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MK: Good evening ladies and gentlemen.  Welcome to Vienna.  The City of 
Copenhagen focuses on its aim not only to become one of the world’s best 
cities to live in but to be by 2015, next year, the world’s environmental 
metropolis. Buildings, urban spaces, landscape, architecture should support 
Copenhagen’s ambition to reach this goal by next year.  No wonder, climate 
issues are a key concern and new neighbourhoods and buildings should 
match the highest possible low energy standards.  Streets, squares and 
connections throughout the city should encourage the citizens to bike or to 
walk.  Architecture is of course a major issue but the vision for urban life and 
the urban space design should be in place before the design of the 
surrounding buildings.   
 
Another ambitious goal to become the European “Eco Metropolis” is dated 
with 2025.  By this year the city aims to be the world’s first carbon neutral 
city.  It is an ambitious goal indeed because in the coming eleven years 
Copenhagen has to deal with a steady growth of the city, every month 
around 1,000 people will move to Copenhagen.  How can Copenhagen 
politicians adopt such challenging and specific goals?  How do they act to get 
the public on board and how is this changing process controlled?   
 
Our special guest today is Tina Saaby Madsen, City Architect of Copenhagen 
since 2010.  She has studied architecture in Aarhus and Copenhagen and in 
the University of Cambridge in the United Kingdom.  Since 1995 Mrs. Saaby 
worked as architect until 2010 she was partner and Director of Witraz 
Architects in Copenhagen.  Welcome to Vienna. 
 

Tina Saaby: Thank you.   
 

MK: What is the main topic, the headline of our conversation this evening?  Let’s 
choose the headline from the title of this book written by Charles 
Montgomery “Happy City.  Transforming our lives though urban design.”  
Once the former Mayor of Bogota Enrique Penalosa was asked “What are 
the needs to be fulfilled so that the people living in a city do have the 
impression they are living in a city of happiness?” and his answer was, I 
quote: “We need to walk just as birds need to fly.  We need to be around 
other people.  We need beauty.  We need contact with nature and most of 
all we need not to be excluded.  We need to feel some sort of equality.”  Is 
this part of your vision what Copenhagen should reach as a goal, as the aim 
of all the work you do? 
 

Tina Saaby: Yes, he is a clever man.  I think we can't say it more precise than he is doing.  
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I think in Copenhagen we have two special focuses on a political level.  The 
first one is that we want to be sustainable as you mentioned and that is the 
one big leg and the other big leg that we are standing on is how to get 
liveability.  Talking about happiness I think that we have to focus on the 
visions about how to work with a liveable city.  A lot what Penalosa is saying 
deals with talking about liveability and talking about what kind of life you are 
having at the eye level. And there is a political strategy vision that we are 
following which is saying that we want to think urban life before urban 
space and urban space before buildings and that was probably what you 
were referring to before.   
 
I think that the design aesthetic has to do with the function as well but we 
can come back to that later on.  But in this strategy we have the political 
expectations that we in the Administration in every project and every 
dialogue we are having, we have always to be aware of how this building or 
how this project actually can be a part of getting more liveability.  So talking 
about urban life before urban space has to deal with talking about human 
beings and how we can understand that every day and how we can 
understand the way we would walk around in the city and how we can try to 
get a city where we know that people can have eye contact. 
 

MK: So you have to know how every day’s life of the people is because this is a 
very important issue to do the right planning.  So there is all the social stuff, 
not only the architecture, the design has to be taken into account as well.  
Charles Montgomery who wrote this book put forward seven points and two 
of them I want to mention. How to humanise or to make a city happy.  He 
said “Most of all it should enable us to build and strengthen the bonds 
between friends, families, strangers that give life meaning.  Bonds that 
represent the cities greatest achievement and opportunity.”  How important 
is this that the people have the feeling that it is their city and they belong 
together? 
 

Tina Saaby: Very important.  How can you do that when you are working with planning?  
It's of course more interesting when we are talking in this group here 
because I think everybody knows that it is important and that community is 
one of the basics of being a human being.  What we try to is, we try to have 
this in knowledge every time we are talking with the investors, so if we are 
having a dialogue with an investor that wants to build in the city we start to 
have the discussion about what can his project give back to the city?  Often 
when he comes to the first meeting he just comes with his building 
architect. So it's the client and the building architect. And then we start 
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asking where the urban planner is, or the landscape architect, and often 
they just forget that part of the discussion because the client is of course 
interested in the programme of his building and he is not that much aware, 
of course, of how the building connects with the city.  So therefore it's so 
important that we have a dialogue very early on, or very fast in the early 
phases of the process.   
 
One of the things that we are trying to do is that we try to be proactive and 
we try to be open for all the stakeholders in the city. So for all the 
developers and investors every third month we have a meeting at the Town 
Hall where we invite them all in. Talk about what are the political issues and 
why is the city architect always talking about daylight and why is the 
economy department always saying that there is a specific amount of 
parking you can have.  In that way you try to have the dialogue with them so 
they know they should come into our office early on so we can have the 
discussion before they finish the programme about what can this give back 
to the city.   
 
So they come for the second meeting they bring the landscape architect and 
the urban planner and then we can start the discussion of the ground floors.  
We can start the discussion of the interaction between the inside and the 
outside which is very important if you want to have a safe city.  It's very 
important that the glass is transparent so that you can stay on urban space 
and look inside the building.  Sometimes the client is more focused on 
energy issues and climate inside and therefore he might put something on 
the windows so you can't look into them.  So all the discussions about all the 
complexity that are in the programme that also deals with what the city 
focuses on. 
 

MK: I had two months ago a conversation with Jan Gehl and he told me, that 
Copenhagen underwent an intense changing process. One has to go 50 years 
back and it takes in fact 50 years for the whole process.  So you do have 50 
years of experience.  I’m talking about the knowledge about structures in 
the community, and that's why the flipchart is standing here.  How does this 
affect the structure of internal communication?  You have told me this 
morning, and it was really an ‘ah-ha’-experience, that you changed the 
communication structure of the management. Would you do me the favour 
to explain this new communication structure on the flip chart? 
 

Tina Saaby: Not the best drawing. But the discussion this morning was that one year ago 
we had a centre for traffic, we had a centre for bicycles, we had a centre for 
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mobility, we had a centre for the green, the trees in the city, and we had a 
centre for how to go in dialogue with the citizen and we had a centre for 
taking care of the building permission, and we had another centre for taking 
care of the urban space, not the road but the plazas and things like that.  
What we did, or what my director did half a year ago was that she just took 
all those centres down and started to make teams that were going this way.  
Then the teams were focusing on four phases, the programming and the 
building of the urban space, then the maintenance of the urban space and 
the use of the urban space and the development of the city and also the use 
of the city in general.   
 
Therefore it was more a time lap that we are now organising  in instead of 
organising in silos which is complicated right now because we just made this 
organisation half a year ago so everything is chaos. But the good thing is 
now when we talk about climate change we talk about this and we do not 
just talk about an individual or looking at climate change as something that 
is an infrastructure but we try to look at it more in a holistic way where we 
also try to see it the way that we talk with the people and the way they 
connect with urban space and how we can make better roads and the 
process of doing it. 
 

MK: Do I understand it right that you are forming teams out of every 
department, bringing them together to steady workflow discussion, e.g. how 
to create in a district for example a new road or playground, buildings 
etcetera?  It's not one department, one department but teamwork, people 
working together? 
 

Tina Saaby: We are in the beginning of it I would say.  But I can see that it makes sense 
and it really… 
 

MK: You are facing a clash of cultures? 
 

Tina Saaby: Yes, but in a good way because you have not to focus so much about only 
the knowledge that you have yourself and the education that you are having 
but you have to be aware of asking questions a lot more than we’ve been 
doing before. 
 

MK: Is this a shift of power between departments? 
 

Tina Saaby: I think before there were often negotiations in the end of the process so we 
could have been drawing a new urban plaza and then in the end we could 
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have agreed with the clients on what kind of urban space we would have. 
Sometimes we would have a discussion with our traffic people and parking 
people and police people in the beginning but sometimes in the end it was 
the wrong guy that we had the talk with and then a new guy he says “Oh 
well the traffic is more important. Or the pedestrian is more important than 
the bicycles” and then we start from the beginning again.  So I think that we 
will have this negotiations earlier on and have the prioritising together 
which is who will be the most important one in this specific project.  That 
will change because of the situation and the context and the size and the 
goals for the specific projects.  So why don’t we start with that discussion 
now? 
 

MK: It's because of the goals in 2015, if it's easier in that way to reach them. For 
example, one goal is that 80% of the Copenhageners will be satisfied with 
the opportunities the community offers to them, taking part in the urban 
life. So what opportunities are you talking about?  What are the 
opportunities in the city people should get involved into and how do you do 
this?  To bring people into discussion, do city planning from the grassroots 
by getting people involved?  By cooperation, by participation? 
 

Tina Saaby: There isn’t an easy answer to that question.  First of all I think that we could 
be so much better of doing it. And we have quite a lot of focus on it both in 
the political way but also because of the new organisation where we try to 
discuss the need of the city instead of the municipalities thought of what the 
city is needing.  So a part of the new organisation is also a part of being 
aware of the people in the city in new ways.  In that way we are on a new 
road as well but what we have done or what we do already is different, you 
can go in different directions.  One of the things is we work in a 
neighbourhood improvement so we go out in deprived areas. And this is a 
programme that is half paid by the state and half paid by the municipality.  
This is a five year programme where we take our people and put them on 
site, being on site developing. 
 

MK: What, Mrs. Saaby, is a deprived area? 
 

Tina Saaby: It is an area where people are earning less and where there are difficulties in 
being integrated. So there are often more immigrants than there are in 
other areas. It is also that we go and count and look at how the education is 
in those specific areas and what they earn.  There are different parameters 
that we go and see what this is in a deprived area.  This neighbourhood 
improvement programme is that we go on site and try to develop the area 
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together with the people living there. So it is also a programme for lifting up 
the urban space in the area and of course also to try and get some private 
investment.  So that is one way to go in the dialogue. 
 

MK: The quality of the houses, the flats. 
 

Tina Saaby: Yes, but the issue here is that we move our office here on site and lead this 
programme together with the board of the people and the organisations 
living there.   
 

MK: So it's easy for the people to come to you and talk to you because you are 
there on site. 
 

Tina Saaby: Yes, but it is not in every project.  It is when we are working with this 
programme.  We have five or six of those going on the whole time.  When 
we work with our local planning and our normal planning system it is mostly 
by the law that we are having a hearing in the end. But we also do 
workshops and things like that.  That is nothing – I think you are a lot better 
to do that than we are, but what we do and what has also to do with 
understanding the people living in the city is that we are good at collecting 
data so that is something that probably Jan Gehl has talked with you about. 
That we have been collecting data from the city for the last 50 years.  This 
trying to understand the everyday life and understand the city by observing 
what they are doing and trying to understand the effect of what they are 
actually doing in the city.   
 

MK: So it's much, much more than doing an opinion poll? 
 

Tina Saaby: Yes.  So it is a way of trying to understand who they are, what they do, what 
their everyday life is.  So we have this urban life account where we go and 
count where people are walking, how long time they are staying. And also 
have some interviews with a lot of people and we also have a bicycle 
account.  We have a climate account – so we have different accounts that 
we collect data on and try to make a new policy on those accounts.  We also 
get some quick learning from what we are going to change in the city.  So I 
think we have a strong culture about evaluating and observing people. 
 

MK: I have mentioned before that around 1,000 people in Vienna, is it around 
1200 to 1300 a month influx of people moving to Vienna in the next 15 to 20 
years.  Do you collect data from where the people are coming from – moving 
to Copenhagen?  Are they Danish?  Are they coming from the European 



 

7 | P a g e  

Union?  Where do the new citizens of Copenhagen come from? 
 

Tina Saaby: There will probably be someone in the City Administration who can answer 
more precisely on that. I do not have the numbers of where they are coming 
from. But there will probably be knowledge for that. I know that two thirds 
of the people that are coming to Copenhagen are coming from outside into 
the city. So that is the tendency, about the growth in big cities. That is 
global.  The last third are new born babies. That tendency we can see during 
the last 20 years. We can see that people are now not moving out of the 
city.   
 
We have a lot of students of course and before they left the city when they 
started to get kids. Today because the city is so nice or because they have 
changed, they want to stay in the city with the kids.  Therefore we also have 
to be very much aware of getting cities that are good for kids and for 
families.  I think that is very, very important. Knowledge that it is not only 
the rich people coming from north of Copenhagen and people coming from 
the smaller cities into the city but it is also a lot about kids and families. 
 

MK: Once again Jan Gehl. He told me of an initiative in the United States called 
8/88.  This initiative developed criteria describing what makes a city happy. 
If the city is good for 8 year old children and 88 year old people, then this 
city is working, then it's perfect for everyone.  So you have a special 
programme to develop playgrounds for example for young people, for 
children and even for the grandparents.  How important is it to develop 
urban space in Copenhagen because one of the points is that you want 
urban space to be used 20% more often in 2015 than five years ago.  How do 
you manage this? 
 

Tina Saaby: We manage it because that is a vision and a goal that our politicians have 
put up. So therefore there is an expectation, strategic expectation of our 
politicians that we will go for that goal which means also that the politicians 
will put money on the budget for going there.  That is the first beginning of 
it. But I think we really try again to talk about how can we get people to stay 
longer?   
 
The design of an urban space, for example the playgrounds: if we just do a 
normal playground the kid will play there for a certain amount of time. The 
father will sit and maybe look at his telephone, look at the words, and then 
they walk to the apartment again.  But if we design the playground and the 
urban space in a way where the father will start to play with the son or the 



 

8 | P a g e  

kids then he will forget about time and he will stay longer.   
 
So that is one way you can be aware of this knowledge and if you want the 
father to play with his son you should not design just another see-saw or 
another swing. You really have to design the playground in a different way 
especially if there can be some kind of movement in it you can see that they 
will stay out longer together and therefore we can go to the politicians 
saying these playgrounds are now better because we can see – when we 
count on it we can see that people are staying longer.   
 

MK: Are there any signs left in Copenhagen like “Don’t step into the lawn” or…? 
 

Tina Saaby: A lot.   
 

MK: A lot, okay.   
 One of the aims is to increase the number of people who are cycling and 

walking.  Let's start with the walking, with the pedestrians. What is the 
thought behind it?  You want to increase the pedestrian traffic by 20% from 
2010, why is this a political aim? 
 

Tina Saaby: Because of a lot of reasons.  Because of the climate, so when you are 
walking you do not use energy and things like that.  Because of the density, 
when you are walking the size of you feels less than if you are in other 
mobile things.  Because of the health policy, if you walk instead of not 
walking you get less fat and are healthier.  Because of the city life strategy, if 
you walk in the city and you are in slow motion we get eye contact with each 
other. When we started the conversation we were talking about happiness 
being a part of a community. That has a lot to do with the speed of the city 
and that you have the possibility to have eye contact with people. 
 

MK: And getting contact. 
 

Tina Saaby: Yes.  I went to a seminar the other day where our princess was talking about 
a research that has just been done and she quoted one person that has been 
interviewed and he said that ‘he felt so lonesome that he sometimes had to 
go in the internet just to find eyes so that he could have the feeling of 
getting an eye contact’.  I just thought that was a very strong statement 
because it is really one of the basic needs that we have. Having the 
possibility to look in people’s eyes is a very important thing, to feel that I 
belong here or to feel that I’m a part of something else.  When you are 
walking you get so close to each other that you have time to have eye 
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contact.  Of course this sounds very – we’re talking about the problems in 
the world and you just go down to talk about eye contact. But it is 
something that is very, very important here. 
 

MK: Even to have a chat.   
 

Tina Saaby: Yes. 
 

MK: Talking to each other.  Is it a goal to make Copenhagen a slow city? 
 

Tina Saaby: It's not a vision anywhere to say that we want to have a slow city but of 
course when you focus quite a lot on walking and biking you have a focus on 
a city that is in more slow motion than if you are taking the cars.  Today it 
actually takes more time to be in the car. So maybe the speed discussion is 
unbalanced right now.  Actually when we talk to the Copenhageners “Why 
do you take the bike?” they say because it's the fastest way to come from A 
to B.  But I think the way that we move and talking about speed in that way I 
think the slow discussion has to do with liveability. 
 

MK: How many people are using the cycle, the bicycle, how many use the 
underground and the bus and how many the car? 
 

Tina Saaby: We have a goal saying that one third should use the car and a third should 
use the public transport and a third should use bicycle.  The bicycle, the car 
and public transport, that's the goal.  The numbers, the last numbers that I 
have is mostly focused on the bicycle and we say that we know that the 
people living in the city there are 55% of them using the bike for going to 
work or school on an everyday basis.  
 

MK: Fifty five, so there is a small road for the car and four lanes for the cycles? 
 

Tina Saaby: Not four lanes but we are making the bike paths wider and that's a very wise 
decision because it also lowers the accidents on bikes and the conflicts.  So 
now the bike lanes, not in all places but when we have the possibility to 
change it we will change it. So that there is a slow motion and then there is a 
fast track on the side of it.   
 

MK: The little things are the ones that show how much Copenhagen has 
changed. Last time when I was there the waste baskets were hanging 
vertical. Now you have changed the angle so even if you are driving by on 
the bicycle you can throw things easy into the waste basket… 
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Tina Saaby: Yes, but I would say I do not always succeed, still. 

 
MK: All right! 

 
Tina Saaby: I think it's more talking about how you can get in dialogue with people.  Of 

course that doesn’t help people to bike more. But what  in a way we get in 
contact with people, saying we like when you are taking the bike.  In a way 
it's a way of communication and trying to say we are so happy that you are 
on the bike so please stay on that direction.  I don’t think people will bike 
more because of the garbage bins but it is a good image, yeah.   
 

MK: And you or some architect invented a very good solution to park the 
bicycles.  Even if there are 400 bicycles to park. If you visit Copenhagen you 
will come to a new designed place and shure you will be a little bit 
astonished. Because they created a special hollow … 
 

Tina Saaby: I haven’t seen it because it's just finished now. 
 

MK: I had my spies out there.  A friend of mine returned on Monday from 
Copenhagen and told me… 
 

Tina Saaby: And she told you that experience. 
 

MK: And she said she was walking on the street and then suddenly – maybe you 
can describe it better, because I wasn’t there… 
 

Tina Saaby: I think you are doing very well. 
 

MK: Something like a “Mulde”, a big hollow, you don’t see it on the street when 
you walk and suddenly there are – how many cycles, bicycles?  400. 
 

Tina Saaby: Yes a lot. 
 

MK: But you don’t see them in the landscape of the city.  They are hidden but not 
underground. 
 

Tina Saaby: Not underground, I think it is 45cm deep, which means that when you are 
looking above them your eyes do not look at the bicycle but they look on the 
other side of it.  So I don’t know if it's working but now it's an experiment to 
see if that can make it less chaotic. But I’m sorry to say, the bicycle feels the 
same as they do when they are standing on the ground. There is a big 
problem where to park your bike. 
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MK: There are more cars in Copenhagen than 20 years ago, there are much more 
bicycles than 20 years ago. Is there a time horizon where you expect a clash 
between the two groups?   How do you want to bring the groups together or 
to avoid conflict between the two. 
 

Tina Saaby: In Copenhagen at least that is very much a political discussion and a political 
decision that has to be taken.  I think there will always be a conflict but I 
think what the mayor, the new mayor is trying to describe when he says that 
“I prefer to focus on the bicycle” is that if we can take care of the bicycle 
better there will be more space for the cars.  So he tries to find a way where 
it's not only about bikes but it is also about making a better city so there is 
space enough for the car.  I don’t know if that angle can collect the two parts 
of that discussion but I think it is a good way to try to talk about mobility in 
general and not only talk about “I’m in for cars” or “I’m in for bicycles” but 
try to see that this is something that we have to deal with in common. 
Because if there aren’t any cars we have – from my point of view – a boring 
city because we need some noise and we need some contrast and we need 
some chaos and we need some different kinds of speeds.  So the car is also a 
part of the city life but we have to find a balance so that there is space 
enough for all of us. Which means that we have to feel less than we do 
today when we are sitting in the cars. 
 

MK: So the challenge is to find a solution for a co-existence of the two? 
 

Tina Saaby: Yes.  I just went to see one of the men I knew because the parking is such a 
big problem.  So the other day I went to see a new school that we were 
designing and when I came to the school there were no bicycles at all. The 
architect has done it very cleverly because he was transforming an existing 
building and he wanted to connect the roads on both sides of this building. 
So he dug under the building and then he put the main entrance to the 
school downstairs in the cellar.  A very light cellar so it was the road going 
underneath which means that all the bicycles wanted to go down there and 
then the parking garage for the bikes was just beside and you could go in to 
the school.  Normally when we talk about bike parking in constructions they 
are always empty because the bike people just want to go close to the door. 
Therefore they park in chaos in front of the buildings.  So it's very difficult to 
organise how we can make better planning to be aware of that.   
 

MK: I would like to talk about some criteria for a happy city, for example is the 
water drinkable?   
 

Tina Saaby: It is, yes, but I just heard today that you have so clean water here. That it is 
just coming from the hills and you do not need anything, almost anything 
technical to drink the water.  So I will say that you have better water here 
than we have in Copenhagen, but it is drinkable and in some places it tastes 
very good.   
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MK: Is it a city of solidarity? 
 

Tina Saaby: Hmmm… 
 

MK: Okay.   
 

Tina Saaby: It's a strong question just to say yes and no to.  I think the way that we try to 
organise the city we focus on solidarity. We try to focus on that you’re not 
going to privatise any places. So when you are making a new neighbourhood 
or when you’re making a commercial building or office building you are not 
allowed to make any private signs or you are not allowed to say this is my 
own. So you have to work with the public having access all over the city.  
And you have to work on having your ground floors transparent and you 
have to work with the people going to the building, looking in the windows. 
There are a lot of possibilities to have the framework for solidarity and I 
think that’s the beginning and of course there is a lot of non-solidarity in the 
specific situations but I think that we try to focus on being open and inviting 
and that the city is for everybody. 
 

MK: Do people want to grow old in Copenhagen? 
 

Tina Saaby: Yes. 
 

MK: Or would they like to move to Aarhus? 
 

Tina Saaby: No the tendency is that also the old people that have had their house want 
to come into the city to be a part of the cultural identity of Copenhagen. I 
think because the urban space is so inviting and so open and so well 
functioning and there are activities for everybody. I think it is a nice city for 
elderly people.  I think good cities are good for all groups of people. The 
elderly people are like everybody else, they want to look at people moving, 
walking, doing their everyday business and they do not want to sit in a quiet 
space just together with all the elderly people. So I think that is one of the 
reasons why they are moving into the city right now. Actually, to be a part of 
society in another way than they have done before. 
 

MK: 
 

We do have in Vienna a so called “Speckguertel”, what means “urban 
sprawl”. This is nothing special for Vienna, every large city in Europe suffer 
from “urban sprawl”. Is this a problem in Copenhagen as well because I think 
if people grow older maybe they tend to go back to the city because out 
there is not so much social contact.  It's easier to walk in the city, it's easier 
to go shopping, and it’s easier to see the doctor etcetera. 
 

Tina Saaby: But now you answered the question yourself! 
 

MK: Okay.  Are you encouraging people to move to the city? 
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Tina Saaby: We do not focus especially on a campaign saying that we want the elderly 
people to come to Copenhagen. But we do have focus on how we make 
good housing for the elderly people and we do focus on how the housing 
should be in the existing – it should be a part of the city so that when you do 
housing for elderly people it has to be together with housing for all the other 
groups and it has to be close to a park and it has to be close to city life and in 
that way – but that is just normal good planning.  It's not especially 
encouraging the elderly people to come to the city. 
 

MK: Now it's time to talk about density because the question is if they are more 
people coming in, if there are moving 1000 citizens a month to Copenhagen 
how do you deal with these citizens? Where should these people, moving to 
Copenhagen live within the next 10 to 15 years and how will you manage to 
keep the organism of the city going, of the citizens already living in 
Copenhagen and the people moving to Copenhagen, to use this picture of a 
mobile that is in balance and keeps its balance? 
 

Tina Saaby: I think there are two directions to go with that discussion.  The first is where 
to put the new people. The next one is how can we get good 
neighbourhoods where both the elderly people can afford, the rich and the 
poor and all the other groups of people?  To go in the first direction we are 
so lucky in Copenhagen that we have a harbour. In the old days all the 
industry was in the harbour side and all the industry just moved out of the 
city. So in the inner part of the city we have a lot of spaces that we can now 
develop for new neighbourhoods.  It's not huge spaces but they are 
connected to the city quite easily.  So they fit together with the existing part 
of the city in a very smooth way. 
 

MK: So it's no new city in the city, it is a part of the existing structure. 
 

Tina Saaby: Yes and of course  – this is the harbour – and we can develop the new 
housing area there and still be focusing on the harbour as the biggest and 
the most attractive urban space that we have. And the rest of the people 
will go to the water.  So they also have to pass the new neighbourhoods and 
mix together with the people that are living there.  That is good because 
then we do not have to make urban sprawl or we can make the city denser. 
We do not need to have new infrastructure and things like that and where 
the distance is very short everybody can take the bike.  So that is a good 
sustainable way to develop the city. 
 

MK: Can I afford this flat in Newhaven? 
 

Tina Saaby: That's a good question.  Some of them you can.  We have a policy and I have 
been so impressed today – I’ve been around the city looking at social 
housing areas or looking at new neighbourhoods and I’m so impressed how 
you managed to work with cheap housing.  We are not as good as you are. I 
just want to say that. But there is a political vision and goal that 20% of all 
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new build, or all housing in Copenhagen, also in the new neighbourhoods 
have to be social housing.  Because of that there are different negotiations 
with the owner where to put and how to put that 20%. So there is social 
housing that you can afford also in the new neighbourhood.  To answer your 
question you can but I don’t think that you will be the first on the list to have 
social housing.  I can see in your style, I can see that you will probably go for 
the private housing and because of the need for more housing the prices are 
very high at the moment.  So when I am looking for a new house I can't – I 
think they are very expensive and that is really a problem.  That is also a 
problem then for us when we are talking with the developers because we 
have a political pressure that we need those houses to be built and in 
Copenhagen we do not own any of the land. The social housing is being built 
by a social housing organisation so therefore we have real difficulties to be 
fast enough to have housing enough and therefore the politicians… 
 

MK: Quite a difference to Vienna because the City of Vienna has a lot of flats for 
rent… 
 

Tina Saaby: Yes, so it's a little different.  I’m afraid that there aren’t in the middle, social 
housing and then very expensive so here in the middle it can be quite 
difficult to find a place to live here.  So we have to build fast. 
 

MK: 1,000 a month so where will they live?  Where is the next grocery store? In 
walkable distance or do have people to use the car to go to a shopping mall?   
 
 

Tina Saaby: No we are not a shopping mall city.  We have two shopping malls.  We have 
one at the Oyster, a big one. That I think for my opinion was the biggest 
mistake we did with that part of the city because we started designing a 
shopping mall so all the city life actually didn’t come because of that.  Then 
we have another small one. But we have a good policy of controlling where 
and how much there should be of commercial buildings and I think the idea 
is in all neighbourhoods there should be places you can take your groceries 
and buy stuff.  I think that is not the biggest problem we are having.  Also we 
have… 
 

MK: What is the biggest problem, Mrs. Saaby? 
 

Tina Saaby: I think the infrastructure is quite a huge problem and I think to get housing 
fast enough so that the prices won't rise too much is a big problem.   
 

MK: You have in the inner part of Copenhagen around 550,000 inhabitants and in 
the greater area 1.3 million; you have 88 square kilometres area of the city.  
Vienna has 440 square kilometres and 1.7/1.8 million inhabitants.  What I’m 
asking for is do you think there is some of your experience that is useable as 
a blue print for Vienna? 
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Tina Saaby: You should never copy and paste, that's a very bad solution talking about 
cities. But of course there are some learning points that I think all of us can 
be using in developing the city of tomorrow.  I think this understanding of 
creating good urban space is basic but the way that you use that knowledge 
into a specific design would be different all over the world. I hope people 
will start to talk more about character, understanding the culture, 
understanding the context, understanding the people before they start to 
come with any solutions.  What I see is that there is a tendency that the 
cities start to look alike and there is a tendency that urban space starts to 
look alike and the shops in all cities start to look alike. So in general I think 
before talking about copy paste and what we can learn the most important 
thing is to start to understand your city and your culture and your 
topography and your climate and what is special about this site. And then 
with that understanding you can start to look around and say what can we 
learn.  But the idea of having good urban space is basic for all cities. It makes 
people healthier to be outside and it makes people happy because when 
daylight crosses your mind there is a chemical process in your mind that 
turns out to be happy people.  Therefore it is good to get people outside.   
 

MK: So that people feel home, that's a question of identity. 
 

Tina Saaby: Yes the first discussion about understanding the site has a lot to do with 
identity. 
 

MK: What makes the difference?  It's the question of the heritage isn’t it? 
 

Tina Saaby: I think that one of the differences is the scale and the way that we are 
having blocks of five to six floors. Most of them are in bricks. And then there 
are the towers and the spires from all the churches and all the corners that 
we have been building in the middle ages.  This is a very, very strong image 
of Copenhagen and it is so strong that my daughter when she was twelve 
and I took her to the outskirts of Copenhagen on our bikes - she didn’t know 
where it was - and I said “What time do you want me to pick you up?” and 
she said “You don’t have to pick me up because in Copenhagen I can always 
find my way back because I just follow the towers and the spires.”  So in that 
way I think that is certainly an identity that is a part of our understanding of 
Copenhagen when we live there.  So that is really a strong image which is 
also the reason for us not to build high rise in the inner part of the city and 
be aware of that we have the view, access to the view to see the towers and 
the spires of the city.  So that is one of the special characters. And then of 
course the water. The bike people are also a main character when you are in 
the city. And because you have eye contact with so many people the urban 
life will be a part of the character today. And also when you ask and when 
more people are reading about Copenhagen they talk about happy people.  I 
think this eye contact thing and people being outside has to be for the 
happiness. But on an architectural basis it's the five to six floors, the towers 
and spires. And on the city life basis it's the human beings that are in 
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between the buildings. 
 

MK: Mrs Saaby being responsible for city planning, it's a very influential position 
because you are creating with others of course the image of the city of 
tomorrow. It is quite important what kind of cultural heritage do you 
encourage and what not. What do you encourage and what would you 
never encourage? 
 

Tina Saaby: That’s a personal question. 
 

MK: Yes. 
 

Tina Saaby: I think that going 10 years back we had an understanding of the culture 
heritage as something that was a little more like museum than we are 
looking at it today.  So when we talk about the urban renewal programme 
that we have had the last 30 years, when I talk to those people I tell them 
it's not that important that we keep all the chimneys if you can't use them.  
If we want people to live on top of the roof they say that’s the most 
important thing, that we can see all those chimneys. And I say well it's 
important that we have a place in Copenhagen where we keep that story. 
But it's not important that we are having it all over Copenhagen if we want 
people to live in apartments on the roof.  So if we want people to live on the 
roof and make new apartments we have to be aware of having height 
enough and making a good daylight in those apartments.   So I think it has 
changed a little bit, we are a little more aware of what is the cultural 
heritage in this specific situation.  What do we want to keep in this specific 
situation? It might be different from another situation in another street 
because the story in that street could be different from what it is in this 
street.  So in each case we have to go and analyse each time and have the 
discussion what is important here. But I think if we have to have good cities 
we have to be aware that buildings always have to change.  So when you see 
a church it's not a church that has been built 1000 years ago. That church 
has changed through history in dialogue with the society all the time. And 
we should follow that line and look at the society and be aware of that with 
a good understanding of the history and then of course sometimes change 
the cultural heritage also today.  One of the good examples we have is an 
old crematorium; it has been standing empty for three years. It was not 
listed but it was on a very high level of keeping that building as a cultural 
heritage. So what we did was we changed that crematorium to five dancing 
studios. But doing that we also had to change a little bit of the height of the 
old cold rooms for the dead people. We had to heighten that so people 
could dance because it had to be six metres and we were doing that on the 
site of the graveyard. It was difficult to do that but we did it and we made a 
new entrance and we changed the chapels so that you could dance in it.  
There was a lot of change in this building but I think the balance that you 
could see the chapel, see the space, tell the story, the history of the site and 
you could also see that it is a dance studio and you love to dance there.  
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When you are inside you do not feel the death any longer but you feel the 
dance and the happiness of the people that are there.  I think that was a 
very nice balance that we found at that time. 
 

MK: Will there ever be a skyscraper more than 250 metres high in Copenhagen? 
 

Tina Saaby: No I don’t think so but it's more because of the airport is so close.   
 

MK: You’re lucky. 
 

Tina Saaby: We are! But we have the Gasveark we have developed that area and that 
area we have been building on the knowledge about Copenhagen five to six 
floors and then there are nine high rise buildings but what we did with those 
nine high rise buildings was we said they should build on the knowledge 
about what is a tower.  A tower is something that has no direction. It is non-
oriented so all the plots on the high rise building has to have the same size 
on every side which means that it won’t block the view from any place.  So it 
is a way of trying to understand what is the good thing about the towers and 
spires of the city and how can we get some learning from that into when we 
are building new high rise buildings.  Building high rise is not always about 
density because when you have high rise you have to have more urban 
space to get space enough for running and playing and chatting and falling in 
love and whatever you do on the ground.  So density is not always about 
building high rise buildings.  Then I want to say high rise buildings are also 
important or maybe not high rise buildings as such but it's very important 
that neighbourhoods have something that is iconic in that specific 
neighbourhood because as my daughter was saying about Copenhagen and 
‘I follow the towers and the spires’ is also important in new neighbourhoods 
that people can make an orientation and understanding of where am I and 
what direction do I have to go?  In that sense high rise buildings can be very 
useful in new neighbourhoods as something that makes you being aware of 
where I am in the world.   
 

MK: Let's us beam to 2050. What is your imagination of Copenhagen in 2050?  
How has Copenhagen changed? 
 

Tina Saaby: I hope that it will be a little less chaos in the infrastructure. Because right 
now we are having building plots all over the city. So just going past short 
distances takes such a long time, both in bicycles and also in cars. And I hope 
that there will be a better flow in the city.  I hope there will be more green 
parks and I hope there will be a lot more people, not only in specific parts of 
the city but also in all the new neighbourhoods.  So I hope that we are good 
to put public functions, not only in the centre of Copenhagen but that we 
can get good neighbourhoods with good culture houses and good 
attractions for all of Copenhagen. So that people will use the whole space of 
Copenhagen and not only their own neighbourhood.  Then I hope that we 
have a lot of diversity both in neighbourhoods and in architecture and in 
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people living there and in the urban space and in the functions. 
 

MK: Thank you very much for the conversation, Mrs. Saaby. 
 

Tina Saaby: Thank you. It was nice. 
  

  

[End of recording] 


