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Public space is the living area of all the people of Vienna. 

Its many uses range from playgrounds to daily routes to work, 

from a place for events to a place for strolling which is why 

public space must fulfi l a wide variety of demands. The quality 

of public space is also what makes Vienna such a nice place 

to live.

The existing space must be responsibly managed in order 

for the city to be able to off er its residents a wide variety of uses. Therefore, in 

this mission statement concerning public space, guidelines will be defi ned for 

the provision, design and management of public spaces

In this way, the city of Vienna undertakes to ensure that enough space is 

available today and in the future and that these spaces will be designed so that 

they can be well utilized by as many Vienna residents as possible.

Rudi Schicker

Executive City Councillor for Urban Development, Traffi  c and Transport
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The mission statement concerning public 

space in Vienna was developed at the initiative 

of the City of Vienna in cooperation with the 

Council, external experts and district politicians. 

It defi nes strategic standards for the provision, 

management and design of public spaces in 

Vienna that will give guidance for measures in 

the public and private sector.
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Preamble

An integral part of the physical and social urban fabric, public 

space merits the same attention and responsibility regarding 

planning as private built environments. Indeed, public space 

is a key element of sustainable urban development. Today‘s 

dynamic urban societies often have diverse demands when it 

comes to using public spaces, which gives rise to confl ict. The 

aim of urban planning and design is therefore to strike a balance 

between these interests. 

Space for interacting and spending time

Public space is an area for interacting and spending time; it 

serves public interests as well as individual and commercial 

needs. Its quality and design is a determining factor for the 

quality of life in the city and for the attractiveness of the location. 

The value of property, for example, is also aff ected to a great 

extent by the quality of public spaces. As a result, both public 

authorities and the private sector are responsible for public 

space. In addition, quality public space – together with the 

green areas and spaces in residential areas that can be used 

privately – contributes to climate protection, as quality of life 

is to be found locally and not in surrounding areas that are more 

diffi  cult to access.

City centre and peripheral area

Depending on the location in the city, various diff erent 

problems have an impact on public spaces. In densely built-up 

inner city areas, the problems primarily focus on streets, squares 

or parks which are increasingly subject to traffi  c, various users 

and commercial utilisation such as kiosks and pavement cafés. 

The peripheral areas of the city, on the other hand, also have 

to fi ght for green spaces which are at risk due to confl icting 

interests. Strategies are therefore called for here that will 

maintain these environments as green areas and spaces and 

keep them development free.



4   free space vienna public space



free space vienna public space   5

Trends in public spaces

Public space is a stage where social developments and changes 

in urban life are portrayed. The trends that are currently shaping 

public space:  

Public space is becoming more colourful, which makes the • 

city livelier, but also louder. 

There are few areas that are open for varied fl exible use.• 

Public space is becoming increasingly commercialised • 

and „festivalised“ (e.g., with pavement cafés, parties, 

exhibitions, product presentations).

PPP models are increasingly being used to fund public • 

spaces, but there is still a lack of longer-term positive 

cooperation that goes beyond planning and into 

maintenance.  

Public, versatile and networked

The following goals for managing city spaces can be derived 

from these trends:  

Public space must be kept public as a matter of principle. • 

All stable and longer-term intervention must therefore be 

geared towards benefi ting the community. At the same 

time, public space should also be available for temporary 

individual uses.  

Public spaces need diverse functionality, networks, • 

accessibility within walking distance, quality of usage, 

ecological qualities and adequate quantities (STEP 

guidelines).  

Public space must be designed and managed comparably • 

in every aspect and with a multidisciplinary approach.  

In the future, there should be a greater appreciation of • 

public space among politicians, developers and the 

general public.
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Making provisions for public spaces to ensure quality of life 

for today‘s users and future generations is a major challenge 

for local politicians. In view of dynamic urban development in 

particular, public space is a key location and image factor. People 

who live in the city should be able to experience the diversity of 

green areas and spaces as part of urban quality. After all, having 

ample access to green areas and spaces plays an important 

role in preserving health, helping to cope with everyday life 

and preventing confl ict in interaction between the generations, 

genders and cultures. Ensuring an adequate number of public 

spaces is a basic requirement for high quality – a lack of space 

cannot be compensated for no matter how good the design. 

Plan in at an early stage

Public space is the key to the sustainable success and 

functioning of quality urban development. In urban development 

areas, public spaces therefore have to be planned in at an early 

stage and seen as being just as important as other infrastructure 

expenses. What should be aimed at per capita is at least providing 

the square metres of space given as a guideline in the 2005 

urban development plan (STEP 05).

Actually provide

Providing green areas and spaces is essential for high-quality 

inner and outer urban development, especially in future city 

expansion areas, but also in the densely built-up districts.

For densely built-up urban areas, the existing programme for 

approved but not implemented park areas should be reclassifi ed 

as an urban programme to give the districts fi nancial support 

in carrying out the projects.

Assume broad responsibility

In addition to local authorities, developers and others 

who play a role in city expansion should also assume greater 

responsibility for the tasks involved in allowing for and providing 

green areas and spaces.

What is also important when making provisions for public 

space is to ensure that the individual spaces can be linked 

where possible and that areas are provided for intergenerational 

use. For example, young people‘s needs should be taken into 

consideration in particular, as their space requirements are 

not yet rooted in the statutory provisions such as the building 

code.

Provisions for new public spaces
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High quality in the design and functioning of public space 

is important to the quality of life in the city. Especially when 

improving structures or redeveloping whole districts, many 

positive eff ects can be achieved for the community with the 

design of public space.

Planning public space should combine aesthetic qualities with 

high „social intelligence“. Social intelligence in planning means 

taking the needs of various groups into account and developing 

adequate design and construction measures. It also requires 

the percentage of green areas in public space to be ensured by 

issuing specifi cations.

Design: a learning system

Design can also be measured as the extent to which it serves 

the users‘ interests adequately: social space analyses and 

participating observations prior to the actual planning and a 

systematic quality-assuring evaluation culture are important 

requirements for turning design and planning into a learning 

system. For carrying out such analyses, resources should be 

made available in the future – at the planning stage.

Identifi cation through involvement 

When creating or redesigning spaces, more participation 

processes should be aimed at because they increase citizens‘ 

identifi cation with „their free spaces“. The interests that 

underlie the positions of those involved should be visible in 

such processes. The functions that the public space is intended 

to fulfi l can then be discussed together with those involved and 

the results taken into account in the actual design.

Take diff erent needs into consideration

True to the principle of „fair city division“, it is about examining 

phases of life, social gender roles and cultural backgrounds 

and taking them explicitly into account in planning and design 

processes. 

Capable of ageing and modifi able

Public spaces must be capable of ageing and be modifi able so 

that they can be adapted to changing needs without expensive 

investments. They must therefore have a stable basic structure 

that can be supplemented with suitable „fl exible features“, thus 

ensuring that they have high potential for remaining appropriate 

at every stage of ageing. 

Design and features of public space
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Room for surprises

Even if public spaces are mainly planned to be suitable for 

everyday use, there may and should also be scope in them for 

unexpected physical, design or action-oriented intervention.

Interdisciplinary quality assurance 

In order to take the various demands placed on a public 

space seriously, also when judging competition entries, 

interdisciplinarity should be taken into account when selecting 

the members of the juries.

In addition to architects and landscape architects, panels 

should also include social scientists, experts in working with 

children and young people, etc. This also applies to change 

processes that do not involve competitions.
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In a growing city such as Vienna, public spaces are used a great 

deal and are in considerable demand. Weighing up individual 

and group interests in relation to „public interests“ is therefore 

particularly important.

A public space used for events, promotions, markets, food 

stalls and cafes makes the city much livelier. The wide range of 

such activities should therefore basically be possible. Suitable 

control mechanisms are however required to ensure the right 

balance between commercial use, the demands of individual 

groups and usability in a community sense. For areas that 

are privately owned but perceived and used as public space 

(such as forecourts and areas in front of company premises), 

quality assurance agreements between the City of Vienna and 

the land owners should be aimed at regarding their design and 

management.

Transparent processes 

The granting of permits and licences to use the space should be 

clear and transparent. A control mechanism should be created with 

appropriate staggered costs for using and staging performances in 

public spaces (events). This will require the public space available 

to be divided up into various zones, taking the local conditions 

into consideration. It may, for example, make sense to allow more 

commercial usage in certain areas to liven up the public spaces, 

while in other parts of the city limiting usage would be better to 

ensure a consumption-free environment for everyone.

Management of existing spaces
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Adjustment of the statutory provisions 

To improve control of the commercial use of public spaces 

that are subject to authorisation, the legal requirements in place 

for obtaining permits and licences should be reviewed and 

adapted. Simplifying the procedure involved for non-commercial 

temporary use (e.g. by schools, cultural initiatives or groups in 

Local Agenda 21) should also be considered.

Moderated confl ict culture in public space

Public space is a symbol of the „unadjusted“ diversity of 

society and therefore sometimes also the scene of friction 

and diff erences of opinion. Even if planning is perfect, confl ict 

surrounding the use of the space can never be completely 

eliminated. In fact, the space should provide a stage for the 

„co-existence“ of diff erent demands on an equal footing. In 

the future it will therefore also be a question of applying and 

developing the successful strategies for tolerant interaction in 

public spaces that have been put to the test in Vienna – even if 

there is considerable tension and polarisation. These include 

methods of community-oriented professional intervention 

or supporting social and communicative processes that take 

the specifi c local conditions into account, helping to promote 

the self-organisation skills of those involved. A proven way of 

dealing with potential confl icts of use before actual planning 

starts is also to involve the future users in the planning process 

for public spaces.
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