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What makes a great public space?
Many cities have lost these spaces, but cities such as Copenhagen, Barcelona, and
Portland have shown how to revive them, thus reviving downtown life.
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Bicycles form a large share of the traffic
in Copenhagen and now there is an
attempt to encourage longer commutes
to the city.

“Cultures and climates differ all over the world,”
notes architect Jan Gehl, “but people are the same.
They will gather in public if you give them a good
place to do it.”
Cut, now, to scenes from the Republican National
Convention in Tampa the past week, and the
Democrats’ upcoming convention in Charlotte next
week. Love them or hate them, those people
packing the convention halls – convening from
different places and backgrounds – have come
together to take part in rituals that, for better or
worse, help perpetuate our democracy. What does
that have to do with a cold Copenhagen street?
Only this: Democracy requires public places where
people can congregate. Further, people are drawn
to public places where they find other people. We
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and the pedestrian zone was a way to bring vitality

recalls, “but everyone was happy with it once it
started. Some now even claim it was their idea.”

Alison Sargent
More blue trees at Westlake

Related Stories
Four challenges to a great
waterfront park
Wed, Jul 25, midnight

Our designers may be
over-reaching, and they may be
forgetting how we locals will use
the park, year-round.
Doing density right

The pedestrian district is now the thriving heart of a
reinvigorated city.
Copenhagen’s comeback gives hope to people
around the world who want to make sure lively
public places don’t disappear, even in this era of
rampant traffic, proliferating privatization, and
commercialization.
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The decline of public places represents a loss far
deeper than simple nostalgia. “The street, the
square, the park, the market, the playground are the
river of life,” explains Kathleen Madden of the New
© 20
12 Crosscut Public Media
York-based Project for Public Spaces, which
works
with people around the world to improve

communities.
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