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Urban areas are growing at an unprecedented rate. The 
United Nations predicts that 2.5 billion more people will 
live in cities by 2050, which will equate to two-thirds of 
the world’s population living in urban areas (UN, 2014). 
This equates, on average, to 200,000 extra people living 
in cities every single day. Cities have always attracted 
economic migrants who move to urban areas where 
there are better job prospects. Recently, this effect has 
been heightened by the large scale movement of refugees 
fleeing conflict around the world. This is predicted to 
increase significantly due to climate refugees, who will be 
forced to relocate due to the failure of agriculture from 
drought or due to devastating flooding (UNHCR, 2016). 

Urban areas around the world therefore face huge 
challenges in the coming years to ensure that cities remain 
safe, efficient and affordable for everyone, new arrivals and 
existing residents alike. The last time European cities were 
faced with such a high demand for housing was in the mid-
20th century, after a huge regeneration of urban areas was 
triggered in part by the Second World War. Large-scale 
state-run housing programmes are synonymous with 
modernism, and while it was not without its faults, it 
arose from the noble desires by architects and planners to 
improve the living conditions of people on lower incomes 
who were living in low quality and overcrowded housing 
in the inner cities. 

Whilst many of the resulting developments were 
considered failures, across Europe governments succeeded 
in building a vast number of low-cost housing in a 
relatively short period of time. In Sweden, for example, 
the Miljonprogrammet (Million Homes Programme) 
managed to build a million homes over a ten year period 
in a country that had a population of only eight million 
(Hall, 2005). In order to meet the housing demand in the 

coming decades, a similar rate of building needs to be a 
priority for cities across the globe.

However, the political and economic climate is different 
today than it was fifty years ago. Most western nations 
have moved towards a more neo-liberal and capitalist 
system. Cities across Western Europe and the US have 
changed dramatically due to de-industrialisation and 
globalisation (Fainstein, 2011). Urban strategies now 
increasingly focus on economic growth, which results in 
intense competition between cities for private investment. 
Cities are essentially run as private corporations focused 
on becoming more attractive to international business 
and tourism than other cities (Madanipour, 2010). This 
change in focus is justified by the claim that growth-
promoting policies result in the greatest good for the 
greatest number of people, despite strong evidence 
that it actually benefits the rich far more than the poor 
(Molotch, 1987). This so called ‘trickle-down’ economic 
strategy is not only applicable to housing and commercial 
space; as Fainstein explains in the opening paragraph of A 
Just City, ‘even the provision of amenities such as parks or 
cultural facilities is rationalised by their potential to raise 
property values’ (Fainstein, 2011).

The inevitable result of policies that favour the wealthy over 
the poor and/or marginalised in society is gentrification. 
Gentrification has many definitions, but one of the most 
commonly cited is ‘the transformation of a working-
class or vacant area of the central city into middle-class 
residential and/or commercial use’ (Lees, 2008). State-led, 
otherwise known as top-down, gentrification is a result 
of basing urban policies on capitalist production rather 
than social reproduction (Lees, 2008). In this scenario, 
Neil Smith defines gentrification as ‘the reinvestment of 
capital in the urban centre, which is designed to produce 
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space for a more affluent class of people than currently 
occupies that space’ (Carmona, 2012). Gentrification has 
become a word with negative connotations, and as such is 
often packaged as ‘urban regeneration’, but it is essentially 
the same thing if the city is still focused on ensuring that 
it remains competitive in the global market rather than 
focusing on improving the everyday life in the city for the 
people who live there.

The antithesis to the state-led, top-down regeneration 
is a more bottom-up, community led regeneration 
championed by movements such as New Urbanism and 
Tactical Urbanism. New Urbanism focuses on community 
participation and consultation, through a process they 
call charrettes, to try to ensure that changes in the area 
benefit local people (Lennertz, 2014). One of the major 
issues with the New Urbanism movement is its fixation 
on nostalgic urban spaces, which lacks relevance in major 
urban centres today (Harvey, 2000). It advocates a slow, 
piecemeal development of urban areas, reminiscent of 
the way traditional cities were developed centuries ago. 
Though cities such as those built during the Renaissance 
in Italy are undoubtedly beautiful, the New Urbanist 
developments built on these principles are often middle-
class enclaves that do not improve the lives of the poor 
and most marginalised in society (Bohl, 2000). The scale 
of urbanisation that the world is currently facing also 
renders such a piecemeal strategy insufficient in many 
circumstances as it is too slow and bureaucratic. 

Tactical Urbanism, an offshoot of New Urbanism, on 
the other hand focuses more on encouraging the local 
community to engage in guerrilla and DIY urbanism, 
which has a much more immediate impact on the local 
area (Lydon, 2015). However this is also not without its 
criticisms. Tactical urbanism schemes are often undertaken 

by ‘young creatives’, which some people argue are pioneers 
for gentrification. The resulting improvements in the 
neighbourhood are often blamed for increasing property 
values and actually causing gentrification. However, as 
explained by Lees, gentrification is not caused by the 
middle-classes themselves, rather it is the result of state 
policies and private investments that cause an increase in 
property values and the subsequent removal of the working 
class from the area (Lees, 2008). This does not reduce the 
perception that tactical urbanism causes gentrification 
however, with the result that local residents  can be fearful 
of both top-down and bottom-up gentrification.

This thesis is not a criticism of different approaches to 
urbanism, but instead aims to look at how a balance 
between top-down and bottom-up strategies could 
work. One of the fundamental issues with a bottom-
up approach is therefore the question of who is the 
community that is pushing the development? Cities are 
fundamentally heterogeneous entities, places of conflict 
and chaos, where people of many different cultures, 
backgrounds and socio-economic status live side-by-
side. Cities are also constantly in flux, with people 
moving in and out daily; as they continue to grow, this 
will only get more extreme. As Crawford explains, ‘cities 
are inexhaustible and contain so many overlapping and 
contradictory meanings- aesthetic, intellectual, physical, 
social, political, economic, and experimental- that they 
can never be reconciled into a single understanding’ 
(Crawford, 1999). It is therefore impossible to reduce a 
community down so that it is able to have one vision for 
the future of the area, and the attempt of some bottom-up 
schemes to do so more often than not results in benefiting 
the most vocal in society, the middle and upper classes, 
rather than responding to the needs of the poor and the 
marginalised (Young, 1994).
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This thesis started on the back of a design studio run by 
Urban-Think Tank, which focused on the improvement of 
a marginal public space under a highway in central Oslo, 
Norway. The studio encouraged us to take inspiration 
from informal urbanism practices in developing countries 
and to see what impact this could have when applied to 
a highly formalised and developed city such as Oslo. 
Informal urbanism is common in developing cities where 
a lack of state intervention results in a need for local 
people to deliver their own solutions to improving their 
everyday lives in the city. 

Oslo, on the other hand, is an interesting case study as it 
has developed very rapidly over a relatively short period 
of time due to a sudden increase in wealth due to oil 
compared to many of its Western European neighbours. 
It also has a history of a strong welfare society, yet in 
recent years it has shifted to a more new-liberal approach. 
The rapidness of these changes in political and economic 
structures has resulted in a city centre that is unequal and 
segregated, with some areas completely gentrified and 
only available for the very wealthy, whilst others are still 
deprived neighbourhoods with people living in poverty 
(Huse, 2014). The development of the waterfront in 
Oslo, for example, has resulted in public spaces whose 
main purpose is to attract the wealthy, international 
business or tourists. Though there are a few notable 
exceptions such as the Sørenga outdoor pool, much of 
the Fjord City development is not used by local residents 
from areas such as Grønland, even though they are only a 
short walking distance away.

The Oslo municipality is aware of the inequality that 
separates the city and has invested significantly in 
improving some of the most deprived neighbourhoods 
such as Grünerløkka and Tøyen which are now much 
safer and more aesthetically pleasing. However, these 
neighbourhoods are also less affordable for the working-
class people who used to live there, and the regeneration 
has been blamed for gentrification and the displacement of 
the working-class in favour of more middle class residents 
(Huse, 2014). Grønland on the other hand has been 
overlooked in recent regeneration projects. Located just 
to the north of the central station, it is a predominantly 
residential neighbourhood but also contains a lot of 
cultural resources for Oslo’s immigrant communities 
such as large mosques and ethnic supermarkets. 

It is also an area that faces significant physical infrastructural 
barriers, such as a large highway, busy arterial roads and 
extensive railway tracks, which essentially isolates it from 
the rest of the city to the south and to the west. Though it 
faces significant challenges, it is also a hugely vibrant area 
with strong social networks, where people of all different 
backgrounds interact. Its liveliness is in stark contrast 
to some of the new developments in Oslo, such as Aker 
Brygge, which feel clinical and lack a sense of identity. 
In fact, I would argue that Grønland’s unique identity 
is in part a result of its physical and social isolation over 
the years, which has protected it from the gentrification 
pressures that have transformed other communities 
in central Oslo. The municipality is in the process of 
developing a long term vision for the regeneration of 
Grønland. However, due to a series of large infrastructural 
changes that are assumed necessary to take place before 
improvements can begin, the regeneration of the area is 
not predicted to begin until around 2030 (Kommune, 
2010). 

Grønland, Oslo
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The design studio therefore focused on short- to 
medium-term proposals to improve the public realm 
in the area, with the aim to make the case for a more 
informal, immediate response approach to regeneration. 
The aim was to convince the municipality that a more 
bottom-up planning and design approach would help to 
avoid gentrification and the prevent the loss Grønland’s 
unique identity. At the end of the studio, we pulled all 
the proposals together to present an alternative vision 
for the area to the municipality (Figure 1). Though the 
proposals were influenced by bottom-up, community led 
schemes, I was struck that once pulled together into a 
masterplan, the proposal had a similar appearance to the 
municipality’s top-down scheme that we were actively 
trying to argue against. 

Though the details of the design were different, I felt 
that the act of producing a masterplan undermined the 
principle of a bottom-up, informal design approach.

This process highlighted another fundamental issue with 
designing for bottom-up action; how can you propose 
a design based on community activation when you are 
not a member of the community? Inadvertently, due to 
the lack of time we were able to spend on the studio, 
a common scenario in both student design studios and 
professional projects, we had proposed a bottom-up, 
community led scheme without actually interacting with 
the local community. The result was a series of design 
proposals that we did not know whether local residents 
liked, wanted or even needed.

Figure 1 - Masterplan presented to Oslo municipality
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This thesis therefore began with the question; if bottom-
up regeneration should be initiated and run by the local 
community, what is the role of an urbanist and a designer? 
Traditionally a designer aims to solve an issue in the city 
by using their expertise to impose a design onto an area. I 
will question how the role of a designer should shift from 
a prescriber to a facilitator.

Additionally, on a very personal level; as a foreign, 
young, white and middle-class individual, what is my 
role as  an outsider and as someone who could be seen 
to personify gentrification. Is it possible for an outsider 
to truly understand the issues that a deprived or marginal 
community faces in their everyday lives, and to be able 
to help facilitate a process through which improvements 
could be made without causing irreparable changes 
through gentrification and displacement? 

I believe this to be an extremely important question 
for both top-down and bottom-up approaches to 
development. For example, in more top-down strategies, 
design competitions are increasingly international and 
the speed at which development is needed often does 
not allow sufficient time for in depth research into the 
challenges and opportunities involved in a project. In a 
more bottom-up approaches, I believe that both policy 
makers and designers need a better understanding that 
cities are highly heterogeneous places with people from all 
different backgrounds. As the world becomes more global 
and immigration increases, communities are increasingly 
made up of ‘outsiders’ and the bottom-up strategies must 
take this into consideration. 
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This thesis used the skills and knowledge that I, as an 
urbanist and designer, can utilise in order to help improve 
the everyday life in a city, whilst also attempting to avoid 
falling into the pitfalls of a top-down implementation of 
my own vision for the city.

The first section looks at Oslo, how it became the city 
that it is today and the predicated changes, both planned 
by the municipality and as the result of larger global 
forces, that it is expected to face in the coming years. I 
particularly focused on high-level strategies that have a 
large impact on the every day lives of people living in 
the city, such as public transportation and the quality of 
the public realm. I also focused on plans that have been 
set out as a priority for the municipality, to highlight 
opportunities for people to be able to influence decisions 
that are being made on their behalf. I also focused on 
potential areas where state investment will be spent in 
the future, highlighting potential funding sources which 
bottom-up projects could tap into. 

The high level research was gathered using a range of 
sources including Internet and literature research, as well 
as correspondence with experts in the city municipality, 
Oslo Kommune. This research is in no way exhaustive, 
and the structure of the thesis is designed so that further 
information can be added as it is gathered. At the end 
of the first section, I compared the high-level research 
gathered on attractions in the city with a personal account 
by a local resident to highlight the importance of on-the-
ground research to be able to understand how the city 
works for the people living there. 

The second section continues the on-the-ground research, 
focusing more on the area around the public space under 
the highway in Grønland. By using a combination 
of observations, mapping and discussions with local 
residents over four days on site (February, April, May 
and August 2016), I was able to gather another layer of 
information on the area. 

By observing what issues in the public realm are causing 
the most damage, and starting to suggest ways in high 
these could be improved, but not prescribing how 
exactly this should be achieved, I aimed to initiate future 
research rather than prescribing a solution. By overlaying 
qualitative information such as opinions and perceptions 
over quantitative information such as physical conditions, 
the reader can start to understand how the identity of 
the area is affected by the physical structure and vice 
versa. Additionally, by mapping both physical and social 
infrastructures,  this thesis highlights the importance 
of understanding both networks in order to have an in 
depth knowledge of an area.

However, this is still only a snapshot of the everyday 
life in the area. Instead of proposing changes to the 
area, the third section sets out a mechanism through 
which to facilitate further research and activate the local 
community to continue the work that has been started in 
this thesis (Figure 2). By learning from case studies from 
my native United Kingdom and from Oslo, the proposed 
research lab and makerspace has the potential to act as the 
incubator for the continuation of this research, creating a 
mechanism by which the designer can act as a facilitator 
rather than a prescriber.

Structure and Methodology
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PART I
high-level research
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Statistics

Population
Norway has a population of 5,223,300 (as of 1 April 
2016). Oslo, the capital city, has the largest number of 
residents at 647,676 (as of January 2016) (Figure 3). 
In the first quarter of 2016, the Norwegian population 
growth was -1.9 per cent, with the net migration also 
down at -2.9 per cent. However, Oslo had the highest 
population growth at +0.39 per cent in the first quarter 
of 2016. The differences between Oslo and Norway as 
a whole are due to a larger number of new economic 
immigrants coming to the capital to work (SSB, 2016).

Immigration and Asylum
As of 1 January 2016, around 849,000 persons resident 
in Norway were either immigrants (699,000) or born 
in Norway to two immigrant parents (150,000). These 
groups combined make up 16 per cent of the population 
of Norway (SSB, 2016).

Over the past five years, net labour emigration has fallen 
and net immigration of refugees has increased. In the past 
two years, the net migration of Poles and Lithuanians, 
traditionally common economic migrants to Norway, 
have fallen by 50 per cent and 75 per cent respectively, 
with persons from Syria, Eritrea, Afghanistan and 
Somalia now making up four of the ten largest groups of 
registered immigrants in the first quarter of 2016 (SSB, 
2016). These figures do not include asylum seekers who 
have yet to have their applications granted or be given 
residence permits. 

Between January and July 2016, 1,943 people have 
applied for asylum in Norway. Of these, 202 were 
unaccompanied minors. The most common citizenship 
of people applying for asylum are people from Syria 
(314), Afghanistan (269), Eritrea (170) and Iraq (158) 

(UDI, 2016). In the first quarter of 2016, 13,766 asylum 
decisions were made, with 6,159 persons being granted 
asylum in Norway. All asylum seekers are given free 
accommodation at an asylum reception centre whilst they 
await a decision on their case (NOAS, 2016). 21,706 
people have lived in asylum reception centres between 
January and July 2016 (UDI, 2016).

Oslo has the most immigrants in Norway, both in 
absolute and relative terms; one in three residents is an 
immigrant or born in Norway to immigrant parents. It 
also has a high proportion of refugees at 6-7 per cent 
(not including those currently living in asylum reception 
centres), though this is lower than some other smaller 
municipalities where refugees account for up to 11 per 
cent of the population (Østby, 2016). 

Living Conditions
Home ownership is popular in Norway, with 78 per cent 
of households owning their home. The price of flats has 
risen significantly since 1992 across Norway, increasing 
by an average of 400 per cent. In Oslo, the price of 
homes has increased more than six-fold. Despite this, 69 
per cent of people living in Oslo still own their dwelling. 
Ownership through a housing co-operative is much more 
common in eastern Oslo, ranging from more than 60 per 
cent in the inner East to less than 20 per cent in western 
districts (Figure 2). Renting is also considerably more 
common in both the inner west and inner east districts 
than in the outer districts (SSB, 2012).

Oslo also has the highest proportion of one-person 
households in Norway at 52 per cent. There are however 
significant differences between the inner city, where more 
than 60 per cent of households consist of only one person, 
and the outer suburban districts which have a much lower 
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proportion. For example, in Søndre Nordstrand only a 
third of households were occupied by just one person. 
Living alone is most common among young people and 
the elderly (SSB, 2012). 

Housing standards are high in Norway, with 99 per 
cent of households having a bathroom, and 9 out of 10 
having a freezer, dishwasher and PC. Housing sizes have 
decreased due to the increasing proportion of apartment 
blocks, but the average dwelling still has 4 rooms. 
Holiday homes are popular, with just over 20 per cent 
of the population owning one, and 40 per cent having 
access to one (Kristiansen, 2015).

Figure 2 (top) - Tenure status in Oslo districts
(source: SSB)

Figure 3 (bottom) - Population changes in Norway
(source: SSB)
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The Welfare State
Norway has one of the highest GDPs per capita in 
the world at US$ 74,734 (around 613,223 NOK). 
In the early 1990s public expenditure accounted for 
approximately 50 per cent of GDP, but this has fallen 
to around 42 per cent in 2012. This is considerably less 
than the other Scandinavian countries whose public 
expenditure account for over 50 per cent of GDP. The 
bulk of public expenditure is spent on education, health 
care, social benefits and welfare (Kristiansen, 2015). 

The number of social assistance recipients currently 
stands at around 4 per cent of the working age population 
(Figure 4). The share of social assistance recipients is 
particularly high in young men and single parents. The 
number of immigrants requiring assistance is on the rise, 
with immigrants and Norwegians with an immigrant 
background making up more than a third of recipients in 
2014 (Kristiansen, 2015).

Education and Employment
Norway has 9 years of compulsory primary and lower 
secondary school education. In addition, 9 out of 10 
Norwegian youths aged 16-18 are currently enrolled 
in upper-secondary education, with 119 800 pupils 
studying general subjects and 78 400 studying vocational 
subjects in 2014. A third of 19-24 years olds are enrolled 
in higher education, with women making up the majority 
of graduates at universities at 61 per cent. Across Norway 
31 per cent of the population over 16 years old have a 
higher education, whilst almost half of Oslo residents 
have a higher education qualification (Kristiansen, 2015).

Norway has a long tradition of gender equality and this 
is noticeable in the labour force (Figure 6). In 2014, 
the number of people in employment was equivalent 

to around 50 per cent of the population, with women 
accounting for 47 per cent of the labour force. However, 
many women (62 per cent) work part-time, compared to 
men who have a full-time employment rate of around 85 
per cent (Kristiansen, 2015). 

Despite the high educational level, male and female 
careers are still traditional, with typical female professions 
being teachers, nurses and cleaners, in comparison to the 
most common male professions which are tradesmen, 
construction works, drivers and engineers (Figure 5). 
Women are also more likely to work in the public sector; 
47 per cent of women in employment work in the public 
sector, compared to only 19 per cent of men. In 2014 the 
average monthly wages for men and women were NOK 
44,900 and NOK 38,800 respectively. This shows that, 
despite Norway’s dedication to gender equality, women 
still only earn 86.4 per cent of a man’s monthly wage, 
even when part-time working is taken into consideration 
(Kristiansen, 2015).
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Figure 4 (top left) - Labour and employment, 2015
 (source: SSB)

Figure 5 (top right) - Gender distribution of employed persons
 (source: SSB)

Figure 6 (bottom) - Employment levels
(source: SSB)
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Inequality

Since 1990 the average household income after tax has 
increased by 66 per cent in real terms to NOK 464 500. 
Differences in income are growing with the income share 
of the 10 per cent of the population with the lowest 
household income falling slightly, while the 10 per cent 
with the highest income have increased their share from 
18 to 21 per cent. These figures however conceal large 
disparities in the distribution of net wealth. In 2013, 
approximately half of the total wealth was owned by 
just 10 per cent of households, who have an average of 
NOK 10.2 million. In contrast, in 2013, 12.2 per cent of 
people had a low income according to the EU definition 
(calculated as a household income per consumption 
unit that is less than 60 per cent of the median income) 
(Kristiansen, 2015).

Oslo is a highly unequal city, with significant differences 
in standards of living between the west and the east of 
the city. In 2001, the average household income varied 
between 508,000 and 712,000 NOK in the west 
and between 364,000 and 515,000 NOK in the east 
(excluding Nordstrand) (SSB, 2001). The life expectancy 
also varies considerably; between 83 years in the west and 
78 years in the east for women, and 80 years and 72 years 
for men (SSB, 2008).

The figures show the living conditions per district in 
Oslo in 2005 (Akopian, 2015) which are calculated using 
indicators such as low education, low income, proportion 
of non-western immigrants, level of unemployment, 
children aged 0 – 17 years with a single parent, mortality 
and relocation frequency (Figure 7).

The scale ranks districts on a scale from 1 (best) to 10 
(poorest living conditions). Whilst the average index 
score is 5.1, immediately obvious is the huge disparity 

in values, ranging from 1.1 in Vestre Aker in the outer 
west, to 8.4 in Gorud in the outer east (Figure 8). There 
is also a strong spatial distribution of inequality, with 
the western districts and southern districts having a 
significantly higher standard of living than the east. As 
Tonkiss writes in Cities by Design, ‘cities are machines for 
producing inequality’ (Tonkiss, 2013). 

Whilst inequality could be argued to be inevitable in urban 
areas due to a city’s intrinsic heterogeneity and highly 
differentiated labour markets and competitive housing 
markets, Tonkiss argues that the spatial representation of 
inequality is a matter of urban design. Cities are highly 
diverse systems, but they also involve a wide range 
of mechanisms that spatially organize this diversity. 
These mechanisms, such as legal divisions, land and 
employment markets and cultural differences, can result 
in spatial and social segregation, not only into spaces of 
urban deprivation, but also enclaves of the wealthy. This 
segregation in turn, in the words of Lefebvre, caricatures 
differences, reinforcing stereotypes and making it harder 
for different social groups to integrate.

Figure 7 - Living conditions in Oslo
 (source: Akopian)
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Figure 8 - Living conditions in Oslo
 (source: Akopian)
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History of Segregation

17th-19th Century
In order to begin to understand why Oslo displays such 
a strong spatial distribution of inequality, it is important 
to understand the historic segregation in the city. In the 
mid-17th century, in response to a series of fires that burnt 
down large parts of the city, a new centre of Oslo was built, 
called Christiania (Figure 9). Located to the west of the 
Aker River, it rendered the eastern part of the city outside 
of the city walls. The areas now known as Vaterland 
and Grønland grew as unregulated settlements of low-
standard ‘slum’ housing for casual labourers in the lumber 
trade, which used the Aker River for transportation. The 
land around the river was arable due to its recent history 
of being under water and the huge quantities of sawdust 
that was a by-product of the timber trade. In the late 17th 
and 18th centuries, Grønland became home to wealthy 
farmland owners, alongside craftsmen and artisans in the 
timber trade, and the Vaterland Bridge was constructed 
to reconnect the city centre with the east (Figure 10).  

In the 19th century, the farmlands started to decay and the 
bourgeoisie moved away. As the wealthier people moved 
out, many of the buildings became occupied by brothels 
and drinking establishments. For a period in the mid-
19th century, Grønland became a separate entity from 
both Christiania and the Aker parish, becoming a ‘free 
town’. The lack of control resulted in an area synonymous 
with petty crime, prostitution and alcoholism. In 1869, 
Grønland was re-included within the jurisdictional city 
limits, yet maintained its reputation for debauchery and 
crime.

 7

 
 

Den unge Nicolay Andresen ca. 1805. 
 

 

 
 

Christiania omkring 1800. 
 
Han blev kompagnon med købmand G. F. Hagemann, men fik i 1809 borgerskab som købmand og 
etablerede sin egen forretning samme år. Og så begyndte det at gå stærkt for den driftige unge mand 
fra Slesvig. Det var år med store forandringer i Norge, som jo i 1814 blev skilt fra Danmark og efter 
en kort krig kom i union med Sverige. Udfordringer var der derfor nok af, og der var efterspørgsel 
efter ham. Allerede i 1811 og til 1824 var han suppleant i statsrevisionen, i 1818 mødte han på 
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Stortinget som 1. suppleant og blev medlem af budgetkomiteen, gage- og pensionskomiteen og otte 
andre komiteer. Også i efterfølgende år frem til 1839 mødte han jævnligt som repræsentant eller 
suppleant på Stortinget. 1828-48 var han medlem af styret for Norges Banks Christiania-afdeling og 
1837-43 medlem af Christiania bystyre. Han regnes som grundlægger af børsen i Christiania i 1819. 
For sin indsats blev han ridder af den svenske Vasa-orden. 
 
 

 
 

Christiania omkring 1840. 
Toldbodgade (i dag Tollbugata) nr. 24 ligger omtrent i centrum af byen. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 9 (top) - Map of Christiania, 1800
 (source: Gouthiere)

Figure 10 (bottom) - Map of Christiania, 1840
 (source: Gouthiere)
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20th Century
In the latter half of the 20th century, Oslo saw an influx of 
immigrants from countries such as Pakistan and Somalia, 
many of whom settled in inner eastern districts such as 
Grønland due to the low rents in the area. Though there 
was not an official plan to locate immigrants in this area, 
it was inarguably a political decision made by a number 
of players in the public sector. Rent was very cheap in the 
area because the rental prices had remained the same since 
the 1930s due to rent caps. However this also resulted in 
many of the properties being of very low quality and they 
were often very overcrowded. The houses were described 
as slums, with many people expressing outrage at the 
extremely poor living conditions still existing in the 
highly developed nation.

In response, the municipality began a massive, top-
down redevelopment of the Grønland and Vaterlands 
areas, demolishing much of the old building stock and 
building whole new blocks of residential apartments, 
with commercial spaces on the ground floors. The 
southern section of the Aker River was built over in order 
to construct huge infrastructure projects including the 
highway, which was completed in 1972 (Figure 12). The 
highway created a stark border between the east and the 
west, further exaggerating the segregation between the 
two sides. By the end of the 20th century the combination 
of the highway, Galleri Oslo and the railway tracks to the 
south effectively cut off Grønland from the rest of the 
city centre.

Figure 11 (top) - Map of Grønland 1930
 (source: Gouthiere)

Figure 12 (bottom) - Map of Grønland 1970
 (source: Gouthiere)



24

21st Century Segregation

Despite the efforts made at the end of the 20th century 
to improve the living conditions in the inner eastern 
districts, there are still stark differences between west and 
east Oslo. In order to understand this further, it is useful 
to consider the measures of urban segregation. 

There are two main methods for measuring segregation. 
The first, evenness, describes the distribution of minority 
residents across an urban area (Tonkiss, 2013). Though 
Oslo has a fairly even distribution of immigrants across 
the city, the countries of origin for immigrants varies 
significantly between west and east Oslo (Figure 13). 45 
per cent of western immigrants (those from the Nordic 
countries, western Europe and North America) live in the 
western boroughs, but only 13 per cent of non-western 
immigrants (Wiggen, et al., 2015)

The inner eastern district of Gamle Oslo, which includes 
Grønland and Tøyen, has an immigrant population 
(including Norwegians born to immigrant parents) of 
38 per cent, compared to the average for Oslo of 31 
per cent (Figure 14). However, almost 40 per cent of 
the immigrants in Gamle Oslo come from a European 
background, with a third of immigrants originating from 
Asia, which is significantly lower than in the outer east of 
Oslo. Grønland has the highest proportion of immigrants 
in Gamle Oslo at 54 per cent (Wiggen, et al., 2015). 
The evenness of minority immigrants is therefore low 
across the whole of Oslo, with non-western immigrants 
disproportionally concentrated in outer-east Oslo, yet the 
inner-east is relatively even.

Rapporter 2015/43 Innvandreres demografi og levekår
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Færrest innvandrere og norskfødte med innvandrerforeldre finner vi i Søndre 
Nordstrands nabobydel Nordstrand hvor 16 prosent av befolkningen har inn-
vandrerbakgrunn. Selv om alle bydelene i Oslo har en større andel innvandrere og 
norskfødte med innvandrerforeldre enn i landet samlet sett, er det likevel den store 
variasjonen som preger bildet. Hovedtyngden av personer med innvandrerbakgrunn 
bor i Groruddalen, Oslo indre øst og Søndre Nordstrand (figur 1.2). Dette er bydelene 
som er omfattet av denne rapporten, og vi omtaler dem under ett som Oslo Øst. Dette 
er en sosial mer enn en geografisk inndeling siden bydelene Østensjø og Nordstrand 
ikke er med i vår region. 

Figur 1.1. Andel innvandrere og norskfødte med innvandrerforeldre i bydelene i Oslo.  
1. januar 2014 

Kilde: Befolkningsstatistikk, Statistisk sentralbyrå. 

Figur 1.2. Andel innvandrere og norskfødte med innvandrerforeldre i bydelene i Oslo.  
1. januar 2014 

Kilde: Befolkningsstatistikk, Statistisk sentralbyrå. 

Figure 13 (top) - Concentration of immigrants in Oslo
 (source: SSB)

Figure 14 (bottom) - Concentration of immigrants in Gamle Oslo
 (source: SSB)
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The second measure for segregation is exposure, which 
determines to what extent different social groups 
live in proximity to each other (Tonkiss, 2013). This 
theory assumes that proximity would result in more 
interaction between different social groups. Gamle 
Oslo has immigrants from 153 different countries, and 
in Grønland, the countries of origin with the highest 
proportions are Somalia and Pakistan (14 per cent and 13 
per cent respectively) (Wiggen, et al., 2015) (Figure 15). 
Exposure is therefore high in the inner eastern district, 
with no minority group dominating the population. 
Exposure is in fact less in the west than the east of Oslo. 
A study has shown that the rich residents of the city 
actually live in more segregated neighbourhoods than 
other groups, with wealthy people living in the west far 
more likely to have no interaction with the less wealthy 
residents of the districts in east Oslo (Jakobsen, 2014). 

Despite Grønland having a lower minority population 
than many other outer districts in east Oslo, it has 
become the central meeting point for many people of an 
ethnic minority who live further out of the city centre. 
This is due in part to the rich cultural facilities on offer in 
the area, such as mosques and the Inter-cultural Museum, 
alongside a large number of supermarkets and restaurants 
that cater to a wide variety of cultures. As Tonkiss 
explains, ‘ethnic neighbourhoods are shaped not simply 
by patterns of exclusion, but around social, economic and 
cultural networks that provide spatial resources for both 
livelihoods and lifestyles’ (Tonkiss, 2013). The public 
space in Grønland therefore has the appearance of having 
a larger minority population than it does in reality, which 
may make it feel more segregated.

The measures of social segregation of Oslo as a whole are 
fairly high, yet the figures for Grønland do not indicate 

an area that could be considered a ‘ghetto’. In contrast 
to divisive media slander that has called Grønland ‘more 
Muslim than Morocco’ (Geller, 2016), in reality it is 
a highly diverse community with high levels of both 
western and non-western residents. Research has also 
found that people with high cultural wealth as well as 
economic wealth, individuals such as professors and 
people who work in the creative industries, tend to live on 
the eastern side of west Oslo (Jakobsen, 2014), indicating 
a preference for the vibrant culture of the diverse east. 

It could also be argued that Grønland has benefited from 
being segregated from some of the more affluent but 
monotonous communities in the west. Tonkiss explains 
that some forms of segregation can be ‘productive as well 
as protective, offering opportunities for employment and 
enterprise that may mitigate wider urban inequalities 
rather than simply reflecting them’ (Tonkiss, 2013). 
Residents of Grønland often feel ignored and stereotyped 
as a ‘problem’ neighbourhood. Yet the challenges that it 
faces, such as physical and social segregation from the rest 
of the city, may also be part of why Grønland has such a 
unique and spirited identity. 
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Tabell 7.3. Innvandrere i Gamle Oslo bydel, etter botid og landbakgrunn. 1. januar 2014. 
Prosent 

0-4 år 5-9 år 10-14 år 15 år og over I alt Innvandrere i alt
Innvandrere i Norge  ................... 40 21 12 27 100 633 110

Innvandrere i Oslo  ..................... 33 18 14 36 100 151 722
Innvandrere i Groruddalen  ........... 21 18 17 44 100 44 630
Innvandrere i Oslo indre øst  ......... 37 18 14 31 100 28 960
Innvandrere i Søndre Nordstrand  .. 18 16 14 52 100 12 338
Innvandrere i Gamle Oslo  .......... 32 17 15 35 100 14 245
EU/EØS  ..................................... 56 20 7 17 100 4 644
Europa utenfor EU/EØS  ............... 20 14 18 48 100 952
Asia med Tyrkia  .......................... 22 14 16 49 100 4 804
Afrika  ......................................... 17 18 28 37 100 3 018
Sør- og Mellom-Amerika  .............. 31 17 14 38 100 595
Nord-Amerika, Oseania  ............... 44 25 9 23 100 232

Somalia  ...................................... 11 21 37 31 100 1 737
Sverige  ...................................... 60 18 9 13 100 1 397
Pakistan  ..................................... 13 9 12 66 100 1 010
Polen  ......................................... 57 32 3 8 100 941
Irak  ............................................ 14 18 36 32 100 717
Vietnam  ..................................... 13 9 11 67 100 523
Iran  ............................................ 13 9 14 63 100 371
Marokko  ..................................... 10 8 11 71 100 353
Bosnia-Hercegovina  .................... 8 4 8 80 100 260
Tyrkia  ......................................... 16 9 10 65 100 255
Danmark  .................................... 36 13 9 42 100 254
Thailand  ..................................... 29 23 18 30 100 247
Sri Lanka  .................................... 6 6 10 78 100 235
Tyskland  .................................... 35 27 11 26 100 226
Afghanistan  ................................ 42 32 23 4 100 222
Kina  ........................................... 24 20 11 44 100 218
Litauen  ....................................... 77 13 8 1 100 215
Russland  .................................... 21 29 31 19 100 212

Kilde: Befolkningsstatistikk, Statistisk sentralbyrå. 

7.1.3. Relativt få norskfødte med innvandrerforeldre i forhold til resten 
av Oslo Øst 
Rundt 23 prosent av Gamle Oslos innbyggere med innvandrerbakgrunn er 
norskfødte. Dette er på samme nivå som Oslo samlet og høyere enn for landet 
samlet sett (17 prosent). Vi har tidligere sett at bydelen representerer en gjennom-
snittsbydel i forhold til innvandreres botid og også når det gjelder fordelingen 
mellom innvandrere og norskfødte med innvandrerforeldre, er Gamle Oslo 
representativ for Oslo. 

Figur 7.1. Antall innvandrere og norskfødte med innvandrerforeldre i Gamle Oslo bydel. 1. 
januar 2014 

Kilde: Befolkningsstatistikk, Statistisk sentralbyrå Rettet 05. november 2015. 
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Though the borders between districts are normally invisible 
to people at ground level, with many borders cutting 
through the middle of streets, the result of the urban 
segregation is a perceived wall running between west and 
east Oslo. Comparisons to the former wall separating east 
and west Berlin are extreme, but for some people, especially 
those living in the east, the barrier is all too real. Access to 
cultural facilities and recreational activities are more difficult 
in the east than in the neighbouring western districts. 
Schools perform worse and unemployment is higher. For 
people living in the east, it can feel like there are far fewer 
opportunities for them than their wealthier neighbours in 
the west.

In Grønland, the border is especially obvious due to the 
physical barriers that separate the east and west in this area- 
the Aker River (Figure 16) and the elevated highway (Figure 
17). Though both of these are easy to pass, the physical 
manifestation of the boundary is significant in people’s 
minds (Figure 18). Residents of both the east and western 
districts talk of rarely crossing over this imaginary border. 
A student I spoke to, who was born and raised in western 
Oslo, has never crossed further than the highway, saying 
that it doesn’t feel like Oslo past that point. In the same 
vein, residents of outer eastern suburbs talk of coming to 
Grønland as coming to the city centre and have little or no 
contact with the many world class cultural facilities that are 
located in the western centre.

Borders

Figure 16 (top) - Aker River separating west and east Oslo

Figure 17 (bottom) - Highway marking the gateway to Grønland
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Pedestrian Experience

Oslo is the largest city in Norway with nearly 650,000 
residents, yet it is still relatively small compared to 
other major metropolitan centres. Its centre is relatively 
compact and it is therefore easy to travel around by 
foot. However, the city is often perceived as larger than 
it actually is. This is partly due to the topography, with 
steep slopes and split-level routes making it harder to get 
around, especially when travelling out of the city centre. 
It can be especially difficult for those with pushchairs and 
for wheelchairs users.

The quality of streets for pedestrians varies greatly. Some 
streets, such as Karl Johans Gate are very pedestrian 
friendly as they are free of other traffic. Others, such as 
Schweigaards Gate are dominated by car traffic and are 
uninviting to travel along as a pedestrian. Some streets 
have been upgraded, with high quality paving materials 
making it easier for pedestrians to walk along. However 
this has not been applied consistently throughout the city, 
creating a patchwork of paving quality. Many streets have 
poorly maintained pavements, with potholes and uneven 
surfaces causing hazards for pedestrians.

Whilst some streets are of a high quality, especially in 
the central western areas, the lack of a coherent network 
creates a lot of problems for pedestrians. High quality 
streets will end, leaving pedestrians to walk through areas 
dominated by cars, or having to travel up stairs to be 
able to go over the busy arterial roads that cut through 
the city. In a number of places, pedestrians are separated 
from car traffic via elevated walkways, which can mean 
walking further distances than necessary. Conflicts with 
other forms of public transport are also an issue, with 
tram stations making it difficult to cross roads in some 
places, and a lack of coherent cycling lanes often causing 
issues with cyclists and pedestrians at junctions.

Though efforts have been made to improve the city centre 
for pedestrians, in many parts of the city, the streets still 
feel dominated by car traffic, with not enough space or 
priority given to those travelling by foot (Figure 20).

Figure 20 - Dominance of cars in public realm
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Similarly to many cities in the 20th century, the public 
realm in Oslo used to be dominated by cars, with large 
roads cutting through the city designed for quick and easy 
movements by car, and many public spaces dominated by 
parking. Oslo has invested a lot of money into improving 
the pedestrian experience, especially in its tourist-focused 
centre and waterfront areas, and in improving its public 
transport network in order to encourage fewer inhabitants 
to drive. 

Oslo already has the lowest proportion of private cars in 
Norway at 425 per 1000 inhabitants. Electric cars have 
become more popular, due in part to incentives and 
subsidies from the government. In 2014, 20 per cent of 
newly registered private cars were either electric or hybrid 
(Kristiansen, 2015).

In 2015, the Oslo government announced an ambitious 
plan to ban private cars in central Oslo by 2019 (Figure 
21) as part of its effort to cut emissions by 50 per cent 
compared to its 1990 levels. Globally, approximately 
7 million people are estimated to die from diseases 
caused by air pollution every year (Cathcart-Keays, 
2015). Trial efforts to remove cars from streets have had 
an overwhelming success - in Paris smog levels were 
dangerously high, but when half the city’s diesel vehicles 
were banned from the roads, particle pollution fell back 
to safe levels after just 24 hours (Cathcart-Keays, 2015). 

In Oslo, buses and trams will still continue in the city 
centre, with proposals including a ‘park-and-ride’ system 
operating with large parking garages located on the city 
outskirts and commuters and visitors travelling into the 
city centre via public transport. Driving will be further 
discouraged through the implementation of rush-hour 
charges on top of existing congestion fees and the removal 

Pedestrianisation of Central Oslo

of parking spaces. Cycling will also be further encouraged 
through a further 60km of cycling lanes being constructed 
throughout the city (France-Presse, 2015).

Figure 21 - Proposed car-free zone
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Cycling Infrastructure

Cycling is not as popular in Norway as it is in other 
Scandinavian countries. In 2010, only 4 per cent of 
journeys were made by bike nationally, compared to 
17 per cent in Denmark and 12 per cent in Sweden 
(O’Sullivan, 2016). Though this has risen to 5 per cent 
in 2014, travelling by bicycle still has some way to go. 
Some explanation for its low proportion of cyclists is the 
mountainous terrain, and while the inner city of Oslo is 
relatively flat, it rises steeply on the urban edge, which 
can make commuting difficult. A common excuse is also 
the very short days during the winter, and issues with 
snow and ice. However these conditions are also faced by 
other Scandinavian cities such as Stockholm.

The Norwegian government has announced ambitious 
plans to expand cycling to between 10 and 20 per cent 
of journeys and has pledged to spend 8 billion NOK on 
cycling infrastructure nationwide by 2030 (O’Sullivan, 
2016). This is part of the Norwegian government’s plans 
to cut transit emissions in half and to have zero growth 
in car use between 2016 and 2030. The majority of the 
funding will be spent on ten two-lane, cross-country 
superhighways that will initially aim to connect commuters 
living in the outer suburbs into the city centres, before 
being extended to connect different urban areas together. 
The superhighways will be designed to allow cyclists to 
travel at speed, riding at up to 40 kilometres per hour, 
thus making long commutes possible.

However it is also vital to improve cycling infrastructure 
within the city. Though Oslo does have some segregated 
cycle lanes and cycle-friendly roads, overall the network is 
poor (Figure 22), with many cycle lanes stopping abruptly 
and junctions often prioritizing cars over cyclists. Many 
of the busiest roads do not have segregated cycle lanes, 
forcing cyclists to share the road with a high volume of 

car traffic as well as buses and other large vehicles, or to 
travel (illegally) on the pavement. The quality of the cycle 
lanes is also an issue, with many too narrow to allow for 
cyclists to pass each other and with poor quality ground 
materials (Architects, 2014). 

Oslo has a city bike hire system, with cycle-hire stations 
located throughout the city centre. On average, more 
than 30 000 people in Oslo use the city bikes, with 1 
million trips made annually (Bysykkel, 2016). However 
the bikes are only available when there is no ice on the 
ground, normally between April and December, and 
between 0600 and 0000, which is less convenient than 
in cities such as London, where bikes are available 24/7, 
all year round. Other cities with a similar climate manage 
to maintain cycling in cold weather, with 80 per cent 
of Copenhagen cyclists continuing to cycle through the 
winter (Colville-Andersen, 2011).

All these factors have resulted in trips in Oslo made 
by bike only accounting for 12 per cent of journeys. 
Whilst the 8 billion NOK pledged by the government 
is impressive, and headline-grabbing, it will also be of 
utmost importance to improve cycling conditions for 
everyday people, not just for fast-riding commuters, in 
order to change public perceptions on the ease of cycling 
in this hilly, and for half of the year, dark and cold country.
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Figure 22 - Cycling infrastructure
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Public Transport

The public transport system in Oslo is extensive (Figure 
24), with 83 per cent of people having a very good supply 
of public transport (Economics, 2014). This could help 
to explain why it has the lowest proportion of private 
cars in Norway. In the 5 years leading up to 2013, public 
transport use grew by about 29 per cent, while the use 
of private cars has remained stable since 2005 (Transit, 
2013).

Oslo has a range of public transport types, including a 
metro system, trams, ferries and local buses. Ruter AS 
manages the public transport for the Oslo and Akershus 
regions and is responsible for the 300 million public 
transport journeys made each year. It is joint owned by 
the Oslo municipality (60 per cent) and the Akershus 
County Council (40 per cent). 

The metro system is one of the largest in Europe, covering 
84.2 km over 6 lines and 90 stations. The average number 
of passengers per day is 200 000. The tram system also 
comprises six lines, which span a total of 39.6 km, with 
99 stops. The average daily rider-ship is around 110 000 
passengers.  Buses account for 45 per cent of all journeys 
made by public transport. Additionally there are 52 bus 
routes, with hundreds of stops (Transit, 2013).

For travelling further afield, the busy central railway 
station connects Oslo to other cities across Norway and 
internationally. It also provides a direct high-speed train 
to the international airport. The Oslo Bussterminal is the 
hub for long-distance and regional bus routes. Though 
close to the main train station, you have to travel a rather 
convoluted journey through Galleri Oslo in order to go 
from the bus station to the train station, or vice versa. 
The municipality is working on an ambitious plan to 
move the bus station to a new transport hub above the 

train tracks of the train station, accessed via the existing 
elevated highway (Figure 23). There are two main reasons 
for this huge infrastructure undertaking, to create one 
seamless regional transport hub, and to allow for a bigger 
bus station, which is currently too small to meet demand. 
However, this development is likely to take at least 30 
years, and it may be that investments in other forms of 
transportation, such as cycling, mean that the bus station 
no longer needs to be extended. 

Figure 23 - Render of proposed bus station above railway tracks
(source: Aleksander) 
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Fjord City Development

As Oslo continues to grow, its public transportation 
system needs to extend and develop. One of the largest 
changes taking place in Oslo in recent years is the 
development of its waterfront, known as Fjord City. The 
area spans 10 km of waterfront and totals nearly 2,500 
square kilometres of redevelopment (Figure 27). 

Whilst the urban renewal of some areas (Bjørvika, 
Rådhusplassen, Vestbanen, Aker Brygge) was started by 
the City Council before, the overall strategy was adopted 
in 2000, with updates adopted in 2008. It is due to be 
completed in 2030. The strategy focused on the urban 
regeneration of the waterfront in order to create better 
connections between the city centre and the fjord. 

One of the main components of the Fjord City 
development is Bjørvika. Since the redevelopment 
started in the early 2000s, the waterfront has changed 
dramatically, with the construction of huge amounts 
of office spaces and apartments, as well as public parks 
and promenades and world-class cultural venues such 
as the Snøhetta designed Opera House (Figure 28). 
When Bjørvika is fully developed, the new district will 
accommodate 5,000 new homes and space for 20,000 
new jobs. It is estimated to add nearly 100,000 extra 
public transport users to the city each day (AS, 2016).

Figure 25 (top) - Public seating in Aker Brygge

Figure 26 (bottom) - Green areas in Aker Brygge
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Figure 27 (top) - Render of Fjord City proposal

Figure 28 (bottom) - Oslo Opera House and adjacent construction
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A Changing City

Significant development is not only taking place on 
Oslo’s waterfront. Across the city there are a huge number 
of projects under construction (Figure 29) or going 
through the planning application process (Figure 30). 
The population of Oslo is expected to grow by a third, 
equivalent to approximately 208,000 residents, over 
the next 20 years (Woodgate, 2014). This puts a huge 
pressure on the already competitive housing market, and 
many more houses will need to be built in order to meet 
demand. 

Initially the growth is expected to be driven by 
immigration, but also an increase in birth rate. Currently, 
despite a high population of women of child-bearing age, 
the city’s birth rate is the lowest in Norway, yet this is 
expected to change and the total number of children in the 
city is predicted to increase by 14 700 in the next 10 years. 
This will require a huge effort in building schools, with 
the government investing 10 billion NOK into building 
schools for the period 2014-18 alone (Woodgate, 2014).

The city is also keen to attract international businesses to 
set up offices. In addition to high-end office space such 
as that in ‘The Bar-code’, future developments in the 
Sentrum district are increasingly focused on providing 
the hotels and retail that are needed to attract large 
international businesses.

For the most part, Grønland has been left fairly free of 
large-scale development in recent years. However, due 
to its very central location and proximity to the central 
train station, a number of high-profile developments are 
being proposed around Grønland that could have a huge 
impact on the area (Figure 31). 

Figure 29 (top) - Schemes currently under construction
(source: Oslo Kommune)

Figure 30 (bottom) - Schemes currently in planning application
(source: Oslo Kommune)



39
KEY

N

500m250m 1km

1

2

3

4

1     Deichmanske Library

      Fjord City

2     Munch Museum
3     Crystal Clear
4     Oslo Solar

500m250m 1km

Figure 31 - Major developments near to Grønland



40

Proposed Developments

The Deichmanske Library

Designed by Lund Hagem Architects in collaboration 
with Atelier Oslo, the new public library is currently 
under construction in Bjørvika, just to the north of the 
Opera House. The project has been delayed a number 
of times, having been originally due to be completed 
in 2016. It is now scheduled to open in 2018 and will 
contain not only the extensive book collections, but also a 
cinema, media workshops, gaming zones and a restaurant 
(Oslo, 2016d). Similar to the hugely successful Opera 
House, the library’s architecture is closely tied to its role 
as a new public space for the city (Oslo, 2016d). 

The New Munch Museum

In 2008, Oslo’s city council decided to build a new 
museum, relocating Munch’s art collection from its 
current location in Tøyen to a site in the Bjørvika 
development. An international architectural competition 
was held and in 2009 the Spanish architect Juan Herreros’ 
proposal called Lambda was named as the winner. A 
highly controversial project from the start, many people 
are angry that the museum is being moved from the 
disadvantaged neighbourhood and there were campaigns 
calling for an upgraded or new version of the current 
Munch Museum to be built in Tøyen. The project was 
temporarily put on hold until 2013, but is now scheduled 
to open in 2019. The proposed museum consists of a 
12-storey building standing on a 3-storey base, and will 
house exhibition areas, workshops, offices and storage 
(Oslo, 2016c).

Figure 32 - Proposed render of Deichmanske Library
(source: Visit Oslo)

Figure 33 - Proposed render of New Munch Museum
(source: Visit Oslo)
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Crystal Clear

The 90,000 m2 of office and commercial space is 
designed by Danish designers C.F. Møller Architects 
and Norwegian Kristin Jarmund Arkitekter. The series 
of three towers is located on one of Oslo’s most valuable 
sites, the former postal sorting office just to the north 
of the train station (Dezeen, 2009). Consistently called 
a ‘landmark’, the largest tower will be 28 storeys, which 
relates to the nearby high-rises at Postgirobygget and 
Oslo Plaza (ArchiPaper, 2013). 

Oslo Solar

The redevelopment of Lilletorget 1, designed by Code: 
architecture, in collaboration with Rambøll and the 
Institute of Energy Technology, will house predominantly 
office space, with retail and an arts space on the ground 
floor. The building is designed to harvest energy from the 
sun, with its roof tilted 40 degrees and facing south to 
reach above the shadow from Oslo Plaza (Architecture, 
2015).

Vaterlands Park is to be redeveloped along with the 
building, with the new small retail programme organized 
to supply the park with atmosphere and activity. However 
there is a risk that the park will become mono-functional 
and designed to be used as breakout space for office 
workers and lacking programme during the evenings and 
weekends.

Figure 34 - Proposed render of Crystal Clear
(source: Dezeen)

Figure 35 - Proposed render of Oslo Solar
(source: code:architecture)
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Municipality Long-Term Plans

As discussed earlier, in response to the predicted 
population growth in the coming years that could see the 
number of public transport users doubling by 2030, the 
municipality has developed ambitious plans to rebuild 
the bus station above the train tracks, as the current bus 
station is already at maximum capacity. This would remove 
the function of the whole ground floor of Galleri Oslo, an 
already much derided building, and the municipality is 
therefore proposing to demolish the whole site. 

The Oslo municipality has hence developed a long-term 
vision for the area, named ‘Oslo S’, which focuses on 
improving public transportation but also incorporates 
additional uses for the land that Galleri Oslo sits on, such 
as commercial and business, hotels and residential (Figure 
36). The vision is to create Norway’s best-functioning 
and most climate-friendly and modern public transport 
hub in a district that is inclusive, unifying and has an 
international presence (Kommune, 2010). The report sets 
out the aims of the plan; the new transport hub should 
prioritise public transport, cyclists and pedestrians, 
reduce the growth in car traffic, whilst also providing a 
multitude of activities and urban functions. According 
to the municipality’s report, it is also paramount that 
the development is of a high architectural quality for 
buildings, streets and public spaces, and is coherently 
merged into the surrounding city structure. 

Currently Schweigaards Gate acts as an impenetrable 
barrier between the train station, and the newly developed 
waterfront beyond, and the areas to the north of the road.  
Pedestrians are forced to travel over bridges in order to 
cross the road. Improving the pedestrian connection is 
therefore vital to ensure that the new developments in 
Oslo S are successfully embedded into the existing city 
structure. The lack of street level connections also makes 

it very difficult for cyclists to travel easily and safely in 
the area as the roads are dominated by fast moving car 
traffic. As the City Council has adopted goals to triple 
the number of cyclists in the city, the improvement of this 
area will be of utmost importance.

One of the main ambitions of the municipality is to 
reopen the Aker River all the way down to the Fjord. It is 
of great embarrassment to the city that the river was built 
upon, which caused the weakening of the city’s historic 
link with the river. The desire to create a continuous blue 
and green route down from the lakes in the north to the 
Fjord is hence a strong driving force in the redevelopment 
of the area. In order to open up the river all the way to 
the Fjord, a huge infrastructural feat must be undertaken 
to dig down the railways tracks, which is predicted to 
take around a century to complete. However, there is 
a possibility to open up the river in stages as the land 
around the railway station is redeveloped (Kommune, 
2010).

Another aim of the plan is to open façades at the street 
level, as many buildings in the area are currently closed 
off from the surrounding public realm. The report also 
highlights the importance of preserving the historical 
qualities in and around Oslo S. As with all new 
developments, the environment is a key consideration, 
and the report stipulates that green infrastructure must 
ensure biodiversity as well as provide high quality and 
durable recreational areas for residents and visitors 
(Kommune, 2010). 

The Oslo S area is divided into sub areas with different 
focuses that build upon existing situations, though all 
areas (apart from the transport hub) will be required to 
incorporate housing. All buildings should have multiple 
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functions in order to stimulate life through the day and 
at different times of the year. Due to the proximity of two 
existing tall buildings (Postgirobygget and Oslo Plaza) 
and the approved towers at the station (named Crystal 
Clear), the plan also proposes two high-rise buildings. 
The placement and design of these high-rises will be 
assessed against seven criteria; the relationship to the Aker 
River, sight-lines, remote impact, historic environment, 
architectural design, meeting with streets and squares, 
and local climate (Kommune, 2010).

OMRÅDEPROGRAM FOR OSLO-S-OMRÅDET 7

Del 5  Retningslinjer 
Del 5 presenterer  retningslinjer for arealbruk.  Retningslinjene må ses sammen med prin-
sipplanen som viser foreslåtte byggehøyder og bærende prinsipper. Del 5 har også en kort 
tekst om utbyggingsøkonomi og risiko og sårbarhet og avsluttes med forslag til oppfølgings-
oppgaver.  Her foreslås også hvem som skal stå som ansvarlig for de ulike oppgavene.  Til 
sist i dokumentet er en kort presentasjon av stedets historikk og en opplisting av deltakere i 
arbeidet.
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The municipality has undertaken charrettes to help to 
facilitate discussion with stakeholders and members of 
the public about the future of the area, but the plan is 
still in the early feasibility stages of the planning process. 
Fears about the extent to which the area will be changed 
have already started to be voiced, with local residents 
fearing the redevelopment of the area will force rents up 
in the area so that they are forced to move, or that local 
businesses will no longer be able to afford their units. 
One of the greatest challenges facing the municipality is 
therefore how to avoid gentrification when undergoing 
such a large regeneration project.

Figure 36 - Municipality strategy
(source: Oslo Kommune)
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Regeneration and Gentrification

Gentrification can be defined as ‘the transformation of 
a working-class or vacant area of the central city into 
middle-class residential and/or commercial use’ (Lees 
et al., 2008). The term was first coined by the British 
sociologist Ruth Glass in 1964, who noted that ‘once 
this process of “gentrification” starts in a district it goes 
on rapidly until all or most of the original working-class 
occupiers are displaced and the whole social character of 
the district is changed’ (Glass, 1964).

State-led, or top-down, gentrification is a result of basing 
urban policies on capitalist production rather than social 
reproduction (Lees, 2008). When urban policies are based 
on the economy of global capital, gentrification is seen as 
‘a positive result of a healthy real estate market’ (Lees, 
2008). Due to the class implications, terms such as urban 
regeneration, urban renaissance and urban revitalisation 
are often used instead of gentrification, in an attempt to 
avoid the negative connotations associated with the word. 
As Lees argues, ‘it’s hard to be for ‘gentrification’, but who 
would oppose ‘urban renaissance’, ‘urban regeneration’, 
and ‘urban sustainability’?’ (Lees, 2008). Yet they are, in 
essence, often the same process. 

However, displacement of the working-class can also 
take place without being led by state decisions, in what 
is known as ‘gentrifier-led’ gentrification. As more and 
more people want to move to urban centres, particularly 
young, creative people, the rising property values price 
people on a lower-income out from traditionally working-
class neighbourhoods, allowing the middle-class to move 
in. The inner east has seen property values increase 
dramatically in the past few decades due to its central 
location, but it still boasts lower property values when 
compared with western neighbourhoods. In particular, 
the area has attracted students and young professionals 

who enjoy the lively and exciting neighbourhoods. 
As Tone Huse eloquently describes it, areas such as 
Grünerløkka, Tøyen and now Grønland have become 
areas popular with ‘members of the middle class on a life-
phase migration’ (Huse, 2014).

Fear of gentrification is not new to the area. In the 
latter half of the 20th century, the housing conditions 
in Grønland were slum-like, with some flats lacking 
even basic amenities such as their own toilet, and many 
properties were very poorly maintained. Those living 
in the area were disproportionally from immigrant 
backgrounds and many lived under the poverty line 
(Huse, 2014). The municipality decided to take drastic 
action and large areas of Grønland were demolished to 
make way for a large new development which provided 
higher quality housing, as well as spaces for new shops 
and restaurants, in the area now known as Grønland’s 
Torg. The existing residents were promised that they 
would get a new home for a similar rent to what they 
were currently paying. However, once residents moved in 
to their new homes, rental prices rose steeply and those 
that could not afford the new rents were evicted (Huse, 
2014). Most of the residents were forced to move to the 
outer eastern suburbs where rents were cheapest. 
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The redevelopment was accused of intentionally aiming to 
attract a new, more middle-class population to deprived 
areas of the city. The local government at the time argued 
that the redevelopment was key to attracting both public 
and private investment into the eastern part of the city 
and to kick-start improvements in infrastructure and 
public services such as schools and leisure facilities, which 
in principle would benefit the working class residents who 
were displaced in the first place. This scenario is an example 
of ‘positive gentrification’, in which policy is designed 
to ‘diversify the social-mix and dilute concentrations of 
poverty in the inner city through gentrification’(Lees et 
al., 2008). Despite fierce academic debate about whether 
or not gentrification has a positive or negative effect on 
society, policy makers increasingly promote it as leading 
to more ‘socially mixed, less segregated, more liveable and 
sustainable communities’ (Lees, 2008).

It is not just the physical displacement of people that 
raises issues, but also the loss of an area’s identity that 
causes such anger amongst residents. As Smith explains, 
‘the language of revitalization, recycling, upgrading 
and renaissance suggests that affected neighbourhoods 
were somehow devitalized or culturally moribund prior 
to gentrification’ (Smith, 1996). The opinions on the 
‘negative’ attribute are according to the local government 
or private developers, and are not necessarily shared by 
the local residents. Though the quality of housing was 
undoubtedly poor, many residents talk fondly of the 
strong sense of community in the area (Huse, 2014)

Despite these changes, Grønland still maintains an 
identity of ethnic diversity, which varies considerably 
from other inner city districts. This is due in part to the 
large proportion of local businesses in the area that are 
still run by ethnic minorities. There are also a number 

of large cultural institutions, such as large mosques, that 
bring people to the area even after they have been forced 
to move to the outer east. As local resident Shahzad Yaqub 
explains:

‘Grønland is a hub for the greater majority 
of those with a multicultural background; 
they have an affiliation here due to the large 
mosques. So even though most move out of 
the area, they return at least once a week, for 
Friday prayers.’ (Huse, 2014)

However the large-scale developments being proposed in 
the area risk obliterating the unique identity that Grønland 
has managed to maintain. Though it may not cause the 
immediate physical relocation of any residents, it could 
change the area so significantly that it no longer feels like 
home to members of the community. Redevelopment 
projects of public spaces such as Vaterlands Park, which 
is proposed to be redesigned to focus on retail functions, 
could also further exacerbate the lack of connection of 
local residents to their neighbourhood.
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Quality of Public Realm

Despite fears of regeneration as synonymous with 
gentrification, there is little doubt that there are a 
number of public spaces in Oslo that are in need of 
improvement. The quality of the public realm across the 
city varies greatly (Figure 37). Some public spaces around 
tourist attractions, such as Johanne Dybwads Plass and 
Spikersupper, and new public spaces in the Aker Brygge 
development score very highly in quality of the public 
realm (Architects, 2014).  However, other spaces such as 
Jernbanetorget in front of the central train station and 
Vaterlandsparken score very poorly in quality of the 
public realm.

Oslo has a number of large parks, which are extremely 
well used during good weather. Frognerparken in the 
west is the largest park in Oslo and houses a number of 
attractions such as the Vigeland Sculpture Park (Oslo’s 
most visited attraction) and Norway’s biggest children’s 
playground (Oslo, 2016b). The Botanical Gardens 
located in Tøyen in the east of the city are free to visit 
and are home to approximately 1800 different plants 
(Oslo, 2016a). Parks in Norway are often described as 
‘free spaces’ where people are able to enjoy activities such 
as drinking and BBQing that are normally disallowed in 
public spaces. 

The Fjord City development has also improved the public 
connection to the waterfront, creating kilometres of new 
promenades that provide scenic walks, places to sit and 
even the opportunity to swim. The Sørenga Seawater 
Pool, located to the south of the Opera House, opened in 
June 2015 and is open to the public all year round. The 
pool is hugely popular during the summer and, as it is 
free, is used by people from all different socio-economic 
backgrounds. Despite the overwhelming success and 
inclusivity of the Sørenga Seawater Pool, another outdoor 

pool located in the west of the city was closed down 
following complaints from the residents living in the 
high-end neighbourhood that it was causing too much 
noise and disruption.

Other public spaces are in serious need of improvement. 
One of the main inconsistencies in the improvement of 
public realm throughout the city is the redevelopment 
of the park running along the Aker River. Historically 
the Aker River has been an important source of industrial 
activity and had a vital role in the formation of Oslo. 
However this resulted in a river that was heavily polluted. 
In the 1980s the river was cleaned and revived, and 
a riverside park was created that continued up to the 
mountainous landscape in the north. This sparked 
redevelopment efforts along the river, with former 
industrial buildings being transformed into trendy cafés 
and cultural venues, as well as new residential districts 
such as Vulkan. However, this regeneration stopped 
before the end of the river, coming to an abrupt halt 
in Grønland. The public realm around the river edge, 
especially under the highway, is of very poor quality and 
is not well maintained.
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Figure 37 - Quality of public realm
(source: Gehl Architects)
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Commercialisation of Public Realm

Many of the public spaces in Oslo are highly 
commercialised, with the regeneration of the public realm 
made to encourage spending money, for example through 
the inclusion of cafés and restaurants. The park along the 
Akerselva is heavily targeted towards consumers, with 
an abundance of cafés along the route, as well as other 
commercial activities such as kayak rental stations.

Another interesting indicator of the commercialisation 
of the public realm is through the mapping of seating 
across the city, comparing seats that are freely available to 
all members of the public and those that are provided as 
part of a business such as a restaurant or café (Figure 38). 
Oslo has a huge disproportion of commercialized seating, 
with 9,750 seats associated with cafés compared to only 
1,540 public seats. This means that over six times as many 
seats require the person to spend money to use than those 
that are free to use. This is also a dramatic change from a 
study undertaken in 1987 which showed that there were 
only 2,515 commercialised seats in the city, though the 
number of public seats was roughly the same (Architects, 
2014). 

It is important to consider commercialisation of public 
space as it is an indication of gentrification. It risks 
widening the gap between the richer and poorer residents 
of the city due to the segregation of those who can afford 
to use the public space and those who cannot. The 
‘public’ space becomes exclusive, attracting more people 
who can afford it, and inevitably leads to gentrification 
as one group of people is replaced by a wealthier one 
(Madanipour, 2010). Richard Sennett, in his influential 
book The Fall of Public Man, explored how spaces where 
people could act freely as citizens were being lost to 
spaces where people should act as consumers (Sennett, 
1977). This has become increasingly prevalent as large 

city development projects transform public space and 
commercialise, commodify and control it to the extent 
where everyday uses of the space such as parking a bike, 
sitting and talking, and having a picnic are no longer 
possible.

The city becomes a greedy ‘growth machine’ (Logan 
and Molotch, 1987), constantly striving to develop and 
grow, destroying what was there before and everything 
that is in its way (Berman, 1988). Gentrification can be 
considered not only as the result of the commodification 
of housing in our capitalist society, but also due to the 
commodification of the public realm. Commodification 
reduces the importance of use value in favour of exchange 
value, forgoing social justice in exchange for economic 
gain. 

Therefore, the regeneration of the physical infrastructure 
of the city can lead to an improvement in the use of public 
spaces, but also risks failing to share these revitalised 
spaces equally between everyone. The city still excludes 
many parts of the increasingly diverse population from 
benefiting from these investments. As ‘undesirable’ 
people are pushed out of an area, this paves the way for 
the ‘desirable’ middle-class to move in, resulting in the 
gentrification of an area.
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Figure 38 - Seating types
(source: Gehl Architects)
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Urban Life

As has been discussed previously, Oslo is a highly 
commercialised city. The Oslo municipality used 
Geographic Information System (GIS) data to map 
where attractors such as shops and restaurants are located 
in order to indicate where urban life is most concentrated 
in Oslo (Figure 40).  As can be seen from the map, and 
as expected, most of the urban life is concentrated in the 
city centre, including around the central train station, the 
main shopping street and the major attractions such as 
the Opera House.

By overlaying the urban heat map over the attractions 
that are deemed noteworthy by Visit Oslo, Oslo’s tourism 
board, it is clear that there is a strong correlation between 
public life and tourism (Figure 41). As shown in previous 
pages, much of the investment into the public realm 
has gone into areas designed to attract tourists, such as 
the new waterfront developments and around national 
landmarks, rather than in areas that would benefit local 
people.

However there are a number of outliers, with parts 
of Grünerløkka and Grønland also having a high level 
of urban life when measured by commercial activity. 
Grünerløkka used to be a disadvantaged neighbourhood 
but has undergone huge changes in recent years, 
becoming an area often explored by visitors to Oslo. As 
The Guardian describes it, ‘once-gritty Grünerløkka has 
undergone a transformation from run-down industrial 
district to a vibrant, arty neighbourhood which could 
give cool Copenhagen or style-savvy Stockholm a run 
for their money’ (O’Connor, 2014). It is now a highly 
trendy, some would say gentrified, neighbourhood with 
many design and vintage stores and has a vibrant night 
life.

Grønland on the other hand does not have this reputation. 
In fact, as discussed previously, many people still have a 
negative perception of Grønland, as an area synonymous 
with disorder and poverty. Yet it still measures as an area 
with a high concentration of urban life (Figure 39). 
This is just one of the measures that shows how unique 
Grønland is in Oslo, and the next chapter will explore 
further how and why this is the case.

Figure 39 - Grønland’s Torg



Figure 40 - Concentration of urban life
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Local Attractions and Identity

To understand further the vibrancy of an area that 
seemingly has very little ‘attractions’, I asked a local 
member of the community to show me around and point 
out the parts of Grønland that were important to them 
(Figure 42). My guide Naramunon is a mother of two 
small children and is originally from Thailand but has 
been living in Norway for over 5 years.

The walk around Grønland highlighted completely 
different attractions than those suggested by the tourist 
board. Indeed, many of the ‘attractions’ highlighted by 
Visit Oslo (Figure 43), such as Grønland Bazaar, were not 
even mentioned, indicating that not all places deemed 
important are relevant to people who actually live in the 
area. 

As we walked around, each location had a story, 
whether it was where her daughter goes to pre-school, 
the supermarket that stocks the ingredients she needs 
for traditional Thai food, or the bar where students and 
young professionals enjoy but that she has never visited. 
Some stories are positive and some are negative, but 
together they create an identity that is far richer than can 
be read from a map.

Place identity is an extremely personal phenomenon, 
intrinsically linked to self-identity. It is almost impossible 
to define as it varies from person to person, and also 
changes to each individual over time. As explained by 
Prohansky (Hormuth, 1990):

‘Place identity is a sub-structure of the 
self-identity of the person consisting of, 
broadly conceived, cognitions about the 
physical world in which the individual 
lives. These cognitions represent memories, 

ideas, feelings, attitudes, values, preferences, 
meanings, and conceptions of behaviour 
and experience which relate to the variety 
and complexity of physical settings that 
define the day-to-day existence of every 
human being.’ 

The identity of Grønland, whilst distinctive compared to 
many other parts of Oslo, is also impossible to define. 
Grønland is often branded as an exotic, multicultural 
area, and although a seemingly positive association, 
ethnic packaging such as this can stereotype the entire 
community as ‘others’ rather than recognising the 
extremely varied backgrounds and cultures of the people 
who live in the area. As Ash Amin explains, ethnic ideation 
may stifle recognition of many other parts of member’s 
of the communities identity based on experiences of 
gender, age, education, class, which are factors that shape 
their place identity but are not defined by their ethnicity 
(Huse, 2014). 

It is vital to acknowledge the ‘multi’ in a multicultural 
area and not to package all non ethnic-Norwegians into 
one homogeneous group. Talking to Naramunon, though 
extremely interesting, only gave me one individual view 
of the neighbourhood, and further research is needed in 
order to start to piece together the rich layers of place 
identity that are associated with Grønland. 



Figure 42 - Local attractions
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PART II
on-the-ground research
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Everyday Urbanism

As explored previously, Grønland is not an area of 
notable tourist attractions, yet is still a lively place full 
of everyday activity for people who live both in the area 
and further afield. In Everyday Urbanism, Crawford et al. 
explain the importance of thinking about the ordinary, 
and sometimes banal, human experiences in a city such 
as commuting and running errands. By studying the 
ordinary, everyday use of a city, it is possible to see how 
the public realm is defined by complex social practices, 
shaped by a combination of desire, accident and habit 
(Crawford, 1999). The public realm under the highway 
in Grønland is a prime example of an everyday space; 
a part of the connective tissue that binds together the 
daily lives of people using the area as they go about their 
life. Everyday spaces often stand in contrast to carefully 
planned, officially designated public spaces, displaying 
vibrancy and informality that create the potential for 
unexpected social interactions which can lead to an active 
and stimulating public realm.

Philosopher Henri Lefebvre, was one of the first to 
explore the idea that apparently trivial everyday activities 
actually constitute the basis of all social experience. The 
lived experience of a street, neighbourhood or city should 
be equally important, if not more so, as the physical form 
in defining the city. Lefebvre distinguished between two 
components of everyday life; the quotidian, the timeless, 
repetitive natural rhythms of life; and the modern, the 
constantly changing habits that are shaped by technology 
and worldliness (Lefebvre, 1971). I believe one must look 
at both components of everyday life, for example when 
considering the quotidian social interactions in marginal 
public spaces, one must also appreciate how the tension 
and conflict between people is affected by globalisation 
factors such as immigration. 

‘The city is, above all, a social product, created out of the 
demands of everyday use and the social struggles of urban 
inhabitants’ (Crawford, 1999). Design and planning 
must therefore start with an understanding of the life that 
takes place there, the social infrastructure, as well as the 
form of the city, the physical infrastructure. Too often, 
professional design and planning organisations focus 
on solving the physical issues, without considering the 
underlying social networks that are defined by and define 
the public realm. 

In this chapter I have started to record the current 
conditions of the public realm in Grønland, using a 
combination of traditional mapping techniques often 
used by architects and planners, but also overlaying 
opinions, perceptions and anecdotes from people I 
have met in the area, in an attempt to start to reveal 
the complex layers of social infrastructure that weave 
between the physical infrastructures. In my opinion, the 
physical issues in the public realm, of which there are 
unquestionably many, can only be addressed with a deep 
understanding of the everyday life that is intertwined with 
these flawed, yet dynamic places. Failure to appreciate the 
everyday life risks the eradication of the vibrant and lively 
atmosphere in the area as the public spaces are beautified 
and controlled in the same way that other mundane and 
generic spaces have been transformed in Oslo.
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Focus Area

In order to be able to study the everyday life, it is vital to 
study an area at ground level through studying the human 
experience in everyday life. In order to achieve this, I have 
zoomed in on a focus area which allowed me to undertake 
more detailed, on-the-ground research (Figure 44).

As two areas in eastern Oslo, Bjørvika and Tøyen, undergo 
regeneration and development, the question arises about 
what will happen in the middle of these two areas. 
Will it remain a multicultural area with predominantly 
housing and small local businesses such as Grønland is 
today, or will it face what Norwegians called klassereise, an 
‘upward class journey’, as Tøyen is currently undergoing 
(Huse, 2014)? Or, more extremely, will it face intense 
development pressures for tall, high-end commercial 
space such as in Bjørvika? 

The municipality has identified Grønland as a key area that 
needs investment, and its ambitious plans for the Oslo S 
area set out keys aims such as a new transport hub, more 
housing, and more large-scale developments of business 
and commercial space. One of the major concerns when 
such a large regeneration project is being proposed is that 
the scheme will be top-down, focusing on large problems 
and solutions, rather than appreciating the issues that face 
local people in everyday life. In order to do this, I believe 
it is vital to start building a body of research into both 
the physical and social infrastructures in the area now. 
It is also key to start to activate the local communities in 
order to get them involved in the development process, 
not just in consultation processes, but actively leading 
the changes taking place. Without these considerations, 
the regeneration risks obliterating what makes this area 
special through a lack of understanding of the intricacies 
and complexities of the city.

I have chosen this specific area to focus on as it crosses 
many borders, both real and perceived (Figure 45). There 
are also proposed changes to the south, west and east 
of the area, which could have a huge knock-on effect. 
And finally, the area has immediate issues that need to 
be addressed, which cannot wait for the municiaplity’s 
regeneration plans to begin.
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A Coherent Vision

The focus area sits over three district borders - Sentrum, 
Grünerløkka and Gamle Oslo (Figure 47). Sentrum is 
almost exclusively a business and commercial district, 
whereas Grünerløkka and Gamle Oslo are more residential 
neighbourhoods. Until the last decade, Grünerløkka 
was considered a disadvantaged area, but due to 
focussed regeneration efforts, it has now been gentrified 
significantly and has many popular bars and restaurants. 
Gamle Oslo is still considered a more disadvantaged area, 
with the lowest standard of living conditions in inner 
Oslo (Akopian, 2015). However some areas of Gamle 
Oslo such as Tøyen, to the north east of the focus area, 
have seen significant regeneration and investment in 
recent years and have seen drastic improvements, but 
are now starting to feel the pressures of gentrification as 
fashionable bars and coffee shops open (Huse, 2014).

These three areas therefore have different focuses and 
priorities when it comes to investment. It has resulted in 
a lack of coherent vision, with many projects, such as the 
regeneration of the Aker River, not extending into the 
area. There is also a mix of private land ownership and local 
and national state land ownership, further complicating 
the delivery of projects on the site. It is therefore vital 
for the site to have a focussed organisation that can work 
over these administrative borders to oversee a coherent 
vision for the area. In addition to the administrative 
borders that cut through the site, there are also a number 
of perceived borders which will need to be improved by 
a focussed organisation. The Aker River has long acted as 
a mental border between the affluent west and the more 
deprived east. The highway also acts as an additional 
barrier between the west and the east (Figure 46), with 
some residents of west Oslo never passing beyond this 
point (Jakobsen, 2014).

Despite being located very centrally in the city, the result of 
this lack of focus is a marginal area that has been overlooked 
for a long time. This could be considered as both a curse 
and a blessing. Though the area is undoubtedly in need 
of some improvements to the physical infrastructure, it 
has also maintained a unique identity that is rare in Oslo. 
Though the obvious solution to removing these perceived 
barriers would be to demolish the highway and Galleri 
Oslo, these elements have also contributed to the identity 
of the area. Removing them may eradicate the last thing 
keeping Grønland from becoming the same as all the 
other neighbourhoods in inner Oslo- affordable only for 
the wealthy. Areas such as Grünerløkka and Tøyen have 
had much more investment and are therefore seen as 
more attractive places, yet are also much more gentrified 
and less affordable.

The key question then is this: can Grønland be improved 
but without eradicating arguably unattractive elements, 
whilst avoiding the destruction of the factors that have 
made it a unique, vibrant and still relatively affordable 
place to live? This chapter will look at some of the issues 
and opportunities in the focus area, considering both the 
physical and social elements. Through studying the public 
life using observations, measurements and interviews, 
I have been able to begin to form a layered picture of 
the area. However, as discussed in further detail in the 
following chapters, my observations are only the start of 
what must be an on-going active research study.
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In order to understand the issues and opportunities in 
Grønland it is vital to study the area at ground level to 
start to understand the issues that face people using the 
space in everyday life. One of the main issues is the poor 
connections for pedestrians through the area.

The successful pedestrianised shopping street Smalgangen, 
its many stores selling a variety of goods ranging from 
vegetables to charity shops, ends abruptly with parking 
and bin storage (Figure 48). This less than appealing end 
to an otherwise successful street wastes an opportunity to 
connect to a similarly popular pedestrianised shopping 
street, Brugata, located just the other side of Vaterlands 
Park.

There is also a poor quality connection to the north, with 
access to the park that runs along the newly revitalised 
Aker River hidden behind the unsightly building of the 
Star Gate pub (Figure 49). When standing at the bottom 
section of the Aker River, it is not obvious that there is a 
scenic path up out of the city which begins just slightly 
further up the river.

There are also very poor pedestrian connections between 
Grønland and the regional bus station (Figure 50). 
Despite the bus station being at grade, one must travel up 
a level, into Galleri Oslo, and then down again to reach 
the gates (Figure 53). Additionally, there is a confusing 
junction along the route, which leads people seemingly 
to the bus station at ground level, but then the route ends 
suddenly (Figure 52). Some people do cross over the bus 
traffic in order to reach the bus station as it is much more 
direct than the official route. However as there is not a 
formal crossing, and buses can come around the blind 
corner quickly, the route is unsafe for pedestrians. Despite 
the unpleasant pedestrian experience, the route is heavily 

Connections

used. Small changes such as allowing passengers to enter 
the bus station at ground level could greatly improve 
conditions for people in their everyday life. Finally, the 
area is also poorly connected into the urban fabric to 
the south by the wide and busy road Schwiegaards Gate 
(Figure 51). In order to cross the road, pedestrians must 
use elevated walkways and though the route is not much 
further, it feels more difficult.

It is not just poor physical connections that blight the 
area; the poor pedestrian routes exacerbate the segregation 
of the residents from the opportunities in the rest of the 
city. Despite the central location of the area, a number of 
the local residents that I spoke to rarely go into the official 
city centre. This means that they risk missing out on some 
of the excellent cultural facilities available in Oslo, such 
as public libraries, galleries and other world-class cultural 
facilities.
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Figure 48 (top) - Cars parked at end of Smalgangen

Figure 49 (bottom) - End of path along river at Star Gate pub

Figure 50 (top) - Wall between public space and bus station

Figure 51 (bottom) - Galleri Oslo and Schweigaards Gate
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Figure 52 - False route to bus station
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Figure 53 - Actual route to bus station
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Barriers and Movement

The poor connections at ground level are made worse 
through an abundance of barriers such as steps and low 
walls, which litter the public realm (Figure 57). As seen 
in Figure 56, the pedestrian flows are clearly disrupted 
by these barriers. In particular, very few people walk in 
front of the youth centre due to the narrow gap between 
the building and the railings, and also due to steps in the 
ground that make the route more difficult to negotiate 
(Figure 54). In winter, the ground can be slippery due to 
ice, as can be seen in the photograph as the narrowness 
of the space makes gritting the floor difficult. The 
awkwardness results in few people walking along the 
waterfront, wasting the potential of the beauty that the 
water could give to the public space.

Pieces of public art also sit uncomfortably in the public 
space. Outside the entrance to the youth centre, a metal 
statue does little to invite members of the public into the 
building. A collection of small blocks fill an empty space 
near to the river front but they are not well maintained 
and cause an obstruction for pedestrians. Some barriers 
are less intrusive and can even provide informal seating 
(Figure 55). The small bollards designed to discourage 
cars from driving under the highway are sometimes used 
as seating, especially when the area is in direct sunlight. 

The majority of people in the space are using it as a 
transition zone between the shops on Smalgangen, 
Grønland metro station and the train and bus stations 
to the south. The pedestrian flow under the highway and 
up the ramp into Galleri Oslo is heavily used throughout 
the day, though it is less well used at night when the area 
can feel unsafe due to dark corners creating an uneasy 
atmosphere. In a city where it can get dark in the mid 
afternoon during the winter this is a big issue that needs 
to be resolved.

Figure 54 (top) - Cluttered public realm around youth centre

Figure 55 (bottom) - Bollards used as informal seating
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Quality of Public Realm

In the focus area the floor materials vary significantly, 
with some areas such as Grønland’s Torg being of higher 
quality than other spaces, such as around the waterfront, 
where the materials are not well maintained (Figure 58). 
This patchwork effect is in part due to a number of large-
scale changes that have taken place to the public space 
over the last century. 

Grønland’s Torg used to be a huge cattle market, but 
underwent redevelopment in the 1940s, changing to 
a public square with a meat hall and market hall for 
vegetables and other groceries. Then in the 1960s and 
70s, the next massive redevelopment of the Vaterland-
Grønland was undertaken, including the construction 
of the highway that cut through the public square. The 
square then became a bus station and car park, creating 
an unpleasant experience for pedestrians (Gouthiere, 
2013). When the new housing developments were built 
in the 1980s, the public space was reduced dramatically 
to a small square at the east of the focus area, the 
pedestrianised shopping street Smalgangen, and the 
rather forgotten space left under the highway.

Grønland’s Torg and Smalgangen were completed in 
1992, with further improvements made to the public 
realm in the early 2000s (Torg, 2016). The quality of the 
public realm is quite high, with well-maintained floor 
materials, numerous trees and public benches. There 
is a large amount of publicly accessible seating in the 
Grønland’s Torg area and along Smalgangen, which is 
well used in good weather. However, though there are 
benches on the river front, there is a lack of public seating 
elsewhere around the area. People are forced to sit next 
to bin storage areas (Figure 59), or perch on informal 
seating such as these bollards.

Some attempts have been made to improve the atmosphere 
in the public space under the highway. Brightly coloured 
tubes on the underside of the highway attempt to lift the 
space but, due to the height of the space, they do not add 
much colour or life at the ground level. Sculptural lights 
mark the entrance of the tunnel to the metro (Figure 
60), which appear rather menacing, especially after dark. 
The site is overrun with birds (Figure 61), with the floor 
blighted by the associated bird poo, and while there 
are signs banning people from feeding the birds, there 
is a regular stream of people coming from the shops on 
Smalgangen with food for the birds.

The poor quality of the public realm could begin to explain 
why so few people stay to enjoy the public space under 
the highway. On two separate occasions, once in winter 
(Feb 2016) and once in summer (May 2016) I measured 
how many people used the space as a transition space 
versus how many stayed for longer than five minutes. As 
to be expected in any public space regardless of its quality, 
more people stayed in the space during the summer than 
in the winter, though in fact the difference was quite 
small. In February, the people who stayed in the space 
for longer than five minutes included a beggar, a mother 
and her child who came to feed the birds and some 
smokers. In the warmer weather, more people stayed and 
sat in the area. For example I observed a number of men 
sitting next to their cars whilst waiting for partners to 
shop, or waiting for friends outside of the metro stations. 
However, there were still very few people sitting along the 
waterfront, despite this area having direct sunlight.
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Figure 58 (top) - Poor quality floor materials

Figure 59 (bottom) - Seating next to bin storage

Figure 60 (top) -Sculptural light features
 

Figure 61 (bottom) - Pigeons congregate in large numbers
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Akerselva

In comparison to further up the Akerselva (Figure 62), 
within the focus area there is a very poor connection 
to the river’s edge for pedestrians. Currently it is only 
possible to walk along the river on the eastern side, with 
the route continuing north to become a riverside park that 
connects all the way up to the mountain. The connection 
on the western side is poor, which may be due in part 
to it being in a different district- the boundary between 
Grünerløkka and Gamle Oslo runs down the centre of 
the river at this point, and also as the land on the western 
bank is privately owned (Kommune, 2016).

To the south of the Vaterlands Bridge, both sides of the 
river are in the Sentrum district and the land is owned by 
the Oslo municipality (Figure 65). On the western side, 
Vaterlands Park continues to the river edge, providing 
stepped seating down to the water. On the eastern side 
of the river there are benches at the water edge (Figure 
63). However due to the topography of the site, these are 
located down a series of steps from the road level and are 
therefore hidden from the view of people walking through 
the space under the highway. This may help explain why 
the benches are not well used, even though they are in 
direct sunshine for most of the day. For example, during 
a half hour period at lunchtime in May, a total of 26 
people sat on the steps along the river on the western side, 
compared to only one on the east.

One of the main challenges to improving the river front 
on the eastern side is that it is demarcated for conservation 
(Figure 66). This makes changes such as increasing the 
accessibility more complicated as any design would need 
to be very carefully considered in order not to interfere 
with the historic features of the bridge and bank. There 
are few historically important features left in Grønland 
following major demolition projects throughout the 20th 

century, so it is therefore paramount to maintain those 
that do still remain.

The river appears to stop at the Plaza Hotel, but in actual 
fact it continues to run under the road and railway tracks, 
reappearing in the Bar-code development, before it flows 
out into the Fjord (Figure 64). It is possible to kayak 
down the Akerselva, all the way from the mountains 
to the fjord, in the focus area. There is therefore an 
opportunity to activate the river, for example, with some 
small improvements such as lighting, the section under 
the road could be an exhilarating part of the route. By 
adding additional functions such as sport and other 
leisure activities to the river in this area, the river could 
be revitalised now, rather than waiting until the river 
is opened up completely, which might not happen for 
many years.
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Figure 62 (top and bottom) - Attractive river walk path Figure 63 (top) -River front in Grønland
 

Figure 64 (bottom) - River front near to opera house
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Closed Façades

As Jane Jacobs famously said, for a public space to feel 
safe and lively, there must be ‘eyes on the street’ (Jacobs, 
1961). A number of the key façades opening onto the 
public realm in this area are inactive (Figure 68) and the 
result is spaces that feel unsafe, especially when coupled 
with the shadows created by the highway. In the case of 
the Plaza Hotel, the lobby is completely shut off from its 
surroundings through the use of curtains and the arcade 
running at ground floor level. A more active façade could 
start to integrate the building more seamlessly into the 
neighbourhood in which it is located.

The lack of an active façade is a particular issue for 
the youth centre, Riverside Ungdomshus. The facility 
provides key support for the area’s youth, ranging from 
training and skill development, to on site social care, 
and also acts as a space for young people to hang out 
and socialize. However, none of this is apparent from the 
outside and instead, members of the public are faced with 
a large mirrored façade that gives no indication of the 
excellent activities taking place inside (Figure 67). The 
rear of the building, which is under the highway, is also 
completely blank, creating dark pockets that are almost 
completely hidden from view, which encourages anti-
social behaviour such as urination. 

If the façade of the youth centre could be opened up, it 
would help to create a completely different atmosphere in 
the area, and could also start to change the identity of the 
youth in Grønland from one associated with crime and 
drugs, to that of learning and development. Additionally 
the youth centre is in a key position at the ‘gateway’ 
to Grønland, and activating this building could have a 
knock-on effect, benefiting the perceptions of the whole 
area.

The façade of Galleri Oslo is also in urgent need of 
improvement. At ground floor level, the bus station is 
hidden behind frosted windows, hiding any activity 
inside. Voted the ‘ugliest building in Oslo’ (Aftenposten, 
2008), the building is almost unanimously despised, with 
many people calling for it to be demolished once the bus 
station is moved. However, the huge building (it is nearly 
250 metres long) was only constructed in the 1980s, 
and the owners have expressed interest in radical ideas 
that could improve it without requiring its demolition 
(Aleksander, 2013). If the façade could be opened up at 
ground level, breaking up the long monotonous wall, the 
building has the potential to have a more positive impact 
on its surroundings. 

Figure 67 - Mirrored, inactive facade of youth centre
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Galleri Oslo- Bus Station

The bus station connects the city centre with the outer 
suburbs of Oslo as well as other regions across Norway. 
It is located on the ground floor of Galleri Oslo, with 
buses entering and leaving the station via Schweigaards 
Gate (Figure 70). With around nine million visitors per 
year (Aleksander, 2013), at times the bus station is very 
busy, especially in the summer months when residents 
and tourists travel out of Oslo into the countryside. A 
municipality study has shown that the bus station is 
already at capacity, and with the population of Oslo 
predicted to grow significantly in the coming years, 
Oslo Kommune has announced ambitious plans to 
relocate the bus station to above the central station train 
tracks to create one seamless transport hub (Kommune, 
2010). However, this is not expected to happen until at 
least 2045, and as it would be such a huge undertaking 
its delivery is by no means guaranteed. It is therefore 
interesting to look at the issues and opportunities facing 
the bus station today and how these could be improved in 
both the short- and long-term. 

As discussed earlier in this report, one of the main issues is 
access. Pedestrian access is not easy at ground floor level, 
with passengers forced to travel up through the internal 
shopping street inside Galleri Oslo. There are also factors 
that could be improved inside the bus station. Entering 
the bus station from the internal street, the passenger is 
met with a large ticket office area, yet there is rarely more 
than one ticket office window open, with most people 
using machines or an online app in order to purchase 
tickets. In the main section of the bus station there is a 
lack of seating, meaning that at busy times passengers are 
seen sitting on the floor. Access to the western side of the 
bus station is via a narrow corridor flanked by lockers, 
which can be difficult to pass through. A café located at 
the far end appears permanently closed, and appears to be 

used primarily as storage for staff (Figure 69).  The only 
lift is located at this far end, meaning that passengers with 
buggies or wheelchair users may have to travel almost 200 
metres in order to reach their bus. There is an opportunity 
to make small changes to the layout of the bus station in 
order to improve passenger experience and make access 
easier, without compromising efficiency for buses.

Figure 69 - Underused space in bus station
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Galleri Oslo- Internal Street

The rest of the Galleri Oslo building, above the bus 
station, also has issues that could be improved. When it 
opened in 1989, Galleri Oslo was celebrated as the largest 
internal shopping street in Europe and was initially fairly 
successful. However, as the city centre shopping became 
more extensive, in addition to large shopping centres 
being constructed in the suburbs, the internal street 
became less popular and businesses started to vacate the 
building (Gouthiere, 2013). 

Today, most of the stores still left in the street are low 
quality local businesses and generic cafés, and a number 
of the plots are empty (Figure 72). The building is a joint 
public and privately owned property with a total of 19 
different owners. Oslo Areal AS, one of the biggest real 
estate companies in Norway, is the largest owner with 
41.5 per cent, which constitutes 22,162 m2 of office space 
and 569 m2 of retail space. The second largest owner is 
Akershus Fylkeskommune, who have their main offices 
located there (Aleksander, 2013). However this does not 
provide much activity on the ‘street’, especially in the 
evenings and at the weekends.  A number of the stores are 
empty and shuttered. There is an opportunity to utilise 
these spaces for activities that could help local community 
members in ways that could help revitalise the street.  

At the street level, the building is split into two sections 
by the highway. This results in pedestrians having to go 
down to the ground floor and back up again in order 
to walk the length of the building. Though movement 
is relatively easy due to travelators, the lack of visual 
connection between the two sections of the street results 
in few people travelling through the building, as one 
would use a normal street. The Westerdals Oslo School of 
Arts, Communication and Technology located at the far 
eastern end of the street does create some activity during 

term time and there is an opportunity for the school to 
engage more effectively with its surroundings by opening 
up more onto the street.

The quality of the public realm inside the street is mundane 
(Figure 71). The triple height atrium makes a space that 
is light and airy but also creates a lot of echoing. A small 
amount of planting does little to alleviate the noise levels, 
creating a rather unappealing acoustic atmosphere. There 
are a number of seats along the street, but as most people 
are just passing through on their way into the bus terminal 
these are not heavily used. The street is closed at night 
between 01-05, presumably to prevent people sleeping in 
the covered space, and private security guards patrol the 
area, further reducing the public-ness of the ‘street’.

Figure 71 - Internal street
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The Highway

Construction of the highway began in the mid-1960s and 
was completed in 1972, forming part of a major traffic 
route running from Frognerkilen to Bekkelaget (Edouard 
Gouthiere, 2013). Most of the highway has been 
demolished as part of the Bjørvika development, most 
notably the triple-level intersection Bispelokket, which 
had 140,000 vehicles passing through every day at its 
peak, which was demolished in 2013 (Utvikling, 2013). 
The intersection has been replaced with a more compact, 
at grade junction, opening up space for buildings in 
the Bjørvika development. However the highway still 
remains in the focus area, despite no longer being heavily 
trafficked, and mainly serves to connect regional buses 
from the north of the city into the bus terminal and as a 
means of travel over the railway tracks down to the new 
developments on the fjord.

There is potential to reduce the number of lanes on the 
highway, opening up space for alternative uses such as 
segregated cycle lanes or a linear park. Traffic could also 
be redirected, allowing for the highway to be demolished 
entirely. However, if the bus station is moved to above the 
railway tracks, access will need to be maintained at this 
elevated level, therefore retaining the highway would be 
most sensible in this scenario.

The space under the highway is not well-used, due in part 
to the dark and rather bleak atmosphere created under 
the structure. However, this space also has potential. 
Due to the harsh winters in Oslo, covered public spaces 
could have potential to be used during times when others 
cannot due to snow and ice. Future uses of the site should 
utilise this opportunity, focusing on maintaining a lively 
public space all year round.
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Figure 73 - Highway, view from above
(source: bing maps)
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Lack of Programme

Currently the space under the highway is devoid of 
program (Figure 76). For fourteen years there was an 
informal market at the weekends which sold mainly 
bric-a-brac and attracted between 10 and 15 thousand 
customers every Saturday, according to the organizer 
Morten Lindstad (Figure 74). However, despite fierce 
efforts by the organisers and visitors to retain the market, 
in 2014 it was shut down by the police in response to 
stolen goods being among some of the items on sale 
(Tufan, 2014).

However, the adjacent street Smalgangen is a very 
popular shopping street, with a number of large ethnic 
supermarkets, which attract all different types of people 
from across Oslo (Figure 75). It is well known to be very 
good value, and people I spoke to come from far away in 
order to purchase items that are not available elsewhere. 
Grønlandsleiret is also a bustling street with many 
restaurants and local businesses. There is potential for the 
lively atmosphere of these streets to be extended into the 
public space under the highway, instead of coming to an 
abrupt halt. 

The predominant activity taking place under the highway 
today is drug dealing. There is a seemingly constant use 
of the site as a place to buy drugs, with gangs of mainly 
young men constantly circling the area. There is also 
a fairly high amount of police presence, with police 
vans visiting the area approximately every half hour, 
but the officers rarely get out of their vehicle, and the 
drug activity quickly returns. The overall atmosphere is 
hostile, contrasting with the liveliness of the surrounding 
streets. In order to improve this environment, it is vital 
to understand the physical issues with the site, but also 
the social interactions that are woven into the site, both 
positive and negative.

Figure 74 (top) - Informal market under highway

Figure 75 (bottom) - Multicultural users of shops on Smalgangen
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Figure 76 - Space under highway devoid of function
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Hidden Activities

Whilst the site appears empty at first glance, in fact when 
one takes a closer look there are signs of people using 
the area. By mapping the items left behind on the site, 
it is possible to gather a picture of who is using the area 
and for what purposes. Many of the items found were 
rubbish, predominantly cigarettes and general litter. 
However there were also signs of alcohol and drug use, 
especially concentrated around the river front and the 
youth centre.

Due to the clearly illegal undertones to the site I was 
interested to discover the activities taking place during 
the night time. I undertook the study on a Thursday night 
in February 2016. I mapped the items I found on the 
site, categorizing them into general rubbish (e.g. coffee 
cups, metro tickets), cigarettes, personal belongings (e.g. 
clothes, bedding), drugs and alcohol, and graffiti (Figure 
81). By recording the position of items on the ground 
using coloured chalk (Figure 78) and then returning 
the following morning, I was able to observe what had 
changed overnight and get an understanding of the 
activities taking place there under the cover of darkness 
(Figure 80).

Most of the items of general rubbish had been removed, 
indicating that someone had cleaned the area. However, 
few items had been removed near the river front, implying 
that this area is not cleaned as regularly. I was also able 
to observe what items had been added overnight. The 
majority of new items were concentrated along the 
waterfront, near to the youth centre and also in other 
dark corners under the highway. In particular, I found 
new signs of alcohol and drug use along the river front, 
a space that is hidden from view from the street level 
(Figure 79).

The signs of hidden life show the informal uses of the site, 
which are both influenced by and help to shape patterns 
of urban form. While in this case the activities that 
became apparent were predominantly outside of the law, 
spaces of informality can also be linked with practices of 
insurgency and the ability of everyday people to utilise 
the public realm despite the lack of state intervention 
(Tonkiss, 2013).

Figure 77 - Mapping the items left on site and marking with chalk
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Figure 78 (top and bottom) - Items moved overnight Figure 79 (top and bottom) - Recording new items found, many of which 
were signs of alcohol and drug use
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Negative Identity

In order to facilitate a conversation about the site with 
people using the area, I then collected all the items left on 
the site and arranged them into an exhibition (Figure 84). 
As people were drawn to look at the display, I was able to 
discuss their thoughts on what I had found on the site 
and whether they were surprised about any of the items 
(Figure 82). Unanimously, no one was surprised about the 
signs of drug use, with many people explaining that this 
site is known throughout Oslo as the place where drugs 
are sold and used (Figure 83). Though the ‘undesirable’ 
items such as needles, alcohol bottles and condoms were 
the minority of objects I found, these were the things that 
everyone discussed when I asked for their opinions. It 
seems that despite the site being used for other activities, 
the negative ones are the most ingrained in its identity.

The negative associations with the space under the 
highway are one factor in the ghettoisation of the area. 
As ethnographer Tone Huse explains, the area is a 
‘reputational ghetto’, an area that is considered a ghetto yet 
displays none of the measurable characteristics. A ghetto 
has at least four distinctive characteristics; it is populated 
by one ethnic minority, living there is not by voluntary 
choice, there is little or no outward migration from the 
area, and the resident’s basic needs are not provided for by 
the state. Ghetto labelling such as this is dangerous as it 
can be used to justify policies that encourage gentrification 
(Huse, 2014). Yet this perception of Grønland as a ghetto 
is not one shared by the people I spoke to who use the 
area every day.

Through the exhibition I was able to talk to many different 
people of all ages and backgrounds. Around 75 per cent 
of the people I spoke to were passing through the site and 
lived elsewhere in Oslo, whilst a quarter said they were 
from the area. The conversations were enlightening for 

many reasons, not least because of the personal anecdotes 
that I was able to collect. I was surprised to hear a number 
of people say that they didn’t mind the drugs here. They 
believed the drug dealers would just move somewhere else 
if it was cracked on down at this site, and therefore it was 
preferable to keep it here where it is known about and 
under control. 

A number of the anecdotes I was able to collect stuck 
with me. One man I spoke to who was currently living 
in a Salvation Army centre just up the road and a self-
proclaimed drug user, was in the area to pick up used 
needles as his dog once stepped on one and tragically had 
to be put down. The man said he would want to make 
more positive changes in the area but ‘you can’t clap with 
one hand’. Though a relatively small action, informal 
interventions such as these keep this space functioning in 
the absence of intervention from the state. 

Figure 82 - Speaking to people walking past the display
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Figure 83 - Public opinion on the identity of the site under the highway
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Figure 84 - Exhibition of the items found across the site
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Ownership

Though the site is technically a public space, through 
information I gathered while speaking to people using the 
area, it became clear that not everyone felt welcome there. 
As explained by Madanipour, ‘individuals, social groups 
and organisations make or withdraw claims over space, 
thereby implicitly or explicitly contesting the claims of 
others, instigating a process of inclusion and exclusion’ 
(Madanipour, 2010). It could be argued that the drug 
dealers have privatised the public space by making other 
members of the public feel excluded. Tagging and graffiti 
can be used to delineate territories by gangs, and whilst it 
is difficult to determine if this is the case in this situation 
without further research, graffiti can discourage other 
members of the public from using the space as it makes 
it less attractive and can make it feel more intimidating 
(Figure 85).

In response to the illegal activity that takes place on the 
site, the police have a near constant presence in the area. 
A police van passed through the site approximately every 
half an hour whilst I was there (Figure 86). This seems to 
have little effect on the drug dealing, which is ongoing at 
all times, with the dealers circling the site continuously. 
Though the police presence is clearly designed to help keep 
criminal activities under control, it also discourages other 
informal uses of the public space, whether they are illegal 
or not. From the signs of use of the site, it also does little 
to prevent people from drinking alcohol, which is illegal 
in public spaces in Norway, or using drugs, especially in 
areas hidden from view such as down by the river front. 

In addition to the rivalry between the drug dealers 
and police, there are also confrontations between drug 
users and alcoholics. As explained by a local resident, 
Grønland has long been associated with alcohol, with 
alcoholics visiting pubs such as the Star Gate, which 

have some of the cheapest prices in Oslo (Figure 87). I 
was told that typically the alcoholics are working-class, 
ethnic Norwegians and there have been scenes of tension 
between the ‘original’ (as they see themselves) users of 
the area and the predominately non-ethnic Norwegians 
associated with the drug trade. The result is a public space 
that feels oppressed and uncomfortable, whilst drug 
dealers continue to operate surreptitiously in the shadows 
despite an almost constant police presence in the area. 
The result is a battle of ownership for the site between the 
drug dealers, alcohol abusers and the police, all of whom 
can make other members of the public feel excluded.

Drug dealing and use are not the only unwanted activities 
that the police attempt to control in the area. In recent 
years, the police have cracked down on rough sleepers, 
both under the highway and in Vaterlands Park, as well 
as forcibly removing homeless people who hang out in 
the park during the day. This crackdown has effectively 
removed certain members of the public from the public 
space, raising questions such as does one member of the 
public have more right to the public realm than another? 
The explicit exclusion of people that may be deemed 
‘undesirable’, whether by the police or by other users 
of the space, undermines the very concept that public 
space should be accessible to all people, regardless of 
background and socio-economic status. 

Social exclusion is intrinsically linked with displacement 
and gentrification as it reduces an individual’s ‘right to 
the city’, in both the right to use a public space but also 
the right to have an impact on the space (Harvey, 2008). 
It is important to find a balance between controlling a 
public space in order for it to be safe and welcoming, but 
also allowing informal activities to take place that allow 
everyday people to have an impact on their city. 
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Figure 85 (top) - Signs of official and unofficial ownership and control

Figure 86 (bottom) - Police presence in the space under the highway

Figure 87 (top) - Drinkers at Star Gate pub

Figure 88 (bottom) - Groups of men hanging out in Grønland’s Torg
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Informality

As highly developed cities such as Oslo become 
increasingly involved in global competition to attract 
mobile capital, they become more focused on producing 
attractive spaces for the affluent rather than using state 
funding to improve the everyday lives of people living in 
marginal communities such as Grønland (Huse, 2014). 
In the marginal public space such as under the highway, 
the historic absence of state intervention has resulted in 
an area shaped by informal activities. Urban informality 
is normally associated with developing countries, but 
as Saskia Sassen explains, expanding informality in the 
Global North ‘should be understood as a systemic feature 
of advanced capitalism, rather than an importation of the 
Third World’ (Tonkiss, 2013). 

Informal urbanism can be considered the everyday 
practice of city-making. Since the 17th century, when the 
inner east was declared outside of the city walls of Oslo, 
the area has been shaped by informal practices. Today, 
members of the community such as the drug user who 
cleans up the used needles, plug the gaps left by a retreating 
state, making and re-making their city through informal 
processes. As Tonkiss explains, ‘informal solutions and 
channels can enhance access to economic resources, 
social protections and spatial securities in the face of state 
abandonment and dereliction’ and the informal networks 
can prove more durable and responsive than the formal 
agencies used by the state (Tonkiss, 2013). However, Oslo 
is a highly planned and programmed city and different 
functions and behaviours in the public realm are tightly 
prescribed, allowing for almost no flexibility for informal 
activities to take place. In marginal spaces such as under 
the highway, the result is spaces that lack any kind of 
public life, but also informal efforts to improve the public 
realm are prevented or removed.

The forced closure of the informal market, for example, 
removed a vibrant and vital use of an otherwise unused 
public space. Though a small minority of the items on sale 
may have been stolen, the removal of the market entirely 
has resulted in a space where the only activity taking place 
is drug dealing. The market was hugely successful and 
attracted people from all over Oslo and in closing it, the 
state not only removed an income source for people who 
may be otherwise excluded from the economic markets, 
they also destroyed any opportunity for local people to 
have an impact on the use of an otherwise abandoned 
public space. 

One of the most widely used methods for including 
informal urbanism practices is an emphasis on temporary 
uses of space in order to activate spaces of disuse or 
desertion. As Tonkiss explains, contemporary approaches 
to urbanism often look to the potential of ‘loose space’ 
such as under the highway, which have the capacity 
to support the unexpected, the provisional and the 
unplanned (Tonkiss, 2013). The space under the highway 
has huge potential for temporary and experimental 
projects, which could help to breathe some life back into 
the space.
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In Tøyen, temporary projects have helped to transform 
the public square from a space associated with crime to 
one that is lively and well used by families and children 
(Figure 89). However, the changes have also been accused 
of causing gentrification, with hipster bars and expensive 
coffee shops now opening in the square (Figure 90). 

Care must therefore be taken to ensure that DIY 
urbanism is not only initiated by the creative classes, 
but also involves the most marginalized members of the 
community in order to respond to the complex issues that 
face the area. One of the key challenges is therefore how 
to encourage informal activity in such a highly controlled 
city. Could the municipality be convinced to allow 
planning for informality, for example through creating 
some flexibility in the regulations such as allowing, and 
providing protections for informal market traders? And 
how can I, as a researcher and designer, help to facilitate 
projects initiated by people who know the complexities 
and challenges that the area faces much better than I do; 
the people who use it every day?

Figure 89 (top) - Temporary structures in Tøyen Torg

Figure 90 (bottom) - Hipster bar in location of former post office
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PART III
the facilitator
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Bottom-Up Urbanism

One of the first ways in which to facilitate projects 
initiated by members of the local community, who 
know more deeply than me, the issues that people face 
in their everyday lives, is to convince the municipality 
to adopt a more bottom-up style of urban planning and 
design. A bottom-up approach to planning encourages 
the facilitation of projects that are put forward by local 
people, rather than by the top-down implementation of 
schemes designed and controlled by the state planning 
department. Oslo, and Norway in general, does not have 
a strong tradition of bottom-up urbanism. Development 
and regeneration projects have typically been initiated 
and run by the state, though with the reduction of the 
welfare state in the latter half of the 20th century, public-
private partnerships have also become common.

Though the municipality is supposed to act on behalf of 
its citizens, everyday life in a city has traditionally not 
been of much interest to experts. Lefebvre pointed out 
that experts tend to think of themselves as outside of the 
everyday life, ignoring the fact that they are inherently 
embedded within it (Lefebvre, 1971). The result is an 
ingrained belief in the minds of experts and professionals 
that everyday life is trivial, and therefore something to be 
evaded (Crawford, 1999). In Oslo, recent large-scale, top-
down developments, such as Bjørvika and Aker Brygge, 
therefore focus on municipality targets such as attracting 
international businesses, rather than the improvement of 
the everyday lives of people living in the city. The result 
is areas of the city that have been regenerated but are 
not designed to be inclusive for the majority of everyday 
people.

In recent years there has been more of a movement towards 
an appreciation, or at least recognition, of bottom-up 
planning practices by the Oslo municipality. However 

these are still heavily measured, and even practices that 
are normally associated with informality, such as street 
art, are carefully controlled by the state. For example, 
the street art walls in Tøyen are the result of invitations 
by the municipality to international graffiti artists, and 
‘informal’ street art is still only allowed in specific places. 
As the state becomes less active, through a reduction in 
public spending, there is an opportunity for informal, 
bottom practices led by the local communities to fill this 
gap. 

It is not only a change in the thinking of the municipality 
that is needed in order to move towards a more inclusive, 
bottom-up design approach. Due to Norway’s history 
as a country with a strong welfare state, residents have 
become accustomed to the state controlling the planning 
and design of the city. The highly regulated and controlled 
planning system does not encourage experimentation and 
flexibility, therefore there is not a strong culture of members 
of the public initiating their own projects to improve the 
public realm.  This is in contrast to other major urban 
centres, where so called DIY Urbanism projects have been 
common for a number of years, from small scale projects 
such as turning bus stops into urban gardens in London 
(Stop, 2016), to the large scale Tempelhof urban park 
at a disused airport in Berlin (Fahey, 2015). In Oslo on 
the other hand, even common ‘pop-up’ features in urban 
spaces that are common in other cities, such as food trucks 
or urban gardening, are heavily controlled. The result is a 
plethora of over designed public spaces that are not easily 
adaptable to changing needs and uses for the everyday 
people using them, and little public appetite to change 
this. A major challenge is therefore how to activate the 
public to want to make changes to the city themselves, 
rather than assuming that changes can only come out of 
the long-winded and inflexible planning system.
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A major hurdle to overcome in order to facilitate a more 
bottom-up approach is the seemingly huge scale of the 
task to ‘fix’ Grønland. The municipality has a long-term 
vision for the area, but planning processes take time, 
and it is likely that the area won’t see any significant 
improvements for at least another ten years. In the 
meantime, the area is in limbo, with vital improvements 
being delayed until the long-term strategy for the area 
is developed into more detailed proposals. Yet many of 
the issues facing the area would require relatively small 
interventions in order to improve the everyday life for 
people living in the area today. 

In response to a bureaucratic process with multiple actors, 
sometimes a simple, focused intervention can motivate 
people to engage with their community and create a new 
energy in order to transform an otherwise marginal and 
forgotten space. Jaime Lerner, former mayor of Curitiba 
in Brazil, describes this approach as urban acupuncture; 
the idea that small, targeted, high-quality interventions 
can help to ‘cure’ a city. In developing countries, projects 
such as these are more common, as everyday people 
use their initiative and creativity to solve problems in 
their cities. For example, a simple intervention such as 
painting an alleyway can have a ripple effect, revitalising 
the surrounding neighbourhood (Lerner, 2014). 

In Oslo, the municipality needs to relinquish some 
control over city making decisions in order to foster 
an environment that encourages people to take the 
initiative. For the municipality, Grønland would be an 
ideal opportunity to make experimental decisions as it is 
an area with a long-term vision, but one that is not due to 
be redeveloped for at least another 15 years. This gives a 
window of opportunity to encourage innovative solutions 
to everyday problems, without relinquishing complete 

Urban Acupuncture

control of the future of the area. For local people, the 
ability to have an impact on their neighbourhood could 
help to activate their participation in the community. It 
would not only improve their everyday life, but it could 
also build the strength of the community in the face 
of the large regeneration changes proposed, creating a 
mechanism through which to influence future changes in 
the area that could change the identity irreversibly.

For an urban acupuncture strategy to be successful, 
one must be wary of who is trying to ‘cure’ the city and 
for what purpose. There is a huge difference between 
members of the local community improving the public 
realm in their everyday lives, and external forces such as 
planners or private developers initiating projects to help 
‘fix’ the city. A top-down approach to urban acupuncture 
schemes could be used to validate ‘fixing’ an area in a 
way that focuses on beautification and control, rather 
than improving everyday life for the people who live 
there. This process is invariably at risk of being linked 
to gentrification and displacement. Care must therefore 
be taken to activate local communities to initiate their 
own projects, rather than just a community consultation 
process.
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Community Activation

In order to start to learn from the people using the space in 
everyday life, it is vital to include the community from the 
start of the planning process. The municipality has already 
undergone some community consultation of the Oslo S 
strategy, but truly inclusive community participation is 
more than just consultation. The challenge is how can 
one truly work with a community that one is not part 
of. Is it possible to activate a community and provide the 
support in order for them to shape the future of their own 
neighbourhood?

One of the first issues with this approach is the difficultly 
in defining a community.  The very term implies 
homogeneity, or a group of people that has similar 
views and opinions. As we know, Grønland is a highly 
multicultural area, with people of many different ages, 
ethnicities, cultures and interests. It is therefore highly 
improbable, if not impossible, for decisions to be made 
that represent the desires of all individuals living within 
the area without excluding some people. Community 
consultation processes often act to gather all the different 
opinions and then try to find a middle ground or 
compromise between all those concerns or ideas raised. 
It is also used as a political tool to help make members of 
the public feel included in the decision-making process. 
However, not all opinions are equal. In The City as a 
Growth Machine, Logan & Molotch explain how the 
members of the community who are listened to the most 
are the so called ‘local growth elites’, such as real estate 
developers and landlords. This is for a number of reasons; 
for example, these individuals have more financial 
incentive to push for development decisions that favour 
increasing land values, and are therefore more likely 
to spend their time coming to planning meetings and 
community consultation events (Molotch, 1987). 

The result is a political decisions being biased towards 
those that are pro-development, at the detriment to the 
poorer, marginal members of society, who in turn are 
often the most at risk of being negatively affected by 
changes in the area. As Slater explains, gentrification is 
‘grounded in sets of power relations (domination and 
exploitation) which are etched onto urban space in the 
form of inequality’ (Slater, 2012). Hence, politicians are 
able to justify changes to an area that are more likely to 
displace the working-class in favour of the middle- and 
upper-classes, citing participation results as evidence, 
belittling the impact of gentrification on the most 
vulnerable members of society; those without a voice. And 
yet, community engagement is still used as a political tool 
to make people feel included in the democratic process of 
decision-making.

Another major issue is how to delineate a community. 
The most common method for determining the extent 
of a community is by geographic borders. Whilst this 
may work in a rural area, cities are, by definition, highly 
homogeneous entities, in which many communities can 
exist within an area, overlapping and weaving into each 
other. As explained by Logan & Molotch, communities 
are often merely subdivided parcels of land which have 
been given a name; so called ‘paper villages’, on whose 
behalf important decisions are made (Molotch, 1987). 
This is a very important consideration in Grønland as 
many people who use the area regularly and feel part of 
the community do not actually live in the area, instead 
travelling in from the outer eastern districts to use the 
facilities such as mosques and specialist supermarkets. Yet 
this rich tapestry of communities is often not reflected in 
the community engagement system, where only residents 
are invited to participate. By delineating the community 
as those who just reside in Grønland, it risks excluding 
many people who have an important connection to the 
area and whose lives could be greatly affected by changes 
to the area.
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Active Research

Unlike Lerner’s work in Curitiba, Brazil, Norwegians are 
not used to using bottom-up approaches in order to solve 
issues in the city, due in part to its tradition of a strong 
welfare state. Yet as I have discussed, fostering bottom-up, 
community-led approaches could be a win-win situation. 
Marginal areas facing issues such as the public space under 
the highway in Grønland could be improved quickly and 
cheaply as meantime projects before the municipality’s 
long-term visions for the area are realised, and it can also 
encourage local members of the community to become 
actively involved in the making of their city. So how could 
an organisation that facilitates bottom-up, DIY, urban 
acupuncture style projects be implemented in Oslo?

One of the main criticisms of DIY urbanism projects 
is that they lack a long-term vision or strategy, often 
disappearing without producing a lasting legacy for 
the community. Their tendency only to be involved in 
temporary projects is both a strength and a weakness. 
On the one hand, the municipality is more likely to 
allow projects that only last a brief period, but though 
the projects may improve the everyday life for a short 
period of time, their disappearance can cause cracks in 
the physical infrastructure to become even more obvious. 
One strategy for combating this could be an organisation 
that ties together separate bottom-up schemes and ideas 
under one, on-going, active research project. As John 
Kaliski explains, ‘while the city can be studied, mapped, 
diagrammed, and probed, there is no substitute for the 
actual experience of a place’ (Kaliski, 1999). Collecting 
information on the everyday life of an area takes time, 
and requires on site, on-going research which can foster 
and help develop projects brought forward by, or in 
collaboration with, members of the community. It can 
also evaluate projects, creating a library of knowledge of 
the successes and failures in order to learn what projects 

are best suited to the area. Tying small projects together 
would also give some consistency to the project, with 
members of the local community able to see how their 
involvement has a continuing impact on the area.

One of the major issues facing the highly bureaucratic 
municipality in Oslo is silo working. In addition to 
issues due to the focus area being located across three 
districts, in a meeting with the municipality, it became 
clear that there is a lack of collaboration between 
different departments, for example between the state 
level road department that deals with the space directly 
under the highway, and the park department that deals 
with the waterfront. An organisation that sits separately 
from the municipality could help to bridge these gaps 
in communication, bringing together expertise and 
knowledge into a coherent vision.

An organisation focussed on active research should also 
be multidisciplinary, working not only with the hugely 
varied members of the local community, but also with 
planners, architects, sociologists, policy makers, artists, 
local businesses; the potential collaborators are endless. 
There is also an exciting opportunity to collaborate with 
local and international universities, helping to train future 
professionals in the importance of on the ground research 
in design projects.
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Case Study
Reactivate Athens: 101 Ideas

Central areas of Athens, Greece, face similar issues 
to those in Grønland. Despite having a relatively low 
level of ethnic and socio-economic segregation, the city 
centre has faced significant problems following a long 
period of laissez-faire policies in the housing sector, and 
negligence in urban infrastructure. The issues started in 
the 1970s when the upper and middles classes, and the 
associated commercial businesses, began to move out of 
the city centre to the suburbs. The result was a degrading 
city centre, with abandoned buildings and a lack of 
investment in infrastructure. The deterioration reduced 
the house prices, attracting immigrants to the area in 
the early 1990s. The immigrants were blamed for the 
deterioration, even though in fact they revitalised the area 
and helped to limit population loss. The negative urban 
character was further exacerbated by the crisis, which left 
Athens, and Greece as a whole, without the safety net 
of a developed welfare state. Local resources were limited 
and the population became increasingly vulnerable, with 
issues such as homelessness, unemployment and business 
closures being common (Maloutas, 2015).

In 2013 the research and design project Reactivate Athens 
– 101 Ideas was implemented, developing proposals that 
would activate disadvantaged areas of the city centre. 
Its purpose was to ‘introduce new mechanisms and 
intervention tools in order to apply a model that would 
enhance the city without excluding people, highlighting 
diverse local identities and utilising latent dynamics’ 
(Maloutas, 2015). The project was funded by the Onassis 
Foundation and undertaken over an intensive ten-
month period by an interdisciplinary team of researchers 
and architects, including Greek experts, scientists and 
professionals, led by Urban- Think Tank and ETH 
Zurich.

A key aim of the project was to use ideas directly from 
the people who lived in or used the area. As in Grønland, 
this is complex as people are often excluded due to lack of 
information, lack of the facilities needed to contribute to 
the project (for example no access to a computer) or are 
burdened by an everyday struggle in life such that they 
have no time to spare. Due to the short time period of 
the project, these issues were not able to be fully resolved, 
with few of the respondents to project idea questions 
coming from the most marginal members of society, 
which were the target audience. Younger people were over-
represented since they were more likely to have access to 
means of communication and also have some knowledge 
of the issues under discussion. However almost 4000 
people responded to questionnaires within a two month 
period, confirming the need for a participatory approach 
to solving the issues in the area (Maloutas, 2015).

One of the key approaches of the project was to set up 
the “RA Lab”- an open workshop which operated on the 
ground floor of a building in the focus area. This space 
provided a public presence, acting as a shop window 
for the project, as well as a meeting place for everyone 
involved in the project (Figure 91). Many workshops, 
interviews, lectures and events were organized and were 
attended by around 1 000 people. The participants’ ideas 
were often inspiring and provocative, and combined with 
the expert knowledge by the architects and researchers, 
schemes were proposed to improve the degraded city 
centre.

The output of the research lab was a set of 101 ideas 
which promote new models of urbanism generated by 
unconventional approaches, which was presented to 
the Municipality of Athens. The aim was to influence 
the municipality to make new policies and to use the 
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ideas for the activation of marginalised areas with a 
focus on social justice, using a system that involved the 
community from the very start. Though many of the 
suggested inventions could be realised at a relatively low-
cost, their implementation has been hindered by the 
absence of appropriate support from the municipality. 
The lack of governance structures in the disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods means that a crucial link is missing 
between innovative ideas being proposed and their 
implementation. Existing governance structures are 
traditionally weak and though many local authorities 
reinforced their social welfare efforts during the crisis in 
response to the huge numbers of people facing extreme 
difficulties, the lack of financial resources impeded the 
implementation of projects that required direct financial 
support from the state.

There are a number of vital lessons to learn from the 
research lab in Athens when thinking about Grønland. 
One is the time needed in order to create and foster 
relationships with members of the community who 
may not have the resources in order to participate in 
the normal ways. Careful steps must be taken to include 
people who do not have access to a computer, for example 
the elderly, or people with language barriers such as new 
arrivals to the country. There is also the added hurdle of 
connecting with people who may have been marginalised 
from society, and therefore may be mistrustful of being 
involved in projects. 

The other major lesson is the importance in having 
the means to deliver some or all of the ideas that arise 
from the participation. If people do not see an action 
resulting from their efforts, they will very quickly become 
disenfranchised with the process, which could in fact 
make matters even worse than before the dialogue was 
opened. The municipalities in Oslo and Athens are very 
different as Norway has a much wealthier welfare state, 
yet there is still a hesitancy to invest in untested projects. 
A change in governance structures is therefore also 
required in Oslo, to allow for small, innovative projects 
to be implemented quickly, allowing for experimentation 
and activation of spaces that are currently left in disrepair 
whilst waiting for the large scale redevelopment plans to 
materialise. But for the people who are using the space 
every day, it is vital that changes are made starting now, 
and that they are able to be involved in this process. This 
will also make it more likely for people to participate in 
larger redevelopment projects in the future, which would 
help the municipality to form a long term vision for the 
area that doesn’t exclude the people who currently live 
there.

Figure 91 - Research lab visible to the street, inviting people in
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Maker Space

One method for creating the ability for an immediate 
action is to have an active research lab that also provides 
the means to make and build projects on site. This would 
create not just the ability for local people to come to the 
research lab with ideas, but also to produce them, test them, 
improve them. By taking an idea from cradle-to-grave 
and involving members of the community throughout 
the process, people are able to feel really involved in the 
changes that are taking place in their neighbourhood. As 
David Harvey explains, ‘the freedom to make and remake 
our cities is one of the most precious, yet most neglected, 
of our human rights’ (Harvey, 2008). By giving people 
the ability to implement their own solutions to problems 
in the area, it is a step towards fighting against big level 
decisions made by the state on people’s behalf. 

Richard Sennett has written about the importance of 
making and craftsmanship in his book The Craftsman. He 
explains how the phrase ‘homo faber’ means both ‘man as 
maker’ and also ‘man as his own maker’ (Sennett, 2008). 
The concept that by actively being involved in making, 
one is also developing as an individual by learning skills, 
interacting with people and being creatively challenged is 
important to the success of a project that aims to activate 
a marginalised community. A makerspace could therefore 
act essentially as a community centre with tools. 

Makerspaces are becoming increasingly common in urban 
areas, and though all different, most aim to combine 
community, education and manufacturing equipment 
in order to enable community members to design, 
prototype and build projects that they do not have the 
resources to achieve as an individual (Makerspace, 2016). 
A makerspace should be open and flexible, suitable to 
be used by people interested in occasional DIY projects 
and fixing broken items to people looking to learn new 
skills, to professionals wanting to turn their craft into a 
commercial business. The flexibility of use results in a 
facility that can act as a meeting place for people who 
may not normally interact in daily life. They can act as 
a social space where people can share knowledge, advice 
and opinions (Figure 92).

Figure 92 - Bike workshop used as a social space
(source: Look mum no hands)
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One of the most exciting potential uses of a makerspace is 
as an alternative education facility. Though Norway has a 
high education rate, young people who are less interested 
in academic subjects and therefore opt for vocational 
training are more likely to drop out of education before 
gaining qualifications. Unemployment levels in Norway 
are the highest for young, non-ethnic Norwegian males, 
so there is an exciting opportunity to use a makerspace to 
involve young men in a hands-on further education. By 
combining a makerspace with the research lab, it could 
also aid community participation with residents of Oslo 
such as young males from an immigrant background, 
who are stereotypically difficult to involve (Figure 93).

A workshop as a social space can have many positive 
effects on the people using it and should not only be 
focussed on youth and education. For example, as shown 
through the Mensheds movement, working in a workshop 
with other people can help to prevent loneliness and 
depression. Mensheds, small scale, non-profit workshops, 
have been set up around the world, providing facilities 
predominantly for men of retirement age, but from 
all different social backgrounds, to come together and 
make things (Figure 94). Mensheds often participate in 
community work in return for small amounts of money, 
which can then be used to buy additional equipment 
(Slawson, 2016). A makerspace can also provide an 
opportunity for an income for local people through the 
incubation of start-up businesses. 

Figure 93 - Youth workshop in Byverkstedet
(source: Byverkstedet) 

Figure 94 - Retired men working together in a Menshed
(source: Mendsheds)
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Blackhorse Workshop is a makerspace in Walthamstow, 
London that provides affordable access to tools, 
workspace, and on-site technical expertise. Architecture 
collective Assemble converted an underused office space, 
transforming it into a number of large workshop spaces 
and a café on the ground floor and smaller studio spaces 
upstairs. Located in a working-class, industrial area, 
the aim of the projects was to build on the area’s rich 
heritage of craft, opening a workshop that cultivates 
and disseminates a culture of making and mending 
(Workshop, 2016).

The simple, utilitarian architecture of the workshop allows 
for flexible spaces which can altered as the workshop 
develops and hand-crafted elements, such as a range of 
furniture are designed to be entirely reproducible on the 
machines within the workshop so that the workshop 

Case Study
Blackhorse Workshop, London

can grow and adapt to changing needs (Figure 95). 
Additionally, as the site is only available on a short-term 
lease, the whole building can be dismantled and moved 
elsewhere

The workshop is highly successful, with a waiting list for 
permanent spaces in the facility. The workshop has a range 
of access options; people can come for just half a day, a 
month, or for a year. It is possible to use just a bench in 
an open workshop, or to hire a studio that is reserved 
for an individual or small groups for longer periods of 
times. It is popular with new graduates and start-ups that 
want low-cost space amongst other people working in a 
similar field. The atmosphere in the workshop fosters a 
sharing of knowledge and expertise, and there is a sense 
of community in the space.

Figure 96 - Teaching and sharing of expertise
(source: Blackhorse Workshop)

Figure 95 - Flexible workspaces
(source: Blackhorse Workshop)
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It also has an active programme of courses and training 
opportunities aimed at non-professionals, which range 
from family focussed activities such as print making, 
to more niche skills such as working with neon signage 
(Figure 96). However, though understandable due to 
the high costs of materials and expertise, these courses 
are relatively expensive and hence are not suitable for 
everyone. The family activities on the other hand are 
often free, but these are unlikely to appeal to potential 
target users such as teenagers and young adults.

The café is open to the public, though due to its location 
down a side alley, it doesn’t attract many people passing 
through the area (Figure 97). The expensive prices in the 
café, an issue across London, may also be off-putting to 
members of the local community. There is a monthly 
food and maker market, helping to attract non-makers to 

the site, and also provides an opportunity for individuals 
and new businesses using the workshop to sell their 
products, increasing awareness of both their craft and the 
existence of the makerspace (Figure 98). The cafe is also 
used for events such as film screenings and for parties, 
and while well attended, this can create an identity of the 
workshop as one only for young, creative hipsters, rather 
than as a space that can be used by all members of the 
local community.

Figure 98 - Market outside the workshop
(source: Blackhorse Workshop)

Figure 97 - Cafe open to members of the public
(source: Blackhorse Workshop)



118

Case Study
Granby Street, Liverpool

Granby Workshop is a social enterprise making handmade 
products for homes in a deprived neighbourhood in 
Liverpool, UK. It was initially set up in 2015 by the 
architecture collective Assemble as part of the exhibition 
for their Turner Prize winning regeneration scheme of the 
‘Granby Four Streets’.

The regeneration project grew out of the community-led 
rebuilding of a Liverpool neighbourhood following years 
of dereliction and institutional neglect. The once thriving 
local community in Granby was scattered following a 
series of regeneration projects that demolished all but 
four streets in the area. These four streets were sparsely 
populated and many of the properties were boarded 
up and left to fall into disrepair. A resourceful group 
of residents decided to take matters into their own 
hands, bringing the streets back into use over a period 
of two decades by clearing dilapidated plots, planting, 
painting and organising campaigns in order to reclaim 
their community. In 2011, the Granby Four Streets 
Community Land trust was set up, and they secured 
funding to renovate 10 empty houses into affordable 
homes. As the new occupants moved into these homes, 
Assemble set up Granby workshop in order to continue to 
encourage and support the hands-on community activity 
that had brought about such a positive change to the area.

The workshop sells a range of products made by a collective 
of local people using experimental manufacturing 
processes, and all income from sales goes back into the 
workshop. In particular, money raised goes towards 
training and engagement programmes for young people 
in the neighbourhood. The focus on young people, 
mainly aged between 13-18, is to try and encourage a 
new generation of residents to participate in creative and 
practical projects in their neighbourhood (Figure 99). 

One of the main differences between the communities 
in Granby and Grønland is that in Liverpool, the project 
was entirely initiated by the local people who came 
together to improve their neighbourhood in the face 
of state abandonment. The group of people was much 
smaller than the Grønland community, so therefore it was 
easier to rally people behind one cause. In an extremely 
diverse community such as Grønland, it would be nigh-
on impossible to rally the whole community behind 
one idea, but instead by using the theories of urban 
acupuncture, it could be possible to get lots of people 
involved in a whole range of small projects and schemes, 
which add up to change the city in a positive way. The 
research lab and makerspace should therefore provide 
facilities that are useful to as many different people as 
possible, in order to interact with people from  all corners 
of the community; from children to drug addicts.

Figure 99 - Teaching and sharing of expertise, with a focus on youth
(source: Granby Workshop)
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Case Study
Byverkstedet, Oslo

The Byverkstedet workshop in Tøyen is one of a number 
of makerspaces that have opened up in Oslo in the last 
couple of years. Located in the corner of the newly 
regenerated Tøyen Torg, it forms part of the revitalised 
public realm that celebrates DIY culture. The organisation 
consists of a small makerspaces and a bicycle repair 
station. The workshop is a converted shipping container 
so is only a very small space, but in good weather making 
and building takes place in the public space around 
the structure (Figure 100). This means that during the 
winter months, the workshop is not as well used as in 
the summer, as the weather is often too harsh to spend 
any length of time outside, even when participating in an 
active activity such as building. 

Byverkstedet uses volunteers in order to run events and 
workshops which aim to encourage young people into 
making. Events range from family days where children 
can build small wooden objects such as bird boxes, to 
staff away days for professional organisations, where 
making is used as a team building exercise. Many of the 
products built as part of the workshops are designed to 
be used in the public spaces in Tøyen, further adding to 
the DIY aesthetic of the neighbourhood. The drop-in 
bicycle workshop is very well used by members of the 
community to fix everyday problems such as a flat tyre, 
and it also brings people to the makerspaces who may not 
be actively seeking it out.

Though the workshop is only open at certain times, 
due to the need for a qualified craftsman to be on 
hand, Byverkstedet also works closely with other youth 
organisations to engage with local youths in the benefits 
of advancing creativity and active participation. It focuses 
mainly on minorities that do not typically get involved in 
such projects, such as ethnic minorities and young women. 

There is therefore an opportunity for a makerspace in 
Grønland to fit into, and add to, the existing makerspace 
network that is forming in Oslo, but also to increase the 
scope of impact by having programmes that appeal to 
different people, for example the elderly or the people 
marginalised in society such as alcoholics and drug users.

Figure 100 - Workshop taking place out in the public realm
(source: Byverkstedet facebook)
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Research Lab &  Makerspace
By learning from the case studies, I believe that a 
combination of a research laboratory which fosters 
bottom-up community participation, and a makerspace 
that provides the facilities for community members to 
actually actively have an impact on their city (Figure 101), 
could be the first step in giving more power to members 
of the Grønland community to face the pressures from 
gentrification and displacement. It would also create an 
organisation separate from the municipality but also still 
using their expertise, in order to facilitate small-scale 
projects.

The facility should attract people who may not normally 
want to be involved in ‘community’ participation’ 
projects. The simplest way to achieve this is to have 
facilities on offer that people do not have easy access to 
already for a low cost, or ideally free. In an age of flat-pack 
furniture. DIY tools are often required but rarely owned. 
The makerspace could incorporate a tool library, where 
people can come and borrow tools on a pay-what-you-
can scheme. For example, wealthier residents who can 
afford to would pay a subscription fee and then borrow 
tools to take home, but those who are unable to pay could 
still have access to the tools but would have to use them 
on site. Tools would be purchased according to requests, 
but should focus on small DIY tasks such as fixing bikes, 
sewing machines for mending clothes or tools, or putting 
together furniture for the home. 

There should also be facilities not only linked with 
making. For example, the spaces should be flexible so that 
they can be used as meeting and event spaces. Currently 
most community meeting spaces are linked to religious 
organisations, so there is a need for a space that can be 
used by a wider range of the community. A community-

run café could also be incorporated, building upon the 
legacy of community-focussed businesses in the area such 
as the Kafé Saba, which is run by women. 

Makers market
As discussed previously, Grønland used to have an 
informal bric-a-brac market every weekend, but it was 
shut down by the police due to accusations that some 
of the items on sale were stolen. The market attracted 
thousands of people to the area, creating a lively and 
bustling area, whereas now the space is empty and devoid 
of function. Though the organisers tried very hard to get 
the market reinstated, the municipality is unwilling to 
allow ‘illegal’ activity, even though the emptiness of the 
site has resulted in its sole use being for drug dealing and 
using.

Bringing back a market could really revitalise the area, 
but getting the balance between formalising it, in order 
to appease the municipality, and also ensuring that the 
market isn’t overly commercialised, or unaffordable for 
local people, is a challenge. One strategy could be to 
reinstate the market as a makers market, selling items 
made in the maker space. This could include items such 
as restored furniture, clothing or renovated bikes. It could 
also be expanded to include homemade food and drinks, 
celebrating the varied cultures that live in the area.

Not only would a makers market revitalise an empty 
public space, it would also create a source of income 
for the maker space and for individuals. In particular, 
it could benefit people who are excluded from more 
standard employment networks, for example refugees 
and newly arrived immigrants, or people who have been 
unemployed for a long time, for example the homeless. 

Made in Grønland
What
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Figure 101 - Potential functions of the research lab and makerspace
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As seen in Athens, public visibility of a research lab is 
paramount to getting as many people involved as possible. 
The research lab and makerspace should therefore be 
located with an active front onto the public realm, and 
ideally should be located in an area that has a high 
number of people walking past for maximum impact. As 
discussed previously, the focus area suffers from a lack of 
active façades, which add to the uneasy atmosphere and 
identity of the area. In particular, the youth centre suffers 
from having a closed façade on all sides, despite being 
located centrally in a public space. It is a huge wasted 
opportunity, as the brilliant activity that takes place 
inside of the youth centre is cut off from the rest of the 
public. The back of the youth centre in particular has no 
windows or openings, and creates dark pockets which feel 
intimidating and dangerous.

As discussed earlier, one of the major challenges facing 
Grønland is its negative identity to people, especially 
for those who do not live in the area. In particular, the 
highway and the public space underneath, sits along the 
perceived border between west and east Oslo, acting as a 
barrier to movement between the two sides. By locating 
the research lab and makerspace at this node, it could 
improve the face of the gateway into Grønland for 
people from the west, helping to reduce the segregation 
between the two halves of the city. It could also celebrate 
a positive identity of Grønland, of community activity 
and improvement, instead of the negative image of drug 
dealing and crime that currently blights the site.

The research lab and makerspace can also activate an 
otherwise empty public space. Examples such as Barn 
the Spoon in London show that making that is visible 
from the street can activate the public realm, creating 
an interesting view inside (Figure 102). A makerspace 

alongside the youth centre could be the first stage in design 
changes to the building which could help it to integrate 
more effectively into its surroundings. It is also important 
metaphorically- if the youth centre is better connected 
to the public realm, the youth of the area, which tends 
to have a negative identity, also has a better image and 
connection with members of the public (Figure 103).

Building and making are also activities that benefit from 
an external space, creating life and business in the public 
realm. The makerspace should open out into the public 
space utilising the tall, covered space under the highway 
to be able to construct large objects. It will revitalise the 
space throughout the year, with the shelter of the highway 
making a space that can still be used during the winter.

Made in Grønland
Where

Figure 102 - Making activating the public realm
(source: Barn the Spoon)
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As highlighted previously, the most important factor in 
successfully fostering bottom-up, urban acupuncture 
style, action is that changes need to start immediately. 
Even a small change can kick-start an interest in the future 
of the area, encouraging members of the local community 
to get involved and begin to think about changes they 
would like to see in their neighbourhood. 

The first step  installing a small tool library which could 
be inserted into the site almost immediately, signifying 
a change in the area and also creating a function for the 
currently empty public realm (Figure 104). The next 
stage in the construction of lightweight building as an 
extension to the youth centre, which could be installed 
within 6 months.  By using a modular structure, the 
centre could adapt and grow over the years as the facilities 
needed by the community change. As the future of the 
area is unknown, with major redevelopment plans in the 
works in the next few decades, it is vital to think about 
how it could adapt over time. By using a similar system 
to Blackhorse Workshop, the makerspace should be able 
to be dismantled and the facilities moved to another 
location (Figure 105). 

Figure 104 (top) - Tool library activating the space

Figure 105 (bottom) - Potential for maker space to move to other locations, 
for example the ground floor of Galleri Oslo

Made in Grønland
When
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Galleri Oslo
There are also other spaces in Grønland that could be 
utilised now in order to improve the perceived identity 
of the neighbourhood. Another key change that could 
be started right away is improving the identity of Galleri 
Oslo. Galleri Oslo is a much hated building which does 
not function well, acting as a huge barrier separating 
Grønland from the rest of the city. However, as discussed 
previously, this barrier offers a kind of protection for 
Grønland from the gentrification efforts taking place to 
the south and west of the area. I argue that demolishing 
the building is both a waste of valuable resources, but 
also risks removing one of the last protective bubble that 
keeps Grønland a unique part of the city. 

One must therefore consider how the building could be 
improved now in order to benefit the local community, and 
also consider what would happen once the municipality’s 
long-term plans begin, and how the research lab and 
makerspace can both influence and benefit from these 
changes.  In the short term, the research lab and makerspace 

could facilitate projects such as improving the façade of 
the building, which is currently monotonous, blank and 
inactive, and one of the main reasons the building is so 
hated (Figure 106). Building upon a successful design 
strategy of using street art to transform blank façades in 
the area, Galleri Oslo could become a huge art canvas 
for the people of Grønland, signifying the creativity and 
innovation of the local community to the rest of Oslo.

It is also important to think about the medium to long 
term future of the building. For example when the bus 
station is moved, what will happen to the ground floor 
of Galleri Oslo? As discussed previously, there are many 
people calling for Galleri Oslo to be demolished once the 
bus station is removed, yet such a large structure has a 
huge potential to benefit the local area if its space was 
used more effectively (Figure 107). For example, one 
could use the large open spaces on the ground floor where 
the bus station is currently located as a workshop and 
makerspace, with empty shops on the street level used to 
sell the produce. 

Figure 106 - Painting the facade of Galleri Oslo to improve it’s identity Figure 107 - Potential uses of Galleri Oslo which focus more on community 
facilities
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The most important people to involve in a bottom-up 
project is the local community. As discussed previously, 
this is far easier said than done, as cities are hugely 
heterogeneous places, and therefore ‘the community’ 
cannot be simplified into one singular entity. In an area 
such as Grønland is a vital to include people who are 
normally excluded from ‘the community’ such as the 
homeless, addicts and youth, as these make up a significant 
proportion of the society. It is also important to recognise 
the transient nature of many of the people living in the 
area, but still encourage people to get involved even if 
they do not expect to live in the area long term.

Through collaboration with Riverside Ungdomshus, 
the youth centre, it would be possible to connect and 
collaborate with the younger generation in Grønland. 
The facility would also be able to benefit local youth 
by providing opportunities for skill development. The 
centre currently focuses on digital skills development, 
but in combination with more hands on skills it could 
appeal to a wider range of people. To include as many 
people as possible, care must be taken to ensure that the 
centre appeals to people other than youths. Learning 
from the Mensheds movement, a makerspace is also 
a valuable community asset for adults and the elderly, 
providing facilities for people to practice and develop 
skills in making. The makerspace should also be suitable 
for use by more professional makers, as well as people just 
passing by.

It is also very important to involve people from the 
municipality as they control vital factors such as funding 
and permissions. By existing as a separate but closely 
linked entity, the research lab and makerspace can 
facilitate better communication between the municipality 
and the public, and also between different departments 

within the municipality, helping to streamline decision 
making processes (Figure 108).

By connecting into the existing makerspace movement 
in Oslo and further afield, the space could utilise from 
expertise, and also create professional connections to other 
creative practices. For example, by creating a connection 
with the workshops within the Opera House, members of 
the Grønland community would have more connection 
with the world-class cultural facilities on offer in Oslo. 
The research lab should also involve local professionals 
such as architecture practices and other creative fields. 

The space should also collaborate with local universities 
such as AHO and other creative schools. In the first 
instance is could provide facilities that are not available 
in each university, aiding collabration between different 
schools and fields of education. For example, the Institute 
of Making in London is a workshop for staff and students 
of University College London, but also has a busy public 
programme (Institute of Making, 2016).

There is an exciting opportunity for the research lab to be 
integrated into design studios in architecture and urban 
design courses, giving valuable learning experiences to 
up-and-coming designers, and also providing motivated 
volunteers to facilitate the research. This would also 
provide an opportunity to change the traditional top-
down style of design that is typically taught in universities 
by advocating active, on-the-ground research techniques.

Made in Grønland
Who
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One of the most obvious requirements for setting up the 
research laboratory and makerspace is funding. Speaking 
to the founder of a makerspace in Oslo, I discovered that 
even a professional makerspace such as Folkesverkstedet, 
which is aimed at professional makers and has no 
community facilities, requires municipality funding in 
order to subsidise prices (Figure 109). 

The Norwegian government is famously wealthy, yet the 
local municipality will need convincing to be able to 
dedicate funds to Grønland, particularly in the face of a 
more new-capitalist approach to development in recent 
years. One way in which to obtain funding would for 
projects to tap into existing funding sources that the 
government has pledged, for example by focusing on 
projects that tap into funding supplies associated with 
improving cycling infrastructure or pedestrianisation of 
the city centre. However, limiting projects like this would 
stifle creativity and ingenuity, so alternative funding 
sources would need to be found. The state funded Arts 
Council gives grants to creative ventures yet these are 
often one time grants, rather than ongoing financial 
support.

Funding could be obtained from the private developers 
who are working in the area. In the UK, private developers 
are required to pay a Community Infrastructure Levy 
(CIL) for large developments, which is a tax which can 
be spent by the municipality in the area local to the 
development. It is also possible for local communities to set 
up a Community Interest Group (CIG) in collaboration 
with the municipality, which can then be given a part of 
the CIL. This system essentially gives money from private 
developers over to the local community to spend on 
projects that they deem important, facilitating a bottom-
up approach but using private funds. A similar scheme 

could be implemented in Oslo, with funding given to the 
research lab, which could then be allocated to projects 
brought forward by members of the local community. 

Funding could also be obtained from private 
philanthropists. In Tøyen, funding was both state and 
privately sourced, with the Tøyen regeneration scheme 
set up as a charity attracting money from wealthy citizens 
who wanted to be able to give back to the deprived 
community. There are a number of organisations that 
focus on developing making and design, particularly 
in deprived communities. There are also a number of 
international makerspace networks which can provide 
advice and funding, such as the Makerspace Library 
Network.

Funding is not the only obstacle to overcome in order 
to facilitate a bottom-up regeneration approach for 
Grønland. As discussed previously, a change in the 
planning system will also be required, making small 
design projects quicker and less bureaucratic, fostering 
an atmosphere where risks can be taken and creativity 
is celebrated. Temporary uses of spaces waiting to be 
developed should be actively encouraged, to encourage 
small projects which could have a much larger, ripple-
like effect on the area. In order for community initiated 
projects to be delivered, the planning system must be very 
clear to follow, for example using an app, which guides 
people painlessly as possible through the process.

Made in Grønland
How



Figure 109 - Pricing structure for professional makerspace
(source: Folkesverkstedet)
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Like most major metropolitan centres in western society, 
Oslo is a highly developed but also a highly unequal city. 
It has areas with an extremely high quality of architecture 
and public realm, but also areas where there are significant 
issues in both the physical and social infrastructures. The 
spatial representation of the inequality within Oslo is 
stark, with significant differences in standard of living 
between the east and west. The Oslo municipality has 
undertaken a number of large top-down regeneration 
projects in recent years, most notably the redevelopment of 
its waterfront into predominantly offices for international 
businesses, commercial space and high-end residential 
areas. Oslo’s focus on attracting global investment and 
tourism risks leaving disadvantaged residents behind, 
increasing inequality in the city.

As the population is due to increase in the coming 
years, the city risks becoming even more unequal as new 
immigrants are concentrated in the eastern districts, 
particularly in the outer east where property prices are 
lowest. As minority residents become less evenly spread 
across the urban area, the city becomes more segregated, 
which can lead to areas with high immigrant populations 
to become ‘reputational ghettos’. The problem with 
labelling areas as ghettos is that it justifies large-scale 
‘regeneration’ projects to be implemented without 
taking the time to try to truly understand what changes 
the people who live and use the area need. The result 
are developments that do not aim to improve the lives 
of the people there, but are instead focussing on factors 
such as attracting global capital, invariably leading to 
gentrification through the displacement of the working-
class in favour of more affluent residents and users.

Sitting at the border between the affluent west and the 
more deprived east, Grønland is one such area that is 
routinely flagged as a problem area in need of ‘fixing’. 
The area inarguably has its issues, both in the physical 
and social infrastructures, which reduce the quality of 
everyday life for the people living in or using the area. 
In particular it suffers from a negative identity, which is 
particularly represented by the poor quality public realm 
under the highway, which is used mainly as a space to 
sell drugs, and the much-hated Galleri Oslo. Both act as 
a gateway to Grønland, preventing the integration of the 
area into the rest of the city centre to the south and west. 
The top-down approach to solving these problems would 
be to demolish them. 

However, I believe that these negative attributes have 
actually contributed to the unique identity that Grønland 
still enjoys today and has protected the area from total 
gentrification. Though it no longer has a particularly 
high level of ethnic minorities living there, due to large 
redevelopment projects in the 20th century that displaced 
many of the poorer residents, the area still retains a 
vibrant and multicultural identity. It is the location of 
many cultural facilities such as large mosques and ethnic 
supermarkets, which attract people from all over the city. 
It is a vibrant area, with a unique identity in the Oslo city 
centre, full of independent businesses catering to people 
from all over the world. 
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When considered from a top-down perspective, the 
problems faced by Grønland, such as poor pedestrian 
connections to the rest of the city and illegal activities 
taking place in the public realm, seem to require large-
scale interventions in order to fix them. The municipality 
is also in the process of developing a long-term vision 
for the area, which is to be implemented when the bus 
station is moved in 2030. There are also a number of high 
profile developments being proposed in the immediate 
vicinity of Grønland, which could improve some of the 
problems that currently face the area, but could also 
irreparably alter the unique identity of Grønland. The 
proposed designs are generic and do not respond to the 
unique scenario presented in Grønland.  The risk is that 
Grønland becomes yet another area of Oslo dominated 
by office space, retail and hotels, rather than focussing 
on the urban features needed by the everyday people 
living in the area such as affordable housing and business 
spaces and successful public spaces. The municipality’s 
ambitious plans to move the bus station to above the 
railway tracks and demolish Galleri Oslo risks removing 
the last protective barrier between the east and widespread 
gentrification and displacement.

To combat the predominance of top-down planning in 
Oslo, I believe that a more bottom-up, community-led 
approach should be utilised. However, this will require 
a change in mind set for both the municipality and 
members of the local community as Oslo does not have 
a strong tradition of allowing informality or encouraging 
DIY urban tactics. The first change in mentality needed 
is an understanding that an area does not need to ‘fixed’ 
all at once. Rather, I believe that a more piecemeal, urban 
acupuncture style approach would result in an improved 
public realm and also create an opportunity to experiment 
and take more risks.  I agree with Koolhaas, who 

explained that ‘we have to imagine 1,001 other concepts 
of city; we have to take insane risks in order to improve 
the design of urban environments’ (Koolhaas, 1998). 
Cities, and the people who live in them, are constantly 
changing and public spaces should also adapt, update 
and improve in order to remain relevant over time. Small 
scale interventions or experiments can help to explore a 
concept and to determine whether it should be explored 
further, and it is also vital to set up a mechanism by which 
to learn from mistakes going forward. 

Yet this process is not without its flaws, most notably the 
incompatibility with necessary large-scale developments 
that are needed in order to respond to the predicted 
population growth, and also issues related to the idea of 
community. A balance is therefore needed between a top-
down and bottom-up approach. The role of the designer 
could therefore be the mediator of this process, acting 
as a middle person between the municipality and local 
community members. Instead of imposing their own 
idea of how to fix the city onto people, a designer should 
facilitate and incubate ideas from every day residents, 
helping to deliver ideas that respond directly to the needs 
of local people. 
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I believe that an on-site research lab and makerspace could 
act as the catalyst for collaboration and experimentation, 
acting in the void between the top-down municipality 
and private developers and local community members. 
As a collective it could collect and evaluate applied 
research bringing together knowledge, opinions and 
ideas from as many people as possible; cities are far 
too complex to be designed by one person. One major 
challenge that the research lab and makerspace would 
start to address is the issue with activating as many people 
in the community as possible, in particular those that are 
usually most marginalised such as the homeless, addicts, 
new immigrants or teenagers. Only then can you start to 
avoid issues such as gentrification, which is often a major 
criticism of a bottom-up regeneration approach.

A key question that I investigated in this research was my 
role as an outsider who could be perceived as a gentrifier, 
or as Tone Huse eloquently put it a ‘life phase migrator’, 
that is seen to blight areas such as Grønland. This is a very 
complex issue and not one that I can claim to have solved 
in this thesis. However I hope that undertaking on-the-
ground research, it is possible for an outsider to begin to 
understand the many overlapping social infrastructures 
that make Grønland such an interesting place and also 
respond to the issues faced by everyday people. However, 
I believe that this will require a shift in the understanding 
of process of design for designers to a greater appreciation 
of an ongoing process without an end ‘solution’ already 
in mind. Setting up a research Iab and maker space is 
only proposed as the first step in a long process. As a 
designer, I must appreciate and celebrate the importance 
of continuing to research, experiment and evaluate.  The 
hope is that this body of research could be added to over 
time, by as many different people as possible.
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