
Aalborg. Just like Flyvbjerg studied “the Aalborg Project” 
and revealed universal rela  onships between ra  onality 
and power [Flyvbjerg, 1998], such is the meaning behind 
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this project, to reveal how urban spaces are envisioned, 
planned for and built in general.

The map below illustrates the city center of Aalborg. Out-
lined in red are the spaces used as examples and cases 

throughout this report. More detailed descrip  ons of 
these areas are provided in those parts of the project that 
require it.
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PROBLEM ANALYSIS

The problem ar  culated as the ground stone of this 
project is based on three premises: the fi rst is that urban 
space is the backbone of city life, the second that when 
planning/designing/renewing urban spaces, something 
goes wrong and the third that nothing is set in stone; ur-
ban spaces can be improved rela  vely easy if one under-
stands what is needed to improve it.  

The fi rst premise, is one that is argued in many academic 
works from authors like Jacobs, Gehl, Haley, Whyte and 
many more. 

The second premise is that some  mes something goes 
wrong somewhere in the process of planning and design-
ing urban spaces. One need not look further than one’s 
own city in order to iden  fy urban spaces that not only 
have func  oning issues, but are unsafe and in many cases 
unusable for anything other than passing through. 

It is not an easy task to try to iden  fy the “something”, 
since no two cases are the same. It is however, the 
author’s belief that understanding general factors that 
infl uence the func  onality of urban spaces alongside the 
understanding of the process of planning and building 
them, can be a lifeline for improvement of en  re urban 
areas.

The third premise is argued for by the works of many 
ac  vists and consultants like the placemakers at Gehl 
Architects who work  relessly to improve city life all over 
the world. [Gehl Architects, 2019]    

In the introduc  on to this paper the focus area for the 
research in this project was men  oned as the urban 
space in development areas that don’t func  on well 
according to the exis  ng theories about urban space. This 
was meant to simply introduce the topic studied in this 
project, but a further explana  on is needed in order to 
set the direc  on of research.

The subject of func  oning urban space is a complex one 
which is detailed in many books and academic papers. It 

is in a way a secondary point of interest for this research. 
What the project concerns itself with is those situa  ons 
where the visions for developments and the subsequent 
plans for those areas set goals that should, in principle, 
create well-func  oning urban spaces, and yet the results 
disappoint. The ques  on that this project aims to answer 
is:

We plan and design for well-func  oning urban places, 
but somehow end up with ill-func  oning spaces that 
can nega  vely impact large areas of ci  es. How does 
this happen, what can be done to prevent it and how 
does one change the status quo for the spaces already 
built?

There are two terms used in this statement that form the 
very core of the research conducted in this paper: place 
and space. The diff erence between the two from a plan-
ning perspec  ve, and the way they are used throughout 
the planning of ci  es, is part of the basis this project is 
being built on.

The problem statement above opens up three dis  nct 
direc  ons of research: the planning and design of urban 
spaces, the applica  on of urban space theory in concrete 
situa  ons, and the establishment of ways to remedy situ-
a  ons where damage has already been done.

The project is divided into four chapters, with chapters 
one and four correspoonding to the fi rst and third direc-
 ons, and chapters two and three corresponding to the 

second one.  Each chapter aims to answer a research 
ques  on as follows:

Research ques  on 1:

What is the role and the importance given to urban 
space in urban development projects and the planning 
associated with these projects?

Research ques  on 2:
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How do the experiences from prac  ce relate to urban 
space theories?

Research ques  on 3:

How do the theories and the empirical knowledge apply 
to the city?

Research ques  on 4

What to keep in mind when planning and designing 
urban spaces?

The Core of the Research

The two terms that form the basis which this project is 
built upon are space and place. Both have philosophical 
connota  ons outside the scope of this paper. However, it 
is important to understand their meaning, as used in this 
paper as they are used herein.

Space

“A con  nuous area or expanse which is free, available, or 
unoccupied.”

“The dimensions of height, depth, and width within 
which all things exist and move.” [OOD, 2019] (The Oxford 
English Dic  onary provides mul  ple defi ni  ons for the 
term space but only the ones relevant to this paper are 
presented.)

Urban space(s)

1. “Urban spaces are those outdoor spaces that are 
among the buildings and allow communica  on, transit 
and social interac  on of the inhabitants within the city. 
These may be public, semi-public and private, being delim-
ited by the “facing” of buildings and/or natural physical 
barriers that the clash (sea, rivers, reliefs topographic, 
etc.)” [Palomares Franco, 2011 p: 7 - author’s transla  on]

Place

“A meaningful loca  on” [Cresswel, 2004 p: 7]

The defi ni  on used here is the one that is most suitable 
for the use of the term in this paper. With regards to the 

rela  onship between space and place we need to delve a 
bit deeper.

“Space is a more abstract concept than place. (…) Spaces 
have areas and volume. Places have space in between 
them.” [Cresswell, 2004 p: 8] Cresswell states here that 
space includes place. However, he goes on to suggest that 
while the rela  onship between space and place is inclu-
sive, space is s  ll a component of place. He outlines three 
elements of place: loca  on, locale and sense of place. 
[Cresswell, 2004 p: 7] The fi rst two apply to the term 
space, while the third one is place specifi c, and forms the 
core of the placemaking urban movement. It is towards 
crea  ng this third element that the research in this paper 
speaks to in trying to improve the use of urban space. Pat-
sy Haley supports the sense of place as defi ning for place: 
“a sense of place and of place quality can be understood 
as some kind of coming together of physical experienc-
es (…) produced through individual ac  vity and socially 
formed apprecia  ons” [Haley, 2010 p: 34]

Place doesn’t really have a scale. One can think of a 
country as a place, a city, a town, a square, a house, a 
room, even a corner. All can be places. What is essen  al 
is the meaningful a  achments people make to them. To 
a displaced immigrant, their country is a place, a home. 
A square can be the place where one has grown up and 
made friends. Patsy Haley supports the argument that 
scale is rela  ve when applied to place in the way she 
refers to the term in her book “Making be  er places” [Ha-
ley, 2010 ] in the context of “the planning project”. To her, 
place refers to en  re neighbourhoods, ci  es, and even 
individual urban spaces.

Places have memories and those memories can in fact 
come to aff ect the physical space. The traces of previous 
users in an urban space are proof of the memory of the 
space, and that at one  me it was a place where cer-
tain ac  vi  es happened. Memory is a way to give space 
meaning, but not the only one. Meaning is created by 
personal experiences, and it is a part of the sense of place 
discussed above. “We get such a sense (sense of place) 
when we feel that we have arrived somewhere, when we 
sense an ambience” [Haley, 2010 p: 34]
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SUBSTANTIANTING THE RESEARCH

The ra  onale behind the research in this project is to un-
derstand what the forces and factors that shape our ci  es 
and our urban spaces are.

In his book, “Ra  onality and power”, Bent Flyvbjerg [Fly-
vbjerg, 1998] excellently documents the process behind 
“the Aalborg project” and how a lack of resoluteness 
in the city’s vision, correlated with the ra  onalisa  on 
of scien  fi c data and study results in order to fi t a pre-
conceived conclusion had led to the eviscera  ng of the 
project. It wasn’t done with any malice or bad inten  on, 
but the preconcep  ons that those involved in that project 
had, has led them to distort the status quo into their ver-
sion of reality, the one that corresponded to their ideas of 
what is good for the city.

Does this happen to urban spaces as well? If so, why, and 
can it be prevented? Be  er yet, how is urban space reg-
ulated and who decides in the end what our ci  es come 
to be? How are visions for urban areas created, and how 
do we go from vision to reality? In the case of the Aalborg 
project, the idea that dominated the ra  onalisa  on of 
everything was based on the syllogism: “(1)what is good 
for business is good for Aalborg; (2) what is good for mo-
torists is good for business; (3) therefore what is good for 
motorists is good for Aalborg” [Flyvbjerg, 1998, p: 58 ] It 
was an idea that wasn’t tested objec  vely, but considered 
true.

Which are the theories applied when crea  ng urban 
space, and how are they applied? What is the theory 
referring to, is it just the physical space, or is it more than 
that? In cases where the fi nal product does not live up 
its goal, is the theory at fault, or is there something lost 
along the way? And last, but not least, what can be done 
to change these spaces so that they live up to their goals? 

When looking at urban space in ci  es, it is o  en easy to 
understand the purpose of the space. Streets for exam-
ple, have sidewalks for walking, lanes for driving cars, and 
some  mes lanes for bikes. A street is easy to understand 

because typically, the dimensioning of these user defi ned 
spaces makes the func  onality obvious: the cars cannot 
drive on the sidewalk, for example. At the same  me, 
people follow other people’s behaviour in urban spac-
es. They sit where others sit, they walk and bike where 
others walk and bike, and drive cars where others do the 
same. Other urban spaces, are more diffi  cult to read and 
understand because there is a level of ambiguity in their 
purpose and func  onality. This happens to spaces every-
where in the world, old and new, and can have severe 
consequences in the life of the nearby neighbourhood. 
When it is not clear what one must do, and when the 
other people you could perhaps mimic in behaviour are 
having the same troubles as you, the best choice is o  en 
to just keep going, un  l you reach another area that is 
more easily readable. 

A good example of an old ambiguous space is for instance 
Gammeltorv in Aalborg (ill.0.2). It is a pedestrian square, 
literally the “old square” in the middle of Aalborg, with 
a water feature and li  le permanent furniture. It is not 
immediately clear what one is supposed to do there, 
what is obvious is that it is mostly a pedestrian designated 
space. Cars have no access, the uneven cobblestone and 
the stairs are deterrents for cyclists and pedestrians seem 
to be welcome, though in a rather cold way. 

Similarly, a new urban space that suff ers from the same 
kind of ambiguity is Musikkens Plads, also in Aalborg, also 
with restricted car access, be  er accessible for cyclists 
than Gammeltorv, be  er furnished, but s  ll not immedi-
ately readable. (ill.0.2)

While the Gammeltorv has been a part of Aalborg for 
many centuries (no exact date for its establishment can 
be found, but it is es  mated that it originates from the 
early 13th century) [Trap Danmark, 2017], Musikkens 
Plads however, barely 4 years old. And yet the same 
ambiguity and illegibility persists here. One can argue that 
the original purpose and use of Gammeltorv has changed 
over the many years it has been part of the city’s fabric 
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and in fact, it is currently undergoing 
a process of rehabilita  on and recon-
nec  on with its surrounding area. 
The origins Musikkens Plads on the 
other hand, can be documented from 
the fi rst sketches up to the current 
built space. And a look at sketches 
from the city’s vision for this space, 
the drawings presented in the por  o-
lio of the architect, and fi nally at the 
built space as it stands today, shows 
that signifi cant changes have been 
made to this urban space throughout 
the process of planning and building 
this area of the city. (ill.0.3) Changing 
the space throughout the planning 
and design process is a natural occur-
rence, a  er all a sketch is just a start-
ing point. What is actually interes  ng 
about this urban space is the fact 
that almost all ac  vi  es that were 
planned during the vision stage of the 
project have been removed. Trying to 
understand the impact that removing 
these ac  vi  es had on the fi nal space 
in this case and others, is the under-
lying mo  ve of this project because 
this is a phenomenon that happens 
everywhere, and can be a reason for 
which newly built urban spaces don’t 
live up to their goals.
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METHOD

The project is divided into three parts: a part inves  ga  ng the prac  ces in 
urban developments, a part grounding the fi ndings of part one into planning 
and design theory, and a part that establishes a set of principles for the future 
planning and design of urban spaces.

The overall research approach for the project is epistemological, due to the 
nature of the knowledge it seeks. (see Appendix A1 for the way epistemology 
is used in the project) 

The research methodology of this paper was defi ned already from the way 
the problem statement of this project is ar  culated: 

We plan and design for well-func  oning urban places, but somehow end 
up with ill-func  oning spaces that can nega  vely impact large areas of 
ci  es. How does this happen, what can be done to prevent it and how does 
one change the status quo for the spaces already built? 

Breaking down the problem statement into four research ques  ons (see para-
graph about problem analysis for the ques  ons), each pertaining to a chapter 
in the research is an adapted form of Bent Flyvbjerg’s phrone  c research 
method (explained in Appendix A3), which is not only used for the overall 
method in this project, but also in crea  ng the case studies in chapter 3. 

The ques  on of how do we get one thing while planning for another points 
in the direc  on of inves  ga  ng and researching the processes that happen 
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behind the formal and informal planning. The framing of the problem requires 
an ontological research approach, because of the need to understand these 
processes, and epistemological approach because the main concern is the 
reality of urban development, and not so much the theories. (see Appendixes 
A1 and A2 for more on ontology and epistemology)

Understanding the processes and phenomenons pertaining to urban spaces in 
urban developments forms the basis of the inves  ga  ve part of this project, 
containing chapter 1. The research done in this chapter, though ontological 
and epistemological in nature relies almost en  rely on a series of fi ve inter-
views with key people in Aalborg’s urban development environment. The in-
terview method and is be  er described in chapter 1. The part of the chapter 
not relying on the interviews relies on study of current legisla  on on planning 
in Denmark, and analysis of excerpts from Aalborg’s municipal plan. 

Part two of the project, consis  ng of chapters 2 and 3 is a study on urban the-
ories and the applica  on of those theories in 4 case studies. Chapter 2 takes 
the fi ndings of the inves  ga  ve part of the project and grounds them in the 
theore  cal works of Jan Gehl, Jane Jacobs, William H. Whyte and Patsy Haley. 
The empirical informa  on from the fi rst chapter is used to expand on some of 
the concepts of these authors. 

Another method employed is the use of the work of three of the men  oned 
authors to detail and explain the work of the fourth: Whyte’s, Jacobs’ and 
Haley’s theories are used to decode Gehl’s 12 criteria for urban quality. This 
is done because Gehl’s criteria are used as principles for planning and design 
of urban spaces in the municipality where the case study spaces are located, 
and because these theories provide a deeper understanding of the principles 
that the 12 criteria are based on. The conclusions from chapter two form the 
analysis criteria for the case studies in chapter three. 

Chapter three consists of four case studies, each of them diff erent, and each 
selected because it has a diff erent set of challenges that are universally found. 
The case study selec  on and the argumenta  on for the use of case studies to 
generalize on planning and design prac  ces is grounded in Flyvbjerg’s paper 
on misconcep  on about case studies. [Flyvbjerg, 2006] As a structuring meth-
od for the case studies a modifi ed version of Flyvbjerg’s phrone  c research 
method (see Appendix A3 for more details about this research method) is 
used, with a set of 4 ques  ons that each case study has to respond to:

1. What has planning done for this urban space?

2. What is the context of the space?

3. How does it live up to the 12 urban quality criteria?
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4. What should be done about it? 

The fi rst ques  on refers to the plans formal and informal that apply to each 
site. The second ques  on showcases the studied urban space in its larger con-
text. The third ques  on showcases how the space lives up to the 12 criteria 
for the cases 1 and 4, and how the criteria were applied when planning and 
designing the spaces from cases 2 and 3. The last ques  on establishes possi-
ble principles to follow when redesigning or renewing the space.  

Chapter 3 concludes with a summary of the challenges of the case study spac-
es, a summary on how urban planning and design theories are applied. 

Part three of the project consis  ng of chapter 4, is empirical in nature and 
contains a  set of ideas and principles to keep in mind when planning and 
designing urban space. It is built on the knowledge gained through parts on 
one and two. 

Data Sources for maps and diagrams in the project: 

Aalborg Kommune Web GIS portal - for all sa  elite images*

LE34 - for all the GIS data on all case study diagrams

*unless otherwise specifi ed, satellite images used in this project are from 
2018
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PROCESS

The process behind this paper has developed organically from the problem 
statement. The research ques  ons that broke down the statement have set 
the path for the process. The decision to start with the prac  ce of urban 
development was fundamental to the way the project process has evolved 
a  erwards.  Basing the inves  ga  ve part of the project almost exclusively 
on informa  on gained through interviews made it impossible to set a formal 
process path. Rather the data from the interviews, once condensed in chap-
ter one pointed towards the next step in the process. Chapter two too set 
the course for the case studies, both by providing the theore  cal arguments 
suppor  ng the fi ndings in chapter one, but also by structuring the method for 
the case studies. The case studies served both as a way to test theories and as 
basis for the ideas and principles presented in chapter four. 

Once the course was set with the interviews, the process became straigh  or-
ward. 
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CH. 1: THE ROLE AND IMPORTANCE OF 
URBAN SPACE IN URBAN DEVELOPMENTS

The aim of this fi rst part of the project is, to explain the 
impact urban space has in the planning and design of 
urban development projects. In that sense explaining 
the process of development is paramount, as well as an 
understanding the importance given to urban space in 
this type of projects because o  en in the fi nished project 
these spaces seem to be an a  erthought, if compared to 
the ini  al sketches. This is the view from the outside of 
the process looking in. 

Explaining this process of urban development opens up 
the necessity of studying some of the elements of plan-
ning from the perspec  ve of urban space.  

When one delves into planning processes it is inevitable 
to run across legisla  on that needs to be followed, as 
well as standards that need to be fulfi lled in the physical 
shaping of ci  es. Other factors that have bearing on the 
planning and design of urban spaces are: formal plans, 
that are legally binding for urban spaces and require polit-
ical approval; the goals set for urban space dominate the 
space that is built in the end. Last but not least, economy 
always plays a part in the design of urban spaces. 

The method of place and space will be addressed in those 
areas of the urban development process where the diff er-
ences between the two are iden  fi able and important to 
point out as well as relevant to the topic discussed.

Chapter structure

The knowledge gained from the empirical data provided 
by fi ve interviews with people working with urban devel-
opment persons, is arranged into themes, that form the 
structure of this chapter. These themes are also based 
on some of the ques  ons sent to the interviewees in the 
second stage of the interview process.

The fi rst theme is that of the urban development pro-
cess. Both formal and informal aspects of the process are 
discussed, as well as the diff erent phases in the process. 
The next  theme is that of the legal framework of urban 

spaces, in order to understand some of the decision 
factors,  as well as who are some of the decision mak-
ers. The theme a  er, ellaborates on the  meline of the 
development project, and how  me aff ects projects. The 
following theme  is the economy of urban developments 
and the role it plays in shaping urban spaces. Stakeholders 
and decision making is the next theme, and last, but not 
least a series of factors are presented, factors men  oned 
by the interviewees as important in regards to urban 
development projects.  

1.1 Method 

The approach used for this part of the project is ontologi-
cal in nature. (For a more detailed presenta  on of ontol-
ogy and ontological approach to research see Appendix 
A2) Since the aim of this chapter is to step away from 
theories about the planning and design of urban spaces, 
and focus on the real processes behind urban develop-
ment, a thorough understanding of the prac  ces of urban 
development is paramount. This is knowledge that cannot 
be obtained without talking to people who are part of the 
urban development process. The basis for this chapter is 
a series of interviews and discussions with urban devel-
opers, planning professionals working in the public sector, 
and consultants that have experience with planning for 
urban developments. 

The format chosen for the interviews was a loose one due 
to the fact that these interviews served both as source 
of informa  on on development processes from experi-
enced professionals, as well as a record of their accounts 
on which factors hold bearing over urban space planning 
design and building.

The Interview Process  

The interview process is explained below, and the doc-
uments that were used in the interviews can be seen in 
Appendix B1

The fi rst step in the process was to iden  fy the people 

Research Ques  on:

What is the role and the importance given to urban space in urban development projects and the 
planning associated with these projects?
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who could and wanted to contribute to the research of 
this project. This step was facilitated by Bente Lindstrøm, 
head of the planning team at LE34, who was kind enough 
to provide some contacts from her network. 

The second step was to contact those people and set up 
appointments for interviews. 

Four private urban developers who work in Aalborg were 
contacted, and three of them agreed to being inter-
viewed. 

Three municipal employees from Aalborg Municipality 
were contacted, and one agreed to be interviewed. 

Two days before the mee  ngs, short project descrip  ons 
were sent to each of the interviewees, together with a list 
of loosely formulated ques  ons, to give them a chance to 
prepare for the mee  ngs. 

The interviews themselves had more the character of 
discussion, than that of ques  on-answers, due to the fact 
that ontological nature of the goal for using the informa-
 on gathered.    

The mee  ngs were recorded and later transcribed. The 
data has not been processed directly a  er that. The tran-
scrip  ons for the interviews can be reviewed in Appendix 
B. 

The interviewed persons have been sent the transcrip-
 ons of their interview, as well as the parts of the project 

that their input was used in. This was done in order to 
give them the chance to comment on the interpreta  on 
of the discussions. One of them chose to be anonymous 
in the report.  

The interviews and the preamble to the mee  ngs were all 
conducted in Danish. The transcrip  ons were wri  en in 
English, since this is the language of the report.

In addi  on to the interviews, the legal framework of ur-
ban space is detailed by lis  ng some excerpts of the Dan-
ish Planning Act and describing the regula  on of these 
spaces within the Municipal Plan and local plans.
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1.2 The Process of Urban Develop-
ment

There aren’t two processes that are 
the same” [Appendix B4.2, 04:10 – 
09:20] says an urban developer in 
Aalborg with more than a decade ex-
perience in developing urban areas. 
While this is true, there is a common 
thread in all projects, and that is the 
journey that starts from the ini  al 
idea, con  nues with the approval of a 
legally binding plan that sets the legal 
basis for building and ends with im-
plementa  on. This common ground 
is the part of the process that can be 
followed through the documenta  on 
published by the municipality, and is 
illustrated in ill.1.1 which also shows 
the actors involved.

That being shown, there are many 
other processes behind this common 
thread that are far more diffi  cult to 
document and explain, due to the 
fact that those are in fact what makes 
each project unique. Since the goal of 
this subchapter is to give the read-
er an overall understanding of how 
urban development projects unrav-
el, the focus is set on the common 
ground of these projects. Some of 
the processes that fall outside of this 
common ground will be presented 
and explained for specifi c cases in  
subsequent parts of this chapter.
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The Property

Urban development starts with the iden  fi ca  on of the 
property or proper  es that have poten  al for develop-
ment. The property is the fi rst key element that shapes 
the course of the en  re process. Size, loca  on, rela  on-
ship with the city, zoning in the municipal plan, possible 
coverage of a local plan, status, and possible servitudes 
are all important factors that shape the course of the 
development process.

The size of the property is defi ning the extent of the 
development. Combined with the loca  on of the prop-
erty in rela  on to the rest of city, its size also defi nes the 
complexity of a development. Zoning is important for 
later steps in the process, because a change in zoning 
requires a legally binding local plan to be approved; if a 
local plan already covers the property, its binds are legal 
for the property. In order to change them, as well as 
possibly cancelling exis  ng servitudes on the property, a 
new local plan must be approved, that voids the pre-exist-
ing one. The developer typically doesn’t buy the property 
at the beginning of the process however. This is because 
the purchasing of the land can be nego  ated be  er once 
the legal binds set by local plans are in place. In this way, 
the developer knows what is possible to build, and the 
market value of the property can be accurately set. Part 
of the nego  a  on for buying the property is also knowing 
what the municipality requirements are for the quality of 
the buildings and the outdoor space. [Appendix B6.2]

The Idea

The idea of an urban development project can come 
from anyone that has or that wants to have a stake in the 
development of an area. It can come from an owner of a 
property, a developer, or the municipality, for example. 
The idea must be relevant in the context of possible re-
stric  ons for building that diff erent laws may set upon the 
property. These laws diff er from country to country, but 
the principle is the same and for the purpose of this pa-
per, the Danish legisla  on is the only one discussed. A de-
velopment idea is irrelevant if it is not achievable within 
the exis  ng legal framework of the country. The relevance 
of the idea is typically established through a discussion 

between the developer and the municipality, where the 
municipality, a  er consul  ng the Municipal Plan, estab-
lishes a baseline for the developer to start sketching a 
vision. Basic parameters are discussed, like maximum 
number of fl oors and square meterage, percentage of 
built space out of the en  re property, the character of 
the area, accessibility, etc. In many cases, experienced 
developers start crea  ng rough sketches even before they 
engage in discussions with the municipality.

The ini  ator of the idea does not necessarily have to own 
the property that is to be developed. They can probe the 
possibility of an investment, and buy the land a  er the 
idea is proven sound and the local plan is approved, or 
they can just make an agreement with the owner that 
they develop together. There are numerous forms of 
partnerships that can be formed when the development 
is es  mated profi table. The municipality itself can choose 
to act as developer, especially when the area has a high 
signifi cance for the city, and when they want the strictest 
level of control over the development. It has become 
common that former industrial parks be developed into 
fashionable mixed-use areas, that benefi t ci  es and keep 
the memory of the area alive at the same  me (see the 
waterfront developments in Aalborg, Aarhus and Copen-
hagen). Projects like these are usually regulated more 
strictly by municipali  es, even if the area is developed by 
others.  

The Vision

The vision is, according to Bente Lindstrøm, “physical ex-
pression of the descrip  on provided by the municipality.” 
[Appendix B2.2, 10:29 – 12:44]. The interested actors get 
together and use words to ar  culate what kind of place 
the development should be. The vision descrip  on is that 
of a desired state, including the kind of ac  vi  es and ur-
ban life the planners and developers envision - the kind of 
place they want to create. Wording is key, since the words 
of the vision get translated later into the physical space. 
The vision text relies heavily on reference images from 
other projects, in order to visually ar  culate the wishes 
for the new area. These references include materials 
for the buildings and the urban space, ligh  ng fi xtures, 
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possible ameni  es, like playgrounds, urban furniture, 
plants ac  vity levels, as well as the overall character of 
that is desired for the area. Already at this point build-
ing parameters like percentage of the property that can 
be built, maximum height and number of levels of the 
buildings and accessibility are established. Having these 
parameters set, makes it easy to start the design process, 
by sketching and drawing the placement and extent of 
the buildings, and the confi gura  on and programming 
of urban spaces. It is usually this sketch that the design 
is built upon, though it may very well be that the sketch 
itself is less important than the wording of the vision. The 
trouble with the sketch is that it not only sets a precon-
cep  on about how the area should be programmed, but 
it is o  en unrealis  c, because it does not spa  ally acco-
modate the prac  cal requirements that the fi nal technical 
project must. These requirements can (and most o  en 
do), alter the project drama  cally from what the vision 
sketch shows [Appendix B2.2]. The programming of urban 
spaces can also be problema  c, since the programs are 
typically set by the architects, who are looking to fulfi l 
the goals set for the urban spaces in the vision text. The 
programs set on the sketch are an expression of the 
architects understanding of what ac  vi  es would create 
the place described in the vision, and they can prove 
to be irrelevant to the fulfi lment of the set goals: “just 
because these ac  vi  es are set here on the vision sketch, 
does not mean that they would bring about the urban life 
described in the vision text. How to get that urban life is 
the hard part” - Bente Lindstrøm [Appendix B2.2 18:50 – 
19:29]. The “urban life” referred to in this quote speaks 
to the sense of place men  oned as an element of “place”. 
The “ac  vi  es” here are the means to create and infuse 
the new space with this sense of place.  

The vision document is in most cases created by the 
municipality, in collabora  on with the developers and 
possibly with external consultants. 

It refers to both space and place, in the way it is built. The 
references to ac  vity and character speak to place, while 
the descrip  ons and examples of materials plants and 
fi xtures speak to the physical space. The sketch created as 
a physical representa  on of the descrip  on is in fact the 

ar  cula  on of the spaces described in the text. 

Formal Planning

Once the vision is created and agreed upon, the formal 
planning phase can start. A local plan is required for any 
“larger land division or construc  on” [Planloven, 2018 
§13 paragraph 2], according to the Danish Planning Act. 
Bente Lindstrøm refers to it as a “sanc  oned agreement 
between developers and the municipality that legalizes 
both actors’ wishes for the development” [Appendix B2.2 
12:44 – 14:30]. Urban development projects tend to fall 
under the descrip  on:” larger land division or construc-
 on” [Planloven, 2018 §13 paragraph 2], and therefore 

they typically imply the approval of a local plan. It is 
through this formal plan that the legally binding require-
ments for the development are set. The local plan must 
follow a specifi c process and it can take up to 9 months to 
get a plan approved, if it isn’t contested throughout the 
process. 

Once the local plan is approved and published, the devel-
opers can apply for building permits and start the con-
struc  on work. The design of the area is done some  mes 
in parallel with the local plan, other  mes a  er the local 
plan is in place. It is during the design and the elabora-
 on of the technical projects that the area is ge   ng its 

fi nal shape both in terms of architecture, landscape and 
urban space. The local plans are usually formulated to be 
somewhat fl exible, because the approval of a local plan 
does not automa  cally guarantee that the area will be 
built. Some  mes years pass from the approval of a local 
plan and un  l a project starts being built, and fl exibility is 
valued in such cases. Local plans are wri  en by the mu-
nicipali  es, or by external consultants hired either by the 
municipality or the developer.

The local plan has 3 parts: a descrip  ve part, that lists 
the exis  ng situa  on, the desired outcome (also in terms 
of urban spaces) and the connec  on to other plans and 
legisla  on that impacts the site.

The second part of the local plan is the part that states 
the “decisions”, i.e. the legally binding framework for 
the realiza  on of the project. This part must touch on a 
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number of subjects, urban space being one of them. It is 
through this part of the local plan that the actual frame-
work for urban space is set. 

The third part of the local plan is the appendixes. There 
are a number of maps that are always a part of a local 
plan: the property map (shows the limits of proper  es 
registered in the Danish property registry), the exis  ng 
situa  on (a map that shows the property as is, with the 
exis  ng buildings), and a future situa  on map that shows 
the changes that the local plans allow; these can be sup-
plemented with other maps, drawings, sketches, regula-
 ons that are relevant for the plan.

The local plan is however limited by the Planning Act’s 
§15 - the local plan catalogue - [Planloven, 2018, §15] 
in what it can regulate, and to some extent, the urban 
space is one of those areas where there are limita  ons 
in how much the local plan can regulate. More on these 
limita  ons in the local plans, in the next subchapter that 
discusses the legal framework or urban space.

Implementa  on

Implemen  ng an urban development project is the re-
sponsibility of the developer. Implementa  on of an urban 
development project requires the crea  on of detailed 
technical drawings for all the buildings and urban spaces 
agreed upon. It is during the elabora  on of these techni-
cal drawings that the fi nal details in the design of urban 
spaces are set. These designs are to respect the principles 
and guides set in the vision for the area, as well as the 
legal binds set by the local plan. They concern them-
selves mostly with the crea  on of the physical space. The 
sense of place is not their purview, though the design can 
absolutely infl uence it. For example, the water feature in 
Musikkens Plads was intended to be used for water play. 
It’s design however is not invi  ng people to play with the 
water, so it loses an interac  ve poten  al that could a  ract 
people to it. [Appendix B3.2]

The Rest of the Process

As men  oned above, these steps are just a representa-
 on of the common thread in the process, and they are in 

fact the part of the urban development process that can 
be followed from the outside. The process of urban devel-
opment can be compared to a mobile or computer app: 
the front end, the part that the users see and interact 
with, is the formal process briefl y described here, while 
the back end, the part of the app that makes the front 
end func  on is represented by the processes that happen 
behind the formal ones. These are far more diffi  cult to 
follow and document. There are numerous mee  ngs and 
discussions between the developers, the municipality, 
architects, landscape architects, fi nancial ins  tu  ons, and 
all possible interested groups (neighbours, inhabitants of 
the area, groups that have specifi c purposes, like business 
owners, housing associa  ons and many more). It can take 
years of work to come from a project idea to a vision, 
because the interests of the involved actors can diverge. 
The proceedings are usually private, with only the directly 
interested par  es involved in each mee  ng. The public, 
usually the people who are most likely to be impacted by 
the project are invited to take part in some of the discus-
sions. Depending on the loca  on and the size of the pro-
ject, it can be only neighbours, or representa  ves from 
the en  re city that partake.  Once a consensus is reached 
on the vision for the project, the vision document is creat-
ed and presented to the poli  cians, who in change, come 
with their own input. The document is edited to take this 
into account, and fi nally it is published on the municipal-
ity’s homepage. In the case of Aalborg Municipality, the 
vision documents are published as a Quality Catalogue for 
the area. 

Urban development project  melines tend to be longer 
propor  onally to the size and the signifi cance the devel-
opment has for a city. For example: the development of 
the old asbestos cement factory in Aalborg has been in 
the works for more than 15 years, with the local plan be-
ing approved in 2007. Twelve years later, the construc  on 
is yet to be fi nished. [Appendix B4.2]

The Place of Urban Space in the Development Process

So where does urban space land in this process? 

The above paragraph briefl y describes the complexity of 
the informal planning processes that unravel in urban de-
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velopment projects. Even more diffi  cult to document than 
the process itself are the discussions taking place around 
the topic of urban spaces, and if it is place or space that 
is referred to. Without being privy to the discussions in 
such a project, it is only through relevant literature that 
some answers can possibly be provided about the terms 
referred to. Patsy Haley argues that urban development 
projects and their processes invariably discuss space but 
can in fact refer also to place if the “long term public 
realm quali  es for their ci  es as place to live, work, do 
business and visit for the many and not the few” [Haley, 
2010 p: 161] are at the core of the project and if the 
involved actors have the vision, exper  se and drive to will 
these quali  es into being. 

The vision documents for Aalborg waterfront and Eter-
ni  en [COWI, 2009; COWI and C.F. Møller, 2012] show 
clearly that a great deal of importance is allocated to 
urban spaces and a great deal of thought is put into the 
programming of these spaces as promoters of a sense of 
place. The space is programmed, and detailed in terms 
of not only the physical appearance and form - materials, 
furniture, plants, fi xtures (design a  ributes that relate to 
space), but also in terms of ac  vi  es, character, feeling, 
and usage, which relate to place. In the local plans urban 
spaces are some  mes presented and regulated quite 
detailed. Yet the space being built some  mes lacks the 
a  ributes of place.  So, one wonders how this happens, 
and how are urban spaces and places actually regulated 
within the legal framework.

1.3 The Legal Framework of Urban Spaces and Places

It was men  oned in the previous subchapter that urban 
space is regulated through the local plan. However, the 
topic of place is a lot more than that. We will come back 
to the local plan, but fi rst other plans and forms of plan-
ning must be discussed. An argument can be made that 
one could follow the planning of urban spaces throughout 
the en  re Danish planning system. It is however, the view 
of the author that the one most relevant for this study, 
and what also shows the most direct impact, are the 
plans and legisla  on on the municipal level. The Planning 
Act regulates urban space through the Municipal plans 

and through local plans.

The Municipal Plan

The Municipal Plan has the purpose of se   ng the direc-
 on of the development for the municipality. It is re-

newed every 4 years, and it is in general consistent from 
one period to the next. It consists of mul  ple parts: an 
overall structure, a “redegørelse”, guidelines, frames (the 
equivalent of zoning in other countries) and appendixes.

The overall structure presents the goals for the develop-
ment of the municipality divided in specifi c themes like: 
living in ci  es, economic growth, and so on. Urban space 
is part of the way towards the “good life”. Loose goals are 
set.

The “redegørelse” builds upon the goals set in the overall 
structure, and sets goals and principles for the diff erent 
areas of the municipality. The division is geographical. All 
the addendums to the plan are found under this part of 
the plan. Part of “redegørelse” can be earlier versions of 
certain parts of the Municipal plan. For example, in the 
Aalborg Municipal Plan, the “redegørelse” from 2009 had 
a completely diff erent structure than the current one, 
divided into themes, as opposed to geographical zones. 
Urban space is one of these themes.

The guidelines are the part of the plan that detail the 
principles for development and growth based on themes. 
Theme nr. 6 in the Aalborg Municipal Plan guidelines is 
“urban life, parks and urban space” [Appendix C1]. There 
are two dimensions of this guideline: a quan  ta  ve one 
that specifi es the required area of urban space related to 
a new development for example, and a qualita  ve dimen-
sion. [Appendixes C2 and C3]  This is where the principles 
for urban design and improvement of urban spaces are 
set. The guidelines can even point to a specifi c urban 
space theory that the municipality applies when design-
ing urban spaces, in the case of Aalborg Municipality, the 
12 urban quality criteria introduced by Jan Gehl and Bir-
gi  e Svarre in their book “How to Study Urban Life” [Gehl 
and Svarre, 2013]. These principles are to be followed in 
local plans and in all new development areas, as well as in 
urban renewal ones. 
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The frames are specifi c to diff erent areas of the munici-
pali  es, and each frame states the purpose of the area, 
and sets requirements and restric  ons for building and 
development. Urban space might be part of those; the 
overall principles set in the guidelines must s  ll be fol-
lowed. 

Interes  ng about the Municipal Plan and its regula  on 
of urban space, is the fact that the plan deals with urban 
space both in terms of space and place. The quan  ta  ve 
guidelines deal with the physical space, while the qual-
ita  ve ones refer to place, especially through the urban 
theory applied. Do note though, that the Municipal Plan 
refers to both rather loosely, and holds li  le power in 
regula  ng places in specifi c cases. 

Urban Space in Local Plans

The local plan is the de facto document that regulates 
construc  on and urban development in Denmark. In 
rela  on to Urban space, local plans can, according to the 
Planning Act regulate:

● “Streets, paths and other rela  ons of traffi  c and 
accessibility importance, including access condi  ons to 
traffi  c areas and for the purpose of separa  ng the traffi  c 
routes” [Planloven, 2018, §15 stk 4]

● “loca  on of track and wiring systems, including 
for electricity supply” [Planloven, 2018, §15 stk 5]

● “design, use and maintenance of unbuilt areas, 
including terrain regula  on, fence condi  ons, conserva-
 on of vegeta  on and other plan  ng condi  ons, including 

the permissible height of the plan  ng, and illumina  on of 
roads and other traffi  c areas” [Planloven, 2018, §15 stk 
10] (author’s transla  on)

A local plan may also regulate the use of materials in the 
urban space, on the streets and sidewalks, and the type 
of plants and their height used in the design. A local plan 
can in fact be very detailed in its regula  on, “down to 
the exact placement of a tree” [Appendix B3.2, 31:16 – 
37:29]; however, it happens very rarely that the legally 
binding regula  ons in a local plan are very detailed. There 
are two reasons for this: the fi rst one is the lack of assur-

ance of project implementa  on. The second reason is 
the fact that there can be surprises once the construc  on 
work starts, as to what can be found in the ground. This 
makes extremely detailed local plans imprac  cal because 
any change would require an exemp  on from the plan’s 
regula  ons which can both be costly and  me consuming. 
A third possible reason could be the fact that in the case 
of extensive developments, it can take a long  me from 
when the local plan is approved and un  l the project is 
fi nalized, and extensive changes can occur in the project. 
Worthy of note is also the fact that the fl exibility in the 
regula  ons of the local plan can play to the advantage of 
urban space, in that if the space requires altering a  er a 
period of  me, no addi  onal planning is required.

It must be men  oned here that no two local plans are 
the same. They are alike, in that they touch on the same 
subjects, but every one of them diff ers from the others 
and there is sound reasoning for the level of detail in the 
regula  ons. 

It was men  oned above that the Municipal Plan refers to 
both space and place in its regula  ons. Local plans how-
ever, can only refer to physical space. Some men  ons of 
the ac  vi  es in the urban space can be found, but never 
in the legally binding part of the plan, unless the ac  vi  es 
men  oned require a physical frame that the plan can 
regulate.
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1.4 The Evolving Nature of Urban 
Development Projects

It was men  oned in the subchapter 
1.1 that urban development projects 
have  meframes that can stretch well 
beyond a decade. This is due in part 
to the complexity of these projects in 
terms both of size, interested par  es, 
architectural and technical challeng-
es, diverging interests, and many 
more factors. What is important 
to understand is the fact that even 
though they may appear to be stand-
ing s  ll, the projects evolve during 
this  me. The fi nal result of the push-
pull interac  on between the interest-
ed par  es is what materializes in the 
fi nal project, but many alterna  ves 
are considered and discarded along 
the way. Take the case of the Eterni-
 en neighbourhood in Aalborg. If one 

were to take a look at the maps from 
the local plan, a document approved 
in 2007, and a satellite photo of the 
area from 2018 it is quite clear that 
the project has evolved. In this case it 
is not only the placement and extent 
of the buildings that have changed, it 
is also their appearance and volume. 

Time alone is not the factor that 
infl uences these projects, and cer-
tainly not the changes in their shape 
and form. It is what happens during 
longer periods of  me between 
the approval of a formal plan for an 
area and the implementa  on of a 
project: circumstances can change, 
some  mes drama  cally. In the case 
of Eterni  en, the formal plans were 
approved a year before the fi nancial 
crisis that gripped the globe. Part of 
the project was implemented, with 

the construc  on of offi  ce and supermarket buildings planned on the northern 
part of the site, but the rest of the project was slowed down. Construc  on 
started to gain momentum again a  er 2012, and by that  me there were 
signifi cant changes in the form, aesthe  cs and placing of some buildings had 
occurred. [Appendix D3] These changes were made possible by the fl exibility 
of the language in the regula  ng part of the local plan. Had the plan been 
stricter and more detailed, further planning would have been necessary to 
accommodate for these changes.  
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1.5 The Economy of Urban Space in 
Urban Development Projects

Who pays for urban space? To answer 
that ques  on, one must fi rst under-
stand the status of urban space. In 
Denmark, urban space can be public, 
semi-private or private. Public urban 
spaces are spaces that are accessible 
to all, invi  ng to all (in principle) and 
built for intense urban life. They can 
be designed to favour certain user 
groups, and to accommodate more 
or less people, but their purpose is in 
principle that of entertaining urban 
life. They are public also in the sense 
that the responsibility of maintaining 
them falls also on the shoulders of 
public authori  es.

Semi-private urban spaces are spaces 
that are freely accessible to the pub-
lic, but they are to be used by spe-
cifi c user groups. These spaces are 
privately built and maintained, for the 
benefi t or the organiza  ons that built 
them. For example, a housing associ-
a  on builds several student housing 
blocks and spaces dedicated to the 
people living in those buildings. The 
spaces are openly accessible, but 
designed to be less invi  ng for people 
outside the area.

Private urban spaces are areas that 
can be accessible to the public, but 
where outsiders are explicitly unwel-
come. They are created for the use of 
the community they are located in, 
and you will be asked to leave if you 
wonder there. These can be roads, 
playgrounds, even small parks.

Returning to the subject of economy 
and fi nancing, the simple explana-
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 on is that in general, public urban spaces are fi nanced 
by public funds, while semi-private and private ones are 
privately funded. [Appendix B2.2] There can however be 
nego  a  ons and agreements between the municipal-
ity and private actors for the funding of urban spaces. 
For example, the municipality can agree to add an extra 
level to the building, if the developer agrees to pay for 
the building of an adjacent urban space, or to have the 
ground level of the building open to the view and with a 
func  on that brings people in the area.

What Does Urban Space Cost?

The costs can be divided into two categories: the costs 
of planning and designing, and the costs of building. The 
costs of planning and designing urban space are o  en a 
part of a larger fi nancial cost, that of the outdoor areas 
project, that includes the roads, parking, fi re access and 
landscaping, as well as part of the costs the associated 
with the formal plans themselves. These depend on the 
extent of the project, and the quotes from the diff erent 
professionals involved. The costs associated with building 
have also two components: the labour involved in the 
construc  on, and the costs of materials. The materials are 
the elements that can make urban spaces more or less 
expensive. This is where the regula  ons in the local plan 
really make a diff erence. If the local plan requires high 
quality materials and a high-quality space, the price of 
urban space goes up. However, there is a direct corre-
la  on between high quality urban spaces and urban life 
they produce (in certain circumstances see part 2 of this 
project), so in the great picture of an urban development 
project the cost of urban space is in fact an investment 
in the quality of the development itself and its future 
a  rac  vity. Bente Lindstrøm explains: “more and more 
project developers have opened their eyes to the idea, 
that crea  ng a good area, fi lled with ac  vity can promote 
their economy in housing areas for example.” [Appendix 
B2.2, 21:21 – 23:49]

Torben Nielsen agrees: “It is in our interest as developers 
to create a  rac  ve urban spaces, because they increase 
the a  rac  vity of the development and that means higher 
selling prices” [Appendix B6.2 02:40 – 05:40]

1.6 Interested Actors and Decision Making in Regards to 
Urban Space

It was men  oned in a previous subchapter that in urban 
development projects there are several interested par  es 
that must work together to bring their desires to life. The 
number of actors can vary from project to project, but a 
municipality is always involved, then there are developers 
and investors, the public, and possible interested groups 
that can be impacted by the development.

The Municipality

The municipality is always involved because it is the 
organiza  on that legally approves plans and construc-
 on throughout its administra  ve territory. Regardless 

of the extent of a development, the municipality is the 
en  ty that issues construc  on permits, approves of plans 
and has the responsibility to safeguard public interests 
throughout its territory. It is the interest of the munici-
pality to ensure that urban developments are in accord-
ance with exis  ng plans, strategies and visions, and that 
the goals and principles set in the Municipal Plan are 
reached and followed. Therefore, the municipality holds 
a great deal of power in the decision-making process 
on urban development. This power, however must be 
exercised with a degree of cau  on, because it is also in 
their interest to promote certain areas for development. 
For example, the Eterni  en neighbourhood used to be an 
industrial factory, placed rela  vely close to the city centre 
- 20-minute walk /10-minute bike from Nytorv. 

Aalborg Municipality had a great interest in having the 
area redeveloped once the factory was closed down, be-
cause of the poten  al for great investment in an area so 
close to the city centre. They could have imposed more 
restric  ons for the development in order to realize their 
vision, but that could have spooked investors and made 
the development fi nancially impossible for private devel-
opers. Developers and investors are in it for profi t. It is in 
their interest to build a  rac  ve and safe areas, but the 
bo  om line must be a posi  ve return of investment for 
them. In extreme cases, where the municipality feels that 
an area is too important for the city and for the public 
interest and they want to exercise more control over the 
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fi nal product, they can choose to develop it themselves. 
Like in the case of the Aalborg waterfront and prome-
nade. While some the buildings on the waterfront have 
been privately developed and built, the public spaces 
were developed and built by the municipality.    

The municipality is in a sense subordinate to the City 
Council, due to the fact that it is the council that has 
power of approval on all formal plans. The City Council 
also holds a role in the decision making, and some  mes 
they come with their own proposals for changes in urban 
development projects. An example to that is Musikkens 
Plads on the waterfront in Aalborg. It was the vision of 
the developer created in partnership with the municipal-
ity that this urban space was to have an area that permit-
ted a mul  tude of ac  vi  es. From gathering of rainwater 
to be used for playing, to uneven surfaces used for other 
ac  vi  es, sea  ng and the possibility for it to be used for 
concerts. This area was to be paved in some way. At the 
request of the city council who wanted the area a lot 
“greener”, the idea of this “mul  -area” was dropped, and 
Musikkens Plads was made to have a lawn with over 300 
trees planted.

Developers and Investors

As men  oned above, the developers and investors have 
an interest both in making a profi t and crea  ng a  rac  ve 
urban areas that people want to fl ock to. Their power 
in the discussions with the municipality comes from the 
fact that they are inves  ng vast amount of money in 
these projects. Money that the municipality would not be 
able to invest itself. The investment must be profi table, 
though, or it will not make sense to invest. Developers 
calculate the costs of a development in price/m2 to plan 
for and build, and balance them with a selling or ren  ng 
price/m2. The larger the diff erence between the selling/
ren  ng price and planning for and building price, the larg-
er the profi t. They are very much interested in crea  ng 
a  rac  ve areas, because that increases their chances for 
a larger profi t. 

The interac  on between the municipali  es and the 
investors and developers are a push-pull process where 
each manifests its power. On one hand developers have 

to make economic plans for these projects, and s  ck to 
them, which means that any changes in requirements 
from the municipality’s side that come a  er these plans 
have been made, can lead to fric  on between the two 
actors. Torben Nielsen Explains: “we typically buy the land 
for a new development once we know the content of the 
local plan. If the municipality has set requirements for 
high quality in both buildings and urban space, we will 
off er less money for the land, so that we can balance the 
costs of crea  ng the high quality required. (…) if you want 
a higher quality for both ground fl oors of buildings and 
urban spaces, they must be sharply described in the local 
plan. If they come in the project phase (design phase) and 
say that now we would like to raise the quality level, it be-
comes a confl ict between us and our economy, and them. 
(…) it o  en happens that we meet each other halfway, in 
that the municipality gets the quality they want, and we 
get more square meters.” [Appendix B6.2 02:40 – 05:40]    

Decision Making in Regards to Urban Space

Decisions regarding urban space happen throughout the 
en  re process described in subchapter 1.1. The descrip-
 on provided in the vision serves as a guide for the ini  al 

design sketch, and from there in almost every step of the 
way to implementa  on decisions are made based on the 
interac  on between the diff erent actors and their inter-
ests. Yet who decides what?

The municipality has the responsibility to ensure that 
the vision for a new urban development is aligned to 
the goals set in the municipal plan, and that the princi-
ples of urban design set in set plan are applied to urban 
space. They decide on the character of the new urban 
area, and set the guidelines for the quality of the space. 
They also make sure that the area set for urban space is 
corresponding to the quan  ta  ve requirements set in the 
municipal plan. They then set the rules for urban space 
in the legally binding local plan for the area. About the 
need for precision in local plans, Torben Nielsen explains: 
“if the municipality wants high quality, they must not give 
the developer a choice in materials. They must state that 
they want things to look like ”. [Appendix B6.2 02:40 – 
05:40] The same goes for set ac  vi  es in the urban space 
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or on the ground fl oor of buildings. 
If there are ac  vi  es set in the vision 
for a development, these ac  vi  es 
must be detailed in the local plan in 
terms of ways the urban space should 
be used. For example, if the vision for 
an area shows that a playground or a 
skate park would produce the desired 
urban life, then the local plan should 
specify that space must be awarded 
for said ac  vi  es. In the absence of 
detailing of ac  vi  es in the local plan, 
the developers will s  ck to the le  er 
of the plan and not build what is not 
absolutely necessary.

1.7 Factors that Hold Bearing on 
Urban Space Design

In the discussions with the fi ve inter-
viewees that form the basis of this 
part of the project, they have been 
asked to voice their thoughts on what 
planning related factors have, in their 
opinion and based on their experi-
ence as actors in the urban devel-
opment process, had an impact on 
urban life and the use of urban space. 
These factors are not necessarily re-
lated to the formal planning, most of 
them are so called “so   factors” that 
are used in analysis for informal plan-
ning. This subchapter is a summary 
of their input on the topic.  These 
are also per  nent to the space-place 
discussion, in that most of them refer 
to place. 

A Bit More on the Ambiguity of 
Local Plans

Some of the dissa  sfac  on devel-
opers have with the ambiguity or 
fl exibility of the local plan have been 
men  oned earlier in this chapter. 

They will not be repeated here, but the topic needs to be expanded some-
what.

John Keller, developer at Aabo Sørensen in Aalborg says that past experiences 
have taught him that whatever is important in the developer’s vision for a 
project must be wri  en in the aims of the local plan. He explains further: “the 
greenery was the most important principle for this plan, and it is exactly that 
that was omi  ed when the project was built.(see ill. 1.6) We and the munici-
pality didn’t describe it well enough, and the case worker could not ask for a 
landscape plan when the local plan does not support such a request, nor could 
he deny a permit because the building project was technically in agreement 
with the local plan. (…) The local plan is the best tool to bring the vision to life, 
if it is detailed enough. And it must be a part of the aims of the plan”[Appendix 
B5.2, 24:10 – 31:39]

The goals of the plan are the fi rst regula  on the local plan sets in its legally 
binding part. Once the aims are set, no project or construc  on can contradict 
them. If a project does so, a new local plan must be approved before the pro-
ject can con  nue. John’s point is that if the desired character of the area had 
been set as goal in the local plan, the housing associa  on would have been 
bound to respect it.

Another developer, working for a major company in Aalborg talks about a 
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contrary eff ect. The local plan for Eterni  en emphasized 
the crea  on of a “town street” in the area, described as 
a coordina  ng element for the development in the local 
plan and the vision. Yet once it was established, almost 
to the le  er of the local plan, it was clear that it did not 
fulfi l its purpose as the city street full of life described in 
the vision. The developer men  ons that there are mul  -
ple reasons for why this happened, but in his view, what 
created the problem was the fact that the plan while very 
detailed in regards to this urban space, was much more 
fl exible in regards to the uses for the buildings on the 
street. In his view, either more fl exible regula  ons were 
needed in regards to this street, or stricter regula  ons 
in regards to the func  ons and ac  vi  es housed in the 
buildings adjacent to the street. [Appendix B4.2]

The Users of the Spaces and Times of Day

Buildings and urban space are, or should be, in a symbi-
o  c rela  onship, where they feed each other with life. 
Urban life cannot be created in a vacuum. People are 
needed to fi ll and use urban space, and they go where 
their needs take them: work, home and in between, lei-
sure, relaxa  on, shopping and so on. Throughout the day, 
people fi nd themselves where they need to be for their 
daily ac  vi  es, which means that urban space gets used 
diff erently at diff erent  mes of day. Planners must be 
careful not to create today’s equivalents of the dormitory 
towns popular around the middle of the 20th century. 
To avoid this issue, mul  func  onality in the urban space, 
and mixed func  ons and ac  vi  es are required to ensure 
an area’s usage throughout the day. Planners must be 
careful to avoid the traps of perceived mixed use. A de-
veloper exemplifi es this issue in the Eterni  en area: “the 
area has two types of housing for students and for fam-
ilies. It further has offi  ce space, three supermarkets, and 
that is pre  y much it. Where are the public services, the 
educa  on ins  tu  ons, where are the crea  ve workshops 
described in the vision?” [Appendix B4.2 30:50 – 38:00] 
People living in this part of town leave for work or study 
in the morning, and maybe around noon some students 
come back. Between 15:30 and 17 is the shopping win-
dow, where people fl ock to do their grocery shopping, 
usually coming by car, and a  er 17 the ac  vity dies down. 

During working hours there are very few people out and 
about in the area. [Appendix B4.2]    

The rela  on between building ground fl oor and the 
outdoor space

Further building on the previous paragraph, mixed use 
does li  le for an area, if the rela  onship between in-
doors-outdoors space at ground level is not synerge  c. 
People need to see other people. Blank facades and win-
dows covered to block outsiders viewing what happens 
inside won’t do. As Jane Jacobs put it, “there must be eyes 
upon the street” [Jacobs, 1961 p: 35], but the opposite is 
also true to a certain extent: people need to see and un-
derstand what is happening inside on ground level in or-
der to feel comfortable. Coming back to the Eterni  en ex-
ample, with Alexander Foss Gade, the street would work 
be  er if there were people looking in from the street and 
out from the ground fl oors of the adjacent buildings. The 
fact that the en  re area is  me programmed so strictly 
really hurts urban life. The lack of synergy between the 
indoors and outdoors is not specifi c only to Eterni  en. It 
happens in many other areas of Aalborg, and other towns 
and ci  es throughout Denmark and Europe.

Seeing Things in Context

When analysing urban space, the context of a space and 
its understanding is essen  al.

Thomas Birket Smith, architect at Aalborg Municipality 
explains: “the Music House area is something we have 
worked a lot with. It must be seen in the context of the 
en  re waterfront. And we have worked a lot with the fact 
that the waterfronts programming must happen in certain 
places, it mustn’t be the same all the way.” [Appendix 
B3.2, 01:31 – 04:00]

Seeing things in context is important because context of-
fers clues to why things happen the way they do, and can 
help iden  fy pa  erns that are relevant for func  onality 
and ac  vity in urban space.

Mobility pa  erns

Mobility pa  erns relate closely to the context of urban 
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space. Understanding where people are coming from, in 
what numbers is crucial for planning and designing urban 
spaces. It also helps defi ne user groups for urban space. 
Understanding mobility possibili  es for an area helps 
explain the number of users of urban spaces. The way in 
the Eterni  en area mobility pa  erns explain the level of 
ac  vity during diff erent  mes of day, the pa  erns around 
the waterfront explain why some spaces are overused, 
while others less so.

Space programming

The purpose of urban space as it was established from 
ancient  mes was that of places where people meet each 
other and discuss the events of the day, as well as par-
 cipa  ng in important events for their city. It was so for 

the Greek agoras, and for the Roman forums, and these 
spaces were fi  ed with the tools to serve this purpose. 
As society evolved, so have the purposes we build ur-
ban spaces for, and in present  mes, there is a tendency 
to build urban spaces not without purpose, but more 
o  en that we would like to admit, without the fi   ngs 
and furnishings to serve those purposes. A developer 
interviewed for this project touches on the subject when 
discussing Eterni  en: “this area here that is named town 
square on this drawing, is nothing more than a fl at empty 
surface, paved with a nice material, without any furniture, 
anything people might use to sit or give them an idea of 
staying there. What is the point of it then?” [Appendix 
B4.2, 19:30 – 24:24]

Urban spaces need to be understood in terms of what 
people should do there. The same developer con  nues 
about Alexander Foss Gade: “We’ve got this street; it 
starts and ends nowhere. What do we have? Nothing, 
because we didn’t create anything on this street.” [Appen-
dix B4.2 52:20 - 56:40] The purpose it was built for isn’t 
matched by its furnishings. When people see benches or 
edges that are at knee height, they immediately under-
stand that can sit and stay, and know how to use space. 
When all it is off ered is a fl at oversized sidewalk, the 
purpose of the space is lost.

Vision and visionaries

When planning for new developments the vision of the 
developers and their willingness to push for that vision 
to become reality can make the diff erence between an 
a  rac  ve and exci  ng new part of town and a bland one.

A developer who worked on Eterni  en explains “We had 
an open dialogue with the city architect regarding this 
plan as well (Eterni  en), but we were missing this person, 
the one to push for the quali  es that this place needed. 
(…) You need to be pushy in order to get the important 
things across.”  [Appendix B4.2 47:21 - 52:19] This is 
similar to Bente Lindstrøm’s view on the subject of good 
urban space: “having people involved that understand 
that this here creates value, those are the projects that 
come closer to the vision when realized” [Appendix B2.2 
19:46 – 21:20]

Time

The  meline for urban development projects has been 
discussed in a previous subchapter of this study. Time-
lines for the life of urban spaces are a diff erent ma  er. 
The urban development project is fi nished when the 
buildings and spaces are taken into use. Buildings as well 
as urban spaces start their life at this point. While build-
ings are taken into use quickly, and their uses are clear 
from the beginning, urban spaces can surprise planners 
and designers in the ways they are used. Taking an urban 
space into use is a process in itself because it takes  me 
for it to be acknowledged, understood and for people to 
start using it. Of course, there are spaces that are taken 
into use right away. This speaks to the need an area has 
for them. Other spaces come into their own much slower. 
The lifespan of urban spaces is recorded in centuries, 
not years, and while people throughout their life move 
from one user group to another, urban space changes 
li  le over  me, unless major interven  ons are deemed 
necessary. Thomas Birket- Smith on Musikkens Plads:” It 
isn’t a secret that we thought that it would be used more 
for staying than it actually is. It isn’t used like that much” 
[Appendix B3.2 12:16 – 14-15] He con  nues:” we test. It 
could be also seen as a process: this space must be here 
maybe for 100 years and in 10 years we may decide that 
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we want to change something” [Appendix B3.2 16:26 - 
21:40] 

One must also remember that urban development pro-
jects are o  en implemented in stages, and a condi  on of 
taking buildings into use is the fact that the outdoor areas 
must be established already when the buildings start their 
life. This means that some  mes the urban spaces are 
built while the neighbourhood is s  ll under construc  on 
Which may have an impact on the way they are being 
used. This has happened in the Eterni  en area. [Appendix 
4.2] 

Another thing to remember in the lifespan of urban 
spaces is that they can be changed. Thomas Birket-Smith 
explains that Aalborg Municipality tests urban spaces, 
they are aware of what is happening, and how they are 
being used. They keep an overview over what is going on 
in a larger context, and act when they feel like we can im-
prove the level of ac  vity in one or more spaces without 
having to rebuild them.  [Appendix B3.2]

Place vs. Space (interview empirical data)

Throughout the interviews that formed the base of this 
chapter more than one interviewee have expressed 
their views on the fact that urban spaces can help create 
character, a sense of community, urban life and safety, 
all a  ributes that describe places, without necessarily 
using the word place. Place and space are in  mately 
linked in that the locality element of place iden  fi es with 
geographical space. Their connec  on goes beyond mere 

geography; the physical framework that defi nes spaces, 
its architectural details and furnishings are all infl uencers 
for the sense of place. The planning, development and 
building processes create space: the physical framework 
for the life of a new part of town. Places are created by 
a  aching meaning to space, and this cannot happen 
overnight, and it cannot happen in a vacuum. This is why 
some urban spaces take years to get established in the 
minds of their users. It depends on how many people 
use the space, how many want to use it, and what their 
experiences are in using a space. If an urban space does 
not have enough users, crea  ng a sense of place can be 
very diffi  cult. 

Urban development aims to create places, but it can only 
build space, and when it clears an area in a city of all or 
most of its past traces, special eff orts must be made in 
order to help people a  ach meaning to the new. Urban 
developer about Eterni  en: “(Students) Once they are 
fi nished, they have three months to move out. And so are 
they out of the area. Student housing, (…) creates life, 
but in reality, they don’t make a connec  on to the area, 
because they know that they will leave soon.” [Appendix 
B4.2 30:15 - 38:00] How long students live in the area may 
be less relevant than the rate of renewal in the popula-
 on. Every summer, the graduates move out, and new 

students move in. The faces are constantly renewed. Just 
ge   ng to know your neighbours becomes daun  ng, cre-
a  ng a sense of community becomes both una  ainable 
and fu  le. 
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1.8 Conclusions 

It has been the goal of this part of the project to reveal 
the prac  ce of planning and designing of urban spaces in 
urban development projects. The chapter contents are 
based on the interview transcripts seen in Appendix B. 
The structure of the chapter has been thema  c in order 
to make coordina  ng the informa  on received during the 
interviews more easily understandable. The interviews 
used for this chapter revealed some interes  ng things 
about how urban space is planned and shaped. 

The fi rst important conclusion of the interviews is that 
there are two dimensions of urban space in the de-
velopment project: planning and design. The two are 
intertwined, and should have a cause-eff ect sort of 
rela  onship. The principles for urban space crea  on 
set through planning are a direct infl uence on the fi nal 
design of the space. At the same  me the fi nal design of 
an urban space is a direct eff ect of the planning process. 
Planning and design processes of urban spaces should 
achieve a form of synergy, but this does not always 
happen because o  en planning and design are seen as 
two tangent themes instead of having a certain degree of 
overlapping. This means that planners are concerned with 
legal frames, and the governance of urban space, while 
designers are concerned with aesthe  cs and standards to 
implement. 

The argument that this project tries to make is that there 
is a common ground between these two where mutual 
understanding of each professions power and limita  ons 
create the kind of places described in the vision for a 
project.  

Throughout the planning and design processes for urban 
spaces the themes of space and place are inadvertently 
touched upon in that some parts of the planning process 
deal with place, while others with space. 

For example, the vision document describes places, but 
infl uences physical spaces through the sugges  on of ma-
terials and furniture. The sketches created for the vision 
speak to space, though they are o  en programmed to 
inspire the kind of place the text describes. 

The municipal plan deals with both space and place 
through its quan  ta  ve and qualita  ve guidelines, while 
the local plan focuses on regula  ng spaces. 

Local plans lack the power to regulate place, and they 
are objects that create fric  ons between developers and 
planners due to the opposite views they have on the top-
ic. Developers want the plans to be more focused precise 
and detailed, while the planners value fl exibility based on 
the  meframes of urban development projects and their 
experience in working within the planning system. 

The object of designs and technical projects is space, 
though the physical framework of urban space aff ects the 
sense of place that these spaces can inspire. 

What has become clear throughout the process of wri  ng 
this chapter is the fact that the legal framework and the 
formal planning system can only regulate spaces, while 
the crea  on of places lies within the part of the process 
of urban development that is informal and specifi c to 
each project. Most of the factors men  oned in subchap-
ter 1.7 fall under these processes. 

Economy plays a secondary role in the crea  on of urban 
spaces though by gaining the sense of place, these can 
greatly enhance the economy of the en  re development 
project. 

The actors involved in the development project have 
power of decision over what is being built. They deal 
with both the issues of places and spaces, even though 
they may not realise that they do. It is clear that they 
create space, but at the same  me, their decision-making 
process can support the crea  on of places by means of 
infusing the project with “long term public realm quali-
 es” [Haley, 2010 p: 160]. 

This chapter is an account of the experiences of planners 
and developers in urban development, and of the things 
they consider important in the processes of development 
in order to achieve the quali  es of places described in the 
development vision documents. The informa  on present-
ed here is empirical in nature. The next step in this re-
search is to see where the things discussed in this chapter 
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stand in rela  on to well established planning and urban 
space theories. This step is necessary in order to test the 
validity of theories in prac  ce, and in order to establish 
am methodology for the analysis of specifi c urban spaces 
in a subsequent part of the project.
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Ch. 2: Practice and Theory

Introduc  on 

In the previous chapter the prac  cal experiences of plan-
ners and developers have been documented in rela  on 
to the role and importance urban space has in the urban 
development project. At the end of the inves  ga  ve part, 
a series of factors that the interviewees felt that are im-
portant for urban spaces have been explained, outside of 
any theore  cal or academic context. This was done delib-
erately, in order to preserve the prac  ce and experience 
-based approach of the inves  ga  ve part of this project. 
In the theore  cal and applica  on part of the project, 
they must be put in the context of relevant urban space 
and planning theories for two reasons. The fi rst one is to 
check if they are or are not completely out of theore  cal 
and academic context, and the second one to see if the 
exis  ng theories have considered these prac  cal factors. 

Though some of these factors regards planning and oth-
ers design, they are interconnected and therefore will not 
specifi cally be set into planning or design categories. 

All the factors presented in the previous chapter are dis-
cussed (though some of them are grouped together) and 
form the structure of this chapter. Addi  onally, the links 
between planning and design are discussed. The conclu-
sion is built to base a summary of the things discussed 
throughout the chapter, and will serve as the method for 
studying applica  on in the next chapter. 

2.1 Method

As a method for checking the placing of the above 
men  oned factors within planning and design theory, 
the several planning and urban space theories are used. 
They were chosen on the basis of being reality based, 
meaning that they relied on empirically obtained data, 
observa  ons and their keen interest in understanding and 
explaining how real ci  es work. 

The works of Jane Jacobs, Jan Gehl and William H. Whyte 
are used in connec  on with explaining diff erent design 

parameters, but not limited only to design. Patsy Haley’s 
book “Making be  er places” is used in connec  on to 
explaining context in the planning fi eld. 

There are certainly more theories and theorists that 
could be relevant for the topics discussed in this chapter. 
It is however, the author’s opinion that the the works 
of aforemen  oned people suffi  ce to explain the topics 
discussed here.

The use of these theories throughout the chapter is done 
by combining two or more on each topic. In one par  cu-
lar case, Whyte and Jacobs’ theories are used to explain 
Gehl’s principles for urban quality. 

2.2 Formal Plans too Flexible or too Focused?

The previous chapter has showed that formal plans can 
be a source of fric  on and disagreement between plan-
ners and developers. The source of this fric  on has been 
revealed to be the local plan and especially the level of 
detailing of the plan regula  ons in regards to the quality 
of both buildings and urban spaces. Developers wish for 
them to be more detailed, while planners value fl exibility. 
While the topic of local plans in Denmark is not subject 
to general urban space or planning theory, it is worth 
men  oning here because it is the main instrument of 
urban space regula  on. It is not only the plan through its 
regula  on that infl uences the physical space, the fric  on 
these plans can some  mes create also plays an important 
role in shaping the fi nal product. 

Urban development projects do not have a linear pro-
gression. Throughout the process the designs are revised 
again and again, and this can both be a blessing and a 
curse. A blessing because with each revision the project 
evolves, and a curse when the ini  al premises and princi-
ples the project was built on, are changed or lost sight of. 
(see Appendixes B3.2 and B5.2)  

The argument of the developers for more detailed reg-
ula  ons is that the local plan should ensure that these 

Research Ques  on:

How do the experiences from prac  ce relate to urban space theories?
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original principles are respected. Fric  on is created when 
during the process, and especially in the late stages of 
planning and design, the base principles are changed. 
This can happen for various reasons, and it inevitably im-
pacts the  meline, fi nancial planning and ul  mately the 
physical appearance of the project. 

The reverse side of the coin is planning in too much 
detail, so detailed in fact that the project risks becoming 
unachievable. This is what planners are trying to avoid. 
The root of the issue here is the fact that an approved 
formal plan does not guarantee the project. It creates the 
legal framework for the project to be built, but the imple-
menta  on is the responsibility of the developer or project 
owner. The need for fl exibility in local planning is a lesson 
learned through experience and isn’t something planners 
are likely to renounce. It is important to note that this is 
not only an issue in the Danish planning system. In New 
York, the a  empt to regulate si  able ledges through zon-
ing regula  ons was more diffi  cult than expected. Whyte 
notes: 

“the a  ack came on the grounds that the zoning was too 
specifi c. And it came from members of a local planning 
board. Rather than spell out the requirements in specifi c 
detail, the board argued, zoning should deal only with 
broad direc  ves - for example, make the place si  able 
- leaving details to be se  led on a case-by-case basis.” 
(Whyte, 1981, p:30] 

However, this can be quite counterproduc  ve. Whyte 
further notes: 

“But ambiguity is a worse problem. Most incen  ve zoning 
ordinances are very, very, specifi c as to what the develop-
er gets. The trouble is that they are mushy in what he is to 
give, and mushier yet as to what will happen if, later, he 
doesn’t.  Vague s  pula  ons, as many ci  es have learned, 
are unenforceable. What you do not prescribe, you do not 
get. Lack of guidelines does not give builders and archi-
tects more freedom. It reinforces conven  ons. (...)  most 
builders do not do any thing far out of the ordinary. A 
few had sought special permits for ameni  es not counte-
nanced under exis  ng regula  ons. But the  me-consum-
ing route to obtain special permits makes the builder and 

architect run a gauntlet of city agencies, with innova  on 
as likely to be punished as rewarded.” [Whyte, 1981, p: 
30]  He iden  fi ed the same issues that Danish developers 
are dealing with within their planning system. 

This sort of fric  on between planners and developers is 
a condi  on in the development process that is unlikely to 
change, due to its nature and origin. It is simply part of 
the reality of the development process.  

2.3 Mixed Use 

The paragraph in 1.7 en  tled “The users of space and 
 mes of day” speaks the mixed use concept in planning 

theory. It also touches on uses of space during diff erent 
 mes of day, but this, as will be shown below, is intrinsic 

to the mixed use concept.  

The concept of mixed use areas can easily be explained 
as the areas with mixed ac  vi  es. This is however just the 
surface, and it would be a mistake to assume that this 
sums it up. In order to provide a be  er understanding 
of the concept, a look at research regarding mixed use is 
necessary. 

One of the fi rst advocates for mixed use areas as gener-
ators of urban life was Jane Jacobs, writer, journalist and 
ac  vist who documented the state of American ci  es and 
the way tradi  onal city planning was destroying them 
instead of fi xing their problems. 

Jacobs argues for mixed use in ci  es because she under-
stands that the premises of crea  ng lively ci  es depend a 
lot on understanding what people need as well as those 
forces that create lively neighbourhoods (diversity) and 
those that eviscerate them (what she calls “the great 
blight of dullness” [Jacobs, 1961 p:144], uniformity). 

Mixed use speaks to the need ci  es have for diversity in 
ac  vi  es, in uses, in  me. Jacobs correctly observes that 
neighbourhoods that are lively and where people feel 
safe are neighbourhoods that have people on the street 
at all  mes of day. Looking closer at these neighbour-
hoods she no  ces that besides housing and/or offi  ces, a 
mul  tude of other ac  vi  es are happening throughout 
the day. Small businesses servicing the area, cafes and 

PART 2: THEORETICAL GROUNDING Ch. 2



36

restaurants catering mostly to the residents and to the 
day workers in the area, theaters, bars and cinemas that 
ac  vate the area during the evening. The level of ac  vity 
on the street makes it safe, someone is always watching 
and they intervene if people misbehave. [Jacobs, 1961]  
She concludes that a mul  tude of ac  vi  es are neces-
sary to bring people in the area at all  mes of day, and 
that this is what gives an area a welcoming character for 
residents as well as for strangers. Jacobs’ personal obser-
va  ons are supported by her deep understanding of the 
nature of the city and especially of the way it works. The 
life of a neighbourhood, she argues, is created by those 
who live there, those who work there, and those who fi nd 
themselves there by their own design or by coincidence. 
[Jacobs, 1961] The physical space of the neighbourhood is 
a place where the paths of all these groups criss cross. A 
good neighbourhood is one that has something to off er to 
all these user groups, hence. It requires diversity. Jacobs 
structures func  ons into primary and secondary uses, and 
sets mixed use as a condi  on for genera  ng diversity, pro-
vided that the neighbourhood “must serve as more than 
one primary func  on; preferably more than two” [Jacobs, 
1961 p: 150]. 

Primary uses are”those which, in themselves bring people 
to a specifi c place because they are anchorages”. [Jacobs. 
1961 p: 161] They are housing, offi  ces, factories, cultur-
al ins  tu  ons, educa  on and certain recrea  on areas 
[Jacobs, 1961] However, just mixing primary func  ons 
is not enough to generate diversity, what is essen  al, it 
seems is  ming: “If it (a primary use) is combined with 
another primary use that brings people in and out and 
puts them on the street at the same  me, nothing has 
been accomplished. In prac  cal terms, we cannot even 
call these diff ering primary uses. However, when a pri-
mary use is combined, eff ec  vely, with another that puts 
people on the street at diff erent  mes, then the eff ect 
can be economically s  mula  ng.” [Jacobs, 1961 p:162]  
By this Jacobs argues that primary func  ons can be used 
as chessmen to create the premise for the emerging of 
secondary uses: “the entreprises that grow in response to 
primary uses, to serve the people that primary uses draw” 
[Jacobs, 1961 p:162]. This is why  ming is so important. 
Areas that get surges in ac  vity levels at certain  mes 

and are deserted the rest of the day cannot support 
these secondary uses. Businesses require consistent fl ows 
of customers in order to survive. Secondary uses are 
dependent on the mix of primary uses for the fl ows of 
people that these generate. It can happen that secondary 
func  ons come to become primary, when the character 
of the area is established and they themselves become 
anchors in the neighbourhood, and main a  ractors of 
people. 

This is why was it is important to understand that simply 
mixing uses is not enough to achieve diversity, and this is 
where many development projects go wrong. They only 
understand the concept of mixing uses on a superfi cial 
level, ignoring the  ming of people fl ows.    

2.4 Context 

The paragraph from 1.7 that deals with context has set 
the focus on the physical context of a project. There is 
however another aspect of a project’s context that has 
just as much bearing on a development project, if not 
more, and that is the context of the people that are a part 
of the project and their rela  onships. These people can 
be ac  ve par  cipants in the project, in which case they 
act as stakeholders, or passive par  cipants, as users and 
consumers of  the fi nal product.  This context of people 
and rela  ons form the poli  cs of the development pro-
ject, and the fi rst chapter on this thesis is, in a sense, an 
account of this context in Aalborg. (We will call these the 
poli  cs of the project from now on) Why discuss it here? 
Because while the physical context of a project is easier to 
understand given the documenta  on of the project and 
the availability of maps and satellite imaging, the context 
of people and their rela  onships are much harder to see. 
Subchapter 1.2 detailing the urban development process 
gives some insight into this ma  er. 

Patsy Haley argues that understanding this part of a 
project’s context is essen  al because ul  mately it is the 
rela  onships between the interested par  es that shape 
both urban spaces and our ci  es. [Haley, 2010] She 
underlines the importance of understanding the poli  cs 
behind projects because in many cases it is the forces 
of push-pull and the fric  on between actors that drive 
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these projects to their end result. Haley warns that “great 
cau  on is needed when learning from experiences in other 
places. All too o  en and apparently ‘successful’ exemplar 
is used in as a template in another situa  on.” [Haley, 2010 
p: 227] this is because while the physical quali  es of the 
space can be replicated other places, the forces driving 
those projects are not as easily understandable, let alone 
replicated.  “Nevertheless, the cases show that the suc-
cess of such exemplars is rooted in condi  ons that are not 
easily replicated.” [Haley, 2010 p: 227] 

The poli  cs of the development project is in fact a struc-
ture of power rela  ons that can make or break a project 
(see Flyvbjerg’s account of “The Aalborg Project” [Flyvb-
jerg, 1998]). The result of these rela  ons is the physical 
project that ends up being built. The poli  cs of urban de-
velopment projects are worth men  oning as a part of the 
context.  Especially when design solu  ons for one project 
are inspired by another development.    

As “the Aalborg project” (described in Flyvbjerg’s book) 
shows, the importance of cri  cal ques  ons when stud-
ying the context or a development project, cannot be 
stressed enough, since the same data can be interpreted 
in mul  ple ways. When analysing ci  es with the purpose 
of designing or redesigning parts of them, one must al-
ways ask what is relevant here, in this case, at this  me. 
The analysis criteria must always be relevant to the area 
of the new project, the city, and to the people (future 
residents neighbours, visitors, etc.). There are, however, 
three criteria that invariably are part of such an analysis: 
the physical condi  ons, people’s behaviours and the rela-
 onships between the two. Analysing the physical con-

di  ons requires se   ng the point of view of analysis and 
the required criteria for data collec  on. It further requires 
understanding the needs of the people interac  ng with 
it in order to establish how it responds to them. That is 
where the interac  on between people and the physical 
city comes about. This, along with the behaviour of peo-
ple in the area are the subject of city life analysis. 

The two major scholars that study city life are Jan Gehl 
and William H. Whyte. 

In their book, “How to Study Public Life” [Gehl and 

Svarre, 2013] Jan Gehl and Birgi  e Svarre create a guide 
for method in studying city life. Whyte focuses more on 
specifi c behavior in what he calls “small urban spaces” 
[Whyte, 1981] and builds his study on the reality of city 
life. Both authors in fact, are less concerned with theories 
and look at the way people actually behave and use the 
city, unlike their contemporaries who are comfortable 
planning the city at their desk. 

It must be said that both Gehl, Svarre and Whyte study 
city life in the already built city, while the argument made 
in the previous chapter is about crea  ng a new part of 
town. In the case of the new project, planners and de-
signers must forecast the needs of future residents and 
users, which is much harder to do than making an analy-
sis of what is already there. However, the works of Gehl, 
Svarre and Whyte are relevant because they give planners 
a set of tools that they can use to both understand what 
is needed and to achieve the desired results. 

Gehl and Svarre conclude their book with a “check-list 
to assess public space quali  es” [Gehl and Svarre, 2013 
p: 106] narrowed down from 43. These 12 criteria have 
been widely adopted in prac  ce as a way to study ur-
ban life. In fact, they are listed as a principle of design in 
Aalborg Municipal Plans’ guideline on qualita  ve require-
ments for urban space and parks. [Appendix C3]

Whytes’ work provides a more focused account of those 
factors that tend to make people stay and use urban 
space. His book is structured around these factors, things 
like si   ng space, climate and microclimate, but he also 
makes an interes  ng point about the capacity of an 
urban space to host people. He argues that based on the 
pa  erns of the usage of sea  ng space, a sort of formula 
can be derived for calcula  ng the maximum number of 
people using the sea  ng area in an urban space. [Whyte, 
1981] He calls this “eff ec  ve capacity, that is, the num-
ber of people who by free choice will sit at a place during 
normal peak use periods” [Whyte, 1981 p: 68]. Why is 
this parameter important? Because one of his observa-
 ons, corroborated by both Gehl and Jacobs is that “what 

a  racts people most, it would seem, are other people” 
[Whyte, 1981, p: 19]. “the ac  vity generated by people 
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on errands, or people on aiming for food or drink, is itself 
an a  rac  on to s  ll other people.” [Jacobs, 1961 p: 37] 
The point of understanding Whyte’s eff ec  ve capacity is 
quite simple: the more people can sit at once, the more 
likely it is for them to a  ract other people. Si   ng space 
is, however, not enough. The spectacle of other people’s 
ac  vi  es is the strongest a  ractor of people. Jacobs fur-
ther states: “people’s love of watching ac  vity and other 
people is constantly evident in ci  es everywhere.” [Jacobs, 
1960 p: 37] 

Another element that both Gehl, Svarre and Whyte refer 
to is scale. While Gehl and Svarre are preoccupied with 
the human scale of urban spaces, and more specifi cally 
how furnishings and ameni  es in urban spaces relate 
to the human dimension, Whyte takes a diff erent route. 
He focuses on the size of urban spaces and argues for 
a sense of human scale, in that urban spaces should be 
large enough to make one feel welcome, but not large 
enough so that one feels lost and exposed. [Whyte, 1981]  

The study of mobility and mobility pa  erns also fall within 
the purview of a project’s context. Mobility pa  erns are 
relevant because they show the fl ows of people that pour 
in and out of the project area. They are worth studying 
both before and a  er a project has been implemented 
because mobility pa  erns cannot be completely accurate-
ly predicted. While the projects typically do account for 
pa  erns of mobility for cars and cyclists, because these 
require infrastructure, pa  erns for pedestrians are less 
emphasized and less studied. And yet, in regards to urban 
spaces, they are the most relevant.   

2.5 Visionaries

The argument that one of the interviewed developers 
made is that some urban development projects require a 
visionary, (a person who keeps the vision alive and pushes 
for the principles be followed through in both the plan 
ning and design processes) is supported in both planning 
and urban design theory. 

Patsy Haley makes an argument for this by explaining 
how the vision of one man, or in some cases a group of 
dedicated stakeholders, helped push for projects that 

ended up se   ng examples for the en  re world. In one 
example, “an imagina  ve developer exercised great 
persuasive power backed by a keen sense of social respon-
sibility” [Haley, 2010 p: 155]; in another, “a great deal 
depended on the skilled nego  a  ng of a few professionals 
who acted, within their own organisa  ons, as persistent 
project champions.” [Haley, 2010, p: 155]. She argues that 
major projects need visionaries that drive the focus of 
such projects to social responsibility, especially “as belief 
sags when the diffi  cul  es of assembling resources pile up” 
[Haley, 2010 p: 155] Project visionaries “do the work of 
con  nual troubleshoo  ng, coordina  ng, fi nding ways to 
tricky disputes, keeping key principles in play and nego  at-
ing good deals.” [Haley, 2010 p: 155] They are important 
in situa  ons that are complex in nature and projects that 
have long  melines and are at risk from changes in their 
poli  cal and economic contexts. 

Visionaries are not necessarily people who are directly 
involved in the planning and designing process of urban 
development projects. They can some  mes reveal them-
selves to be a force that opposes the project because 
they can cut through the ar  fi ces of a project’s presenta-
 on and publicity and see the possible real impact that it 

would have on the exis  ng city. The en  re book of Jane 
Jacobs, “The Death and Life of Great American Ci  es” 
[Jacobs, 1961] is a testament to this. Her en  re career as 
an ac  vist for New York City is proof of this. Unfortunately 
for her, and for many others that challenged the modern-
ist and postmodernist planning concepts and theories, 
recogni  on for their vision came rela  vely late. If there is 
a lesson to be learned from this history, it is that people 
must be heard, and that challenging the status quo is a 
way to ensure that planners and decision-makers do not 
get too comfortable with theory, and ignore the reality 
of ci  es. Every development project is a chance to ask 
why we do things the way we do, if there isn’t a be  er or 
diff erent way, and if everyone involved has been heard.  

2.6 Programing and Furniture 

Programing of urban development projects happens 
on two levels: the programming of primary uses for the 
buildings, and the programming and furnishing of the 
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outdoor space. The programing of buildings, or their 
use has already been discussed in a previous part of this 
chapter (see 2.2) What would be discussed here is the 
furnishing and programing of outdoor space. This would 
appear to be, by excellence the purview of urban design 
and landscape architecture. However, in se   ng regula-
 ons for outdoor space, planning plays an important role 

in how urban space is designed and furnished. As was 
shown in chapter 1 of this project, though, planning can-
not regulate urban life. It can, at best create condi  ons to 
support it, but life in urban spaces is greatly infl uenced by 
design.  

Jan Gehl’s 12 criteria for urban quality [Gehl and Svarre, 
2013] while providing a tool for analysing the quality of 
urban spaces, also provide answers to how urban spaces 
should be programmed and furnished. We’ll set aside 
Gehl’s quality criteria and turn our focus on the work of 
Whyte. Whyte structures the factors that create life in ur-
ban spaces into themes, that will be discussed further on.

Through observa  ons on the behaviour of people, Whyte 
and Gehl establish the characteris  cs of urban space 
furnishings and furniture that support diff erent ac  vi  es 
in urban spaces: si   ng, standing, playing, mee  ng and 
observing other people. 

Si   ng space   

“People tend to sit most where there are places to sit” 
[Whyte, 1981 p: 27] 

Whyte’s study of urban spaces in New York has had unex-
pected conclusions, disproving many of the ages’ myths 
about urban space use, and one of the fi rst observa  ons 
was the fact that si  able space is essen  al in urban spac-
es that are being used. 

He notes however, that si  able space does not only refer 
to the space or furniture specifi cally designed for the 
purpose of si   ng: “the amount of si   ng space does not 
include any qualita  ve factors: a foot of concrete ledge 
counts for as much as a foot of comfortable bench space” 
[Whyte, 1981 p: 27] However, si   ng space must have an 
extra quality in order to be used. Personal comfort is less 

important, what is important instead, is that the si   ng 
spaces be “socially comfortable” [Whyte, 1981 p: 27], 
which means having choices to sit in the foreground or 
the background, according to the sun or shade, etc. He 
goes further to state that si   ng choice should be some-
thing built into the design of an urban space, making the 
diff erent edges, ledges and features si  able. [Whyte, 
1981] This means for example having steps that are high 
enough that it is comfortable to sit on every other step 
and narrow enough so that you don’t have to have your 
legs stretched awkwardly in order to reach the third 
step. It also means that if for example some surfaces are 
elevated, their height should be at a comfortable si   ng 
height, something like 45-50 cm. However, people will sit 
on ledges with heights anywhere between 30 to 90 cm if 
something else a  racts them there [Whyte, 1981]    

Another important point with si   ng space is its depth. 
This is easy enough with benches, but a point that needs 
to be made when the si   ng space is informal and double 
sided. One sided ledges should be at least 45 cm wide, 
while double sided ones, at least 90cm. 

Whyte also makes a very interes  ng observa  on regard-
ing the placement of si  able space in rela  on to pedes-
trian fl ows: “the most coveted si   ng paces are the ones 
closest to these fl ows” [Whyte, 1981 p: 33]. 

Standing  

Standing requires less of an infrastructure than si   ng, 
but, while people sit because they have a place to do 
so and a need for it, standing requires external factors, 
independent of the urban space design. It requires 
typically groups of at least two people, and reasoning 
for those that chose to stand alone. For example, two 
acquaintances pass each other and strike a conversa  on 
for a short enough period of  me that they do not want 
to sit. Strangers experience the same event and discuss 
it, someone is wai  ng for their friends for such a short 
amount of  me that they do not want to sit, etc. You typi-
cally see many people standing where there is something 
extraordinary to be seen or experienced: a street ar  st 
making art, a dance team that perform, street musicians, 
and food vendors. 

PART 2: THEORETICAL GROUNDING Ch. 2



41

What is important for standing is pedestrian fl ows. Whyte 
notes: ”when people stop to talk on a plaza, they usually 
do so in the middle of the traffi  c stream. They also show 
an inclina  on to sta  on themselves near objects such as a 
fl agpole or a statue. They like well-defi ned places such as 
steps or the border of a pool” [Whyte, 1981, p: 21] 

Play 

Playing in urban space requires either something or 
someone to play with. In spaces where no special allow-
ances have been made to encourage play, like providing 
lower edges for children to play on, play occurs sponta-
neously when the curiosity and playful spirit of people is 
awakened by something in their surroundings. It could 
be something like trying to catch petals blown away from 
trees in the spring, or a drawing of something like hop-
scotch on the pavement that makes people jump around, 
or anything that awakens curiosity. Water specifi cally has 
an irresis  ble a  rac  on form that draws people to it and 
incites them to dig in. Whyte notes that water’s a  rac  on 
consists of its look and feel, as well as its sound. [Whyte, 
1981] It should be accessible and people should be al-
lowed to enjoy it, especially in places where there aren’t 
any ameni  es for children because children ac  vely seek 
water for playing.  

Mee  ng and observing other people 

Urban spaces are rarely designated mee  ng places. In sit-
ua  ons where these spaces are located in close proximity 
of intense fl ows of pedestrians, they can become mee  ng 
places. In serving as mee  ng places, they are however, 
heavily dependent on these intense fl ows of people. They 
will not become mee  ng places if the people fl ows are 
less than intense. 

Un  l the inven  on of that marvelous device that is the 
smartphone, the most common ac  vity for people si   ng 
in urban spaces has been, well, observing other people. 
Gehl, Jacobs and Whyte all observe the same pa  ern: 
people like to watch other people’s ac  vi  es. A street is 
a safe place because of the number of eyes on it [Jacobs, 
1961], but these numbers dwindle if there are no people 
on the street to be watched. The most used urban spaces 

are the ones that are on the edge of major pedestrian 
fl ows. [Whyte, 1981] Gehl puts it as a prerequisite for 
analysing opportuni  es to sit: people watching, in his 12 
quality criteria [Gehl and Svarre, 2013]

Climate and shelter

One of the factors that has the strongest impact on urban 
space use is climate and the weather. 

In temperate climates, such as that of Denmark, the 
weather plays a major part in urban space usage, espe-
cially for spaces that require people to ac  vely seek them 
out. Its loca  on in Northern Europe and the dis  nc  ve 
diff erences between daylight hours in the winter and 
summer make sunlight an important factor to consider 
when planning and designing urban spaces. The second 
major factor is wind. Denmark is a windy country with 
no point located further than 52 km from the coast. The 
domina  ng wind is from the Atlan  c, blowing from the 
West. This is relevant, because while sun draws people 
out to urban spaces, the wind has the exact opposite 
eff ect. 

Whyte notes in regards to sun and wind: “what people 
seek are suntraps. And the absence of winds and dra  s in 
this regard are as cri  cal for these as sun.” [Whyte, 1981 
p: 44] He argues that ci  es tend to add to this problem by 
building in such a way that augments the exis  ng winds. 
Very tall buildings tend to create strong dra  s down their 
sides that make spaces at their ground level uninhabita-
ble [Whyte, 1981] In Whyte’s  me (the  me of his study 
on New York City) this happened due to wind studies only 
performed to check the strength of a building, and not 
the eff ect of a high tower on ground level dra  s. Today 
there is no such excuse, though, just as in Whyte’s  me, 
results of wind studies can be downplayed or ignored, 
and “outdoor space designed as if for some ideal climate, 
ever sunny and pleasantly warm.” [Whyte, 1981 p: 44] 
Whyte ci  ng James Marston Fitch. 

So, what can be done to combat such prac  ces? Well one 
solu  on is to provide some form of shelter from the wind 
in these spaces. It can be done in many ways. Gehl advo-
cates for be  er planning to remove the underlying causes 
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of the problem [Gehl and Svarre, 2013], but includes 
protec  on from wind as a factor in protec  on against 
unpleasant experiences in his 12 criteria [Gehl and Svarre, 
2013], while Whyte advocates for using trees and plants 
as shelter. Shelter can also be achieved through other 
means: lowering the space so that one fi nds themselves 
in a sort of valley with the wind blowing over them, set-
 ng panels for protec  on, etc.

Decoding Gehl and Svarre’s 12 Urban Quality Criteria

The twelve urban quality criteria presented by Jan Gehl 
and Birgi  e Svarre in their book (ill.2.1),  are divided 
into three themes: protec  on, comfort and enjoyment. 
Most of these criteria are intui  ve and seemingly easy to 
understand. However, this simplicity is deceiving. Each of 
these criteria must be thoroughly understood in order to 
be applied to either urban analysis, or the crea  on of new 
urban areas. 

Protec  on

1. Protec  on against traffi  c & accidents - feeling safe 

This fi rst criterion refers to traffi  c issues, and the require-
ments, all speak to traffi  c regula  on and mobility design. 
The solu  ons for fulfi lling this criterion is to be found 
within the traffi  c standards and models. There is also an 
element of comfort here in that even though pedestrians 
might be safe from traffi  c threats, they must also feel 
safe, and in that regard, it must be understood that this is 
also an element that needs to be taken into account.

2. Protec  on against crime & violence  

The second criterion refers to safety from the ill will of 
strangers. The elements of this criterion are correctly 
iden  fi ed as the necessity for mixed use (see 2.3) and 
proper ligh  ng. However, ligh  ng can do very li  le for 
someone being mugged on a well-lit but empty street 
or square. Safety against crime comes from eyes on the 
street/urban space, and from the behaviour norms im-
posed by busy areas. Mixed use buildings and ac  vity on 
the streets throughout the day (and part of the night) are 
the generators of safety [Jacobs, 1961] 

3. Protec  on against unpleasant sensory experiences;

The climate condi  ons have been briefl y discussed above, 
but the focus has mostly been on wind. Urban spaces 
need to provide a form of protec  on from the elements if 
they are to be used throughout the year. But this doesn’t 
mean that it needs to be a complicated ma  er. On streets 
balconies and overhangs provide shelter from rain and 
snow. In urban spaces, the edges can provide shelter. If, 
however, the space is 100% open, the design must create 
some shelter. It can be done either through vegeta  on, 
or through fi xed furniture that has that purpose. Shelter 
must not be forgo  en as a design element.  

Comfort

4. Opportuni  es for walk/cycle

This criterion is pre  y much self-explanatory. A walk or 
bike ride should not be a challenge for either pedestrians 
or cyclists. However, the speed of cyclists must be kept 
low, in order to prevent accidents. 

5. Opportunity to stop and stay

Some of these things have been discussed in the part of 
this chapter about si   ng space and standing. (ill 2.2)    

6. Opportuni  es to sit

Sea  ng space has been previously discussed. Gehl 
suggests that a combina  on of public sea  ng and cafe 
sea  ng is important as well, but perhaps it is less about 
the cafe sea  ng itself, as it is about the fact that a cafe is a 
service that invariably a  racts people. 

7. Opportuni  es to see 

Whyte said that what people like to see and observe 
other people. As simple as that might sound, prac  ce has 
shown again and again that this is one thing that is easily 
forgo  en in the planning and designing of urban spaces. 
(il.2.3) What people see from urban space must be a fac-
tor in the design. On landscape drawings it is o  en easy 
to place benches for example in places that look good 
in plan drawing, but that o  en set the viewer against a 
blank facade. Instead, place sea  ng where si  ers can see 
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furniture might be required. Another 
op  on for inci  ng people’s playful-
ness is to use unusual furniture, that 
awakens curiosity and imagina  on. 
These will work for adults as well as 
for children.  

Enjoyment

10. Dimensioned at human scale

Jan Gehl has based more than one 
of his books on the importance of 
planning and designing urban spac-
es with the human scale in mind. It 
is an important criterion. But what 
does human scale mean in urban 
spaces? It means, for example, having 
sidewalks dimensioned so that two 
people can pass each other without 
entering each other’s personal space. 
It means having ledges at a height 
that people can sit on, it means 
dimensioning spaces so that they 
are easily understandable. Whyte 
advocates for large spaces to be 
visually divided as to appear smaller 
in order to make people feel less lost 
and small. [Whyte, 1981] That is not 
to say that very large urban spaces 
cannot func  on. Europe is full of such 
examples. But in each of these cases 
there are a lot more forces at work 
that the eye can discern. Italian plazas 
like the Signoria square or San Marco 
square in Florence and Venice respec-
 vely work because they a  ract huge 

crowds of people through their his-
tory, architecture and role in the city. 
They are enormous, but they work in 
connec  on with their surroundings 
and with the crowds they a  ract. For 
new urban spaces this doesn’t apply. 
People need to understand urban 

ac  vity

8. Opportuni  es to talk and listen; low noise levels, public sea  ng arrange-
ments conduc  ve to communica  ng, “talkscapes” 

While the criterion states that a low noise level is necessary, I would argue 
that it is just preferred. One can easily have a private conversa  on within the 
wide noise produced by many other conversa  ons in a crowded space. What 
is to be avoided are crea  ng spaces that echo and carry your voice. Whyte 
also argues for this in his example of the waterfall feature at Paly Park in New 
York. Even if the noise produced by the water is quite high (taken out of the 
context people found it to be annoying) it provides a cover under which pri-
vate conversa  on happen without hindering. The objec  ve should be com-
fortable spaces for conversa  on. Noise levels can be irrelevant.

9. Opportunity for play and exercise 

This criterion has two aspects, one is about design, and the other about tem-
porary ac  vi  es. The important part to retain about the design aspect is that 
the design should be invi  ng to exercise and playfulness. About the second as-
pect, that it is a generator of people fl ows. In order for exercise and play, peo-
ple are needed, which temporary ac  vi  es a  ract. When these two aspects 
work together, there is li  le need for specialised exercise furniture. Any ledge 
or bench can do. In the absence of temporary ac  vi  es, some specialised 
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space. And they intui  vely under-
stand spaces that they can physically 
relate to. A space with an area of 
close to 1000 m2 is easier to under-
stand than one 20  mes that size.  
But a 20.000 m2 urban space can be 
made to feel smaller by visually divid-
ing it using furniture and vegeta  on, 
and all sorts of other features. Seen 
from above, it is s  ll one space, but 
at eye level it appears smaller, or it 
appears to be a collec  on of smaller 
spaces.  

11. Opportuni  es to enjoy the posi-
 ve aspects of climate

This criterion speaks to the place-
ment of sea  ng Whyte recommend-
ed and has been discussed in the 
paragraph about sea  ng. It also 
speaks to the third criterion about 
protec  on from the elements. This 
has also been discussed in the para-
graph regarding climate.    

12. Aesthe  c quali  es + posi  ve 
sensory experiences

This is the only criterion that relates 
to aesthe  cs. It also relates to some 
of the other criteria, specifi cally 6 
and 7. Aesthe  cs are important but 
take secondary place to func  on, 
and in the case of urban spaces form 
should always follow func  on. That 
being said, it is important to under-
stand that the materials and the 
quality they bring to an urban space 
can be upgraded at any  me. What is 
important is that the place has other 
quali  es that make it popular and 
used and that these are preserved. 
We know all too well of pre  y spaces 
that look good, but are almost always 

empty. 

Programming and Context 

Last but not least, the programming and furnishings of urban spaces must be 
done in accordance to their contexts. The importance of having a synerge  c 
rela  onship between the two, cannot be stressed enough because the con-
text reveals the needs of the space, while the programming and furnishings 
must respond to these needs.  

2.7 Rela  onship Between Indoors and Outdoors 

It was men  oned earlier in this chapter that buildings and urban space should 
have symbio  c rela  onship that fi lls both with life. In order for this to be 
achieved, it takes more than just making the ground fl oors of buildings trans-
parent. This is a premise used in many ci  es. If we want something to happen 
in the space next to a building, then making the ground fl oor transparent so 
that people can see each other from the outside looking in and opposite is a 
solu  on. More important are the ac  vi  es that happen on the ground fl oor. 
Because the true generator of life in the space next to the building is not the 
visual connec  on between the two. It is in fact the fl ows of people generated 
by the ac  vi  es in the building. The more people need to come in and out 
throughout the day, and the more access points into the building, the more 
ac  vated the space surrounding the building becomes. This is why Jacobs’ 
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secondary uses are important, because while the primary 
uses bring a lot of people in an area, it is the secondary 
ones that generate fl ows of people that support the econ-
omy of the area, and urban life. 

About the rela  onship between urban space and ground 
fl oors of buildings Jacobs notes: ”there must be a clear 
demarca  on between what is public space and what is 
private space.  Public and private spaces cannot ooze into 
each other as they do typically in suburban se   ngs or in 
projects.” [Jacobs, 1961 p: 35] 

2.8 Time

Jacobs calls ci  es “immense laboratories of trial and er-
ror” [Jacobs, 1961 p: 6] and she hits the nail on the head 
in that the ci  es we see today, especially city centers 
represent the result of trial and error experiments that 
unraveled throughout decades, centuries, and in some 
cases even millennia. This is why old city centres tend 
to work very well, because throughout the years they 
have weeded out the obsolete ac  vi  es and preserved 
only what worked. It is the same with the urban space in 
these areas. They have been challenged, tested, shaped 
and reshaped by the needs of the city while keeping the 
memory of these changes. Newer urban spaces lack the 
experience to create and incite the kind of city life that 
centres have. And they should not have to try and imi-
tate city centres. When they do, the result is false and 
una  rac  ve because they are trying to ar  fi cially imitate 
something that came about organically. What they need 
is  me to come into their own and to be assimilated into 
the city fabric. Time is important because things change 
in  me. The city changes, develops and expands. En  re 
areas that were once on the fringe of ci  es are today 
completely assimilated and become boroughs of the big 
city. (see London’s map of boroughs) A similar phenome-
non also happens in smaller ci  es. When a part of town 
is transformed from an industrial site into something else 
(housing, commerce, offi  ces, etc.), the new development 
can, and o  en does, stand out like a sore thumb in its sur-
roundings. In  me, however, the surroundings catch up to 
it. They are renewed themselves, or new areas are devel-
oped in the vicinity, making the fi rst one less obvious. 

We must remember that any city analysis we make, is 
made a specifi c moment in  me, though that doesn’t 
mean that it isn’t relevant for the future. Where problems 
and their sources are not understood and addressed, the 
results of an analysis will not change signifi cantly in  me.     

2.9 Place 

The theory of place and space has been presented at the 
beginning of this project. It was important to explain it 
there, because it stands at the core of this research. That 
being said, this en  re chapter up un  l now, has inadvert-
ently been discussing how to create places and not just 
how to make spaces. It is the argument of the author that 
any urban planning or design theory about how to make 
urban space and urban areas work for human beings (not 
for car traffi  c) is in fact dealing with place as described by 
Creswell.  

2.10 Planning and design, bridging the gap

Up un  l this point in this study it appears that planning 
and design are mixed together. We have inves  gated 
urban development processes as a whole, with their 
planning, and referred to urban spaces both as planning 
and design products. This was not done by accident, 
and it was not done due to a lack of understanding. 
Even though they appear to be separate disciplines/arts, 
planning and design are closely knit together. Planning 
can regulate the physical appearance of urban space, but 
it cannot regulate levels of ac  vity. It can, however, help 
create ac  vity by providing generators of fl ows. Design 
on the other hand, cannot bring people to a space if they 
don’t have a reason to be there. Jacobs notes: “you can’t 
make people use streets they have no reason to use” 
[Jacobs, 1961 p: 36]. At the same  me, a lack of design 
can leave deserted even the best located and connected 
spaces. This is a phenomenon that plagues spaces that 
are deliberately le   empty of fi xed sea  ng or any form of 
programming through furniture, under the cloak of falsely 
perceived fl exibility of use. These areas fi ll out only on 
special occasions. 

Successful urban spaces are a result of planning for diver-
sity and designing for the use of people. This is the reason 
why the importance of understanding what creates city 
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life and what drives it away cannot be stressed enough. 
Planning sets goals, and design must deliver on these 
goals. But, when the planning fails to deliver on diversity 
or on any other parameter, even the best thought designs 
fail. 

2.11 Conclusion 

It was the purpose of this chapter to anchor the impor-
tant factors iden  fi ed in the prac  ce of the development 
project in the academic research relevant for planning 
and design. All the factors men  oned at the end of chap-
ter one have found a resounding board in the academic 
works of well-established authori  es on the subjects. 
Furthermore, an a  empt has been made to add spe-
cifi c details in order to avoid the kind of ambiguity that 
confuses rather that enlightens professionals. Words like 
“si  able” have been explained in prac  cal terms, and the 
same treatment has been applied to the 12 urban quality 
criteria of Jan Gehl. 

Planning and design have been seen as being closely 
linked and interdependent in the process of urban devel-
opment. 

The anchorage of prac  cal experiences into exis  ng the-
ory has validated both. The next step in the research for 
this project is to see how have the theories been applied 
in prac  ce. Not so much in the process of urban devel-
opment, but in one of the fi nal products of the process:  
urban space. The prac  cal things discussed in this chapter 
form the method for an urban analysis done on exis  ng 
urban spaces. The next chapter represents this analysis, 
made in the form of several case studies from Aalborg, 
Denmark.
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CH. 3: APPLYING THEORY AND 
EMPIRICAL KNOWLEDGE TO THE CITY

There is an old saying in Romanian: 

“Theory, theory, but prac  ce kills us” 

What it means is that theories in general are nice and 
easy to understand. Applying them to the reality of every-
day life, however, can prove to be more diffi  cult than im-
agined because it means challenging the established way 
of doing things. This is a valid point in any fi eld, including 
those of planning and design. It is the goal of this chapter 
to research the way the theories discussed in the previous 
chapter have been applied in building or renewing parts 
of Aalborg. 

In the Municipal Plans’ guideline on qualita  ve require-
ments for urban spaces and parks Jan Gehl’s 12 urban 
quality criteria are quoted as the basis of “evalua  on of 
quali  es in a recrea  ve area that should have the star  ng 
point in the knowledge of rela  onship between people’s’ 
social behaviour and the area’s/spaces’ physical and aes-
the  c characteris  cs.” [Appendix C3] 

It is the purpose of this chapter to study how these princi-
ples appliey to four of the city’s urban spaces by analysing 
them on the criteria set by Gehl.  

It is not within the purview of this project to create a 
thorough analysis of Aalborg’s city centre, as this endeav-
our would require more  me than the single semester 
this project was realised in. It must also be men  oned 
that the method used in the case studies is strictly based 
on the factors discussed in the previous two chapters. 
There are other relevant criteria when analysing urban 
spaces and ci  es, but ul  mately the goal of this chapter is 
to shed light on how theories are applied in prac  ce. It is 
for that purpose that the analysis criteria are so focused. 

3.1 Case Selec  on and Method 

The cases selected for studying in this chapter were 
chosen based on two premises: fi rst that they represent 
places of diff erent ages, and second that they are all from 

Aalborg. The reason behind choosing spaces of diff erent 
ages is the fact that the theory that old (and really old) 
urban spaces are great places is not always right, as the 
two cases here will show. The reason for choosing spaces 
located in Aalborg is that all the empirical informa  on 
collected from the prac   oners of urban development 
and planning was about projects in this city. It only makes 
sense to verify the principles discussed in the previous 
chapter in the same framework that generated the empir-
ical data in the fi rst place. Another criterion for the case 
selec  on is the fact that all these spaces have diff erent 
confi gura  ons, uses and serve diff erent purposes. 

The urban spaces chosen for the case studies are: Gam-
meltorv, Nørresundby Square, Musikkens Plads and Jom-
fru Ane Park. The fi rst two have been a part of Aalborg’s 
fabric for centuries, while the last two are very new by 
comparison. The fi rst three are recognised as spaces that 
are being sparsely used, while the fourth is very success-
ful.   

While the analysis done in this chapter relies on cases 
from a single city, this project should not be understood 
as a mere study of Aalborg.  The challenges and issues 
iden  fi ed in these four cases are universal and so are 
the ideas that the methods used in analysing these cases 
are based on. Flyvbjerg strongly argues for the validity of 
case studies in his paper “Five Misunderstandings about 
Case-Study research” [Flyvbjerg, 2006] as a means to 
both establish theories and to make the jump in learning 
from beginner to expert. In his views, experts in any fi eld 
became experts by gaining prac  cal case study knowledge 
on top of the contextual independent ra  onal knowledge. 
[Flyvbjerg, 2006] This is the reason why case studies are 
necessary in this project, as well as serving the purpose of 
tes  ng theory applica  on in parc  ce. 

Method

The case studies are built on the framework provided in 
the previous chapter. In order to keep things organised, 

Research Ques  on:

How do the theories and the empirical knowledge apply to the city?

PART 2: THEORETICAL GROUNDING



48

the analysis will be done thema  cally 
using three themes: planning, context 
and design. Each case study will end 
with guidelines for what to keep in 
mind for a possible future renova-
 on/redesign. 

The method used for crea  ng the 
case studies derives from Bent Flyvb-
jerg phrone  c research. [Flyvbjerg, 
2002] (see Appendix A3 for a thor-
ough presenta  on fo the method) 
Flyvbjerg used 4 cri  cal ques  ons in 
his case study in order to assess the 
power rela  ons that were at play in 
his case study. Similarly, the themes 
that form the analysis for these case 
studies, with the addi  on of the 
guidelines are meant to answer four 
cri  cal ques  ons: 

1. What has planning done for this 
space?

2. What is the context of the space? 

3. How does the space live up to 
the 12 urban quality criteria? 

4. What should be done about it? 

The fi rst three ques  ons correspond 
to the three analysis themes, while 
the guideline answers the last one. 

The planning theme is done by look-
ing at the formal and informal plans 
that apply to these spaces. If addi-
 onal documents are available, those 

will be examined as well. Analysing 
the formal plans provide an inkling 
into what is possible for each of the 
spaces. 

The context theme embodies many 
of the factors discussed in chapter 2, 

although emphasizing the physical context. Data on the poli  cal context for 
each space is not readily available, and therefore a process analysis is not pos-
sible. The factors that will be analysed are: space defi ni  on, use of buildings 
and urban spaces, mobility, climate, and  me programming. 

The design theme encapsulates Gehl’s 12 criteria and the specifi c parameters 
of the spaces will be analysed. 

Where it is needed, addi  onal criteria will be added, but not without explain-
ing their relevance. 

Last, the guidelines provide a possible direc  on for changing the status quo. 

3.2 Introduc  on to the case study sites

The urban spaces chosen for the case studies have several things in common. 
They are all located within the historic centre of Aalborg and they are with-
in walking distance of the  ord, - with two of them right on the edge of the 
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water. See ill. 3.1.

The two historic spaces, Gammeltorv and Nørresundby 
Square are part of the historic fabric of the city, while the 
two newer ones were created in the process of urban 
transforma  on that the waterfront has experienced, from 
an industrial site to a recrea  ve part of town..

Gammeltorv 

Gammeltorv is one of the city’s oldest urban spaces. A 
date for its crea  on cannot be established, but it is men-
 oned in documents from as far back as the 13th century. 

[Trap Danmark, 2017 p:129] It was probably created as 
a commercial square, because at the  me it opened its 
eastern end towards the river Østerå, which ran through 
the city.  

The square has a an elongated shape, that follows the 
side of Budolfi  Church. The church we see today, was 
built in gothic style, at the end of the 14th century on the 
loca  on of several older churches, the oldest of which 
dated from 1000 – 1050 [Trap Danmark, 2017 p:128]. It 
was already built in more or less its current form in 1399. 
[Aalborg Domkirke, 2019] The spire was built in 1799. 
The sacristy that protrudes into Gammeltorv was added 
in 1900 a  er an ample restaura  on process. [Aalborg 
Domkirke, 2019]. The two buildings that are located on 
the North side of the square were built as bank offi  c-
es and Gammeltorv was, at the beginning of the 20th 
century a fi nancial node in the city. [Trap Danmark, 2017]
In the 1990’s the Student House was established in one 
of these former bank buildings that received a modern 
extension, and the second building served as a university 
building for the Architecture and Design program un  l 
2013. It has since been used as an offi  ce for Folkekirken. 
Towards the west is the building of the last post offi  ce in 
Aalborg closed in 2013, now func  oning as a bank. On the 
North-eastern corner of the square stands Aalborg’s’ old 
city hall. The ins  tu  on of the City Hall has been placed in 
Gammeltorv since the 13th century. The building we see 
today dates from 1762. [Trap Danmark, 2017 p:156]

With covering the Østerå river at the beginning of the 
20th century, Gammeltorv started to lose its purpose as 

a commercial square to the newly established Toldkam-
meret and Tolbodsplads. When the industries present 
at the adjacent C.W. Obels Plads were phased out, it 
changed its purpose to that of recrea  on, and such it 
stands today. There is a project underway to connect a 
new housing block to Gammeltorv, however at the  me 
of the delivery of this project, it is underway, and the 
analysis conducted for this urban space is done on what 
can be seen today. 

Nørresundby Square

Nørresundby Square, or Torvet as it named on most 
maps, is an urban space located north of Lim  orden, 
close to the bridge connec  ng Aalborg and Nørresund-
by. It is located in the historic commercial area, but the 
current confi gura  on of the square dates from the middle 
of the 19th century. [Jensen, 2008] In 1865 a great fi re 
destroyed most of the downtown Nørresundby, leaving 
li  le standing. This was when Nørresundby Square was 
redesigned close to the form it has today. It was originally 
designed to be the gateway into Nørresundby a  er cross-
ing the old Pontonbroen bridge over the  ord. [Jensen, 
2008] With plans at the begining of the 20th century for 
a new, fi xed bridge over the  ord, and great pressure 
from Aalborg on a new loca  on of the two  bridge ends, 
Nørresundby Square started to lose its meaning as a 
gateway into the town, and needed to have its southern 
end reconfi gured in order to provide a much needed 
visual focus centred on the new bridge ending. This is the 
Brogaarden building, designed by architect Charles Jensen 
in a func  onalist style and fi nished in 1934. Another func-
 onalist building, Nørresundby City Hall designed by S.C. 

Larsen, is fi nished in 1937. [Jensen, 2008] At this  me, 
Nørresundby Square was a heavy traffi  c place, as Torvet 
street was one of the two ways towards the northern 
neighbourhoods. In the 1990’ the square was redesigned 
and car traffi  c diminished, but not without fi erce oppo-
si  on from the public, who felt that removing car traffi  c 
from Nørresundby Square will eff ec  vely kill downtown 
Nørresundby. The square has n’t changed much since, 
there has been an addi  on to it, the small built in scene in 
the northern part of the space. 
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Musikkens Plads and Jomfru Ane Park 

These two places are part of a larger picture, Aalborg 
waterfront. 

What we refer to today as Aalborg waterfront was origi-
nally (before 1850) divided by several rivers that fl owed 
into the  ord. The waterfront was changed at the begin-
ning of the 20th century when these rivers were covered 
up, and it became a long con  nuous stretch. The covering 
of the rivers happened in connec  on to the establishment 
of several industrial enterprises on the waterfront.  The 
images in Appendix D1 show how the waterfront has 
changed throughout the years. The stretch between the 
bridge over Lim  orden and the Music House was fi nished 
being built in 2015. The Østre Havn area is s  ll being built 
as of the delivery of this project.   

Jomfru Ane Park is the older of the two spaces, and as 
part of the fi rst phase of the transforma  on of the wa-
terfront. This fi rst part of the project stretched from the 
bridge towards east, un  l the First Hotel Aalborg and was 
completed in 2010. Jomfru Ane Park was designed by C.F. 
Møller. In fact, the en  re waterfront project was a C. F. 
Møller design. The park was fi nished in 2008.  [Appendix 
D1]

Musikkens Plads is the newest space analysed and was a 
part of the second phase of the Aalborg waterfront trans-
forma  on that comprised the new university facili  es, 
the Music House and the student housing towers. It was 
fi nished in 2015. [Appendix D1]
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3.3 Case study: Gammeltorv 

What has planning done for this 
space? 

There is no local plan covering Gam-
meltorv. The Municipal Plan, Frame 
1.1. C1 is the zoning frame that 
includes Gammeltorv. It specifi es that 
the buildings defi ning the square are 
protected, and that from a cultural 
heritage perspec  ve, high quality 
requirements must be fulfi lled when 
building new, and renova  ng urban 
space.  [Appendix C1] 

Gammeltorv is, however, a part of 
Teaterkvarteret (the theatre neigh-
bourhood), an urban transforma  on 
project, that is in its implementa-
 on phase at the  me of this study.  

Though the focus of this project is 
mostly the block South of Budolfi  
church, the urban space interven  on 
will stretch all the way to (and possi-
bly into) Gammeltorv.

Ill. 3.5 shows the way the area south 
of Gammeltorv is planned from a 
func  onal perspec  ve. The new 
urban spaces are intended to con-
nect to Gammeltorv on its part of the  
southside that is not built.

In the analysis of the project’s role 
within the fabric of the city, it is ac-
knowledged that Gammeltorv is not 
used to its poten  al. [Aalborg Kom-
mune, 2012, p: 22]

There are no plans to change Gam-
meltorv itself. The confi gura  on of 
the space will be kept as is, but the 
green urban space planned towards 
the East will open into Gammeltorv 

which means that on the eastern south edge, “the wall”, will be interrupted in 
some places for this purpose. This part of the project is close to comple  on at 
the end of May 2019.
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of 7 other important urban spaces: 
Nytorv, C.W Obel Plads -  the cafe 
square, Tolbodsplads, Jomfru Ane 
Park, Aalborg’s waterfront prom-
enade, Slots Park and Utzon Park. 
(ill.3.6) Gammeltorv’s loca  on in 
rela  on to these other urban spaces 
means that it competes for users with 
all of them. It o  en loses that ba  le.

While some of these spaces have 
been embedded into the mindscape 
of people as this or that, Gammeltorv 
does not seem to be used for some-
thing specifi c every day. Tolbodsplads 
is where you take your children so 
they can play with water and jump 
up and down the fountains while 
you have a cold one at a pub or on 
the stone sea  ng. Nytorv is down-
town’s mee  ng place, with its many 
bus stops it is an important node for 
public transport. Jomfru Ane Park is 
where you take your coff ee on the 
waterfront, or where you have a 
barbecue and see what the hip cool 
young people are up to. Utzon Park is 
a quieter place, possible a good place 
for a picnic. The promenade is the 
best for a stroll or a run. Slots Park is 
a more secluded area, where you can 
have more privacy. Not all of these 
spaces func  on in the same way. 
Gammeltorv at the moment seems 
to be a crossing space, one you go 
through to get someplace else.  [Ap-
pendix E]

Defi ning Gammeltorv 

Gammeltorv Square is defi ned by sev-
eral elements: the buildings edging it, 
the walls of the parking lot towards 
the South and the staircases that di-

Conclusion

There isn’t much planned that would change Gammeltorv as a space, howev-
er, the development under construc  on on  s south edge will come to aff ect 
the way the Square is used today. 

What is the context of Gammeltorv? 

Gammeltorv is located in the very centre of Aalborg, within walking distance 
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vide it in three diff erent levels. There 
are two sculptural elements in the 
square: the fountain and the staircase 
of the building housing the Folkekirk-
en house. 

Gammeltorv is an elongated space, 
with a diff erence in height of ca. 
150cm with the western end of the 
square being higher than the eastern. 

It has entry points from all direc  ons. 
It is approximately 130m long on its 
East-West axis, and ca. 30m wide at 
its widest point. It has an approxi-
mate area of 3100m2. It is diffi  cult to 
grasp what 3100m2 looks like so be-
low a comparison between Gammel-
torv and a handball court is shown to 
be  er illustrate its scale.  ill.3.8

Land Use

Ill.3.9 on this page shows the use of 
the buildings in the area surround-
ing Gammeltorv. There are over 100 
commercial businesses in the area, 
and numerous service providers. 
There are also many buildings that 
combine more than two uses. How-
ever, as Jacobs has shown, merely 
combining mul  ple uses isn’t enough 
to provide true diversity. Ill.3.10 
shows how the en  re area is ac  vat-
ed during the day. 

The land use study shows that Gam-
meltorv is located in a diverse area. 
Not surprising given that it is the 
very core of the city. The en  re area 
surrounding the square is ac  vated 
during mul  ple  mes of day, which 
provide almost con  nuous fl ows of 
people during business hours and 
some in the evening. 

The Use of Gammeltorv

Gammeltorv is a recrea  ve square, without an obvious purpose. Several  mes 
of year it is used for special events, such as the Christmas Market in Decem-
ber, the Blue Fes  val, in august, for screening of important spor  ng events 
and some  mes for concerts. However, it sits mostly empty during regular 
days, with most people that fi nd themselves there just passing through. A 
study conducted by the author together with fellow urban designer Kenan 
Dedovic in 2015 showed that during nice summer days, most people just pass 
through. When asked why not stop and stay, they replied that there is nothing 
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to do there. [Appendix E]

The same study also showed, that 
during major events in the city cen-
tre, people will come to Gammeltorv 
to sit and relax. The images in ill.3.11 
were taken during the Tall Ship Races 
event that happened in Aalborg 
between the 1st and 4th of August 
2015. As you can see, people came 
and used the steps and the fountain 
in the square for si   ng. However, 
when compared to the amounts 
of people at Nytorv, not more that 
150m away, at the same  me, it is 
easy to see that Gammeltorv was s  ll 
underused

1 2

3 4

1
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Mobility 

Mobility around Gammeltorv is infl u-
enced by the mixed use of buildings 
and by the public transport hub at 
Nytorv. There are 5 bus lines that 
stop at Nytorv, and 3 more stopping 
at Vingårdsgade one block South of 
Gammeltorv. Due to that, Nytorv and 
implicitly Gammeltorv is connected 
by public transport to all parts of 
town. The high intensity pedestrian 
fl ows occur on the shopping streets 
around Nytorv, with Boulevarden, 
Bispensgade and Algade taking the 
heaviest loads.  

The fl ows of pedestrians and the 
pa  ern of movement are shown in ill. 
3.12 and 3.13. 

Nytorv is the mee  ng place in down-
town Aalborg. Most leisure mee  ngs 
occur here, and that is because it 
is the best-connected spot in the 
centre. It is also a point of origin for 
many pedestrian trips, for people 
that arrive by public transport or 
bike. At the same  me. It is a point of 
dispersion for pedestrians who meet 
there, and then go do the things they 
met for. There are four main direc-
 ons of dispersion: Bispensgade, the 

waterfront, Boulevarden and Nytorv. 
The a  ractors shown on the second 
map are the shops and cafes present 
along the men  oned streets. 
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Climate

Due to its orienta  on, Gammeltorv suff ers from strong winds blowing from 
the west through the narrow opening between the old post offi  ce building 
and Budolfi  church. Even though there are strong winds. The North-West cor-
ner of the square, where the entrance and terrace of the Student House can 
be found, are sheltered.

The church also casts signifi cant shadows in the square, making Gammeltorv 
darker during the later hours of the a  ernoon. 

Conclusions of Context 

Gammeltorv is located in a very a  rac  ve area for all user types. There is 
something for everyone around the square. The pedestrian fl ows are ex-
cellent, and diversity of uses fl ourishes. It is a large square, with a length of 
almost 130m, and an eleva  on of ca 150cm. It is very well connected to the 
public transport network and in close proximity to the downtown mee  ng 
place, Nytorv. It is a very a  rac  ve loca  on for urban life, however, the square 
is mostly used for special events, and it remains empty on a daily basis. Its 
poten  al is not well used. 

How does Gammeltorv live up to 
the 12 urban quality criteria? 

1. Protec  on against traffi  c acci-
dents and feeling safe

Gammeltorv is not aff ected by car 
traffi  c as cars don’t have access to the 
square. It is therefore deemed that 
the square fulfi ls this criterion.  

2. Protec  on against crime and vio-
lence, feeling secure 

The three factors that fulfi l the criteri-
on are: lively public realm, diversity of 
func  ons 24/7/365 and ligh  ng. Live-
ly public realm refers to having peo-
ple in the square. In the context part 
of this case study, it was shown that 
Gammeltorv is mostly empty during 
the day, but that there are people 
crossing it quite o  en. This makes it a 
safe space, even if the ac  vity level is 
very low. The second factor is pas-
sive surveillance. This happens to a 
limited extent because there are very 
few eyes on the square. See criterion 
5 where the facades of the buildings 
facing Gammeltorv are discussed. Di-
versity of func  ons is the next factor. 
Out of the six buildings surrounding 
the square four have single use, one 
has proper mixed use, and the fourth, 
even though it has mixed use, has a 
blind facade towards Gammeltorv. 
Ill. 3.15 shows the  mes of day that 
the buildings are ac  ve.  Ligh  ng. The 
place is well lit and in accordance to 
the human scale, though it is some-
what dark at night. See ill. 3.16 for 
placement of lamps. 

This criterion is fulfi lled
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3. Protec  on against unpleasant 
sensory experiences 

Ill. 3.14 from context shows the wind 
strength and direc  on in Gammel-
torv. There is no form of shelter or 
protec  on from the elements in the 
square. No overhang to hide from the 
rain or snow. The square is receiving 
excellent light from morning and 
un  l early a  ernoon. This criterion is 
par  ally sa  sfi ed.

4. Opportuni  es to walk/cycle 

Gammeltorv provides excellent 
opportuni  es to walk, though cycling 
is uncomfortable due to the cobble-
stone pavement, making for a bumpy 
ride, and the fact that there are two 
staircases to overcome. There is am-
ple room for walking and the square 
is accessible to the disabled as well. 
This criterion is par  ally fulfi lled.

5. Opportuni  es to stop and stay 

Gammeltorv does not really provide 
opportuni  es to stay. There are few 
func  onal edges that would be at-
trac  ve: the wall towards the South, 
and the edge of the fountain. 

There are no defi ned spots for stay-
ing, and even though there are light-
ing poles one could lean against, the 
emp  ness of the space doesn’t invite 
to it. This criterion is not sa  sfi ed.

6. Opportuni  es to sit

There are few opportuni  es to sit in 
Gammeltorv. There is one bench next 
to the City Hall building, and another 
one next to the fi rst staircase from 
Boulevarden. The steps are at an 

There are no defi ned spots for 
staying, and even though there are 
ligh  ng poles that one could lean 
against the emp  ness of the space 
does not invite to it. This criterion is 
not sa  sfi ed. 
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more like an offi  ce building, with 
highly refl ec  ve windows that do not 
allow you to see inside. A redeeming 
factor is that the new Student house 
is the only building crea  ng some 
ac  vity in the square, even though 
it is mostly limited to its terrace and 
entrance. Only the Student House, 
Folkekirken House and City Hall have 
their entrances from the square 
although the Folkekirken house has 
its entrance elevated and its facade 
rather dull. The building is protected 
and therefore this is unlikely to be 
changed. The indoor-outdoor rela-
 onship of all buildings to the square, 

with the excep  on of the Student 
House and par  ally the City Hall, is 
non-existent.  (ill.3.21)This criterion is 
not fulfi lled. 

7. Opportuni  es to see

The view in Gammeltorv is only 
hindered by the diff erence in height 
of the three levels of the square. 
However, there is li  le to see beside 
empty space and the few pedestrians 
passing by crossing the street every 5 
minutes. This criterion is fulfi lled. 

8. Opportuni  es to talk and listen

There are good opportuni  es to talk 
and listen in Gammeltorv. The place is 
rather quiet, though the church bells 
can be loud. However, the sound of 
the bells is unlikely to go away. This 
criterion is therefore sa  sfi ed.  

9. Opportuni  es for play and exer-
cise

Gammeltorv is not a par  cularly 
well suited place for play or exercise. 

uncomfortable height for si   ng. The staircase to the Folkekirke building could 
be used for si   ng but the height and the depth of the step make it very un-
comfortable. This is the en  re si   ng capacity for Gammeltorv. At best, there 
are 20 linear meters of si   ng space (excluding the stairs). This means that the 
minimum eff ec  ve capacity is of around 33 people. For an area of 3100 m2 
that is a very low number. There is a cafe that sets up terrace furniture in the 
square, though these are reserved for their guests, and are therefore not for 
public use. The new urban space connec  ng Gammeltorv and Teaterkvarteret 
is close to being fi nalised. It is of note the fact that no sea  ng is provided in 
this space. (see ill. 3.19)

Gammeltorv is a pleasant place to be. Even if the buildings edging it are 
not par  cularly interes  ng to observe. The City Hall and the old wing of the 
Student House have good facades. The new wing of the Student house looks 
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There is li  le to play with, and as for 
exercising, there is nothing to incite 
people to do that. The stairs and 
benches could be used for play and 
exercise, but it is an unlikely ac  vity 
for the square because of the lack of 
any furnishings. This criterion is not 
fulfi lled. 

10. Dimensioned at human scale

The facades of the buildings sur-
rounding Gammeltorv are at a human 
scale. The square, however, is over-
sized. (ill. 3.21) Even divided by the 2 
staircases, it is just too empty to be 
perceived as having a human scale. 
The situa  on changes drama  cally 
when the Christmas market is hap-
pening. (ill. 3.22) It is the only  me 
Gammeltorv is at a human scale and 
without giving the feeling of being 
lost. This criterion is not fulfi lled.

11. Opportuni  es to enjoy the posi-
 ve aspects of climate

Gammeltorv provides ample op-
portuni  es for enjoying the posi  ve 
aspects of weather. What it lacks is 
furniture to invite people to come 
and do that. This criterion is only 
par  ally fulfi lled.

12. Aesthe  c quali  es and posi  ve 
sensory experience

Gammeltorv has a high quality aes-
the  c and a great cultural heritage. It 
should be a place people want to be 
in. The lack of any programming and 
furnishing, however, make people 
just want to pass by it. The feeling 
you get while in the middle of it is 
that of loneliness and being lost. This 
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criterion is par  ally fulfi lled. 

Conclusion 

Gammeltorv fulfi ls criterion 1, 2, 7 and 8.  It par  ally fulfi ls criterion 3, 4, 11 
and 12.Finally, it does not fulfi l 5, 6 9 and 10. A  er analysing both the context 
of the square, and its urban quali  es, it is clear that what this urban space 
needs is programming and furniture. It is perfectly located to entertain urban 
life, but lacks the basic furnishings to sustain it. It is a pleasant place to be but 
one needs a reason for being there.
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What should be done about it?

• In order to a  ract urban life to 
the square, there are some things 
that need changing.

• It would be ideal to open the 
buildings up towards the square 
in order to make one feel that 
they are in the middle of an im-
portant place. Unfortunately, this 
is unlikely given that most of the 
buildings are protected.  

• Program the square. If the inten-
 on is to have people come and 

stay here, they must be provided 
with a reason to do so. Proper 
sea  ng propor  onal to the area 
of the square is required. Ac  v-
i  es should be encouraged by 
providing the necessary furnish-
ing. If these ac  vi  es are play, for 
example, unconven  onal sea  ng 
furniture can double as a play-
ground. If relaxa  on, an escape 
from the city is the ac  vity. 
Chaise longs can indicate that. 

• The character of the square 
must be preserved. Program-
ming and furnishings can be set 
up semi-permanently, so that 
Gammeltorv can s  ll be used for 
events as it is today. The idea is to 
also give it an everyday use other 
than a pass-through space.  
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3.4 Case Study: Jomfru Ane Park

What has planning done for this 
space? 

Jomfru Ane Park is covered by local 
plan 10-073 approved in 2004. The 
purpose of the local plan was to 
change the use of land in the local 
plan area from industrial site to 
leisure and recrea  on, with some 
buildings for services and business. 
There are regula  ons regarding the 
establishment of the 15m wide prom-
enade along the water edge, and of 
a city park. However, the illustra  on 
plan for the area shows a completely 
diff erent park than the one that was 
eventually built, and that is because 
the plan does not specifi cally set the 
illustra  on plan as the principal de-
sign for the park. [Aalborg Kommune, 
2004]

What is the context of Jomfru Ane 
Park? 

Jomfru Ane Park is located at the cen-
tre of the waterfront development on 
the edge of the promenade, within 
a 5 minutes’ walk from Gammeltorv, 
Nytorv, Tolbodsplads, Slotspladsen, 
and the Utzon Park. It is also connect-
ed via the waterfront promenade to 
Musikkens Plads and to the Music 
House.  

Jomfru Ane Park is the city park 
where young people gather to relax 
during summer, when the weather is 
nice. It is located at the edge of the 
promenade, opposite the open bath 
in the  ord. (ill. 3.24) Its main func-
 on is that of a park, but it also fulfi ls 

the role of a mee  ng and gathering 

place for people to barbeque, listen to music and relax. It is a very intensely 
used park, with more than 10,000 people passing through on a good summer 
day. [Appendix B3.2] So much so, that it becomes off -pu   ng for those who 
would like to use the park but dislike crowds.
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Jomfru Ane Park is a trapeze shaped 
park measuring approximately 75m in 
length on the North and South edges, 
20m on its narrowest side towards 
the East, and ca 36m on its western 
edge. It has an area of 2125m2. To 
put this area into perspec  ve, ill. 3.25 
shows Jomfru Ane Park in rela  on to 
a handball court measuring 40x20m. 
The park has entries from the North, 
South and East sides. The West side is 
restricted by a series of wood pergo-
las with hanging plants. There are no 
buildings edging the park so it stands 
free from that perspec  ve.

Land Use 

Ill. 3.26 and 3.27 show the land use 
for the buildings in the South area of 
Jomfru Ane Park and the  mes of day 
that the buildings are being ac  vated. 
Combined, they show that the park is 
located in close proximity to an area 
of very diverse func  ons and that it is 
very ac  ve during diff erent  mes of 
the day. Add to this the fact that the 
promenade is in itself a factor that 
ac  vates the waterfront from morn-
ing un  l late at night, and it makes 
Jomfru Ane Park a space with close to 
constant fl ows of people throughout 
the day. This explains the intensive 
use of the park to some degree.

The Use of Jomfru Ane Park

Jomfru Ane Park’s purpose is recrea-
 on and leisure. It is meant as a place 

to take a break from the promenade 
walk, though it has become a des  na-
 on in itself. It is the place people go 

to have their coff ee/juice/smoothie 
on a nice day. Its users are mainly 
young people, and its appeal to this 

Defi ning Jomfru Ane Park

The park has very clear edges due to it being lowered approximately 60cm 
below street level and the promenade. This makes it a very clearly defi ned 
space. (ill. 3.24) Its contrast to the large asphalt paved areas surrounding it 
makes it stand out as a green oasis. On the south side, where it is edged by 
Nyhavnsgade, the park is separated from the street by a concrete wall with a 
height varying from 42 to 83cm at the street level. (ill. 3.38)
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par  cular user group will be further 
explained in the next part of the 
analysis, that checks how the park 
lives up to the 12 urban quality crite-
ria. ill.3.28 shos the park being used 
during summer.

Ironically, there are events that ac  -
vate the en  re city centre, but which 
have li  le infl uence on how Jomfru 
Ane Park is used. The same event 
that ac  vated Gammeltorv, the Tall 
Ships Races in 2015, had li  le infl u-
ence on Jomfru Ane Park. Even if the 
promenade itself was more crowded 
than ever. (ill. 3.29)
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Mobility

Mobility around Jomfru Ane Park is 
infl uenced by the pedestrian fl ows 
origina  ng at Nytorv and along the 
waterfront promenade. Strandvejen, 
which edges the park on its South 
side, is a medium traffi  c road that has 
li  le infl uence on the park except for 
the cyclist fl ows that can bring people 
onto the waterfront. The condi  ons 
men  oned in the previous case study 
about the fl ows generated at Nytorv 
apply here as well, with the correc-
 on that a large part of the pedes-

trian walks origina  ng at Nytorv are 
directed towards the promenade and 
implicitly towards the park. The fl ows 
of pedestrians and the pa  ern of 
movement are shown in ill.3.30 and 
3.31. 

The pedestrian fl ows coming from 
Nytorv towards the waterfront divide 
towards the East and the West. With 
the western part of the promenade 
taking the most intense of the two. 
There are many reasons as to why the 
pedestrian fl ows divide this way, and 
one of  them could be the fact that 
Jomfru Ane Park presents a more at-
trac  ve route than the its neighbour-
ing Utzon Park when viewed from the 
edge of Tolbodsplads. (ill. 3.32)

Climate 

The park is located in the open, with-
out any walls to direct the wind. This 
works to the advantage of the park 
because even on windy days the wind 
dissipates. The fact that the park is 
60cm lower than street level also 
works to its advantage, in that it feels 
more sheltered. The pergolas on the 

western edge of the park also provide shelter.  
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Conclusions on Context

Jomfru Ane Park is located in the path of intense pedestrian fl ows origina  ng 
in Nytorv. It is a space that lives up to this poten  al by providing a green oasis 
in an area dominated by asphalt and concrete.
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How does Jomfru Ane Park live up 
to the 12 urban quality criteria? 

1. Protec  on against traffi  c acci-
dents and feeling safe

Jomfru Ane Park is not aff ected by car 
traffi  c as it is separated from Strand-
vejen, the only street in its vicinity, by 
a solid concrete wall that rises 80cm 
over the sidewalk level and 140cm 
from the level of the park. This criteri-
on is sa  sfi ed.

2. Protec  on against crime and vio-
lence, feeling secure

Out of the three factors that make 
up this criterion two are sa  sfi ed 
and the third is somewhat irrelevant. 
Jomfru Ane Park is located in a lively 
public realm, on the edge of constant 
people fl ows, and it is well lit during 
the evenings. The diversity of func-
 ons 24/7 is only par  ally sa  sfi ed 

due to the fact that the func  ons are 
not in the direct proximity to the park 
(see ill.3.26 from context for diver-
sity of func  ons.)  Ill.3.34 shows the 
ligh  ng pa  ern at the park as black 
circles. 

3. Protec  on against unpleasant 
sensory experiences

The park provides some protec  on 
from the elements in the form of 
the pergolas on its western edge. 
(ill. 3.35) Otherwise, it is completely 
open to the elements. It is somewhat 
protected from wind due to being at 
a lower level that the promenade and 
the street. This criterion is par  ally 
sa  sfi ed. 

4. Opportuni  es to walk/cycle

The park itself is too small to entertain possibili  es for walking and cycling. A 
walk around the park takes less than 2 minutes. However, its proximity to the 
promenade, where both are primary ac  vi  es, sa  sfi es this criterion. (ill. 3.36)
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for si   ng makes up for this. This 
criterion is sa  sfi ed. (ill. 3.37)

6. Opportuni  es to sit

The northern edge of the park, built 
as two 30cm high steps covered in 
wood provides the best si   ng space 
for the park. The eastern concrete 
edge also func  ons very well as a 
si   ng place. Even the planter edg-
es are at a 30cm height and can be 
used as si   ng edges. This criterion is 
sa  sfi ed. 

7.Opportuni  es to see

There are ample opportuni  es to see 
and be seen from the park. From the 
promenade it is a preferred sight. The 
only hindring is found on the south-
ern edgem in the form of the wall 
separa  ng the park from the street. 
It blocks the view towards the street 
providing noise protec  on at the 
same  me. (ill. 3.38) This criterion is 
fulfi led.

8. Opportuni  es to talk and listen

Jomfru Ane Park is a good place to 
talk and listen. When the park is 
par  ally used, the groups posi  on 
themselves at a distance that helps 
keep conversa  ons private. When 
the park is full of people, the white 
noise of the general conversa  on and 
the music some play provide perfect 
cover for more private conversa  ons. 
It is a pleasant place to talk and to 
listen. This criterion is fulfi lled. 

9. Opportuni  es for play and exer-
cise

The park is used for play, when chil-

5. Opportuni  es to stop and stay

Jomfru Ane Park provides excellent opportuni  es for stopping and staying. 
The grass lawn, located at the centre of the park is very invi  ng for people to 
use as a si   ng place, and it is used as such. There are not many things one 
could lean against, but he fact that there are so many edges that can be used 
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dren with their parents are there. As 
for exercising, there is li  le incen  ve 
for this ac  vity because right next to 
the park towards the West, there are 
sports courts that are much be  er 
adapted for exercising. This criterion 
is par  ally fulfi lled.

10. Dimensioned at human scale

Everything in Jomfru Ane Park is 
dimensioned at the human scale. All 
the edges are si  able and the park 
is easily accessible for everyone. 
The way the park is designed is very 
relatable and understandable. It is 
programmed clearly, so that people 
know where to sit and stay. (ill. 3.39)
This criterion is sa  sfi ed. 

11. Opportuni  es to enjoy the posi-
 ve aspects of climate

As for the third criterion it was 
men  oned that the park is almost 
completely open. This plays to its 
disadvantage on days with bad 
weather due to the lack of shelter, 
but very much to its advantage when 
the weather is good. Jomfru Ane Park 
is the perfect place to enjoy good 
weather, and its loca  on next to the 
open pool makes it an ideal place 
even when the weather gets too hot. 
This criterion is fulfi lled.  

12. Aesthe  c quali  es and posi  ve 
sensory experience

The park is very pleasant aesthe  cs 
wise. It has a variety of plants in dif-
ferent sizes, and the green contrasts 
well with all the concrete and asphalt 
that surrounds it. This criterion is 
therefore sa  sfi ed.

Conclusions on the 12 criteria

Out of the 12 quality criteria Jomfru Ane Park sa  sfi es nine (criterion 1, 4, 5, 
6, 7, 8, 10, 11 and 12), and par  ally sa  sfi es the other three (2, 3 and 9). The 
park is a very good example for a successful design in the right place, and 
should serve as a lesson for those aspiring to apply the 12 criteria.
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What should be done about it? 

• The short answer is, nothing. The space is very successful as it stands 
today. However, if there is one disadvantage that Jomfru Ane Park has, it 
is that it has become too popular, and on days of very intense use, being 
there can be overwhelming. This is as much a consequence of the park’s 
popularity, as it is a consequence of the fact that Utzon Park located 
immediately East of Jomfru Ane Park is far less a  rac  ve. A good solu  on 
would be to improve the la  er in order to ease pressure on the former. 
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3.5 Case Study: Musikkens Plads 

What has planning done for this 
space? 

Musikkens Plads is covered by local 
plan nr. 1-1-111 approved in 2011. 
The area that the local plan regulates 
includes the university building, the 
student housing, Musikkens Plads 
and the stretch of waterfront prom-
enade that crosses it. Below are the 
important excerpts from the local 
plan regarding urban space.

 The goals of the local plan are: 

- “that the area “can be trans-
formed into an experience rich and 
sustainable urban area, with urban 
quali  es and recrea  onal purposes in 
connec  on with the city and the  ord, 
for mixed urban purposes in the form 
of housing, culture, shops, restau-
rants, hotel, teaching and offi  ce;

- that the desired cohesion, 
high quality and green, sustainable 
solu  ons refl ect in the area’s build-
ings and its outdoor areas;

- that the area is decorated 
with a  rac  ve and usable urban 
spaces with good living possibili  es;

- that there is an area reserved 
for a waterfront promenade with 
at least 15m width.“ [Aalborg Kom-
mune, 2011 p: 22]

Only one building has to have public 
oriented uses, and that is the south-
ernmost student housing building. 
The other student housing buildings 
are not required to have this, al-
though both student housing build-

ings must have ac  ve and open ground fl oor facades, shown on the map with 
orange and red lines. (ill. 3.40) The point of the ac  ve facades is that “at least 
50% of the area of the ground fl oor is used for public oriented services such 
as shops, restaurants, cafes/publicly available canteens, galleries and the like, 
as well as extrovert recrea  onal and cultural func  ons.” [Aalborg Kommune, 
2011 p: 24] They must not be used for banks, real estate, law fi rms or insur-
ance offi  ces. 

The meaning with the open facades is that “at least 50% of the fl oor area is 
used for outgoing or func  ons, for outgoing corporate and ins  tu  onal func-
 ons such as lobby, recep  on, showrooms, showroom, canteen and similar to 

those of the Technology and Environmental Administra  on contributes to cre-
a  ng urban life in the area through outgoing func  ons. In addi  on, the ground 
fl oor must be used for public-oriented service industries such as shops,restau-
rants and cafes, as well as to liberal professions such as banks, law fi rms and 
real estate agencies, insurance offi  ces, clinics and the like.” [Aalborg Kom-
mune, 2011 p: 24] 

“The facades towards urban spaces (streets, squares and passages) must, 
through design and materials, have many details and a character that sup-
ports experiencing the urban space.” [Aalborg Kommune, 2011 p:24]

The area has two kinds of urban space: public (Musikkens Plads) and 
semi-public (the enclaves in between the student housing buildings).
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For the public urban space, the plan defi nes the character that the urban 
space must have. 

The public spaces with green and recrea  onal character must follow these 
general guidelines:

• “The layout of the urban spaces is based on its use and should generally be 
safe from traffi  c, have connec  ons and good overview condi  ons.

• A wind comfort level must be ensured in the urban spaces which supports 
the opportunity for long stays.

• There must be ample public, staying opportuni  es for both shorter and 
longer stays.

• The sight line towards the  ord must not be hindered

• The primary fl ow lines for pedestrians and cyclists must be secured through 
the urban spaces. 

• The ligh  ng must mark the spa  ality of the urban spaces; road ligh  ng must 
be aimed at pedestrians and cyclists in housing areas.

• New plan  ng must be robust and consistent with the use of the urban spac-
es, scale, character and growth condi  ons.” [Aalborg Kommune, 2011 p: 25]

The semi-private spaces are not strictly regulated through the plan. Overall 
the plan details the intensions for the urban spaces in the area well, poin  ng 
in the direc  on of crea  ng urban spaces that support ac  vi  es and urban life. 
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What is the context of Musikkens 
Plads? 

Musikkens Plads is located on the 
eastern side of the waterfront, be-
tween the Music House the Henning 
Larsen student housing, Strandvejen 
and the waterfront promenade. It is 
within a 2 minutes’ walk from Nord-
kra  , the city library and Karolinelund 
Park. It is connected via the prome-
nade to the Utzon Park, and Jomfru 
Ane Park. (ill. 3.41)

Musikkens Plads is a new urban 
space fi nished it 2015 and serves 
as a recrea  on area for the student 
housing, the university and the Music 
House. It is rarely used for staying, 
being mostly a pass-through area for 
people on their way someplace else. 

Defi ning Musikkens Plads 

Clearly defi ning this space is a chal-
lenge because it does not have clear 
edges. Towards the North it merges 
into the promenade, towards the 
South it is not clear if it stops or con-
 nues a  er the change in pavement 

from asphalt to concrete and towards 
the west, it merges into the area in 
front of the university building. Only 
on the eastern side there is a clear 
edge of the space, namely the Music 
House pla  orm.  For the purpose of 
this study the space will be defi ned 
as shown in ill.3.42. Ill.3.43 shows the 
edges of the space.

The space is visually divided in two: 
the northern part, merging into the 
promenade, paved with asphalt 
and black gravel, and the southern 
part, paved with white concrete that 

opens up into the sidewalk of Strandvejen. The northern part is intended as a 
recrea  onal area with possibili  es for staying and si   ng, while the southern 
part is more of a natural con  nua  on of the semi-private enclaves around 
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the student housing. As men  oned above, Musikkens Plads is diffi  cult to 
defi ne, due to its merging with its surrounding area. The area marked on the 
above map measures ca. 8.820m2 evenly divided between the northern and 
southern parts. It is a very large area for an urban space. Just one of its parts 
is larger than both Jomfru Ane Park and Gammeltorv. Ill.3.44 puts Musikkens 
Plads’ scale in perspec  ve by showing its size in rela  on of that of a handball 
fi eld measuring 40x20m. 

2

1
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Land use 

Ill. 3.45 and 3.46 show the uses of the 
buildings in the vicinity of Musikkens 
Plads and the  mes of day that these 
are ac  ve. Musikkens Plads is located 
in an area of mostly single use build-
ings, with the excep  on of Nordkra  , 
which is a hub of mixed uses. There 
are a few other buildings that are 
mixed use. This, combined with the 
fact that most single use func  ons 
are ac  vated mostly during regular 
business hours, is a great disadvan-
tage for the square. This is because 
it will lack users a  er hours. At the 
same  me, most of the single uses 
in the area do not require frequent 
comings and goings in the buildings, 
which means that the fl ows of people 
using these buildings are rather weak. 
Excep  ons are the university build-
ing, Nordkra   and in the evenings 
the Music House, but even with the 
fl ows generated by these there are 
not enough people to fi ll Musikkens 
Plads.  

The use of Musikkens Plads

The purpose of Musikkens Plads is 
that of recrea  on and leisure. The 
original plans for having it as a mul   
ac  vity space were changed through-
out the planning process and at the 
request of the poli  cians the space 
was made much greener with way 
more trees. [Appendix B3.2] 

The reality of the space is somewhat 
diff erent than the plans. People most-
ly just pass through it on their way 
to the promenade or somewhere 
else. Even during events like the Tall 
Ships Races that ac  vated the en  re 
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waterfront, there were few people using the square, and none used the grass 
for si   ng and staying (it was also fenced off ). Ill. 3.48 contains photos taken 
minutes apart show ac  vity levels in Musikkens Plads and the waterfront 
promenade during the event.

The most used urban furniture in the area during the Tall Ships Races and on 
an average day are the chaise longs placed on the promenade, and all the 
edges of planters that could be used for si   ng. The steps in Musikkens Plads, 
along with the sea  ng placed there were scarcely used in comparison. On an 
average day, however, the square is mostly empty. There are people passing 
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by, but almost no one stops or sits. 

Mobility

The main pedestrian fl ow in the area 
around Musikkens Plads happens on 
the Shopping street of Algade, which 
is located two streets away from 
the square. The pedestrian magnets 
shown in ill. 3.50 are the university, 
the Music House and Nordkra  . They 
a  ract large numbers of people. 
Mostly pedestrians and cyclists. Nev-
ertheless, they fail to disperse these 
fl ows in the same way that Nytorv for 
example does because the ac  vi  es 
they sustain happen inside. This 
means that even though they bring 
a lot of people into the area, few of 
those people actually go outside to 
use and enjoy the urban spaces. Peo-
ple mostly come from the South, and 
leave the same way. 

The promenade provides a constant 
but low fl ow of pedestrians. As it 
was shown in the case of Jomfru Ane 
Park, the pedestrian fl ows directed 
towards the East, meaning towards 
Musikkens Plads are weaker than 
the ones directed towards the West. 
These fl ows weaken even more in the 
proximity of the Music House. Musik-
kens Plads, along with the large space 
in front of the Music House, suff er 
because of these weak fl ows.
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Climate

Musikkens Plads is located in be-
tween two tall buildings edging it 
from the East and West. This helps 
create a wind corridor with a N-S di-
rec  on in the space. The natural wind 
direc  on is altered by the student 
housing buildings and the speed of 
the air movement increased. Ill. 3.51, 
shows a mapping taken from the mu-
nicipality’s analysis of wind pa  erns 
surrounding the Music House and the 
student housing and it reveals the 
areas where the wind is strongest. 

With regards to climate, Musikkens 
Plads is not the most comfortable ur-
ban space to be in. There are strong 
winds and, as can be seen in the 
satellite images,  [Appendix D1 the 
buildings surrounding the square cast 
large shadows on it. 

Conclusions on context

Musikkens Plads is located in an area 
of low pedestrian fl ows that also suf-
fers from strong winds. Furthermore, 
the square stands in the shadows cast 
by the tall student housing building 
and the Music House for signifi cant 
periods during the day. Addi  onal-
ly, the area in which it is located is 
mostly uni-funcional with uses that 
do not create constant fl ows through-
out the day. Last but not least, its size 
is dispropor  onate to the pedestrian 
fl ows it experiences.
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How does Musikkens Plads live up 
to the 12 urban quality criteria? 

1. Protec  on against traffi  c acci-
dents and feeling safe

Musikkens Plads is not aff ected by 
car traffi  c as it is a pedestrian urban 
space. Strandvejen is the only street 
close to the square and it has a 
wide sidewalk in front of the square 
that acts as a buff er in between the 
square and the street. Strandvejen 
is a street where the car lanes are 
divided by a median strip which helps 
keep the driving speed low. This crite-
rion is sa  sfi ed.  

2. Protec  on against crime and vio-
lence, feeling secure

Musikkens Plads is not located in a 
lively public realm, due to the lack 
of intense people fl ows. It is well-lit 
during evenings and there is a level 
of surveillance from the student 
housing tower. There is li  le diversity 
of func  ons and the area is  me pro-
grammed in a way that leaves long 
 mes during the day without any 

people in the urban spaces. However, 
the openness of the space works to 
its advantage in that any movement is 
visible from a long distance, so even 
if there are not many people in the 
space or it its vicinity, there is a level 
of surveillance in the area. This crite-
rion is par  ally sa  sfi ed. See ill. 3.53 
for the square’s ligh  ng pa  ern.

3. Protec  on against unpleasant sensory experiences

Musikkens Plads is a completely open urban space that provides no shelter 
from the elements. The wind speed is increased by the tall building, which 
make it dra  y even on the days with nice weather. Shelter could poten  ally be 
found under the overhang from the student housing building, but it is some-
what uncomfortable to do so due to the very open nature of the facade. The 
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4. Opportuni  es to walk/cycle

Musikkens Plads is a pedestrian 
space, and a good one too. You can 
also cycle through it, due to the 
accessibility slopes built into the 
landscaping. The surfaces are good 
for both walking and cycling. What is 
less interes  ng are the facades: the 
student housing facade is a con  nu-
ous glass wall with many doors inac-
cessible from the outside. The Music 
House facade could be interes  ng in 
its details, but the grey concrete that 
it is made out of make it look and 
feel boring. There are few windows 
opening towards Musikkens Plads, 
the building mostly turns a blind side 
towards the square. (ill. 3.56) This 
criterion is par  ally fulfi lled.

5. Opportuni  es to stop and stay

Musikkens Plads aff ords few oppor-
tuni  es to stop and stay. There are 
the ligh  ng posts that could be used 
by people leaning against them, but 
there are no defi ned spots for stand-
ing, and no edges to gather towards. 
The facades of the surrounding 
buildings are not at all invi  ng people 
to get close and stay. This criterion is 
not fulfi lled.

6. Opportuni  es to sit

There are many sea  ng places in 
Musikkens Plads, but they are more 
aesthe  c than func  onal. Sea  ng 
surfaces are dimensioned for one 
person (60cm) and placed at what 
is deemed the comfortable distance 
for two strangers to sit next to each 
other (60cm). If a group of two-
three people would want to use the 

facades were designed to be open, but not to have a good rela  onship with 
the urban space surrounding the building. (ill. 3.54) It is unlikely that someone 
might seek shelter there. The wind study made by the municipality did not 
fi nd a corresponding design solu  on to a  enuate the eff ects of the strong 
winds in the space. This criterion is not fulfi lled.
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sea  ng, one of them would sit on the 
seat, while the other on the concrete 
step, lower than their friend and far 
less comfortable. There are also larg-
er seats, but not large enough to host 
two people (90cm) (ill. 3.56 and 3.57)

The sea  ng in this part of the space 
is also placed on the eastern and 
western edges, turning one’s back to-
wards the Music House and the stu-
dent housing. While the edge next to 
the student housing is close enough 
to the building to make it comfortable 
(ill.3.57), the one towards the Music 
House is not (3-58). Making one feel 
like they have to watch over their 
shoulder to see what is happening. 

In the southern part of the space, the 
sea  ng is in the form of three fi xed 
chairs, that can be rotated a  er one’s 
desire. (ill. 3.59) Their loca  on in 
Musikkesn Plads is, however, unfortu-
nate, because they are found in the 
sides of what is the path through, but 
without any means to make people 
stop and use them. They are also 
placed at odd distances from each 
other which makes it unlikely that 
groups of people might actually use 
them. These should be placed closer 
to the buildings instead. That would 
incen  vise people working there to 
gather if they needed some fresh air, 
and at the same  me they will be 
more sheltered from the wind than in 
their current loca  on.

Unsurprisingly, the seats used the 
most at Musikkens Plads are the ones 
on its northern end, where the space 
merges into the promenade. These 
are fi xed chaise longs that can be ro-

tated as one pleases, and are very comfortable. (ill. 3.60) Even if they are not 
technically wide enough for two people to sit comfortably side by side in one 
chair, they are o  en used by couples to enjoy the views. Even on days where 
the weather is less forgiving, there are people using them. Why are they being 
used while the others shunned? First, their placement in the middle of the pe-
destrian fl ows make them an obvious choice for sea  ng. Second, they are the 
most comfortable out of all other seats in the area. And third, they provide a 
playful element in that they can be turned around as one wishes. The other 
chairs have this characteris  c as well, but are far less a  rac  ve. The grass 
areas are never used for si   ng. This criterion is par  ally fulfi lled.
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7. Opportuni  es to see

Musikkens Plads provides opportu-
ni  es to see and be seen, but, the 
seeing distances are large because 
the space is so big. This criterion is 
sa  sfi ed.

8. Opportuni  es to talk and listen

There are good opportuni  es to talk 
and listen at Musikkens Plads. The 
space is large enough to allow groups 
to sit at comfortable distances, and 
there are no echoes. This criterion is 
fulfi lled. 

9. Opportuni  es for play and exer-
cise

Musikkens Plads could provide op-
portuni  es for exercising and play. 
But, some of those are hindered by 
ac  ve measures to prevent the usage 
of the edges for such ac  vi  es like 
skateboarding. (ill. 3.61) 

The water feature in the square was 
meant to be used as a play feature, 
and it was designed so that it is com-
fortable to step into and play inside. 
The water is only a few cen  metres 
deep, so there is no danger even for 
small children. It is not used for play, 
however, and that is due to the fact 
that there is no indica  on that people 
and children can play there. It has a 
more sculptural quality than a playful 
one. There is also li  le doubt that the 
lack of users in the square plays a role 
into the fountain not being used for 
play. Water is a magnet for play, but 
people are needed. This criterion is 
par  ally fulfi lled.
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10. Dimensioned at human scale

Musikkens Plads is not dimensioned at a human scale. The furniture and 
furnishings, plants and sea  ng edges are at a human scale. The space itself 
however, is too big and open for it to be perceived at the human scale. The 
buildings are tall and dominate both in height and volume. The size of the 
space is in harmony with the buildings, but the human being is lost. What 
it lacks is a visual division that would make it more easily comprehensive to 
people. The seats discussed for criterion 6, the ones deemed unfortunate in 
their loca  on, could help in crea  ng some enclaves. But, having them placed 
next to planted areas of low vegeta  on does not help create a more in  mate 
feeling. This criterion is not fulfi lled.

11. Opportuni  es to enjoy the posi  ve aspects of climate 

There are ample opportuni  es to enjoy good weather at Musikkens Plads. 
There is sea  ng, and even having the large shadows can be advantageous on 
really hot days. The rota  ng chairs and chaise lounges contribute greatly to 
the enjoyment of good weather. This criterion is fulfi lled.

12. Aesthe  c quali  es and posi  ve sensory experience

Aesthe  cally, Musikkens Plads is a good space, with high quality design and 
materials. One could say that it is more aesthe  cally pleasing than func  onal. 
This criterion is fulfi lled. 
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Conclusions on the Criteria 

Out of the 12 criteria Musikkens Plads fulfi ls criterion 1, 7, 8, 11 and 12. It 
par  ally fulfi ls criterion 2, 4, 6, 9 and does not fulfi l 3, 5 and 10. A  er looking 
at both the criteria and the context of the space, it becomes clear that what 
Musikkens Plads needs is people. The space is grossly underused. 

What should be done about it? 

• In order to a  ract more people into this space a strong a  ractor is need-
ed in the square. It must be an ac  vity that generates fl ows of people 
throughout the day and the evening, so that people have a reason to stop 
at Musikkens Plads. It could be housed on the ground fl oor of the student 
housing, or in a temporary building in the square. It could be a restaurant 
cheap enough to appeal to a student’s budget, or a cultural ac  vity that 
appeals to people’s curiosity. Ideally it would have the en  re ground fl oor 
of the student housing rented out to businesses that require constant 
fl ows of people.  

• A second sugges  on is to create shelter from the wind. Strong winds 
are the main deterrent for people staying in the square. The sheltering 
solu  on does not have to dras  cally impact the aesthe  c quali  es of the 
square, but is needed to get people to use the space in less than ideal 
weather condi  ons. 

• Ac  vity in the square must be encouraged, in the form of short events 
(like a DJ playing music one a  ernoon, a dance performance, a theatre 
play, etc.), so that Musikkens Plads becomes associated with interes  ng 
ac  vi  es. These events could be organised by the municipality, or by pri-
vate actors with the municipality as a facilitator. 

• The southern part of the space should be redesigned to include more in-
 mate areas that would help not only with giving Musikkens Plads a more 

human scale feeling, but also ac  vate this part of the space that now sits 
empty.
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3.6 Case study Nørresundby Square

What has Planning Done for this Space? 

Nørresundby Square is not covered by a local plan. It is covered by the munic-
ipal plan frame 1.2.C2 that also covers most of the central part of Nørresund-
by, though. The goal of the frame is to preserve the character of Nørresund-
by’s old town centre, preserving and expanding its mixed use and the exis  ng 
housing in the area. The frame can be seen in Appendix C5. Regarding urban 
space, the frame refers to the renova  on process from the 1990’s that has 
formed the square as it is seen today. The character of the place must be pre-
served and city life promoted. Many of the buildings framing the square are 
protected, and for future planning endeavours it is important that the overall 
structure and sightlines form the square are preserved.  

What is  the Context of Nørresundby Square? 

Nørresundby Square is located at the core of the old town of Nørresundby. Its 
loca  on, slightly off  centre from the bridge, has been explained in the intro-
duc  on to the case studies part of this chapter. It is located in close proximity 

to the Nørresundby waterfront prom-
enade and the town’s main shopping 
street: Vestergade. It is also connect-
ed, across the bridge with the city 
centre of Aalborg and its waterfront.    
(ill. 3.64)

Defi ning Nørresundby Square

Nørresundby Square is a city square 
defi ned by its surrounding buildings. 
There are several preserved buildings 
in the proximity of the square, includ-
ing the old Nørresundby City Hall, the 
Bridge House and Folkets Hus located 
at the entrance to Vestergade. Car 
traffi  c is allowed in the square, on the 
street called Torvet, which is an inte-
gral part of the space. This street di-
vides the square on a N-S axis, though 
not symmetrically. The part of the 
square located West of the street is 
long and very narrow with a widened 
sidewalk character, while the part 
located towards the east of the street 
is wider and has more of a square 
character. Nørresundby Square is an 
elongated space, oriented N-S with 
an area of approximately 6130m2, 
148m long, and 40m at its widest 
point. It is a large space defi ned also 
by the street crossing it and the water 
feature that acts as a guiding element 
diagonally across the space. (ill. 3.65)

PART 2: THEORETICAL GROUNDING Ch. 3



88

PART 2: THEORETICAL GROUNDING Ch. 3



89

Land Use

Ill. 3.67 and 3.68 show the land use 
surrounding Nørresundby Square and 
the  mes of day they ac  vate the 
area. It is mostly a mixed-use area, 
with commercial and housing as the 
most common mix. There are several 
single-use buildings, with offi  ces and 
fi nance being dominant. Overall the 
area is well ac  vated during business 
hours, but the ac  vity level drops 
drama  cally a  er 5 o’clock in the 
a  ernoon. The area is lacking  me 
programming and func  ons that 
ac  vate it in the evenings. There is 
one pizza place on Vestergade that 
brings some people into the area in 
the evening. Otherwise, a  er the 
shops are closed, the area dies. There 
is some ac  vity along the promenade 
in Nørresundby, but the distance 
between the square and the prom-
enade make it mostly irrelevant to 
Nørresundby Square.   

The Use of Nørresundby Square 

Nørresundby Square is mostly used 
as a pass-through space. It is sup-
posed to be a recrea  ve square at 
the centre of the old town, but its 
confi gura  on and furnishing do not 
really support this ac  vity. During 
summer there is an event happening 
every Friday in the square in form of 
a farmers market. Some  mes there 
are concerts or other events, taking 
advantage of the built-in stage in the 
square. During these events there are 
people gathering, but on a regular 
day, the square is mostly empty. Peo-
ple gather around the bus stops, but 
other than that there are few si   ng.
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Mobility

Mobility around Nørresundby Square 
is defi ned by the vehicle traffi  c fl ows. 
There is a street actually crossing 
the square dividing it. This alone 
has a great infl uence on the way the 
square is used. Ill. 3.69 and 3.70 show 
mobility and mobility pa  erns around 
Nørresundby Square. 

Flows of vehicles, pedestrians and 
cyclists are intertwined at Nørresund-
by Square, making understanding the 
pa  erns of movement diffi  cult. Most 
pedestrian fl ows originate from the 
surrounding area and gather either 
on the shopping street Vestergade, 
or on the promenade. The gathering 
point in the square is around the bus 
stops. There is temporary parking 
(taxi area) allowed in front of some 
banks located in the square. They 
not only take up space in the square, 
but they also set a tone for the en  re 
space that traffi  c is expected and 
welcomed here. This should not be 
so. Nor should parking be allowed on 
the shopping street. There have been 
discussions between the municipality 
and the shop owners on Vestergade 
to remove the parking spaces, but 
they are s  ll there at the  me this 
project was made.
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Climate

Nørresundby Square is oriented 
towards the South benefi   ng from 
sunlight throughout the day. It suff ers 
somewhat from high winds, but no 
worse than its surrounding area, with 
the strongest winds coming from the 
S-W, meaning from the  ord.

Conclusions on Context 

Nørresundby Square’s context is 
dominated by the traffi  c coming from 
and towards the bridge. The square is 
fragmented by car access and ac  vi-
ty is scarce and disparaged. The use 
of the area does not a  ract enough 
people to fi ll the square. However, 
when special events are hosted there, 
people gather. 
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How does Nørresundby Square live 
up to the 12 urban quality criteria?

1. Protec  on against traffi  c acci-
dents and feeling safe 

Given that vehicle traffi  c plays a great 
part in the way Nørresundby Square 
is used, the square is quite safe. The 
square is designed as a modifi ed form 
of shared space, where the pavement 
of the pedestrian areas is similar to 
that of the car lanes to give the sense 
of one space, but s  ll dis  nc  ve 
enough as to not confuse the two. 
Traffi  c speed is slow because of the 
sense of unity in the space, but it is 
clear for pedestrians where they go 
and where the cars drive. The vehicle 
fl ows are close to being constant, 
which make all the user groups aware 
of their designated spaces. This crite-
rion is fulfi lled. 

2. Protec  on against crime and vio-
lence, feeling secure

Nørresundby Square is located in 
a lively public realm area during 
business hours. There are constant 
fl ows of people going through the 
square, and there are good sightlines 
that allow for any event to be seen 
from a distance. There is not much 
diversity of func  ons that would 
ac  vate the space at all hours of the 
day. However, the square is well lit in 
the evenings as ill. 3.72 shows (the 
black dots). This criterion is par  ally 
fulfi lled.

3. Protec  on against unpleasant 
sensory experiences

There is li  le shelter from the ele-

ments in Nørresundby Square. Here and there, some of the businesses and 
shops have canopies but these are few. The buildings edging the square have 
few and shallow overhangs as seen in ill. 3.73. The best shelter is at the bus 
stops, which are covered. The bus stops also provide shelter from the wind, 
on days with strong dra  s. This criterion is not fulfi lled.
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4. Opportuni  es to walk/cycle

Nørresundby Square is a great place 
to walk and cycle. The pavement 
is good for both, and the views are 
interes  ng. There are mul  ple oppor-
tuni  es to stop and turn, and    the 
square is interes  ng enough to slow 
down the cycling speed in order to 
experience it be  er. The facades of 
the buildings can be seen in ill.3.74. 
This criterion is fulfi lled.

5. Opportuni  es to stop and stay

Nørresundby Square provides good 
opportuni  es to stop and stay. The 
facades are interes  ng and people 
are stopping in their proximity o  en. 
Staying however happens for very 
short periods of  me. Nørresundby 
Square is more a pass-through kind 
of space than a recrea  onal one. This 
criterion is sa  sfi ed.

6. Opportuni  es to sit

Opportuni  es to sit are scarce at 
Nørresundby Square and dispropor-
 onate to the space’s size. Formal 

sea  ng benches are few (only 8), and 
they are posi  oned more from aes-
the  c considera  ons than func  onal 
ones. (ill. 3.75) There is a built-in 
stage towards the Northern end of 
the square which can also be used for 
sea  ng. This criterion is not sa  sfi ed.

7. Opportuni  es to see

Nørresundby square provides good 
opportuni  es to see and be seen. 
What it lacks is enough users to 
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ac  vate the sights and make people 
want to stop and stay. Seeing distanc-
es are large on the N-S axis, but much 
smaller on the E-W axis. This criterion 
is sa  sfi ed.  

8. Opportuni  es to talk and listen

There are good opportuni  es to talk 
and listen in Nørresundby Square. 
The traffi  c noise is not loud enough 
to be interfering with these ac  vi  es. 
This criterion is fulfi lled. 

9. Opportuni  es for play and exer-
cise 

There are good opportuni  es to play 
and exercise in Nørresundby Square. 
The fountain can be used for water 
play, and the stage for exercising. 
The square is o  en passed through 
by runners. (ill. 3.76) This criterion is 
par  ally sa  sfi ed.

10. Dimensioned at human scale

Nørresundby Square is designed with 
the human scale in mind, the build-
ings and their facades make this clear. 
However, the size of the place in rela-
 on to its furnishings posts a problem 

because there is too much empty 
space, and that diminishes the feeling 
that you are in a place where the hu-
man scale is important. (ill. 3.77) This 
criterion is par  ally sa  sfi ed.  

11. Opportuni  es to enjoy the posi-
 ve aspects of climate

There are ample opportuni  es to 
enjoy good weather in Nørresundby 
Square, however, due to the limited 
sea  ng not many people can use the 
space at the same  me. This criterion 

is par  ally sa  sfi ed.

12. Aesthe  c quali  es and posi  ve sensory experience

Nørresundby Square has a high-quality design, and materials. It is pleasant to 
be there, and the square’s confi gura  on makes it an interes  ng place to be. Its 
collec  on of older and newer buildings also provide an aesthe  c diversity that 
is most welcome. This criterion is fulfi lled

Conclusions on the 12 criteria

Nørresundby Square sa  sfi es criterion 1, 4, 5, 7, 8 and 12. It par  ally sat-
isfi es criterion 2,9, 10 and 11, and it does not sa  sfy criterion 3 and 6. The 
place needs be  er opportuni  es to sit and stay, and land uses that ac  vate it 
through the a  ernoons and evenings. 
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What should be done about it? 

• The fi rst sugges  on is removing the temporary parking in front of the 
banks. It should be no doubt that Nørresundby Square is a pedestrian 
space, with limited vehicle traffi  c allowed.

• Nørresundby Square needs more sea  ng space. The square is used for 
events that require it to allow for vehicle access, but that doesn’t mean 
that it should remain empty on an average day. Semi-permanent furniture 
can be placed in the square to allow for more sea  ng on an every day. 
These can be removed in case of special events. And replaced a  erwards. 

• Nørresundby Square needs diversity of uses in the surrounding buildings. 
That would ac  vate the area a  er business hours. Cafes, restaurants are 
completely missing from the area. These ac  vi  es should be somehow 
encouraged, which means that a substan  al urban regenera  on eff ort is 
required for the central part of Nørresundby. 
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3. 7 Conclusions 

The four case studies presented here underline the need for great care when 
applying planning and design theories to the city. A thorough understanding 
of the concepts from theory that are applied is impera  ve. For example, the 
cases of Musikkens Plads, and Nørresundby Square have shown a superfi cial 
understanding of the concept of mixed use. The cases of Gammeltorv and 
Nørresundby Square have shown a disregard for the physical framework that 
could make them be be  er used: sea  ng space. Musikkens Plads, though of 
high aesthe  c quality and with plenty of sea  ng space fails to generate the 
pedestrian fl ows that would make it work. Gammeltorv, Musikkens Plads and 
Nørresundby square lack percep  on at a human scale. The case of Jomfru 
Ane Park is peculiar, because it is a space that is overused but that has up un  l 
now, held its own. Pressure on it space should be eased.  

The case studies in this chapter iden  fy four core issues that contemporary 
urban spaces need to handle: lack of users, lack of programming and furni-
ture, apparent mixed use and deceiving human scale. Planning and design 
theories tackle these issues, but they are diffi  cult to apply in real life, because 
even these theories lack a level of detailing that translates into measurable 
parameters. For example Gehl’s criterion on seatable space does not specify 
height, length or depth. Whyte gets closer, but even he keeps actual pa-
rameters to a minimum. Jacobs speaks about generators of fl ows, but the 
condi  ons for these to func  on reach out from planning theory, and into the 
discussions and agreements throughout the planning process. 
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CH. 4: THINGS TO KEEP IN MIND WHEN
PLANNING AND DESIGNING URBAN SPACES

The fi nal chapter of this study is, in a way, a synthesized 
version of things discussed in the previous two chapters. 
The goal for this chapter is to provide the reader with a 
simple and comprehensive set of tools that can be used 
when analysing or designing urban spaces. The case 
studies have shown that on some level the principles of 
planning and designing for good, func  onal urban spaces 
are misapplied. It is the purpose of this chapter to provide 
a framework for be  er applying these theories.  

Method

This chapter is empirical in nature and it is built on the 
founda  ons set by chapters 2 and 3 in this study, as well 
as on the mul  ple planning and design theories discussed 
throughout these chapters. It is divided into two parts 
for need of a structure, one dealing with planning related 
things and the other with design related elements. How-
ever, its understanding should be as a whole, because the 
things that make spaces great are always a combina  on 
of the two. 

4.1 Planning Related Things to Keep in Mind

Two Levels of Analysis: Contextual and Localized 

Urban spaces analysis should be done on two levels: that 
of the context of the space, which includes a larger area 
of the city, and on a localized level, regarding only the 
space itself and its adjacent buildings. While the broader 
context provides informa  on about the general mobility 
and land use in the area, the analysis of the space itself 
establishes the strengths and weaknesses of the design 
of the place. Both are important, because they show the 
rela  onship between the space and its surrounding area. 
This rela  onship should be symbio  c.

Context Analysis and Interpreta  on of What is Relevant. 

Context analysis for urban spaces can be done in many 
diff erent ways, and employing diff erent levels of com-
plexity. Although, it is not necessarily the most complex 

analysis that yields the best conclusions. More important 
is iden  fying what is relevant for the par  cular analysed 
space, and pursuing the criteria that can help iden  fy the 
underlying causes for its status quo.

For example, in the case of Musikkens Plads the lack of 
people using the space is par  ally explained by its loca-
 on in rela  on to major pedestrian fl ows. Vehicle fl ows 

are close to irrelevant, and cyclist fl ows ma  er but a li  le 
more than cars. A mobility analysis of that space needs 
to focus on the pedestrian fl ows, and any solu  ons for a 
possible renova  on or remodelling on how to a  ract or 
create these fl ows. 

Another example for establishing relevance in analysis 
criteria is the land use analysis. Mixed use areas are well 
documented for being safe, func  onal and popular. But it 
is not just the fact that buildings in an area house mixed 
uses. Mixed use brings about the diversity found in good 
urban areas only if they a  ract people in the streets and 
urban spaces at all  mes of day. That is what creates 
urban life, not just having a random mixture of func  ons. 
Nørresundby Square is a tes  mony to that fact. 

Finding the relevant analysis criteria can be a diffi  cult 
task, and it o  en happens that they are only iden  fi ed 
a  er more extensive analysis. This is only natural, though.  
A  er all planners analysing urban areas o  en have li  le 
knowledge of the daily rou  nes taking place in the ana-
lysed area. What is important is to sieve through the data 
and focus only on the relevant things.

Understanding How Vision Goals Translate into Physical 
Space 

In chapter 1 it was discussed that the ac  vi  es set in the 
vision documents do not necessarily translate into the 
ac  vity levels set in the goals. While this is true, there are 
ways to set thing in mo  on in the right direc  on. 

For example, if the goal for a space is to be a lively public 
realm, the key word here is people. An urban space needs 

Research Ques  on:

What to keep in mind when planning and designing urban spaces?
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lots of people in order to create the atmosphere of a 
lively public realm. This brings the ques  on of how to get 
people in the area, and outside in the streets. 

If the goal is for a specifi c user group to use an urban 
space, then special planning and furnishings must appeal 
to that user group. 

Understanding User’s Needs 

Planning has the diffi  cult task to try and create or change 
areas of towns and ci  es to be  er fi t the reality of the 
day. Throughout the nego  a  ons for any project, the 
ques  on of what the users of the area need should be 
predominant. Understanding the needs of people using 
the new or improved area means a step ahead in ge   ng 
them met. Plans are o  en made for only primary func-
 ons, while the secondary ones are not advocated for 

well enough. For example, having an area of many stu-
dent housing buildings, and not a single cafe or bar where 
they can enjoy their neighbourhood, or having an area of 
offi  ces without a place where someone could get their 
lunch. The secondary uses, the ones that mostly speak 
to the personal needs of people, need to be promoted 
throughout the planning process, because those are the 
ones that bring people outside and onto the streets. 
Ques  ons like, where do these people get a take-out 
pizza from, where can they have a drink, or where can 
they fi x a bike may seem trivial, but they speak directly to 
people’s actual needs. They need to be asked during the 
nego  a  ons for urban development projects.  

The Need to Hear the Stories of People 

The case studies presented in chapter 3 were made 
possible by in-depth knowledge that the author of this 
study had about them. It is the same with any other 
urban space analysis. What do we do, however, when as 
planners or developers we must make such an analysis in 
areas that are unknown to us? The answer is to talk to the 
people living or working there. Ci  zen mee  ngs help with 
this, but they are not enough, because at these meet-
ing people usually express what they think is important. 
Not that this informa  on is irrelevant, but many  mes, 
the causes of their grievances, or the origins of an area’s 

problems are hidden in the stories that these people tell 
about their daily life. Interac  ng with them on a personal 
level and listening to them can help planners a lot. It was 
through talking to the shop owners of Vestergade that the 
author learned of their dissa  sfac  on with the parking 
spaces on the street. 

4.2 Design Related Things to Keep in Mind 

Sea  ng and Staying 

Si   ng place in urban spaces must be dimensioned in 
accordance to the intensity of use desired. Calcula  ng the 
eff ec  ve capacity of an urban space is a good indicator 
of its intended use. Sea  ng must be placed according to 
views, people fl ows and climate comfort. Some  mes that 
means a less than neat plan drawing, but it will make for 
a be  er used space. Sea  ng must also be comfortable. A 
comfortable height, a comfortable material. Many  mes, 
sea  ng is created out of the materials used for pavement. 
At Musikkens Plads, the sea  ng is created using the same 
concrete slabs that the steps are made of, by stacking two 
of them and adding a metal seat. They look neat, but the 
metal is uncomfortable and cold. The simple concrete 
would have done be  er.

The Human Scale 

Designing at a human scale is o  en incompletely under-
stood. Facades designed in a comprehensible scale for 
humans, and dimensioning sea  ng and furniture for the 
use of people are just two parts of it. The third part, the 
one that is forgo  en, is the fact that urban spaces must 
also be perceived at a human scale. People understand 
outdoor space depending on what they can relate to as 
human beings. A place like Jomfru Ane Park is perceived 
as being comfortable and relatable, even if it is ⅔ of the 
size of Gammeltorv, because it’s design makes it appear 
smaller, and therefore more relatable. Very large spaces 
need some sort of visual division that make them relat-
able to humans, or they need to be crowded enough so 
that you only get to perceive them in small empty areas 
surrounded by lots of people. This can be done using 
vegeta  on, furniture, and walls.    
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Indoor - outdoor rela  onship 

The design of urban spaces should contribute to crea  ng 
a symbiosis with the buildings surrounding it. This rela-
 onship is important especially in places that rely on the 

people using the buildings to use the urban space as well. 
Sea  ng and staying should be emphasized close to the 
buildings and shelter created. 

Passive Surveillance

Buildings with facades edging urban spaces should pro-
vide windows towards these, so that people can see what 
is happening in these spaces. This ensures not only safety, 
but provides also entertainment. Buildings cannot turn 
their backs on the urban spaces because that also has an 
infl uence on the way these spaces are being used.

4.3 Common Misconcep  ons about Urban Spaces in 
Planning and Design

A common misconcep  on in planning is that building a 
new housing area, with a high density of housing units 
will bring about life in the streets surrounding these build-
ings, because so many thousands of people live here now. 
It is not true, though. Housing projects in the 50ies and 
60ies did just that, and soon they came to be dangerous 
and, in many cases, hated. [Tyrnauer, 2016] People need 
reasons to be outside, and if they are to stay outside, 
they need things to do. If the public realm accommodates 
them, then the development will make for a lively area. 

Another misconcep  on is that leaving an urban space 
mostly empty allows for it to be fl exibly used. Some  mes 
the larger the space, the emp  er. This misconcep  on is 
par  ally based on examples from old ci  es, like Rome, 
Florence, Athens, where the old agoras and squares have 
worked perfectly well empty of any visible programming 
for centuries. These spaces have, however a solid support 
in diversity of func  ons, cultural pearls of architecture 
and art, and are landmarks of historical events. They work 
because of all these factors. New urban spaces lack this 
kind of support. Therefore, leaving them empty of any 
permanent programming for the possibility of fl exible use 
is not a good idea. Empty urban spaces become pass-

through areas. 

A fi nal misconcep  on is that of the lawn as an a  rac  ve 
place to sit, stay and play. It is true that grass lawns can 
be used for si   ng and staying, but that only happens 
when there are other factors at work that put people 
there. For example, the lawn in Jomfru Ane Park is used 
because it represents the largest si   ng area in the park. 
The design of the park, with the lawn at this centre is 
that of a theatre hall, where the stage is the lawn. Adding 
to this the intense people fl ows around the park, there 
is li  le wonder that it is used the way it is. Contrary, the 
lawn at Utzon Park, not 150 m from Jomfru Ane Park, is 
always empty. There is no design to emphasize it, it is just 
a green stain in a sea of asphalt. The same fl ows of people 
surround it, but it stays empty. For new projects, illustra-
 ons are created showing them full of ac  vity and life. In 

reality, they stay mostly empty. 

The ideas presented in this chapter are just the ones that 
were crystalized throughout the processes of chapters 2 
and 3. There are certainly more that can be iden  fi ed, but 
this project is restricted only to the methods and theories 
used in these two chapters. 

PART 3: PRINCIPLES Ch. 4
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CONCLUSION

The goal of this project has been that of exploring the way urban spaces are 
being planned, designed and built viewed from a pracsis point of view. The 
project also set out to inves  gate the diff erences between what is planned 
and what is built, and in case of failure to deliver on the goals set in the plans 
what went wrong, and how it happened. 

The approach of urban developemnts and the role urban spaces have in them, 
from a pracsis point of view has inadvertantly led back to theories of planning 
and design. Having verifi ed how these theories are applied in pracsis, there 
is now a clear picture of the phenomena that surround urban space planning 
nad design. 

Planning is limited in its formal form to regulate and create urban life. they 
can regulate space, but the factors that create life in the streets and urban 
spaces are nego  ated and decided in the informal planning process. This 
happens especially because the kind of ac  viteis that generate lively areas are 
the small scale shops and businesses that put people on the streets: neigh-
bourhood shops and workshops, cafes, bars, restaurants, galleries and studios. 
These ac  vi  es come about spontaneous behind primary uses like housing 
and offi  ces, but can be encouraged through planning by making agreements 
with localised small business owners, or educa  on ins  tu  ons that get for ex-
ample cheaper rent prices, in exchage for pu   ng people on the streets. Leav-
ing this aspect to chance is becoming less and less of an op  on, in the context 
of new developments. Formal planning can therefore create the spaces, but 
ge   ng a desired ac  vity level require ac  ve eff orts to support it. 

The number one requirement for a good urban space is it being used. This 
means people using it, passing through, stopping, si   ng, platying, etc. even 
the best designed spaces lay forgo  en if there aren’t people enough around 
to use them. At the same  me, spaces located in excellent people fl ows stay 
empty if there aren’t any amen  es to get people to use them. 

Cau  on must be exercised when theories are applied to the city. prac  ce has 
shown that misunderstanding concepts, or superfi cially understanding them 
can have severe consequences. 

For the prac  ce of planning and designing urban spaces, a cri  al approach to 
the methods used for analysing the city is very important. It is easy to fall in a 
rou  ne of using the same methods again and again, and there are of course, 
criteria that are reused. The ques  on of relevance for the specifi c case of 
these criteria should however, always be asked.     
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For the research in this project, I ended up turning the classical research 
approach on its head, by disregarding theore  cal frameworks (in the fi rst 
part of the project) and star  ng from prac  ce, and the prac  cal experiences 
of people who make a living in planning and developing ci  es. This approach 
brought about a great deal of anxiety, in the same way any new learning 
experience does. At the same  me, it brought on a much needed change of 
perspec  ve and with it, a much be  er understanding of the chosen research 
topic. While the project started from this diff erent perspec  ve, con  nued by 
going back to theore  cal frameworks, because the study of prac  ce pointed 
in the direc  on of well known planning and design theories that deal with the 
urban life aspect of ci  es. Stepping away from the well known path, I chose 
to look at the way theory is applied, because it made li  le sense knowing the 
theory, and s  ll building li  le used spaces. This was the most illumina  ng part 
of this project. Last but not least, I tried to condense what I have learned din 
a few ideas to keep in mind when planning and designing urban spaces. Many 
of these ideas, expressed in the last chapter of this project have been things 
that I tried to ar  culate ever since the fi rst mappings in Gammeltorv in 2015. 
This paper have been the means to do so. 

REFLEXIONS
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