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Abstract

In the beggining of 2020 world was hit with COVID-19 pandemic and metropolitan cities

were hit the hardest. Urban life had to continue under new circumstances. Countries

reacted to this state of emergency di�erently. Denmark implemented lockdown to contain

the spread of the virus by limiting gatherings to maximum 10 people, closing schools,

universities, daycare, entertainment and public leisure facilities. Life in Denmark was on

hold. People adapted to the new regulations and continued their life with social distance.

The perception of urban life has changed and people started to avoid crowded spaces. As a

result, people claimed the public spaces within their close proximity and turned local public

spaces into their outdoor living rooms. This situation also shed light into vulnerabilities

of dense urban areas like Vesterbro. As a district that already su�ers from lack of space

and increasing population, the citizens of Vesterbro felt the pressure even more. The lack

of public space increased the demand on existing public spaces and the increased demand

resulted with reduced the quality those public spaces. The pandemic changed the way

citizens of Vesterbro evaluate their public space and unlocked their desires to have a good

public space. The online survey and structured interviews with the citizens and third

places allowed me to draw a general perception of public space after COVID-19. People

perceived existing public spaces as crowded, dirty, loud, and small. On the other hand

they also perceived it is local, friendly, and lively. Their preferences of public space was

to have more open, green and active public spaces. The existing public spaces o�ered a

lot of unique qualities that allowed users to internalize themselves with the space but they

weren't satisfying and needed improvements. Lastly these results allowed me to give my

interpretation of qualities for good public space in the light of COVID-19 which are: safety,

close proximity, space/attraction balance, connection with nature, engagement/comfort

balance and �exible space on top of the classic pre-pandemic good public space approach

from the forefathers of public space studies. This result led me to study the value of public

space and conclude my research with a �nal remark: In order to create good public spaces

we need to change the way we plan cities towards more human oriented, resilient and

sustainable cities for all.
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Chapter 1

The New World of Pandemic

Urban planning has always been evolving in order to be the solution to the di�erent needs

and challenges of the new world such as globalization, climate change, sustainability, among

others. Every now and then urban planning faces a paradigm shift which brings planners

to rethink the way cities are planned. The recent COVID-19 pandemic took over the world

so fast that no cities had the chance to be prepared for it. Cities became the forefront of

the pandemic crisis which brought various vulnerabilities of cities into the light [Martínez

and Short, 2021; UN-Habitat, 2021; Pozoukidou and Chatziyiannaki, 2021]. A lot of new

actions needed to be taken with the new health regulations such as social distancing, crowd

limitations, use of space, test centers, vaccination centers, among many others. Every

authority has been coming up with solutions to make their city get back on its feet with

the new "normal" and adapt the changes as fast as possible. Most of those changes and

adaptations took place in public spaces. As a result, public spaces gained a new meaning.

This new meaning raised some questions: how important are public spaces actually? Are

we planning public spaces to be used to its maximum potential? Does urban planning

need a paradigm shift?

In this chapter I study how pandemic challenged cities on their public space. First, I

look into how the COVID-19 pandemic played out in metropolitan cities and what kind

of changes came with it. Second, I introduce new public space understanding that was

born in order to adapt COVID-19 challenges. The whole world was a�ected from COVID-

19 and every country reacted di�erent to it. Shortly after COVID-19 was declared as a

pandemic, Denmark took drastic measures to avoid spread of the virus. In the last section

I will introduce how Danish cities and public spaces has been a�ected since March 2020.

1.1 Pre-pandemic cities under stress

In the last 20-30 years cities have been centralised where main economic, social and

commuting points are tightly gathered in the downtown. With advancing technologies
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Chapter 1. The New World of Pandemic

like motorization, cities became denser and urban life got faster. As a result, today more

than half of the world population is living in cities and this number is only expected to

grow [UN-Habitat, 2020]. Throughout history of imperialism, industrialism, neoliberalism

and so on, cities became the heart of capitalism. While every city started to �ght for

economic growth and try to be `the Paris of', `the New York of', `the Vegas of' whichever

country, the destruction grew more and more. As a result capitalism started to consume

everything, even the sustainability ideology became a buzzword for marketing strategies.

People are moving to cities for all the opportunities cities present [UN-Habitat, 2020]. As

a result of this increasing demand, cities became denser, roads started to get wider and

eventually open spaces start to disappear. These conditions in the big cities, started to

cause several health risks for the citizens such as obesity, asthma, diabetes, depression,

among others [Krämer et al., 2011]. On top of that, the recent pandemic, COVID-19,

showcased how big cities were not prepared for a health crisis. The high connectivity of

metropolitan cities created pandemic spread zones and thus the virus spread faster in high

density cities [Batty, 2020; UN-Habitat, 2021]. Fast moving car oriented cities with large

supermarkets and grocery stores took hundreds and thousands of people on peak hours

and created the perfect opportunity for the virus to spread faster and further [Biel, 2020;

UN-Habitat, 2021]. What has been seen as an opportunity and convenience in big cities,

caused them to su�er from COVID-19 to a great extent.

Being in close, crowded spaces started to become a risk factor of a possible spread of

COVID-19 [UN-Habitat, 2021]. The understanding of what is crowded and what is not has

changed. People started to avoid standing still at a place or even passing through crowded

areas [Gehl, 2020b]. Countries, regions and cities started to face new challenges [UN-

Habitat, 2021].

Figure 1.1: Wall art in Chile in 2019

reads: �We won't get back to normal be-

cause normal was the problem.� Source:

Javcollao, distributed under CC BY-SA

4.0 licence

The over-crowded cities were already sick but

now the sickness was spreading like wild�re

in the shape of the pandemic [Biel, 2020].

Countries are trying to get back to normal daily

life under the new regulations while getting hit

with a second and third wave of virus spread.

We knew the needs of the cities, we knew the

importance of digitalization and resilient cities.

Hundreds of scientists talked about climate

change and that we needed to prepare cities

for disasters and that we needed cities to be

more resilient. However, the current situation

made it more obvious than ever that the climate

2
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change action was not enough for countries to

take drastic measures and start the change. Yes, no one could have prepared us for the

COVID-19 pandemic but we could have planed cities to be more resilient. In that manner,

the COVID-19 health crisis was the shock the world needed to work for a more resilient

and sustainable future [Mehta, 2020].

Now there are vaccines, and people wonder whether things will go back to normal or

not. But the �normal� was the problem in the �rst place. The �gure 1.1 above became

widespread on social media regarding the normalization during the pandemic. However

this message was before the pandemic breakout, people of Chile and many other countries

around the world has been protesting because thenormal was the problem. Now as things

are even worse all around the world, one can only question, do we even want to go back

to normal?

The new normal

After the announcement of the pandemic, a panic took all over the world. News reported

people stocking on toilet paper, raiding grocery stores, emptying hand-sanitizer and mask

stocks, etc [Altstedter and Hong, 2020; Mao, 2020]. As we learned more about the COVID-

19 and governments started to take measures, people relatively calmed down. Words like

quarantine, self-isolation, lockdown and curfew became normal. �Stay Home� was the new

motto for every country for over a year.

From personal experience and from everyone I know, from various parts of the world, we

have all been a�ected by the lockdown, been forced into home-o�ces and online education,

and thereby sacri�cing a lot of social contact and outdoor time. Some countries applied

curfews to certain age groups or everyone and some other countries limited open air

gatherings to certain amounts of people [IMF, 2021]. People who couldn't go to gym

anymore needed space to workout, kids that couldn't go to school or daycare needed

playgrounds to play. Transportation habits have also changed, people preferred to walk,

bike or use their private car more than before [Mehta, 2020]. Life that needed to continue,

continued under the new pandemic conditions. People had to learn what social distance

meant and while wearing masks became mandatory, we had to evolve with these new

measures and incorporate them into our daily lives. COVID-19 brought new issues with

our urban experiences. It a�ected the way we commute, communicate, work and socialize,

among other things.
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