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The Business of Design Week, Hong Kong’s 

annual flagship event on everything around 

design and innovation is now in its 10
th

 year; 

since 2007 it also features a track on 

“Culture & the City”; a whole day of 

discussions on how architecture and design 

connect with the fabric of a city and its 

community. With Denmark as this year’s 

partner country, ideas from Copenhagen, 

one of the most innovative cities in the 

world for systemic sustainable urban 

solutions, many in the audience had high 

expectations. 

 

Some may still remember last year’s 

fulminant introduction to Denmark by star 

architect Bjarke Ingels who excited the 

audience with his concept of “hedonistic 

sustainability” for cities. Hedonistic 

sustainability is about design for the benefit 

of the environment while also designing fun 

environments for humans to enjoy; an 

example of this is Copenhagen’s harbour 

which is now so clean that it has become a 

public swimming pool. Quite different to 

the often perceived preaching from 

governments and civil society groups which 

portrait sustainable lifestyle as something 

difficult, costly and burdensome that has to 

be imposed on citizens (see Ian Parker’s 

profile of Ingels in the New Yorker, September 

2012, for details about his philosophy). 

 

The Danish capital is also a global leader for 

transforming a car-dominated city into a 

place where nearly 40% of its citizens use 

bicycles as main medium of transport, and 

urban planners around the world have 

termed this development as “copen- 

hagenizing” public transport. It took around 

40 years to get there, so Hong Kong has a 

long way to go since the city’s transport 

department still considers cycling as largely 

recreational activity, not acknowledging 

bicycles as a means of urban mobility. 

 

Copenhagen is a striking example on how 

sustainable urban design and city planning 

looks and feels like, and many delegates 

joining the BODW “Culture and the City” 

day were expecting to learn more about 

how the city achieved this. 

 

The audience had to wait until the 

afternoon to listen to the first and only 

Danish speaker in the whole session, Bjarne 

Hammer, the architect behind the Royal 

Danish library, showed how a library retains 

its role as central urban meeting place with 

multiple functions. None of the other 

speakers, while presenting interesting 

examples on architecture and design from 

around the world, was mentioning or 

referring to Danish culture and design 

thinking at all. 

 

 
 

Sunset at the Royal Danish Library, Copenhagen    
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Contrary to earlier editions of “Culture and 

the City”, none of Denmark’s museums was 

present, although world famous Louisiana 

or the Ark, the relatively new museum for 

Modern Art at the seashore of Oresund, 

would have been great examples of 

innovative museums deeply embedded in 

the social and cultural fabric of a city. 

UK-based designers Thomas Heatherwick 

gave an example of developing a new 

design for London’s buses, which are an 

important part of a city’s mobile infra- 

structure and city-specific culture, but have 

been ignored by designers for decades.  

Everyone knows London’s distinct red 

buses, and while few may know Danish 

buses, the Copenhagen’s transport operator 

Arriva has an interesting story to tell about 

a social-cultural experiment with buses and 

interactions in buses: for two weeks, 

red-upholstered designated “love seats” 

were installed in more than 100 buses in 

Copenhagen to encourage flirtation, smiles, 

romance and happiness among the city’s 

passengers. During the experiment, more 

people left their cars parked at home and 

enjoyed riding public transportation as a 

social endeavor. Designer think about how 

buses look like, urban sociologists are 

interested in how people are using them – 

thus presenting an interesting example of 

tangible and intangible aspects of a city’s 

culture. 

Another innovation in bus design is 

Danish-Chinese collaboration on electric 

buses, which were introduced this summer 

for a two year experiment to support 

Copenhagen’s goal to become the first C02 

neutral capital by 2025. 

 
Source: http://www.byd.com/auto/17064780.html 

 

The Danish culture of celebrating outdoor 

life in the city would have been another 

interesting topic to hear about; noteworthy 

in this context are the eclectic styles and 

the variety of cafés. What are the risks for 

an urban culture created by a monoculture 

of Starbucks at every corner (indoor mostly 

in Hong Kong)? 

 

Another idea rooted in Denmark is the role 

of public spaces in cities. All architecture 

and design students in Denmark learn about 

Jan Gehl, the Danish architect and urban 

designer who published his influential 

article on “life between buildings” back in 

1971, and is one of the leading thinkers 

about public spaces and public life. 

Architects are often interested in the 

building itself, but culture of a city forms in 

the “in-between spaces”. 

  

With the controversial discussion about the 

new town planning in the Northeastern 

New Territories in Hong Kong going on, 

Copenhagen’s new town development 

Orestad, which creates housing and new 

connections between Denmark and Sweden, 

could have provided some insights into 

sustainable mass housing in a growing 

trans-border region. 

 

 



Speakers from the Design Society Denmark, 

the lead partner organisation for the event, 

did present in other parts of the 3-day 

BODW forum, such as Jacob Fuglsang on 

“Art and Design for a Sustainable Future” 

who was also one of the organisers of the 

“CO2 Green Race” which was staged in 

Hong Kong in collaboration with Clean Air 

Hong Kong. 

 

Architecture company 3XN presented 

Copenhagen solutions: Sustainability as 

Matter of Life and Beauty with an example 

of a stylish waste treatment plant in 

Copenhagen which has become a new 

recreational space with a terraced 

landscape, a park and gardens created from 

waste materials and light-fixtures in the 

landscape design, run by energy generated 

by the plant. 

 

Another design consulting company, 

Antropologerne, takes an anthropologist, 

“no-bullshit” (according to their homepage) 

approach to urban problem. They focus on 

intelligent, sustainable products and 

services, often for municipalities and local 

governments and in collaboration with 

future users/citizens. 

 

“Copenhagenizing” usually refers to turning 

cities into pedestrian and bicycle friendly 

cities, however, there are so many other 

great ideas from this Nordic capital that 

cities could learn from, that the term could 

be understood in a wider sense. It is a pity 

that this year’s “Culture and the City” did 

not make an effort to bring more of those 

ideas to Hong Kong.  

 

The Executive Director of the Innovation 

Center Denmark in Hong Kong (an arm of 

the Danish Foreign Ministry and the 

Ministry for Business and Growth), Martine 

Gram Barry, said that the Design Society 

Denmark was not involved in the details of 

the programme planning of the “City and 

the Culture” session, and that the event 

was developed by the Hong Kong Design 

Centre.  

 

Perhaps it was just a scheduling problem to 

bring more bold ideas from Copenhagen to 

Hong Kong to the BODW City forum, but as 

a result the event leaves the impression of a 

missed opportunity both for Copenhagen 

and – even more so – for Hong Kong, a city 

in dire need for sustainable urban solutions.  

 

How much of a cultural change would it 

take to turn Hong Kong’s harbour blue? 

How long would it take to turn Hong Kong 

into a CO2 neutral city? 

 

 
   Picture at Design Society Denmark Exhibition 
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